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Purpose of the Group

The purpose of this group is to raise an awareness around self-compassion and to help students cultivate self-compassion in themselves through a series of lessons and activities. By the end of this program students will understand the three pillars of self-compassion which are mindfulness, common humanity, and self-kindness. Students will also understand and practice recognizing common barriers to self-compassion, such as their own beliefs around self-criticism. Most importantly, throughout these seven sessions, students will have ample opportunity to practice exercises that foster self-compassion in themselves and to support each other in their learning. Group members will walk away with valuable tools to continue practicing these skills as well as resources to further their learning and to share with their families.

Cultivating a greater sense of self-compassion can help to combat many common mental health struggles, many of which we regularly see in our middle year’s students. “One of the most consistent findings is that greater self-compassion is linked to less anxiety” (Neff & Tirch, 2018, p. 83). Therefor students who self-identify as being anxious or stressed could benefit greatly from this program. This may also encompass many negative feelings that students may be having that are associated with the most recent pandemic. “Along with psychological flexibility, self-compassion may protect against the adverse effects of the pandemic” (Lappalainen et. al, 2023, p. 35). Although cultivating self-compassion in oneself can be healing for some, it can also be beneficial to all. “Self-compassion has been found to be positively associated with well-being, life satisfaction, happiness, and coping skills” (Lappalainen et. al, 2023, p. 35). 

This group has been created using Acceptance and Commitment Theories which suggest new ways to approach our thinking and relative suffering as human beings. “Learning to approach your distress in a fundamentally different way can quickly change the impact it has on your life” (Hayes, 2005, Chapter 1). Students will learn to look at their thinking processes through a new lens which can help them to feel more in control of the feelings and experiences that all human beings go through. This group also aims to teach students about the value of implementing mindfulness and self-kindness techniques into daily practices which can help strengthen their overall well-being. “Self-compassion has been found to be positively associated with well-being, life satisfaction, happiness, and coping skills” (Lappalainen et. al, 2023, p. 35). These skills can serve our students throughout their school days as well as into their adult lives.
With a greater awareness and understanding of self-compassion, students will be able to feel more in control of their emotions and learn from their human experiences. “By increasing feelings of safety and interconnectedness and reducing feelings of threat and isolation, self-compassion fosters greater emotional balance” (Neff & Tirch, 2018, p. 83). Learning and practicing these skills as a group will also help to foster meaningful connections among students that may serve as continued supports once the group is finished. Self-compassion tends to be relatively low during adolescents (Lappalainen et. al, 2023) since teenagers tend to compare and self-criticize more often than adults. Giving our students the tools that they need to practice self-compassion at a young age may help to lower self-criticism during teenage years.

Expected Benefits and Anticipated Risks

There are many benefits to becoming more self-passionate, many of which we will learn as we practice mindfulness techniques and activities. “Through this act of perspective taking, our outlook becomes broad and inclusive, recognizing that life’s challenges and personal failures are simply part of being human. Self-compassion helps us to feel more connected and less isolated when we are in pain” (Neff & Tirch, 2018, p. 81). By understanding this aspect of self-compassion, students will have a greater understanding that as human beings we are bound to go through suffering and varying degrees of challenges or failures. This shift in perspective can help students to gain the confidence to take risks, rather than living in fear of failure. “Self-compassionate people aim just as high as those who lack self-compassion but don’t become as distressed and frustrated when they can’t meet their goals” (Neff & Tirch, 2018, p. 87). Students will not only feel more equipped to take risks, but they will be better able to handle the feelings of disappointed if their goals are not initially met. There is also great benefit to group work itself, particularly with school-aged children. “Counseling and support groups for children are extremely valuable—children get to hear that they are not alone in their feelings” (Jacobs et. al, 2022, p. 425). It is expected that students will leave with a sense of community support between one another after participating in these sessions together.
After completing these sessions students should see a positive impact on their perspective taking abilities and on their mindset. “The positive affect generated by the kind, connected, and accepting mindset of self-compassion may help us break free of fear and greatly improve the quality of our lives” (Neff & Tirch, 2018, p. 86). By learning to treat ourselves as we would treat a good friend, we become stronger and more resilient in the face of challenges or uncomfortable feelings such as stress. Students will also learn skills that will help them feel more in control of their responses and reactions to stressful situations. “Self-compassionate individuals tend to be more openminded and have a greater ability to switch cognitive and behavioral responses according to the context of the situation” (Neff & Tirch, 2018, p.84). Having greater self-control and self-management skills will be helpful to students across many areas of their life.


