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ABSTRACT 

KIM POWELL 

WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY ABOUT FAMILY THERAPY IN THE 
SCHOOL SETTING? A CONTENT ANALYSIS 

MAY 2011 

The purpose of this study was to determine what has been written about family 

therapy in the school setting in the professional literature of the fields of family studies, 

family therapy, and education from 1999 to July 2010. Selected terms related to systemic 

family therapy in the school ·setting were used to search 18 scholarly/academic journals 

for articles on this topic. The number of articles found was presented as a percentage of 

the total number of articles published in the journal in the specified period of time. The 

professions of the authors of the articles were presented. The articles that met the 

selection criteria were qualitatively analyzed for themes. One predominant theme 

emerged through analysis of the texts: the usefulness of systemic family therapy in the 

school setting. No article was found that did not support the use offamily therapy in 

schools. Passages of text from the articles were presented to illustrate the theme. Most 

articles discussed the usefulness offamily therapy in the school setting for children's 

behavior problems. Texts illustrated the uses of family therapy in the school setting for 

diverse issues including selective mutism, giftedness, disability, asthma manage·ment, and 

dating adolescent couples. Conclusions from this content analysis, along with 
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limitations and implications, are discussed. Recommendations for future research in the 

three fields, family studies, family therapy, and education, in the area offamily therapy in 

the school setting are discussed. 
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CHAPTERI 

INTRODUCTION 

Educators in the United States are called on to make sure that "no child is left 

behind" (The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 2002) by ensuring that every 

child attending a public school receives an equitable education. Teachers, as well as 

schools, are accountable for helping children master all grade level skills, regardless of 

what the child brings to the table in terms of family support. Multiple family factors 

impact a child's readiness for learning and continued academic achievement. Such family 

factors, for example, parental education or intelligence, family socio-economic status, 

parental attitudes toward education, and native language, all play a part in a child's 

capacity to be successful in elementary school and beyond. Many of these family factors 

place children at risk for not completing their public school education by dropping out of 

high school (Hammond, Linton, Smink & Drew, 2007). The dropout rate for American 

students is high and the outlook for youth who fail to graduate from high school is grim 

(Confronting the Graduation Rate Crisis in the South, 2005; Laird, DeBell, & Chapman, 

2006; McKeon, 2006). 

Family and school are the two most significant systems in a child's life. Family 

problems may influence a child' s ability to learn.and a child ' s difficulties in !_earning may 

affect family functioning. A child's experience in one system has ramifications for the 

other system. For children who are struggling with school success, intervening with a 
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child's family (in addition to the usual school interventions that are aimed at the 

individual child) may help the child' s achievement, school functioning, behavior or peer 

interaction. 

Rationale for the Study 

While research exists in the family therapy literature that suggests that school 

children struggling with school-related problems can be helped through family therapy 

(Amatea & Fabrick, 1981; Cerio, 1997; Fine & Jennings, 1985; Goodman & Kjonaas, 

1984; King, Randolph, McKay, & Bartell, 1995; McNeil, Eyberg, Eisenstady, Newcomb, 

& Funderburk, 1991 ; Stone & Peeks, 1986; W olcoxon & Comas, 1987), there is little 

documentation of the effectiveness or satisfaction with family therapy in the school 

setting (Christenson & Conoly, 1992). Multiple risk factors make children at risk of not 

completing high school and many of these risk factors include family characteristics 

(Hammond et al. , 2007). Educational research supports the need to involve parents; 

however, most school programs involve parenting education or encouraging parents to be 

involved in their child' s schooling, as opposed to conducting family therapy with the 

child and his or her family in the school setting (Hammond et al. , 2007). 

Statement of the Problem 

Public schools help children who are struggling academically or with behavioral 

problems by providing interventions aimed at remediation of the child' s academic 

weaknesses or by helping the child to acquire new behavioral skills. School personnel, 

often the school counselor, also provide psycho-social interventions for struggling 

students, especially when school personnel are aware of family factors that may 
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contribute to the child's school difficulties. For schools attempting to adhere to a 

comprehensive and developmental school counseling model, as advocated by the 

American School Counseling Association or ASCA (Rowley, Stroh, & Sink, 2005), such 

interventions are aimed at the individual child, small group of children, or a whole class. 

In addition to individual and group counseling and classroom guidance, the school 

counselor may facilitate programs to help individual children, such as matching the 

struggling child with an adult mentor. The role of the school counselor in working with 

parents is one of consultant, not family therapist (The ASCA Model, American School 

Counseling Association, 2010). School-wide programs often promote parental 

involvement in children' s schooling; however, few schools provide family therapy in the 

school setting to help the families of children who are struggling. Many school 

counselors refer families to licensed professional counselors or family therapists outside 

of the school setting when the counselors know that family factors are impairing the 

child ' s school achievement or ability to get along with others and have satisfying social 

relationships at school. Referring to outside therapists or agencies is one of the 

recognized roles of a school counselor (ASCA, 2010). School counselors, however, do 

not have the training to conduct family therapy in the school setting (Hinkle, 1993) even 

though the school is a place where the child comes on a daily basis and would be a 

convenient venue for the family to be seen by a family therapist (Dryfoos, 1994). 

Family therapy in school settings joins two disciplines, family therapy and 

education, to provide not only a systemic view of the problems children have in school,_ 

but also a way of intervening that honors the child as family member first and student 
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second and respects the family as the primary influence in a child's life. When the child 

has struggles in school, the family also grapples with the problems; when the family is 

struggling with problems unrelated to school, the child struggles and these struggles may 

challenge the child's ability to perform academically or behave in a manner that supports 

his or her school success. The systems of family and school become intertwined when the 

family, the child, and school personnel grapple with a child's school concerns. 

The fields of family therapy, education, and family science do not share an 

understanding of or language about how to utilize systemic thinking to implement 

intervention for a child's school-related problems through family therapy. Kuhn (1996) 

discusses the significance of developing a universally shared language within a scientific 

paradigm. Underlying principles and assumptions about family therapy in the school 

setting are needed by both the field of education and the field of family therapy that is 

heavily influenced by the field of family studies. This shared language would provide the 

framework to move schools towards understanding the helpfulness of family therapy not 

only for school-related problems, but family therapy in the school setting. At the same 

time, this shared language would help family therapists see the usefulness of their unique 

role in schools. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to ascertain what was being written about family therapy in 

the school setting in eighteen scholarly journals in the fields of family therapy, education, 

and family studies in the last ten years. 
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Research Question 

The general research question that guided this analysis was: "What has been 

written in selected scholarly journals in the fields of family therapy, family studies, and 

education on the topic of family therapy in the school setting in the last ten years?" This 

research question provided the framework for the coding and analysis of articles 

containing any of the following terms: family counseling, family therapy, family 

psychotherapy, family systems, systems theory, or systemic therapy in combination with 

school, schools, school setting, or school-based. 

Definitions of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions apply to these terms. 

1. At-risk: Children and adolescents who are at risk of not completing school and 

graduating with a high-school diploma (National At-Risk Education Network 

[NAREN], 2010). 

2. Child: Child or adolescent who attends an elementary or secondary school. 

3. Family Counseling: Synonymous with Family Therapy or Family Psychotherapy. 

4. Family Therapy (or Family Psychotherapy): An approach to counseling families 

as opposed to therapy with individuals. Family therapy is based on the framework 

that the dominant forces in one's life are located externally, in the family. Family 

therapy is directed at changing the organization of the family (Nichols, 2004). 

5. Family Therapy in the School Setting (or School-based Family Therapy): Family 

therapy that occurs in the school setting as part of the services offered to parents_ 

whose children are struggling in school. Therapists work with the whole family, 
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or with an understanding that problems and changes affect the whole family, with 

a systemic perspective (Silvestri, Steinberger, & Scambio, 1996). 

6. Family System: "The family conceived as a collective whole entity made up of 

individual parts plus the way they function together" (Nichols, 2004, p. 440). 

7. Systems Theory: "A generic term for studying a group of related elements that 

interact as a whole entity; encompasses general systems theory and cybernetics" 

(Nichols, 2004, p. 444). 

8. Systemic Therapy: Synonymous with Family Therapy. 

9. Ecosystemic ( or Ecological): " ... this approach takes a holistic view that stresses 

the importance of working with families within their neighborhood setting and 

including all members of the community system, from professionals, extended 

families, to community figures, to community institutions (Piercy, Sprenkle, & 

Wetchler, 1996, p.14). 

Assumptions 

The following assumptions grounded this study: 

1. There is a reciprocal and recursive nature to problems that families deal with; 

when a child struggles with a problem, it is the family ' s problem and when the 

family struggles with a problem, it is the child' s problem. 

2. Children have struggles in school for a variety of reasons, but because the child is 

part of a family system, family therapy is the most appropriate approach for 

helping the child and the family. 
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3. Families of school-age children cope with a variety of issues that may affect a 

child's school success. 

4. Families of school-age children must deal with the school that their child attends 

and therefore become part of the school system. The family and the school 

reciprocally and recursively affect each other. 

5. Minimal research exists on the efficacy of family therapy in the school setting. 

Delimitations 

The delimitations for the purpose of this research study were: 

1. Only refereed articles published from 1999 until July 2010 that contain the terms 

family counseling, family therapy, family psychotherapy, family system or 

systems, systems theory, or systemic therapy in combination with school, schools, 

school setting, or school-based were the focus of this study. 