Confidentiality will be discussed at each session, however there is always a risk in groups that a member may breach confidentiality outside of the group. This may cause hard feelings within the group that may negatively affect the expected outcomes. Students will be strongly encouraged to support each other while taking risks and being vulnerable throughout many of these activities. This vulnerability may lead to feelings of embarrassment or shame, particularly when group members have lower self-esteems to begin with. As a guidance counsellor running these sessions, I will also need to be aware of the dual-role dynamic that is taking place when some students also see me individually throughout the year. This may cause feelings of unease with my students and may also lead other students to believe we have a stronger connection, both of which can have a negative effect on participation during group work.
Screening Criteria 
There are many ways that students can be referred to this group including self-referrals or referrals by teachers, myself, or parents. While learning to be self-compassionate can be beneficial for all, indicators that this group is a good fit for students include low self-esteem or high levels of anxiety. Students must be in favor of joining the group as participation and attitude between group members will be essential for the success of all group members. The activities in this group are recommended for students in Grades 5 through Grade 8.

Once referred to the group, an in-person screening interview will be held to ensure that the student is in favor of change, willing to participate and take risks, and willing to follow the group expectations. Students will also become aware of expectations around confidentiality which include not sharing group experiences outside of the group. Once group members have been chosen, students will be asked if there are any conflicts of interest between other members before the first session. If a conflict exists, students may be asked to join a future group that is a better fit. This will be a closed group with the expectations of full attendance unless of an illness or an unforeseen circumstance.
Evaluation of Outcomes

The two evaluations of outcomes that I will use for my group will be the Self-Compassion Scale- Short Form (Appendix B) and the Comprehensive Assessment of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) Processes (Appendix C). The Self-Compassion scale focuses on self-kindness, self-judgement, and mindfulness as well as considering a person’s tendency to overidentify or isolate themselves in their suffering. The Comprehensive Assessment of ACT Processes assesses psychological flexibility, which should be improved for students upon completion of the seven group sessions. Both assessments will be given to group members before and after completing all group sessions to measure the success rate and to inform myself of possible next steps that may need to be taken. 
Format of the Group

This group will meet once a week for forty-five minutes over a seven-week period, for a total of seven sessions. This will be a closed group that alternates between mornings and afternoons during the regular school day. If students miss a session due to illness, the first few minutes of the following session will become a short discussion to review highlights. Homework may be assigned to allow students the chance to experience the activities that they missed in the previous session. Each session will follow a similar format which will include activities, discussions, videos, and lessons. See Appendix D for full session plans. 
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Appendix A: Student Consent Form

Student Consent Form

(Adapted from Love For The Elementary Counsellor)

Dear Parents,

My name is Micki Banks and I am the school counselor at J. R. Reid School. You are receiving this letter because your child has been invited to join a Self-Compassion Counseling Group. Through the work of a groups, I can better support the social and emotional development of students, which has a positive influence on academic development and success. This small group will focus on the pillars of mindful self-compassion which include mindfulness, self-kindness, and common humanity. We will meet once a week during the school day for approximately 30 minutes over an 8-week span. 

During group meetings, students will have the opportunity to learn new skills and behaviors through discussion of ideas, feelings, behaviors, attitudes, and sharing of opinions. Students will also participate in a variety of activities relating to self-compassion. Your child may be asked to share and practice their new skills with family members and friends, which is an excellent way to share back what they are learning with you as well! As the parent, you can always feel free to contact me to discuss your child and his or her growth in the group. However, because counseling is based on a trusting relationship between the counselor and the students, I will keep information shared by members confidential unless ethical responsibilities require disclosure. 