2. Only the following peer-reviewed journals from the fields of family therapy, 

family studies, and education were the selected sample for this study. 
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Table 1 

Family Therapy, Family Studies, and Education Journals that Comprise the Study 
Population 

Family Studies 
Journals 

• Family Process 
• Family Relations 
• Journal ofMarriage 

and Family 
• Journal of Family 

Issues 
• Journal of Family 

Psychology 

Family Therapy 
Journals 

• American Journal of 
Family Therapy 

• Contemporary Family 
Therapy 

• Family Journal 
• Journal of Family 

Psychotherapy 
• Journal of Family 

Therapy 

Education Journals 

• Educational 
Psychology 

• Journal of 
Educational 
Psychology 

• Journal of School 
Counseling 

• Professional School 
Counseling 
Psychology in the 
Schools 

• Journal of Marital and • 
Family Therapy 

Summary 

• School Psychology 
Quarterly 

• School Psychology 
Review 

This chapter discusses the need to help children be successful in school by 

helping families. Interventions aimed at helping the individual child are prevalent in 

schools and school counseling programs. The fields of fami~y therapy and education must 

collaborate to support the use of family therapy in the school setting. Family therapy in 

the school setting is necessarily a cross-disciplinary venture; having a shared language for 

understanding the systemic nature of problems that affect children will help both fields to 

better serve children and families. The purpose of this study was to find out how well 
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family therapy, family studies, and education journals are attending to the topic offamily 

therapy in the school setting in the last ten years. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Early family therapy literature advocated for the inclusion of children in family 

therapy sessions and utilized family therapy to help families with children's problems 

(Ackerman, 1970; Hoffman, 1981; Keith & Whitaker, 1981; Minuchin, 1967; Montalvo 

& Haley, 1973). More recently, however, many family therapists do not include children 

in family therapy sessions (Cederborg, 1997; Lund, Zimmerman, & Haddock, 2002; 

Ruble, 1999). Children are often the identified patient when problems occur in the 

family; however, individual therapy for children may result in pathologizing children 

instead of viewing their behaviors through a systemic perspective and facilitating change 

systemically. Individual child therapy seeks to understand the child, but not within his or 

her family system. Dyadic parent-child therapy or parent training may recognize the 

influence of parents and children on each other; however, it is still likely to neglect the 

influence of the family system (Funderburk, 1993; Ruble, 1999). Working with the entire 

family helps the family view the child' s problem as the family's problem (Eaker, 1986). 

Research shows that family therapy interventions are effective for a wide range of child

focused problems (Carr, 2000; 2009). 

The central research question for this study was "What has been written in 

selected scholarly journals in the fields of family therapy, family studies, and education 

on the topic of family therapy in the school setting in the last ten years?" The purpose of 
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this chapter is to review literature related to family therapy as an intervention for 

children's school-related problems. The origins of systemic and ecological thinking are 

reviewed. Literature on therapy with multiple systems and how therapists work with 

larger systems, like schools, is reviewed. Literature regarding a shift to systemic thinking 

in schools is discussed. Literature regarding the use of family therapy for child behavior 

problems, family therapy for school problems, and school-based family therapy are 

reviewed. From the education literature, studies that discuss the effectiveness of parental 

involvement in schools and how parental involvement can improve academic 

achievement are reviewed. 

The Origins of Systemic Thinking 

General Systems Theory originated from Systems Theory; together these theories 

laid the foundation for the systemic perspective of family therapy. Systems Theory 

originated in the convergence of mathematics, physics, and engineering thinking in the 

1940s that theorized that the whole of a unit, whether mechanical or biological, was 

greater than the sum of its parts (Wiener, 1961 ). Von Bertalanffy (1968) extended 

Systems Theory to better explain the systems in which people live; this theory is known 

as General Systems Theory. Von Bertalanffy' s main tenet was that every system is a 

subsystem oflarger systems. Family therapy grew out of Bateson's and others ' 

application of General Systems Theory to understanding and working with families 

(Bateson, 1972). From a systems perspective, it makes sense to understand and change a 

school-aged child' s problems within the context of the systems in which he or she exists_, 
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namely, the family and the school, rather than by working individually with the child 

(Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967). 

Family Therapy for Problems in Larger Systems 

Family therapists by definition work with family systems, but their work may also 

include larger systems that influence the family and are reciprocally influenced by the 

family. Families have many systems in their ecological contexts; families with school-age 

children are necessarily part of school systems: the class, the school, the district. Pioneers 

in the family therapy field encouraged not only the inclusion of children in family 

therapy, but an eco-systemic view of child problems or taking into account how all of the 

systems in which a family is embedded influence the family and how the larger systems 

are influenced by the family. Minuchin and other early family therapists saw the benefit 

in the use of an eco-systemic or ecological approach (Hoffman, 1981; Minuchin, 1974; 

Piercy et al., 1996). Minuchin's structural family therapy included working with other 

contexts or systems in which the family or individual were part. Minuchin was often in 

touch with the school when school performance was the presenting problem. He stated, 

" ... the theories and techniques of family therapy lend themselves readily to work with 

the individual in contexts other than the family" (Minuchin, 1974, p.4). Aponte's classic 

article (1976) described the use of a family-school interview that takes into account the 

dynamics of all systems in the child's ecological contexts. 

Other literature discussed the need to view children's and families' problems with 

larger systems from an ecological perspective. Johnston and Zemitzsch ( 1997) proposed _ 

an eco-systemic model for working with families with children with behavior challenges 
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using a Bowenian model of triangles (Bowen, 1976; 1978) formed by individuals, the 

child for instance, the family system, and larger systems like the school. They further 

discussed family rules and the use of family strengths to change the dysfunctional 

patterns that reinforce behavioral problems in the school setting. 

Boyd-Franklin and Bry (2000) presented their ideas about reaching out in family 

therapy to larger systems in which families exist, including schools. For example, they 

discussed a case of an African American family with a child who was struggling 

academically and behaviorally. The school wanted to initiate Special Education testing 

while the family was opposed. The therapist's work with the family helped them to 

collaborate with the school while advocating for their child. 

All families with school-age children necessarily and unavoidably have 

relationships with their children' s schools. Families reciprocally influence and are 

influenced by the schools. Authors such as Imber-Black (1988) wrote, from their 

professional experience, of the "difficulties between families and public schools" (p. 8). 

Family Systems Thinking in the School Setting 

Articles abound in the professional school counseling and school psychology 

literature that advocate a shift to a systemic, family-oriented model or conceptualization 

for working with children and their families in the school se'tting (Amatea, Smith, & 

Villares, 2006; Bemack & Comely, 2002; Cerio, 1997; Christenson, 1990; Cooper & 

Upton, 1990; Fine, 1990; Keys, 1999; Klein, Altman, Dreizen, Friedman, & Powers, 

1981 ; Kraus, 1998: Miano, Forrest, & Gumaer, 1997; Morrison & Olivos, 1993; Nicoll, 

1992; Peeks, 1993; Shields & Green, 1996; Shillingford, Lambie, & Walter, 2007; 
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Termini, 1991; Thomas & Ray, 2006; Tittler & Cook, 1981 ; Van Veslor & Cox, 2000; 

Webster-Statton, 1993; White & Mullis, 1999; Widerman & Widerman, 1995). These 

articles pointed out the problem of working with children individually when many school 

problems are rooted in the family or other systems. For instance, Edwards and Foster 

(1995) stated that "the child' s problem is a symptom of a greater difficulty in the larger 

family-school system" (p. 114). With a few exceptions, these articles did not advocate for 

the use of family therapy by existing school personnel (Hinkle, 1993; Kraus, 1998). 

Hinkle (1993) advocated for retraining school counselors, typically trained with an 

individual focus toward counseling intervention, to provide family therapy in the school. 

Kraus (1998) discussed "why the family piece is so important and how family counseling 

can be successfully integrated into an existing counseling program in the school" (p. 12). 

The school psychology and special services literature advocated for a systemic 

perspective within the school setting regarding children' s behavioral and academic 

problems. They often advocated for the use of systemic consultation models for working 

with families, school personnel, and agencies outside of the school who were involved 

with the family (Carlson & Hickman, 1992). However, articles from the school 

psychology literature rarely advocated for the application of systemic principles in 

helping the family unit. Even when looking at how to involve families of children with 

"severe behavioral and emotional disorders" in change (Friesen & Osher, 1996, p.187), 

most school psychology literature did not include family therapy as a way to help foster 

that change. 
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Linking Mental Health Services to Schools 

Since the 1990s there has been a movement toward linking mental health services 

to schools (Aguirre, 1995; Pennekamp, 1992). Integrated and comprehensive services can 

be provided to children at schools and these services are often mental-health related. 

Families can often access services through schools more easily than through other 

community agencies. In his 1992 article regarding school-linked and school-based 

services, Pennekamp stated that "too many high-risk children and families lack access to 

needed services and that even when they have access, services are fragmented and agency 

specific and often fail to be culturally relevant" (p. 125). Some states have developed 

initiatives for the creation of school-linked and school-based services (Pennekamp, 

1992). Social workers have advocated for their inclusion in these initiatives to work with 

families in schools, but, family therapy is not one of the advocated services (Pennekamp, 

1992). 

Individual Child or Family Therapy 

Levant and Haffey (1981) looked at the integration of child and family therapy. 

They reviewed the literature on four different forms of treatment for children: 1) 

individual child psychotherapy, in which the child is seen individually and one or both 

parents may or may not be seen separately in collaborative therapy; 2) conjoint parent

child psychotherapy, in which the child is seen conjointly with one parent with a focus on 

either the child, the parent, or both; 3) parent therapy, in which one or both parents are 

seen with a focus on helping the child; and 4) conjoint family therapy, in which the 

family is seen as a whole. They concluded that, "each approach has certain strengths, but 
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( each) in-and-of itself is an incomplete treatment mode. An integration of child and 

family therapy is recommended" (p. 130). 

McNeil et al., (1991) looked at the effectiveness of parent-child interaction 

therapy for school-related problems. Their study evaluated the generalization of treatment 

effects from home to the school setting in ten children aged two to seven who were 

referred because of severe conduct problem behaviors both at home and at school. The 

families received fourteen weeks of parent-child interaction therapy, with no direct 

classroom interventions. The treatment described in this article involved dyadic play 

situations using a "bug-in-the-ear" (p. 144) device to help parents learn how to "create or 

strengthen a positive and mutually rewarding relationship between the parent and the 

child" (p. 145) by teaching the parents how to direct their child's activity. This study 

indicated that when parental behavior was the focus of therapy, child behavior at home 

and, to some extent, at school was improved. 

Family Therapy for School-Related Problems 

Based on their experience as therapists, editors such as Walsh and Williams 

(1997) presented their and other authors' ideas about working with families who were 

experiencing problems in their interface with the school setting. 

While the McNeil et al. (1991) study shows that home interventions can carry 

over to the school setting, the intervention provided in that study was not a systemic or 

family therapy approach. There are two case studies that used a systemic approach for 

school related problems (Cerio, 1997; Stone & Peeks, 1986) and one quantitative study 

that used brief family therapy. 
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Cerio (1997) discussed how a school counselor helped a family address the 

problem of school phobia using a family systems approach and strategic family therapy. 

The author stated that, "unlike other interventions described in the literature, this 

intervention focuses on the family-school system rather than on the child" (p. 96). In the 

follow-up to treatment, two months after the last session, the parents reported no 

reoccurrence of the school phobia. A second follow-up at the beginning of the next 

school year also showed no reemergence of school phobia. In the final follow-up, two 

years after the completion of therapy, the parents indicated that there was no reemergence 

of the presenting problem and no symptom substitution (Cerio, 1997). At the end of the 

discussion of the case study the researcher stated, 

The family systems approach for dealing with school phobia is a reasonable 

alternative for understanding and intervening with a relatively common school 

problem within an ecological perspective. This solution-focused, short-term 

intervention facilitates the use of family resources and the development of 

parental competencies so that the problem can be dealt with effectively. In short, 

this approach expands the school counselor' s repertoire of interventions beyond 

the typical individual counseling and behavioral methods used to help a child with 

school phobia. (Cerio, 1997, p. 100) 

Another case study involved the use of strategic family therapy in the school 

setting. It described the case of a seventeen year old that had uncooperative and 

disruptive behavior in one of his classes. The school counselor used strategic family 

therapy with the student and his family (Stone & Peeks, 1986). The school counselor 
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worked with a consultant trained in family therapy and together they designed an 

intervention that used ordeal therapy that was developed by Haley (1984). The researcher 

defined an ordeal as "a specific application of strategic family therapy, as a way to 

change the young man's behavior directly while helping the parental relationship 

indirectly" (Stone & Peeks, 1986, p. 201 ). The strategic intervention was successful both 

at school and at home. The family structure changed so that the mother and father could 

cooperate with each other regarding their son. In the discussion of this study, the 

researcher stated that, "this case illustrates that strategic family therapy can be used in the 

school setting to help create important, lasting changes in a student's family" (p. 65). 

Mozo (2001) studied the effectiveness of family therapy for fourth and fifth 

graders (ages nine to eleven) who had problem behaviors including aggression, 

hyperactivity, and poor study skills. The treatment group, compared to the control group, 

showed improvement for all of the behaviors. This quantitative study used pre- and post

therapy assessments and seven to eight weeks of brief family therapy as the treatment. 

The therapy was school-based and an interview component of the study indicated 

parental support for the convenience of family therapy at their child' s school. While the 

researcher stated that the study does not provide evidence that family therapy should be 

implemented in all schools, she did call for future research in this area. 

School-Based Family Therapy 

Three studies looked at family intervention programs that had been in place in 

respective schools over a period of years (Cormier, 2000; Hubbard, 1991 ; Marinaccio, 

2001). These programs offered family therapy for school-related problems. One of the 
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three studies (Cormier, 2000) looked at quantitative data from three self-report 

instruments that indicated whether the family members perceived an improvement in 

family functioning after their family therapy. Results showed that family members 

perceived improvement when rating the whole family, however, when family members 

rated improvement in each other individually, results were mixed. 

The second study (Hubbard, 1991) was a mixed methods study that utilized a 

quantitative method of therapists ' improvement ratings in the following areas: outcome 

of therapy, termination against advice, treatment duration, and engagement. The 

qualitative portion of the study yielded themes of clinical issues in working with family

school problems that included engaging difficult or reluctant families in treatment, 

forming a work alliance with school personnel, applying particular systemic 

interventions, and the difficulty of working with two powerful systems in children' s 

lives--the home and the school. 

Marinaccio' s study (2001) looked at the effects of school-based family therapy. 

Twenty-four students and their families were provided at least two sessions of Solution

Focused Family Therapy at a school-based center. The identified students in the study 

were at all ages of public school attendance, elementary, middle school and high school; 

the only requirement for the study was that they were a student. Eleven dependent 

variables were measured pre- and post-treatment by assessing the parent, teacher and 

student. The results of this study suggested that school-based family therapy was an 

effective means of helping students who were struggling with difficulties that kept them 

from being successful in school. 
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These case studies showed that family therapy interventions can be effective for 

school-related problems. Stone and Peeks' (1986) study was with a seventeen year old 

indicating the need for studies from all ages of school-aged children and their families. 

Family and Parent Involvement 

Several studies from the education literature pointed to the effectiveness of family 

involvement in school on the academic achievement and social-emotional development 

of children, especially in early childhood education (Fantuzzo, Mc Wayne, & Perry, 2004; 

Fine, 1990; Huang & Mason, 2008; Kaczmarek, Goldstein, Florey, Carter & Cannon, 

2004). Parent involvement models have components that include teaching parenting 

skills, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and 

collaborating with the community. Fantuzzo et al. (2004) discussed the need to build on 

strengths that parents and children brought to school. Research on parental involvement 

at the middle and high school level showed that the influence of families affected school 

success for adolescents (Davis & Lambie, 2005; DePlanty, Coulter-Kem & Duchane, 

2007; Epstein & Sheldon, 2002). The literature on parental involvement in schools did 

not include family therapy for children struggling with school success, but pointed to the 

helpfulness of involving parents in volunteering and being engaged with their child' s 

school work and learning. 

Improvement of Academic Achievement Due to Parental Involvement 

Educational research also supported the view that parental involvement positively 

impacts students ' learning and behavior (Beard & Sugai, 2004; Domina, 2005 ; Gonzalez

DeHass, Williams, & Doan Holbein, 2005; Sheldon, 2007; Sheldon & Van Voorhis, 
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2004). Sheldon' s study (2007) showed that in elementary schools where parental and 

community involvement was implemented, student attendance improved and the 

improvement was directly due to the schools ' efforts to involve parents. Domina' s (2005) 

and Beard and Sugai's (2004) studies on parental involvement in elementary school 

showed that parental involvement prevented behavioral problems and benefited children 

who were at risk for antisocial behavior. Domina' s (2005) study further showed that the 

involvement of low socioeconomic status parents may have been even more effective 

than for parents with high socioeconomic status. Gonzalez-DeHass et al. (2005) found 

that parents' involvement in elementary school related to students ' motivation, including 

school engagement, intrinsic/extrinsic motivation, perceived competence, mastery goal 

orientation, and motivation to read. These studies did not include family therapy as an 

intervention, but they did show that parental involvement in school specifically helped 

academic achievement in school-age children. 

Collaboration between Families and Schools 

Two studies from educational research looked at the collaboration between 

schools and families. St. Clair (1998) studied the roles of family therapists and school 

counselors when collaborating on family-school problems and interventions. The study 

led to the creation of a program that offered school-based· family therapy to students and 

their families, as well as the recommendation that school counselors be trained in family 

therapy. Aslanian (1997) used a qualitative approach that looked at two school districts 

that used a family-school systems intervention model to resolve student problems. The 

model studied, "The Home-School Collaboration Model", helped to create change and 
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moved the two school districts toward a new view of the role of schools in students ' 

mental health and involvement with families. Studies that showed the effectiveness of 

collaboration between schools and families pointed to the need for more research in the 

area of the effectiveness of family therapy as an intervention for children who are 

struggling academically or behaviorally. 

Summary 

This chapter reviewed the literature that relates to the central research question for 

this study "What has been written in selected scholarly journals in the fields of family 

therapy, family studies, and education on the topic of family therapy in the school setting 

in the last ten years?" This chapter reviewed literature related to family therapy as an 

intervention for children' s school-related problems and for family problems that may 

affect the school-age child. The origins of systemic thinking were discussed. Literature 

that discussed therapy for problems within larger systems, like schools, was reviewed. 

Literature regarding the shift to systemic thinking in schools was discussed. Literature 

regarding the use of family therapy for child behavior problems, family therapy for 

school problems, and school-based family therapy were reviewed. From the education 

literature, studies that discussed the effectiveness of parental involvement in schools and 

how parental involvement can improve academic achievement were reviewed. Little 

literature was found that discussed family therapy in the school setting. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative content analysis was the research methodology used for this study. 

Qualitative content analysis is a flexible method of analyzing written, verbal, or visual 

communication (Cavanagh, 1997; Cole, 1988). The methodology of content analysis is 

used by the social and behavioral sciences and adheres to the standards of scientific 

research (Neuendorf, 2002). Content analysis can be used to develop an understanding of 

the meaning of communication (Budd, Thorp, & Donohew, 1967; Lindkvist, 1981; 

McTavish & Pirro, 1990; Tesch, 1990). Qualitative content analysis allows the researcher 

to focus on and classify large amounts of text into an efficient number of categories or 

themes that represent similar meanings (Weber, 1990). When text is classified into 

categories, words and phrases share the same meaning (Cavanagh, 1997). For the purpose 

of this study, text was limited to the written word contained in journal articles. The 

research method of qualitative content analysis was used for the "subjective interpretation 

of the content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and 

identifying themes or patterns" (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). 

This study utilized a descriptive approach to qualitative content analysis. 

According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005), a descriptive approach starts with identifying

certain words or content in text with the purpose of understanding the contextual use of 

those words or content. First, the manifest content of the text was analyzed for the 
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occurrence of certain meaningful phrases related to family therapy in a school setting. 

Definitions of terms related to family therapy for school-related problems, along with 

assumptions about family therapy in the school setting (both from Chapter I of this study) 

guided the researcher to focus on salient concepts from the articles. These terms, 

definitions, and assumptions helped the researcher identify emerging themes in the 

articles by the way these concepts are discussed in the texts (Potter & Donnerstein, 1999). 

Next, the latent content or the themes in the articles were identified ( Cavahagh, 1997; 

Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Lederman, 1991 ). Treatment of the data included classifying, 

coding, and analyzing the data as significant themes emerged from the text of the articles 

chosen from the journals (Babbie, 2004; Kinman, 2010; Neuman, 1991). 