In order for your child to participate in a group, I will need your written permission. Please complete this permission form on the back of this paper and send it back to school for your child to turn it to their classroom teacher. This small group is totally optional and not subject for a grade.

As always, if you have questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me anytime!

Micki Banks

Guidance Counsellor

J.R.Reid School

(204) 729-0390

Child’s Name __________________________________________________________________________

Teacher’s name ________________________________________________________________________

By signing this form, I give consent for my child to participate in group counseling. I understand that:

· The group will provide an opportunity for members to learn and practice self-compassion skills, interpersonal skills, discuss feelings, share ideas, practice new behaviors, and make new friends. 

· Anything the group members share in group will be kept confidential by the group leader and group members will be asked to also keep everything that is shared in the group confidential.

Student Name (Printed)

 __________________________________________________________

Student Signature 

__________________________________________________________

Parent/Guardian Name (Printed) __________________________________________________________

Parent/Guardian Signature __________________________________________________________

Parent/Guardian email address __________________________________________________________

Appendix B: Self-Compassion Scale- Short Form
HOW I TYPICALLY ACT TOWARDS MYSELF IN DIFFICULT TIMES

Name: ________________

Date: __________________
Please read each statement carefully before answering. To the left of each item, indicate how often you behave in the stated manner, using the following scale:

Almost
 Never





 
Almost Always
1 

2 

3 

4
 
5

___ 1. When I fail at something important to me I become consumed by feelings of inadequacy.

___ 2. I try to be understanding and patient towards those aspects of my personality I don’t like.

___ 3. When something painful happens I try to take a balanced view of the situation.

___ 4. When I’m feeling down, I tend to feel like most other people are probably happier than I am.
___ 5. I try to see my failings as part of the human condition.

___ 6. When I’m going through a very hard time, I give myself the caring and tenderness I need.

___ 7. When something upsets me I try to keep my emotions in balance.

___ 8. When I fail at something that’s important to me, I tend to feel alone in my failure

___ 9. When I’m feeling down I tend to obsess and fixate on everything that’s wrong.

___ 10. When I feel inadequate in some way, I try to remind myself that feelings of inadequacy

are shared by most people.

___ 11. I’m disapproving and judgmental about my own flaws and inadequacies.

___ 12. I’m intolerant and impatient towards those aspects of my personality I don’t like.
Appendix C: Comprehensive ACT
Name: _______________             Date: ________________

1 – Strongly disagree

2 – Disagree

3 – Moderately disagree

4 – Neutral

5 – Moderately agree

6 – Agree

7 – Strongly agree

1. I can identify the things that really matter to me in life and pursue them.
      ___
2. One of my big goals is to be free from painful emotions. 


      ___

3. I rush through meaningful activities without being really attentive to them.        ___
4. I try to stay busy to keep thoughts or feelings from coming.


      ___
5. I act in ways that are consistent with how I wish to live my life.

      ___
6. I get so caught up in my thoughts that I am unable to do the things that I most want to do.









      ___

7. I make choices based on what is important to me, even if it is stressful.
      ___
8. I tell myself that I shouldn't have certain thoughts.



      ___
9.  find it difficult to stay focused on what's happening in the present.

      ___
10. I behave in line with my personal values.





      ___
11. I go out of my way to avoid situations that might bring difficult thoughts, feelings, or sensations.








      ___
12. Even when doing the things that matter to me, I find myself doing them without paying attention.








      ___
13.  I am willing to fully experience whatever thoughts, feelings and sensations come up for me, without trying to change or defend against them.


      ___
14.  I undertake things that are meaningful to me, even when I find it hard to do 
so.










      ___
15.  I work hard to keep out upsetting feelings.




      ___
16. I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being aware of what I'm doing.
      ___
17.  I am able to follow my long terms plans including times when progress is
 slow. 










      ___
18.  Even when something is important to me, I'll rarely do it if there is a chance it will upset me. 









      ___
19.  It seems I am «running on automatic» without much awareness of what I'm doing.










      ___
20.  Thoughts are just thoughts – they don't control what I do.


      ___
21.  My values are really reflected in my behavior.




      ___
22.  I can take thoughts and feelings as they come, without attempting to control or avoid them.









      ___
23.  I can keep going with something when it's important to me.


      ___ 
Appendix D: Session Plans

Session 1: Introductory Session 
1. Introductions/Welcome (8-10 minutes)
· Introduce myself

· Land acknowledgement

· Group members to each other

· Materials needed: pen or pencil

2. Group Agenda and Personal Goals (5-7 minutes)
· Agenda on Smartboard, answer any questions members may have

· Share goals for the group session
· Confidentiality Agreement
· Allow time for group members to set individual goals for the session

3. Opening Activity/Icebreaker (5-7 minutes)
· Toss and Chat activity: Students will toss a pre-made ball around filled with connection prompts. Ex. What is your favorite subject in school and why? Students answer whichever prompt their right thumb is on when they catch the ball, then toss to another student.
4. Exercise #1 (5-7 Minutes)
· Self-Compassion Scale Assessment (Appendix B)
5. Exercise #2 (5-7 Minutes)
· Comprehensive ACT (Appendix C)
6. Dyads Discussion (4-5 minutes)
· After completing these exercises, how self-compassionate do you think you are? Was there anything that surprised you? Was there anything that you wished you could have answered differently?
7. Group Discussion (3-5 minutes)
· Share out

· Add to group goals, if needed

8. Closing Exercises (5 minutes)
· Feedback rounds (Explain purpose of feedback and how I will use it to benefit the group)
· One-word check out
Session 2: Understanding Self-Compassion
1. Introductions/Welcome Back (5-7 Minutes)
· Land acknowledgement

· Questions/thoughts from last week?
· Materials needed: pen or pencil
· Review group agenda and goals from last week

· One word check-in
2. Ted Talk: The Space Between Self-Esteem and Self-Compassion (17 minutes)

3. Round (8-10 minutes)
· What is the major problem with self-esteem that Kristin highlighted in her Ted Talk? (Listen for: you need to feel above average, which isn’t practical)

· What’s the problem with being average? (Listen for: comparison, putting others down to put yourself up, narcissism increases)

· How do people build self-esteem? (Listen for: Boost yourself above others somehow)
4. Mini Lecture (3-5 minutes)
· What is self-compassion?
· Relating to ourselves kindly and accepting all that we are, flaws and all

· Three components

· Self-kindness (treating ourselves kind and not harsh, as we would a friend)

· Common Humanity (shared human experience, how am I the same as others? What does it mean to be human? Imperfect)
· Mindfulness (Being with what is in the present moment)

· Validate and accept the fact that we are suffering to give ourselves compassion
5. Closing Exercises (3-5 minutes)

· Feedback round

· Which component of self-compassion are you most excited to work on for yourself?
Session 3: Understanding Mindfulness

1. Review /Welcome Back/Today’s Agenda (3-5 minutes)

· One word check-in
2. Video: Everyday Mindfulness (5 minutes)

3. Discussion Round (5-7 Minutes)

· What factors do you think inhibit us from being mindful

· What benefits might you feel if you were able to be more mindful daily?

· What do you think others would notice more of if they were more mindful?

4. Exercise: Be Where You Are (10-15 minutes)

· See Chapter 8: Mindfulness of Get out of Your Mind and Into Your Life for script (Hayes
· Comment Round: What did you notice?
5. Exercise: Cubbyholding (10-15 minutes)

· See Chapter 8: Mindfulness of Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life for script (Hayes, 2005, Chapter 8)
· Dyads: What did you notice?

6. Closing Exercises (3-5 minutes)

· Feedback round

· One word check-out 
Session 4: Understanding Self-Kindness and Challenging Self-Criticism
1. Review /Welcome Back/Today’s Agenda (3-5 minutes)

· One word check-in

2. Exercise: Eating Raisins mindfulness activity (8-10 minutes)
· Comment Round: What surprised you?
3. Group discussion: What is Self-Kindness (5-7 minutes)
· How do we treat our friends compared to how do we treat/talk to ourselves
· Share out and notice opportunities/encourage support between members

· Identify common humanity

4. Exercise: How Would You Treat a Friend (8-10 minutes)
5. Discussion: Positive Beliefs About Self-Criticism (5-7 minutes)
6. Exercise: Challenging Your Positive Beliefs (8-10 minutes)
· Dyad discussions: What did you learn about your beliefs?