Sample 

The purpose of this research was to determine what has been written about family 

therapy in the school setting in eighteen scholarly journals in the last ten years. Therefore, 

the sample for this study was delimited to the articles in all issues of the journals listed in 

the following table which were published from 1999 to July, 2010 excluding articles 

which were book reviews, honorariums to any particular scholars, introductions, 

commentaries and responses, and forwards. 
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Table 2 

Family Therapy, Family Studies, and Education Journals that 
were Searched for Articles on the Topic of Family Therapy 
in the School Setting 

Family Studies 
Journals 

• Family Process 
• Family Relations 
• Journal of Marriage 

and Family 
• Journal of Family 

Issues 
• JournalofFamily 

Psychology 

Family Therapy 
Journals 

• American Journal of 
Family Therapy 

• Contemporary Family 
Therapy 

• Family Journal 
• Journal of Family 

Psychotherapy 
• Journal of Family 

Therapy 

Education Journals 

• Educational 
Psychology 

• Journal of 
Educational 
Psychology 

• JournalofSchool 
Counseling 

• Professional School 
Counseling 
Psychology in the 
Schools 

• Journal of Marital and • 
Family Therapy 

• School Psychology 
Quarterly 

• School Psychology 
Review 

A further delimitation for inclusion of an article was that it contained the terms, 

family counseling, family therapy, family psychotherapy, family system or systems, 

systems theory, or systemic therapy in combination with school, schools, school setting, 

or school-based. A final delimitation for inclusion was if the article discussed family 

therapy in the school setting. Therefore, articles that, for example, encouraged the use of 

a systemic view of a child' s problems or family therapy for school-related.problems that 

occurred in a setting other than the school were excluded from this study. 
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Descriptions of the journals listed in the table above follow. Journals were chosen 

because of their status and/or their longevity in the field of family therapy, professional 

education, or family studies. 

Educational Psychology: an international journal of experimental educational 

psychology is an academic/scholarly journal published seven times a year in the United 

Kingdom by Routledge. Its website states that the journal, 

provides an international forum for the discussion and rapid dissemination of 

research findings in psychology relevant to education .... The aim of the journal is 

to be a primary source for articles dealing with the psychological aspects of 

education ranging from pre-school to [secondary] and the education of children 

with special needs. Educational Psychology has been published since 1981. 

(Educational Psychology, 2011) 

Journal of Educational Psychology is published quarterly in the United States. 

This academic/scholarly journal has been published since 1910 by the American 

Psychological Association. The journal's website states that, 

The main purpose of the Journal of Educational Psychology is to publish original, 

primary psychological research pertaining to education across all ages and 

educational levels. A secondary purpose of the Journal is occasional publication 

of exceptionally important theoretical and review articles that are pertinent to 

educational psychology. (Journal of Educational Psychology, 20ll) 
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Journal of School Counseling has been published by the University of Montana 

since 2003. It is an academic/scholarly journal and is published on an irregular basis 

during the year. The journal's website states, 

The JSC is dedicated to publishing articles that promote the effective practice of 

school counseling. The mission of the journal is to promote a community of 

scholarship that includes the thoughts, practices, and research of school 

counselors and counselor educators from throughout the nation. It is our belief 

that this journal reflects the wisdom and best practices of professional school 

counselors who are practicing in the schools, as well as the cutting edge research 

and ideas of counselor educators who are training future counselors. (Journal of 

School Counseling, 2011) 

School Psychology Quarterly has been published by the American Psychology 

Association since 1986. It is an academic/scholarly journal that is published quarterly in 

the United States. Its website states that, 

School Psychology Quarterly publishes empirical studies and literature reviews of 

the psychology of education and services for children in school settings, 

encompassing a full range of methodologies and orientations, including 

educational, cognitive, social, cognitive behavioral, preventive, cross-cultural, and 

developmental perspectives. (School Psychology Quarterly, 2011) · 

School Psychology Review is published quarterly by the National Association of 

School Psychologists in the United States. This quarterly academic/scholarly journal has 
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been published since 1972. School Psychology Review's website (School Psychology 

Review, 2011) states that its "primary purpose is to provide a means for communicating 

scholarly advances in research, training, and practice related to psychology and 

education, and specifically to school psychology." 

Professional School Counseling Journal is the academic/scholarly journal of the 

American School Counselor Association in the United States. This bi-monthly 

publication has been published since 1997. Professional School Counseling Journal 

states on its webpage that the 

journal communicates the latest theory, research, practice, techniques, materials 

and ideas to assist school counseling professionals at all levels in their 

professional development. Additional, it strengthens bonds among school 

counselors and helps maintains a shared awareness of the roles, problems and 

progress of school counseling at various settings and levels. (Professional School 

Counseling Journal, 2011) 

Psychology in the Schools is published eight times a year in the United States. It is 

an academic/scholarly journal published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. and has been 

published since 1964. The journal ' s website (Psychology in the Schools, 2011) states that 

it "welcomes theoretical and applied manuscripts, focusing on the issues confronting 

school psychologists, teachers, counselors, administrators and other persoi:inel workers in 

schools and colleges, public and private organizations." 
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American Journal of Family Therapy is published in the United States by 

Routledge five times a year. It is an academic/scholarly journal and has been published 

since 1973. Its website states that, 

The American Journal of Family Therapy continues to be the incisive, 

authoritative, independent voice in an ever-changing field. You will find the latest 

techniques for treating families; theory on normal and dysfunctional family 

relationships; research on sexuality and intimacy; the effects of traditional and 

alternative family styles; community approaches to family interventions; and 

more. (American Journal of Family Therapy, 2011) 

Contemporary Family Therapy: an international journal is published in the United States 

by Springer, New York. This quarterly, academic/scholarly journal has been published 

since 1979. Its website states that, 

this journal presents the latest developments in theory, research and practice 

pertaining to family therapy, with an emphasis on examining families within their 

broader socio-economic and ethnic matrices. Demonstrating that the therapeutic 

relationship is most effective when family , individual, and society are seen as 

interacting systems. Contemporary Family Therapy explores essential factors 

including family value systems, social class, and racial, religious, and ethnic 

backgrounds. ( Contemporary Family Therapy, 2011) 

The Journal of Family Therapy is published by Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, Ltd. 

on behalf of the United Kingdom Association of Family Therapy and Systemic Practice. 

This academic/scholarly journal is published quarterly in the United Kingdom and has 
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been published since 1979. Regarding its aims and scope, the journal' s website states that 

"It advances the understanding and treatment of human relationships constituted in 

systems such as couples, families, professional networks, and wider groups, by 

publishing articles on theory, research, clinical practice and training" (Journal of Family 

Therapy, 2011). 

The Journal of Marital and Family Therapy is published in the United States by 

Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, Inc. on behalf of the American Association for Marriage 

and Family Therapy. This academic/scholarly journal is published quarterly and has been 

published since 1975. Its website states that, 

The Journal of Marital & Family Therapy (JMFT) .. . is one of the best known and 

most influential family therapy journals in the world. JMFT is a peer-reviewed 

journal that advances the professional understanding of marital and family 

functioning and the most effective psychotherapeutic treatment of couple and 

family distress. Toward that end, JMFT publishes articles on research, theory, 

clinical practice, and training in marital and family therapy. (Journal of Marital 

and Family Therapy, 2011) 

The Journal of Family Psychotherapy: the official journal of the International 

Family Therapy Association is published by Routledge in the United States and is the 

official journal of the International Family Therapy Association. This quarterly 

academic/scholarly journal has been published since 1985. The aims and scope section of 

this journal's website (Journal of Family Psychotherapy, 2011) states that it is, 
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"Designed with the practicing clinician in mind, the Journal of Family Psychotherapy 

features a case study orientation that makes for very interesting reading." 

Family Process is published by Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, Inc. on behalf of the 

Family Process Institute. It is a quarterly publication and has been published since 1962. 

Regarding its aims and scope, the journal's website states that, 

Family Process is an international, multidisciplinary, peer-reviewed journal 

committed to publishing original articles, including theory and practice, 

philosophical underpinnings, qualitative and quantitative clinical research, and 

training in couple and family therapy, family interaction, and family relationships 

with networks and larger systems. (Family Process, 2011) 

The Family Journal: counseling and therapy for couples and families is published 

by Sage Publications, Inc. and is the official journal of the International Association of 

Marriage and Family Counselors (IAMFC). Its website (Family Journal, 2011) states that 

"the purpose of the journal is to advance the theory, research, and practice of counseling 

with couples and families from a family systems perspective." This quarterly journal has 

been published since 1993. 

Family Relations: interdisciplinary journal of applied family sciences is published 

by Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, Inc. in the United States on behalf of the National 

Council on Family Relations. It is an academic/scholarly journal published five times a · 

year; it has been published since 1952. The journal' s website (Family Relations, 2011) 

states that "articles published in Family Relations are original, innovative, and 

interdisciplinary. Focusing on diverse families and family issues, the content always 
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addresses the needs of practitioners, including specific recommendation for prevention 

and intervention." 

The Journal of Family Issues is published in the United States by Sage 

Publications, Inc. It is an academic/scholarly journal that is published eight times a year. 

It has been published since 1980. The aims and scope section of the journal's website 

(Journal of Family Issues, 2011) states that "The journal is devoted to contemporary 

social issues and social problems related to marriage and family life and to theoretical 

and professional issues of current interest to those who work with and study families." 

The Journal of Marriage and Family is published in the United States by Wiley

Blackwell Publishing, Inc. on behalf of the National Council on Family Relations. This 

journal is published five times a year and has been published since 1939. The aims and 

scope section of the journal's website states, 

For more than 70 years, Journal of Marriage and Family (JMF) has been a 

leading research journal in the family field. JMF features original research and 

theory, research interpretation reviews, and critical discussion concerning all 

aspects of marriage, other forms of close relationships, and families. (Journal of 

Marriage and Family, 2011) 

Journal of Family Psychology has been published in the United States by the 

American Psychology Association since 1987. It is an academic/scholarly journal that is

published bi-monthly. Its website states that 

This premiere family research journal is devoted to the study of the family 

system, broadly defined, from multiple perspectives and to the application of 
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psychological methods to advance knowledge related to family research, patterns 

and processes, and assessment and intervention, as well as to policies relevant to 

advancing the quality of life for families. (Journal ofFamily Psychology, 2011) 

Data Collection 

The researcher acquired the articles for inclusion in the content analysis by 

systematically searching each journal individually using the online database Academic 

Search Complete available online through Texas Woman' s University Library. The 

journal title and the search field "all terms in text" were used to search for articles which 

contained the terms, family counseling, family therapy, family psychotherapy, family 

system or systems, systems theory, or systemic therapy in combination with school, 

schools, school setting, or school-based. When the database search identified the article 

as containing one or more of the required combination of terms, the researcher read the 

title and the abstract to further determine if the article was appropriate for inclusion in the 

study. During this secondary step of inclusion/exclusion of articles, the researcher was 

guided by the research question, "What has been written in selected scholarly journals in 

the fields of family therapy, family studies and education on the topic of family therapy 

in the school setting in the last ten years?" At this point, any article that appeared to meet 

the delimitations of the study was printed. If the article was unavailable "full-text" from 

the database, it was requested and received throµgh Interlibrary Loan. A tertiary step for 

inclusion of articles was to read the entire article and determine if the manifest content of 

the article included the topic of family therapy in the school setting. These three steps of 

inclusion/exclusion of articles allowed the researcher to determine if the article contained 
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the manifest content (the use of the required terms and discussion of the topic of family 

therapy in the school setting) necessary for inclusion in the study. After the final 

determination of appropriateness for inclusion in the content analysis, the articles were 

read and reread for analysis of themes. 