7. Closing Exercises (3-5 minutes)

· Feedback round

· One word check-out 
Session 5: Understanding Common Humanity and Challenging Self-Criticism
1. Review /Welcome Back/Today’s Agenda (2 minutes)

· One word check in 
2. Exercise: Body Scan (5-minutes)
· Comment Round: What did you notice?
3. Mini-lesson on common humanity (5-7 minutes)
· Give example of mother at the playground with autistic child, note the feelings and then the relief that comes from recognizing common humanity
· “Self-compassion also includes an element of wisdom—recognition of our common humanity. This means accepting the fact that, along with everyone else on the planet, we’re flawed and imperfect individuals, just as likely as anyone else to be hit by the slings and arrows of outrageous (but perfectly normal) misfortune” ("Greater Good," n.d.).
4. Discussion Round (5-7 minutes)
· Consider an uncomfortable moment that you may have had (or could have) as a teenager in school. Help students identify the common humanity factor in each example
5. Exercise: How I Would Talk to Me, A Friend, A Child (10-15 minutes)
· Dyad discussions: What surprised you? Would you plan to talk to yourself this way? How can we remind ourselves in the moments of self-criticism to treat ourselves better?

6. Exercise: Kindness vs. Criticism Experiment (5-7 minutes)
· Complete Prediction 1 and Prediction 2

· Explain homework and discuss supports between group sessions if needed

7. Closing Exercises (3-5 minutes)

· Feedback round

· One word check-out 
Session 6: Self-Compassion Practices
1. Review /Welcome Back/Today’s Agenda (3-5 minutes)

· One word check in
2. Exercise: Three-Minute Breathing Space (3-5 minutes)
· Comment Round: Notice any new sensations?

3. Dyad Discussions (10-12 minutes)
· Discuss findings of the Kindness vs. Criticism experiment including positive and negative outcomes

· What, if anything, surprised you?

· Comment round for whole group sharing of overall findings 
4. Exercise: Acceptance of Thoughts and Feelings mindfulness activity (10-12 minutes)
· Dyads: Were any parts of this activity difficult for you? How often do you think it would be helpful to practice this exercise?
5. Exercise: Self-compassion journal (10-12 minutes)
· Introduce and walk-through journal as a group

· Answer any questions students may have and allow time for practice
· Encourage use of journal moving forward and remind students of supports between groups should they need
6. Closing Exercises (3-5 minutes)

· Feedback round

· One word check-out 
Session 7: Closing Session
1. Review /Welcome Back/Today’s Agenda (3-5 minutes)

· One word check-in
2. Exercise: Be Mindful of Your Feet While You Read This activity (5-7 minutes)
· Comment Round

3. Exercise (5-7 minutes)
· Self-Compassion Scale Assessment
4. Exercise (5-7 minutes)

· Comprehensive ACT
5. Round Discussion (10-15 minutes)
· Unanswered questions or wonders from the group sessions?

· How do you see these exercises applying to your everyday life now?

· How can we maintain the skills and values we’ve learned in this group? Are there ways to support each other moving forward? 

· Reminder of supports moving forward, including individual meetings with me if necessary, Kids Help Phone website with support forums, trusted adults in their life

· Likes, dislikes, critiques of the group
6. Rocks and Shells Activity

7. Handout Resources (5-7 minutes)
a. Websites, books, video links, additional resources and recommended readings shared with students including: Positivepsychology.com, Self-Compassion.org, The Self-Compassion Workbook for Teens: Mindfulness and Compassion Skills to Overcome Self-Criticism and Embrace Who You Are, 
8. Closing Exercises (3-5 minutes)

· Final check-out – word or sentence describing feelings around ending the group