Categories for Coding 

Content analysis looks at the nature of the content of the data. Two types of 

content were considered, manifest content (Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999) and 

latent content (Babbie, 2004). Manifest content is content which is easily observed, for 

example written words or phrases, while latent content is the underlying meaning of the 

text. The researcher used the steps discussed in the previous section to determine if the 

manifest content of the article made it appropriate for inclusion in this content analysis. 

The researcher read and reread the articles to analyze the latent content. Initially, the 

articles were interpreted by categorizing them according to which field, family therapy, 

family studies, or education, the content represented. Categorizing and coding was aided 

by use of a Coding Worksheet provided in Appendix A. The Coding Worksheet for this 

study was developed by the researcher based on the coding categories of Shortz, 

Worthington, McCullough, De Vries, and Morrow (1994) and Evans, Krippendorf, Yoon, 

Posluszny, and Thomas (1990). Latent analysis continued qualitatively as the researcher 

re-read the article and significant parts of the texts to determine themes which emerged 

from this analysis. These themes will be discussed in Chapter IV. 

A list of all the articles included in the analysis is.provided in Appendix B. nie 

list includes the complete title for each article and its APA citation. The list is divided 
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according to the field, either family therapy, family studies, or education, that the journal 

and article represents. 

Treatment of the Data 

Quantitative data is presented in Chapter IV that includes the total number of 

articles in the selected journals published in the years 1999-2010, the number of articles 

that contain the appropriate combination of the terms searched, and the total number of 

articles which actually discuss the topic of family therapy in the school setting as 

determined by having read the title, abstract, and/or entire article to determine if the 

content was appropriate for analysis. Qualitative data includes a brief discussion of 

articles that at first appeared to be appropriate for inclusion in the content analysis 

because they contained the appropriate combination of terms ( as identified by the 

database search), but were ruled out by the second or third step as discussed above. A 

qualitative presentation of the themes which emerged in the articles which were included 

in the content analysis is presented in Chapter IV; this includes examples of the text from 

which the themes emerged. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

To establish credibility in the analysis of qualitative data, Creswell and Miller 

(2000) recommend that the researcher returns to the data again and again to make sense 

of it; for this purpose, the researcher read and re-read the texts. Creswell and Miller 

(2000) also recommend the use of triangulation, which is a systematic process of sorting 

through the data to find common themes or categories and ·eliminating overlapping ones. 

35 



The researcher searched the texts of the articles for meaningful phrases that lead to 

common themes in the articles. 

To increase the credibility and trustworthiness of this study, in addition to the 

researcher, two independent researchers also read the articles to identify themes. Two 

independent researchers who were familiar with qualitative data analysis read randomly 

selected articles from the set of articles which were included for analysis. One researcher 

was a practicing family therapist and university instructor. The other researcher was 

employed as both a university instructor and a licensed specialist in school psychology. 

Both researchers have completed their doctorates in family therapy in the past two years. 

A brief orientation and training session was conducted for the independent 

researchers prior to their participation. The researchers were given a list of the 

assumptions and definitions for this study. The researchers were also made aware of the 

research question so that it could guide their analysis. After their analysis of themes was 

complete, the primary researcher met with the secondary researchers to discuss the 

themes which emerged as they artalyzed the texts. 

Positiorling of the Self of the Researcher 

Creswell (2007) says, 

How we write is a reflection of our own interpretation based on the cultural, 

social, gender, class, and personal politics that we bring to the research. All 

writing is 'positioned' and within a stance. All researchers shape the writing that 

emerges, and qualitative researchers need to accept this interpretation and be open 

about it in their writings. (p. 179) 

36 



In an effort to be transparent regarding the self of the researcher, it is important to 

disclose her stance. The researcher was female and had been employed as a teacher and 

school counselor in public schools for 26 years. She was a doctoral student in a family 

therapy program. Her interest in the topic of this study was because of her experience 

with the needs of school-age students and their families. Through this content analysis, 

she wished to answer the research question, "What has been written about family therapy 

in the school setting in selected scholarly journals?" so that the fields of family studies, 

family therapy, and education will attend to this important topic in their literature and 

research and in how they serve school-age children and their families. 

Summary 

This chapter set forth the methodology which was used for the content analysis of 

eighteen professional, peer-reviewed journals over the past ten years. The study sought to 

answer the research question, "What has been written about family therapy in the school 

setting in selected scholarly journals?" Articles which used the terms family counseling, 

family therapy, family psychotherapy, family systems, systems theory, or, systemic 

therapy in conjunction with the term school or schools, school setting or school-based 

were analyzed for inclusion in the study and if included, were analyzed qualitatively for 

themes. In an effort to ensure credibility and trustworthiness, two independent, 

professionally qualified researchers also analyzed randomly selected articles for 

agreement of themes. 
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CHAPTERIV 

RESULTS 

This research project is a descriptive content analysis to answer the research 

question, "What has been written in selected scholarly journals in the fields of family 

therapy, family studies and education on the topic of family therapy in the school setting 

in the last ten years?" While family therapy for school-related problems is known to be 

effective (Amatea & Fabrick, 1981; Fine & Jennings, 1985; Goodman & Kjonaas, 1984; 

King et al., 1995; Wolcoxon & Comas, 1987) the family therapy is often conducted 

outside of the school setting. This project sought to find out how well family studies, 

family therapy, and education journals are attending to the topic of family therapy in the 

school setting. The sample population for this research study included all of the articles 

published in the years 1999-2010 in 18 family studies, family therapy, and education 

peer-reviewed journals. The journals included the family studies journals, Family 

Process, Family Relations, Journal of Family Issues, Journal of Marriage and Family, 

and Journal ofFamily Psychology; the family therapy journals, American Journal of 

Family Therapy, Contemporary Family Therapy, Family Journal, Journal of Family 

Therapy, Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, and Journal of Family Psychotherapy; 

and the education journals, Educational Psychology, Journal of Educational Psychology, 

School Psychology Quarterly, School Psychology Review, Professional School 

Counseling, Journal of School Counseling, and Psychology in the Schools. The articles 
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were selected for the content analysis if they included the terms: family counseling, 

family therapy, family psychotherapy, family systems, systems theory, and systemic 

therapy in combination with one of the terms: school or schools, school setting, or 

school-based. This chapter will discuss the results of the analysis of the articles. The 

number of articles included in the study and the other information about the articles 

which was analyzed is presented in this chapter quantitatively. Key phrases and themes 

discovered in the process of qualitative data analysis of the selected articles will be 

presented in this chapter. 

Quantitative Data 

A total of 15 articles from the journals were included in the content analysis. A 

separate reference list of these articles is included in Appendix B. To determine which 

articles met the criteria for inclusion in the content analysis, the journals were searched 

electronically for the correct combination of keywords using the database Academic 

Search Complete through Texas Woman's University Library. Each journal title was 

searched separately. The keyword combination search initially yielded 1,112 articles 

which included the terms: family counseling, family therapy, family psychotherapy, 

family systems, systems theory, or systemic therapy in combination with one of the 

terms: school or schools, school setting, or school-based. After this initial electronic 

database search, the articles ' titles were read to determine if they were about the topic -of 

family therapy in the school setting. If the title left any room for doubt regarding whether 

the article should be included or not, the abstracts were read. If reading the abstract still 

left room for doubt regarding the topic of the article, the entire article was read. If the 
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actual topic of the article was about family therapy in the school setting the article was 

included in the analysis. Most articles that were not appropriate for inclusion were easily 

ruled-out by reading the abstract. For instance, the use of the terms ''school" or "schools" 

had to do with schools of family therapy instead of a school where children are educated. 

However, some articles were only determined to be inappropriate for inclusion after 

reading the entire article. Forty-five articles, in addition to the 15 that were included in 

the analysis, for a total of 60 articles, were read in their entirety to determine their 

appropriateness for inclusion in the content analysis. An example of an article whose title 

and abstract appeared to make it an appropriate candidate for inclusion was Bates (2004) 

article, Evidence-Based Family-School Interventions with Preschool Children. After 

reading the entire article, it was determined by the researcher that the terms 

" interventions" meant academic interventions with the child and/or in collaboration with 

the family, and did not include family therapy as one of the interventions. 

There were a total of 15 (N= 15) articles published in the delimited timeframe and 

journals; two of the article were from family studies articles, five from education articles, 

and eight from family therapy journals. The number of articles published in the 

timeframe 1999 to July, 2010 is listed in the following table by journal title and field. The 

percentages of articles which are on the topic of family therapy in the school setting are 

also listed. 
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Table 3 

Total Number ofArticles in Each Journal Published from 1999 to July 2010, 
Number of and Percentage ofArticles on the Topic ofFamily 
Therapy in the School Setting 

Journal Title Total Number 
Published 

Family Process 
Family Relations 

Family Studies Journals 
399 

Journal of Marriage and Family 
Journal of Family Issues 
Journal of Family Psychology 

Total for Family Studies 
Journals 

495 
1253 
963 
834 
3944 

Family Therapy Journals 
American Journal ofFamily Therapy 340 
Contemporary Family Therapy 361 
Family Journal 1054 
Journal ofFamily Psychotherapy 834 
Journal of Family Therapy 393 
Journal of Marital and Family 471 

Therapy 3846 
Total for Family Therapy 
Journals 

Education J oumals 
Educational Psychology 512 
Journal ofEducational Psychology 748 0 
Journal ofSchool Counseling 482 
Professional School Counseling 642 
Psychology in the Schools 514 
School Psychology Quarterly 345 
School Psychology Review 548 

Totals for Education 3145 
Journals 
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Number on 
Family 
Therapy in 
Schools 

2 
0 
0 
0 
0 
2 

0 
0 
4 
1 
2 
1 

0 
0% 
0 
1 
4 
0 
0 
5 

Percentage 

.005% 
0% 
0% 
0% 
0% 
.0005% 

0% 
0% 
.0038% 
.0011 % 
.005% 
.0021% 

0% 

0% 
.0013% 
.0078% 
0% 
0% 
.0016% 



Data from Coding Worksheet 

The Coding Worksheet yielded information about the disciplines of the authors of 

the selected articles. The majority of the authors worked in University settings (N =27) . 

Of these 27, four authors, all authors of the same article, were employed in clinical 

practice. Eight authors were employed in clinical positions in a school setting or a 

community agency. 

Qualitative Content Analysis 

One theme stood out as the articles were read and reread by the researcher: the 

usefulness of systemic family therapy in the school setting. Overall, the articles showed 

that this usefulness lies in understanding a child' s school-related problems from a 

systemic perspective, instead of thinking of the child out of context, as somehow flawed 

and needing to be repaired. Rather, the child is viewed in the contexts of his or her two 

most significant systems, family and school, and the relationships he or she has with 

other individuals in these systems. These quotes from the family therapy articles illustrate 

this systemic perspective when thinking about helping children and their families through 

family therapy in the school setting. 

School and educational responses reflect a shift from a view of children' s 

problems as located within children as individuals to a view of their problems as 

at least partially located in social relationships, such as the family and· other social 

institutions. (Breulin, Cimmarusti, Hetherington, & Kinsman, 2006, p. 419) 
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The traditional model applied to help students with troubles at school ignores 

much of what we have learned to be true about the working of systems. 

(Williams, 2000, p. 76) 

Crucial concepts include the following: the child is a whole person; the child' s 

experiences are embedded in contexts: all aspects of a child and his/her lived

experiences intertwine with one another to shape his/her total educational reality; 

and the centrality of adult-child relationships for successfully educating children. 

(Lam, 2003, p. 100) 

... perhaps of equal importance to the child' s academic and behavioral adjustment 

is the relationship between the school system and the child's family . Given that 

these are two separate systems, and that the child is a member of both, it is 

imperative that the child is able to negotiate the transitions from one system to the 

other. (Caffery, Erdman, & Cook, 2000, p. 155) 

The following quotes from the family studies joun;ial articles also illustrate this 

need to use a systemic perspective. "Even if the intervention is directed toward an 

individual (i.e. , the child), the entire system in which the child functions should be a 

concern of the staff that carry out the intervention" (Ax berg, Hanson, Broberg, & 

Wirtberg, 2006, p. 378). And, "To ensure the overall growth of the child, it is important 

that the different microsystems (the family and the school) work together in a process that 
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builds on two-way communication, exchange of information, and mutual trust" (Ax berg 

et al. , p. 386). 

The following quotes from the education articles also illustrate the theme of the 

usefulness of systemic family therapy in the schools to help school children and their 

families. "Systems counselors focus on the processes that occur within the family system 

and between the family and its context. .. " (Thomas & Ray, 2006, p. 59). "Recognizing 

the need for family counseling by school counselors has largely been influenced through 

an understanding that school children belong to a much larger social system that includes 

an interfacing of both family and school" (Davis, 2001 , p. 180). And, "In the school

based family counseling case presented, Casey's recent behavior difficulties were not the 

result of his own psychology, but rather the result of the impending changes and recent 

interactions within his family" (Davis, 2001 , p. 185). 

The Usefulness of Systemic Family Therapy in School for Behavior Problems 

Many of the articles discussed the usefulness of systemic family therapy in 

schools when children have behavior problems. These quotes illustrate this area of the 

usefulness of family therapy in the school setting to help with behavioral concerns. 

"Additionally, efforts to prevent disruptive behavior problems should focus on the 

reduction of modifiable risk factors or promotion of protective factors across the multiple 

domains of children' s lives" (Reinke, Splett, Robeson, & Offutt, 2009, p. 33). And, 

"Given that both school and family factors contribute to behavior problems in children, 

combining interventions that target both the school environment and family context is 
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expected to further improve outcomes for students exhibiting early signs of aggressive 

and disruptive behavior in schools" (Reinke et al. , 2009, p. 40). 

It is not a new idea that good parenting skills are effective in managing children' s 

behavior, yet parents often seem unwilling or unable to take a stand on discipline 

issues or to work together to manage their children' s behaviors in effective ways. 

School counselors who use interventions based on systems theory can offer 

powerful solutions for helping parents strengthen their alliance with each other 

and promoting effective ways of managing children. (Nelson, 2006, p. 183) 

Besides parent-child relationships, other factors may contribute to children' s 

acting-out behaviors. For example, problems may occur in teacher-child 

relationships, peer relationships, or children' s own physical, emotional, cognitive, 

and/or behavioral make-up. In situations like these, therapists need to collaborate 

with other professionals at schools to identify the sources of problems and 

necessary remedies. (McHugh, Dawson, Scrafton, & Asen, 2010, p. 104) 

This trend comes in part, from a greater recognition in the intertwining 

relationship between children' s learning, and behavioral and emotional well

being. This trend also reflects an increasing number of school children having 

both academic and mental health problems. Some of these problems manifest 

themselves through acting-out behaviors such as aggression, outbursts, truancy, 

violation of school/class/societal rules, and disrespect for authority .... This article 
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provides therapists with an educational framework to structure their intervention 

in effecting change in parent-child relationships. (Lam, 2003 , p. 99-100) 

Breunlin et al. (2006) wrote about the use of systemic family therapy to help high 

school students and their families with school violence. This quote shows how the family 

felt about the success of family therapy for this school misbehavior. 

Matt reported proudly that he had not been suspended again, despite having been 

involved in several confrontations that could have resulted in physical fights. He 

largely attributed this change to his participation in the programme. Steve and 

Melody said they were very proud of their son and that he is working on being a 

good role-model for his younger siblings. (p. 262) 

This family therapy article also has the following passage that illustrates not only 

the usefulness of participation in school-based family therapy, but also the multi-systemic 

change that is possible. 

By tackling a major social problem, such as school-based violence, with 

interventions that include the violent youth, his or her family and the school 

context, Making the Smart Choice constitutes a multi-levelled intervention of the 

type that violence prevention research defines as necessary for good outcome ... 

(Bruenlin et al. , 2006, p. 263)_. 

In a family therapy journal article, Nelson (2006) described family thetapy for the 

problem of school misbehavior of "Elaine, a fourth grader who was placed in an 

alternative school for persistent misbehavior at her home campus" (p. 181 ). This text 

described the reason the author believed that strategic family therapy was successful. 
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Ann's attempts to rescue Elaine resulted in triangulation that proved to be too 

much stress on the family system. The parent's power was subjugated, and the 

symptoms of the child were maintained. In a strategic sense, the school counselor 

was able to interrupt the cycle of interaction that was maintaining the 

symptomatic behaviors by helping the parents create a clear and stable boundary 

between themselves and their child (Nelson, 2006, p. 183) 

Williams (2000) reports the case of Billy, a student who was struggling with 

school behavior, and his family. This quote describes the family and the reason for family 

therapy at school, "Mr. and Mrs. Carson's oldest son, Billy, had been a kindergarten 

student for only a few weeks when his teacher reported that he frequently failed to follow 

rules and rarely stayed long enough at a task to see its completion. Mr. and Mrs. Carson 

came to the first session with Billy and Billy ' s little sister, 4-year-old Karen (p. 77)." 

This quote relates the family's view of the usefulness of family therapy to help with their 

son's behavior at school. 

The third and final session was held 1 month later and included just the parents. 

They reported continued success and confidence in their ability to continue 

[supporting Billy ' s good behavior]. They were now getting good reports from 

school, and they were certain that they would be able to handle new problems 

raising their children in the future. (Nelson~ 2000, p. 77) 

The Lam (2003) family therapy article reported the case of Johnny who was 

referred, along with his family , "for acting out behaviors" (p. 103 ). "He hit other 

children, knocked down book shelves, and ran around the classroom during group time. 
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He resisted adult redirection, hit teachers, and refused to accept the consequences for his 

misbehavior" (p. 103). Lam describes systemic family therapy that helped this child and 

his family. 

Therapeutic intervention is directed toward restoring the elements of trust, 

understanding and authority in their parent-child relationship. The therapist 

worked with Mary [Johnny's mother] to explore ways to model appropriate 

behavior to express frustration and anger for Johnny. Mary was motivated to work 

on managing her emotions since she realized that this had an educational impact 

on Johnny. Homework assignments to Mary included spending quality time with 

Johnny to develop bonding, acknowledging his positive behavior, and enforcing 

consequences for misbehavior in a calm way so that he would not misinterpret it 

as rejection. (Lam, 2003, p. 103) 

This article also had text that described how family therapists in the school can include 

other individuals in the school, facilitating multi-systemic change. 

While working with Mary, the therapist also suggested that Johnny ' s teachers 

coach him on anger management, attend to his positive behaviors, and enforce 

consequences for misbehavior consistently. Three weeks later, Johnny 's acting

out behaviors drastically decreased. He showed greater calmness in class and pro

social behaviors such as volunteering to help teachers, and sharing ·with other 

children. He could sit still and listen to stories in group time. (Lam, 2003, p. 104) 

A family studies journal article had this passage that illustrates the usefulness of 

systemic family therapy when children have behavior problems in school. 
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Even if the intervention is directed toward an individual (i. e., the child), the entire 

system in which the child functions should be a concern of the staff who carry out 

the intervention. It may be too difficult for the child if he or she is to bear the 

responsibility of change all by him- or herself with help from neither home nor 

school. To facilitate the effectiveness of the intervention and to reduce confusion 

for the child from too many contradicting messages, it is essential to share and 

discuss expectations regarding the child's behavior with the adults in the family-

school system. (Axberg et al., 2006, p. 378) 

One of the education journal articles has this passage that illustrates the use of 

systemic family therapy for school behavior problems. 

This school-based family counseling case conducted by the school 

counselor exemplifies intervention from a systemic perspective. An important 

aspect of this intervention was to define Casey's recent disruptive behavior in 

school as anxiety over his grandmother and mother' s recent reactions to the 

mother' s release from prison rather than Casey developing sudden individual 

psychopathology. (Davis, 2001 , p. 185) 

The Usefulness of Family Therapy in Schools for Other Concerns 

The usefulness of systemic family therapy in the school setting was the theme of 

all of the journal articles, across all of the fields, family therapy, family studies, and 

education. And, the main use of family therapy in school _was to help children, their 

families and the school with concerns around child misbehavior. However, some articles 
' 

discussed family therapy for other concerns of school-aged children. One of the family 
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therapy articles had this text that shares how the author worked with "a selectively mute 

Hispanic child" (Sloan, 2007, p. 95). The articles described the usefulness of family 

therapy with the child's family. 

And, 

Initial family sessions focused on bridging those cultural gaps that naturally 

occurred between the Hispanic family, the Caucasian therapist, and the school, 

which at the time represented the larger community .... A trusting relationship was 

nurtured between the therapist and the client family in the initial phase of 

treatment. (Sloan, 2007, p. 96) 

At the conclusion of her second-grade year, fully 2 years after the beginning of 

treatment, Anna was able to reach the goals she had set. She had successfully 

spoken to all her classmates, and had become an active and vocal participant in 

class. (p. 102) 

Sloan also had this text that described the usefulness of family therapy in school because 

of the opportunity to work with other relationships in the child's systems. "While most 

therapists must rely solely upon clients reports concerning peer influence and pressure, 

school performance, and family dynamics, the school-based Marriage and Family 

Therapist has the opportunity to experience the client' s world firsthand" (p. _ 103). 

Two of the education articles discussed· the usefulness of systemic family therapy 

in school for the concerns of adolescent couples and of helping exceptional students and 

their families. This quote from Davis and Benshoff ( 1 999) illustrate a unique but useful 
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take on the use of couples counseling offered by the school counselor for adolescents in a 

dating relationship. 

Adolescents who present individually or jointly with relationship issues may be 

uniquely open to receiving help in managing the challenges of both intimate 

relationships and friendships. Because these relationships are so important in the 

development of adolescents ( even when the relationships themselves may be 

short-lived), they may be highly motivated to work on relationships and to learn 

and utilize new skills and approaches that have the potential for making things 

better. (Davis & Benshoff, 1999, p. 393) 

This text shows the use of family therapy in the school setting to help exceptional 

children (gifted or challenged in some other way such as a physical disability) and their 

families. "Once the parents understood that, for their son, the problem involved issues of 

fairness and justice, they began to support him, and the tension at home decreased" 

(Thomas & Ray, 2006, p. 64). 

A family studies article which discussed the use of a program that included family 

therapy to help adolescents manage their asthma, had this text that illustrates the theme of 

the usefulness of family therapy in school. "This intervention resulted in positive short

term changes in family relations, asthma management by students, and health status" 

(Bruzzese, Unikel, Gallagher, Evans, & Colland, 2008, p. 95). 

Summary 

This chapter presented the data from the content analysis of this study. In seeking 

to find out how well the fields of family studies, family therapy, and education are 
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attending to the topic of family therapy in the school setting, this study analyzed 15 

articles from family studies, family therapy and education journals from the past ten years 

on this topic. The analysis included quantitative components which compared the total 

number of articles written in the specified years with the number of articles on the topic 

of family therapy in the school setting and the resultant percentages. The quantitative 

analysis also included the disciplines of the authors of the articles. 

The qualitative aspect of this content analysis yielded one overall theme of all of 

the articles: the usefulness of systemic family therapy in schools. Passages of text that 

illustrate how a systemic perspective of children's school problems is useful and, further 

illustrate how the texts show this usefulness for a variety of issues, including behavior 

problems, selective mutism, relationship issues of dating adolescent couples, and asthma 

management for adolescents and their families. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSIONS, LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the content of 18 journals from the fields 

of family studies, family therapy, and education over the last 10 years to determine what 

has been written about family therapy in the school setting. The journal articles that met 

the criteria for inclusion were analyzed for themes and examples of text that illustrated 

the resultant theme, the usefulness of systemic family therapy in the school setting, were 

provided. This chapter includes a discussion of the limitations, conclusions, and 

implications of this study. Recommendations for professionals in the fields of family 

studies, family therapy, and education, including suggestions for future research in these 

fields, are presented. 

Discussion 

Professionals in the school setting are more effective in helping children and 

families when they take a systemic perspective. While the need for a systemic perspective 

is not one that is new to family therapists, it is not typically one that is used in the public 

schools when thinking about how to help students achieve or to behave in ways that 

facilitate achievement. This perspective involves understanding that the child is a part of 

multiple systems, even though school personnel predominately interact with the chil~ 

without his or her family being physically present. A multi-systemic perspective is part of 

helping children with school-related behavior and academics by involving parents and 
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other family members. It is recognizing that families themselves are part of multiple 

systems that influence their internal family . interactions and their interactions with larger 

systems like the school and others systems in the community. Having a multi-systemic 

perspective involves understanding on the part of professionals who work with children 

in the school setting that children and their families bring different cultural and historical 

factors that affect their involvement with other systems like the school. A multi-systemic 

perspective provides a framework for understanding how systems reciprocally affect each 

other, the school affecting the family and family affecting the school. 

Limitations 

This study looked at peer reviewed articles in specified journals in the fields of 

family studies, family therapy, and education. The purpose was to ascertain what has 

been written in the last 10 years in these fields about family therapy in the school setting. 

The family studies journals included Family Relations, Journal of Marriage and Family, 

Journal of Family Issues, Journal a/Family Psychology, and Family Process. The family 

therapy journals were American Journal a/Family Therapy, Contemporary Family 

Therapy, Journal of Family Therapy, Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, Journal of 

Family Psychotherapy, and The Family Journal. The journals from the field of education 

included Educational Psychology, Journal of Education Psychology, Scho?l Psychology 

Quarterly, School Psychology Review, Professional School Counseling, Journal of 

School Counseling, and Psychology in the Schools. The~e journals were chosen beca_use 

they are the outstanding journals in their fields. The results of the study could have been 

influenced by and more data gleaned from the inclusion of other journals in each field. 
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Researchers working in a larger team than in this study could have looked at more 

journals and perhaps found more articles on the topic of family therapy in the school 

setting. Journals selected from the field of education included those in the areas of school 

counseling an~ school psychology, but not administration or leadership. Inclusion of 

journals in those areas of education might have yielded additional articles for analysis. 

This study looked at articles in a specified period of time, 1999 through July 

2010. Articles from previous years or that have been subsequently published in the 

journals may have added to the data for the content analysis. Different data for analysis 

would have resulted, had a longer period of years been considered. 

The sample population of articles which were included in the content analysis was 

selected because they had a specified and pre-selected combination of terms in their texts. 

These terms were: family counseling, family therapy, family psychotherapy, family 

systems, systems theory, or systemic therapy in combination with school, schools, school 

setting, or school-based. An electronic search using the database Academic Search 

Complete helped the researcher find the articles that had the correct combination of 

terms. This search could have been conducted without the use of an electronic data base, 

and instead a person or team of persons could have searched for the terms. However, this 

might have caused some articles which met the correct criteria for inclusion to be 

unnoticed. It is unlikely that any article was excluded that had the correct combination _of 

terms, however, some researchers inay prefer st~dies which are conducted without the 

use of electronic tools. While it is possible that an article that was on the topic of family 

therapy in the school setting was not found by the electronic search, because it did not · 
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have the correct combination of terms, it is unlikely that an article on this topic would not 

have included the use of the terms school, schools, school setting, or school-based and 

the search was conducted systematically and reproducibly. 

This content analysis might have yielded different data for analysis if journals 

from only one field had been included in the study, for example only from the field of 

family therapy. However, one field would not have helped the researcher look at how the 

three fields, family studies, family therapy, and family therapy, are communicating with 

and influencing each other about family therapy in the school setting. 

The categorization of journals into one of the three fields , family studies, family 

therapy, or education, was somewhat arbitrary. Some family studies journals may also 

have included articles on family therapy and some family therapy journals may have 

articles on family studies topics and therefore their inclusion in the category of family 

studies, family therapy, or education for this study is subjective. 

This study is a content analysis and by definition looks at the content of the 

material being analyzed. In the recent past, qualitative content analysis was not always 

highly regarded by some researchers (Neuman, 1991 ), but is now becoming a more 

frequently used and acceptable qualitative research methodology in the social sciences 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Qualitative research analysis is considered a flexible method 

for analyzing text data like the texts of the articles considered in this study (Cavanagh, 

1997; Clarke, 201 0; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Family therapy in the school. setting could 

be a topic of research in studies of various methodologies, both qualitative and 

quantitative, and any research approach to a study on this topic could potentially add -to 

56 



. the knowledge of one or all of the three fields , family studies, family therapy, education, 

that influence, through their advocacy, hiring practices, and policies, the use of family 

therapy in the school setting. 

Conclusions 

To find what has been written about family therapy in the school setting in the 

literature of family studies, family therapy, or education, this study looked at articles on 

this topic in selected scholarly journals in these fields. In the years 1999 to July of 2010, 

only two articles on this topic were published in the selected family studies journals. 

Eight articles in the selected family therapy journals were analyzed. Five articles were 

analyzed that were published in the selected education journals. A total of 15 articles 

were published in the specified years in the selected journals. For a topic that potentially 

has a bearing on every family of school-age children this is an unacceptably small 

number. A child' s academic achievement is influenced by his or her family's functioning 

and family functioning is influenced by a child' s experience in the school setting (Nicoll, 

1992). The field of education is mandated to make sure that "no child is left behind" 

(2009) and family therapy for school-age children and their families can be a part of 

making sure this happens. However, the education literature does not direct much of its 

efforts to this end by writing on the topic of family therapy in the school setting. The 

literature of family therapy and family studies also had a very small number of articles on 

this topic considering its potential impact on children, families, family scientists, and . 

family therapists. 
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The theme which emerged from the texts of the articles was not unusual for 

articles about family therapy in the school setting. The theme was about the usefulness of 

family therapy in the school setting and family therapists are unlikely to argue with this. 

For family therapists who will most likely be the audience to read this study, the 

information from the content analysis of these articles is most useful when thought of as 

knowledge to share with others who do not understand the usefulness of family therapy in 

the school setting. 

Implications 

It is clear from this content analysis that these three fields , family studies, family 

therapy, and education are not attending well to the topic of family therapy in the school 

setting in their literature. Family therapy has the most writing about this topic, while 

family studies has the least. Family studies journals and their parent organizations need to 

educate families and schools on the effectiveness of family therapy in the school setting. 

School is the most logical place for mental health and other services for families 

(Dryfoos, 1994) because of their geographic proximity to families and the likelihood that 

families who need help the most will not seek an outside agency or private therapist. 

Organizations whose mission it is to help families can educate families about how their 

internal family functioning affects their child at school and about how the microsystems 

of the family , the parents, the sibling subsystem, the grandparents, may affect how their 

child functions at school. These organizations _can also help families understand how to 

work collaboratively with their child' s school, not just when things are going well at 

school, but when things start going poorly, for instance when a child gets discipline 
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referrals for misbehavior at school. These organizations need to do a better job at 

reaching out to families in times of pivotal transitions, for instance, when a family has a 

child who is ready to enter school for the first time. Families at this time of life can learn 

about the potential problems that may be encountered when they and the school have 

different expectations about how a child should behave or be engaged in school activities 

or with peers. Transitions at each educational level--preschool or no previous school 

experience into kindergarten, elementary into middle school, middle school into high 

school--are times of potential problems for children and their families because these 

transitions go hand in hand with family development. Certainly schools must help 

children and their families negotiate these transitions, but family organizations can help 

families be prepared for how difficult these transitions may be and the potential for 

family and/or school problems. Because universities are responsible for training 

professionals who will be involved in working with families, the universities need to 

make sure they are incorporating this information into their training programs and their 

collaboration with community agencies and organizations. 

Family therapy articles were the greatest number found for this study, but the 

inclusion of articles about family therapy in the school setting in family therapy journals 

is a little like "preaching to the choir." Of all mental health professionals, family 

therapists know that family therapy is helpful with school-related problems because they 

understand the reciprocal interaction of the family and school. What family therapists are. 

missing is that for a family therapist to optimally influence all of the systems in which a 

child is a part, the therapist must be able to interact with all of these parts: not only the 
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family and child, but teachers, administrators, and other school professionals who may be 

teaching or assessing the child. It can only be partially helpful when families seek family 

therapy outside of the school setting for their child' s school-related problems, unless that 

therapist goes to the school and sees the child and other stakeholders in that context. 

Marriage and Family Therapists and the programs that train them are missing a 

opportunity to help families "where they live" by not only advocating more strongly for 

family therapy in the school setting, but by training MFT students about how to work in a 

school and with larger systems (Boyd-Franklin, 2000; Fine & Carlson, 1992; Terry, 

2002). 

Professional family therapy organizations at the national, state, local, and student 

levels can advocate for the inclusion of family therapists in the school setting by more 

actively engaging in dialogues with school personnel about taking a systemic perspective 

and including family therapy in schools. Such an approach can help schools reach their 

goals of student achievement, especially of special populations such as, gifted and 

talented, second language learners, and diverse socio-economic groups; high district 

scores on high-stakes, state-mandated testing; steep school drop-out and and failure rates ; 

violence prevention and intervention; suicide prevention; substance use prevention and 

intervention; and teenage pregnancy and parenting. · 

Family therapists in highly visible MFT positions, for instance at universities and 

other training institutions, can make presentations to school professionals on ·how family 

therapy in the school setting can positively affect families of school-age children and 

therefore the schools. Programs and presentations about how family therapy in the schbol 
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setting is useful can be offered to groups that may include school-board members, 

district-level and campus administrators, teachers, school counselors, and school-based 

parent organizations. MFTs in private practice can be more visible when working with 

families with school-related problems by going to the schools and meeting the other 

stakeholders in addition to the family. Before incorporating other systems into their 

therapy, these MFTs will have to help the family understand how they and their child do 

not exist in isolation. Rather they are part of multiple systems and must learn how to 

negotiate those multiple systems in order to support their child. These MFTs will also 

have to earn the trust of school personnel in the schools they visit by educating them on 

how their involvement will help not only the child, but also all of the systems involved 

with that child. MFTs may have to do this at the district level of schools if policies exist 

that prohibit outside mental health professionals from coming into the schools. 

The field of education had only five articles in the journals in the specified period 

of time for this study. The field of education is the most fertile ground for making 

headway in implementing family therapy in the school setting. Unfortunately, education 

has been stuck in their view of how to help children through an individual psychological 

perspective. Some headway has been made in recent years in looking at assessment for 

special education services with a systemic perspective, but even with this improvement, 

follow through rarely occurs in the form of helping families through family therapy or by 

working with larger systems in which the family-child system is embedded. Some family 

therapists are familiar with authors who write about how to help larger systems or to 

make the school clearinghouse for family-related services, but educators are typically not 
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familiar with these writings (Boyd-Franklin, 2000; Fine & Carlson, 1992; Imber-Black, 

1988). 

Training in how to think systemically would benefit teacher-, school counselor-, 

and administrator-training programs. In the experience of the researcher of this study, 

who has been a part of all of these training programs in her experience as a public school 

professional, no discussion of the need to look at how to involve families in anything 

other than typical school involvement through parent organizations, volunteering at 

school, helping parents help their child with homework or school attendance, parent

teacher conferences, or parent education, has taken place. Some training programs may 

do so (Terry, 2002) and they need to become the norm, not the exception. Educators who 

do come to the realization that the child-family-school system exists, do so through 

reading or training outside of the realm of their professional development for working in 

a school. 

Universities that train teachers need to incorporate knowledge about working 

from a systemic perspective. Teachers already working in the classroom need to see how 

they bring all of their past and present to their relationships with their students as do the 

students they teach. School counselors in training and those already working in the school 

setting can be educated about how to work with families systemically, in as far as their 

role in their particular school or school district will allow. Most of all, school 

administrators at the district level who are in charge of implementing programs to help . 

children succeed need to be looking at and developing programs that include the family. 

For instance, when a district wants to improve their dropout rate, instead of solely 
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working with adolescents on the verge of failing to earn enough credits to graduate on 

time, they can also work with the families of those students. Or even more proactively, 

family therapists in the school setting who work in such programs can help children as 

young as kindergarten who already fit the at-risk criteria (National At-Risk Education 

Network, [NAREN], 2011) by inviting those students ' families to participate in family 

therapy in the school setting thereby ameliorating the risks long before the child reaches 

high school. 

To implement innovative programs that are going to involve parents, schools must 

educate parents on their role in helping their child succeed. That role for parents goes far 

beyond the traditional school involvement model of helping their child do their 

homework, to being willing to engage in family therapy in the school setting. Certainly 

there are problems associated with conducting family therapy in the school setting, but 

shifting the paradigm about how to include families in their child' s education will take a 

great deal of effort on the part of not only the field of education, but also the fields of 

family therapy and those fields informed by family studies. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As discussed in the section of this chapter on limitations of this research, other 

content analyses that included more or different journals are a possible avenue for 

additional research. Future content analysis of the same journals at specified time in the 

future , five or ten years from now, will inform all of the fields on how much progress has 

been made in the literature in attending to the topic of family therapy in the school 

setting. 
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Each of the three fields under consideration in this study has a wide arena for 

future research. Family studies research on the types of problems that families with 

school-age children may encounter may lead that field to advocate more publicly for 

family therapy in the school setting. As discussed in the previous section, changes in the 

family as a result of educational transitions and resultant family problems that may be 

helped through family therapy in the school setting is a potential area of family studies 

research. Problems that play out in schools such as not graduating on time or at all , teen 

pregnancy and parenting, suicide attempts, substance use, and so on, are family problems 

first. Studies on any of these topics that use family therapy as a variable will be a 

valuable avenue of future research for the field of family studies. 

Future family therapy research could include surveys of: existing family therapy 

programs in the school setting; of school personnel with knowledge of systems and how 

that knowledge informs their work in schools; of university training programs that 

include training in systems for future or current professionals in schools; and, of the 

knowledge base of school counselors regarding systemic thinking or how to include 

larger systems in their work with children and families. Research that points to the 

effectiveness of family therapy in the school setting could be conducted in the form of 

qualitative research of interviews of families who have been engaged in family therapy in 

the school setting; with professionals who can discuss their experiences with child

family-school systems that have changed or improved as a result of family therapy in tp.e 

school setting; and, with school administrators who have had experience with family 

therapy in the schools at their campus or district and how they view its effectiveness. · 
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Research can be conducted with similar variables as discussed above, but with 

quantitative methodologies that will show the correlation of school success with the 

variable of family therapy. The key to proving the efficacy of family therapy in the 

school setting is studying programs that already exist in the schools. 

Research in the field of education on the topic of family therapy in the school 

setting will likely not be expanded beyond its current level until mental health 

professionals both inside and outside of schools, and those few school professionals who 

already think systemically, begin advocating for the implementation of family therapy in 

the school setting as discussed in the previous section of this report. It is the view of this 

researcher that the field of education often does more of the same but expects different 

results instead of finding novel and innovative solutions for the problems that perennially 

affect it. It is often not until forces (systems) outside of the schools force schools to 

change that they do so. 

Summary 

The results of this content analysis pointed to not only the need to use a multi

systemic perspective in working with children and families in the school setting, but the 

usefulness of family therapy in the school setting for a variety of problems. An extremely 

small number of articles were found on this topic and this unfortunately illustrates either 

the lack of knowledge or concern about the helpfulness of having family therapy in 

schools. Professionals who help children or wh0 have influence over those who do so 

may be aided in reaching the goals of their respective organizations by learning about 

how family therapy in the school setting can have a positive and long lasting impact. 
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Through more widespread implementation of family therapy in the schools, children and 

families can be helped in the setting that is already a part of their daily experience while 

stakeholders can also attain the goals of their organizations. Possibilities for future 

research in this area is broad as family therapists and others who are knowledge about the 

usefulness of family therapy in the school setting advocate for its inclusion. 
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