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Abstract

This article provides practical suggestions for implementing concepts from
solution-focused brief therapy into the school setting by drawing connections
between the theoretical background and practices and themes found in Walt
Disney Studios films. Hearing and providing messages of determination, hard
work, and finding exceptions, school counselors are in a position in which they
can help students identify their dreams and take steps towards their “happily ever
after.” This article demonstrates the integration of theory, practice, and media to
approach counseling within the school.

Counselors supporting a solution-focused approach share a primary belief that all
students are capable of success. While this may also be reflected in the school climate
through administration and teachers’ core missions and the general beliefs of those in the
school, counselors are in the unique position of being able to bridge communication
between all stakeholders in the school. A solution-focused approach includes the
common beliefs of helping students understand their goals and motivations, searching for
solutions, and highlighting strengths through looking towards solutions rather than
dwelling on the presenting issue (Metcalf, 2008). This paper aims to explore these beliefs
that provide a positive foundation for a therapy of change. Interestingly, many of the
same themes can be highlighted through quotes and messages in Walt Disney Studios
films. In Disney films, both hardships and successes are present. However, the characters
do not give up until they have reached their happily ever after. The following paper
explores the connection between specific Disney film themes and the applicability to a
solution-focused approach in a school setting. By providing practical examples of
strategies used within solution-focused brief counseling, this paper aims to equip
counselors with specific strategies to affect a positive climate within their schools by
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directly impacting those with whom they work (e.g., students, teachers, administration,
parents).

All Students Can Succeed

Always remember. You’re braver than you believe; you’re stronger than you seem; and
smarter than you think.—Winnie the Pooh’s Grand Adventure

This quote highlights the key belief that all students have within themselves the
capability to succeed. Sometimes students need someone to believe in them, especially if
the student struggles to see their own strengths. Through the film, Winnie the Pooh and
his friends are faced with challenges that help them discover how they are brave, strong,
and smart. For example, Piglet discovers that even though he may be terrified of heights,
he is still able to face that fear to help his friends and thus learns how to show bravery
(Geurs, 1997). A solution-focused approach should prepare students to learn about their
own capabilities in a similar way. One way to do this is through how the school
approaches the concept of intelligence. For example, Dweck (2008) found two primary
views of intelligence: fixed theory and malleable theory. In fixed theory, individuals do
not see any possibility to alter their intelligence. Intelligence is viewed as a constant—
either the individual has or does not have intelligence. Malleable theory alternatively
allows for intelligence to fluctuate, or be modified, by new knowledge and experiences
(Dweck, 2008). The second option allows for change and, more specifically, growth. A
solution-focused approach embraces the idea that intelligence can be taught; that change
is always possible. Dweck (2008) suggested strategies for highlighting the process and
the effort that goes into learning something new. By highlighting the process, students
learn that they are active participants in their education. This strategy emphasizes the
students’ agency and control of their experience and learning. In other words, counselors
and staff encourage students to discover their inner bravery, strength, and intelligence by
acknowledging the process of growth.

Meet Basic Needs First

Look for the bare necessities, that’s how a bear can rest at ease, with just the bare
necessities of life.—The Jungle Book

What does the individual view as necessary? In order to survive and thrive in life,
students’ basic needs must be met. Are there needs that are not being met? How can we
ensure that they can be met? Sometimes the bare necessities indicate a simple solution to
a recurring problem. For instance, Metcalf (2008) noted that one student struggled with
encopresis. The solution was found through identifying that the student simply wanted to
eat a hot lunch. The basic need of a filling meal was enough to bring an end to this
student’s specific struggle.

Maslow (1943) has provided a basis for understanding human needs through
his hierarchical theory of motivation. Maslow posited that basic needs include
“physiological, safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization” (p. 394). Physiological needs
are those survival aspects such as food and water, whereas self-actualization is the ideal
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of doing what the individual adores. When one of the earlier needs (e.g., safety) takes
precedence, the following needs (e.g., self-actualization) are forgotten as a form of
motivation. In other words, individuals must meet survival needs, such as nourishment
and safety, before needs of belonging and esteem can be addressed. The primary plot of
The Jungle Book revolves around the main character, Mowgli’s, search for a home and a
place he belongs. Along the way he encounters individuals who want to support him
while others wish to harm him out of fear for their future safety. Throughout the film, it
becomes clear that before Mowgli can develop from a man-cub into a man, he needs a
home and the safety associated with having a home (Disney & Reitherman, 1967). It
follows, therefore, that students will be more equipped to learn, attend to their classes,
and reach towards self-actualization if their basic needs are met. A school using the
solution-focused approach ensures students receive nourishment by sending food home
on evenings and/or weekends, providing clothing, and offering school supplies. These
examples demonstrate how schools can aim to meet their students’ bare necessities and
basic needs. Once basic needs are met, students may be able to consider and act on their
goals that extend beyond surviving.

Student-Selected Goals

But who cares? No big deal. I want more.—The Little Mermaid

A solution-focused approach demands that students set their own goals. In The
Little Mermaid, Ariel knew what she truly wanted and what motivated her (Ashman,
Musker, & Clements, 1989). In the Disney version of this story, Ariel wishes beyond
measure to explore a world beyond the sea. She knows what is expected of her under the
water, and she is motivated to discover and learn about this new world on land. In the
above quote, she notes that while she may have an incredible number of items from the
land, she has not experienced life on shore. That experience is what she truly seeks and
what helps to motivate her to meet with Ursula the Sea Witch and make a gamble about
finding true love. Ariel chooses not to listen to the warnings against this gamble because
at the heart of it, her desire to experience life on land is greater than any admonition
(Ashman et al., 1989). Just as Ariel knew her underlying motivation, students are
recognized as the experts in their lives. Motivations are highlighted within a student’s
goals and, therefore, students are asked to define their goals. At times, it may take more
than utilizing solution-focused techniques to identify goals. Therefore, it is crucial to
acknowledge when an integrated approach may be more effective. For example,
motivational interviewing (MI) is consistent with themes of solution-focused therapy but
focuses more directly on identifying goals as determined by students (Miller & Rollnick,
2009). MI highlights three main components that teach counselors to meet students where
they are and identify their end goals. These three pieces are: collaboration and working
together; evocation, or allowing the student to discover solutions; and autonomy, or
valuing individual action (Miller & Rollnick, 2009). Through these components, the
student and counselor work together to discover specific ways in which this might
happen. A key component of the solution-focused approach is that these goals are framed
in a positive rather than negative context (Metcalf, 2008). For instance, if an individual
visits a school using solution-focused approach, they may hear directions such as “Walk
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please” instead of “Don’t run.” By phrasing goals in more positive terms, students are
better able to understand the expectations and the more likely they will be to respond.
These goals provide something tangible for students to work towards. By encouraging
students to frame their goals in a positive manner, or by asking students what they will
do, students are empowered to discover specific strategies by which they hope to reach
their self-identified goals.

Focus on the Positive

That boy has got real spark. Lots of spirit. Throws himself heart and soul into everything
he does. That’s really worth something, if it could only be turned in the right direction.—

The Sword in the Stone

Teachers, counselors, and even students can describe an individual by focusing on
the positive qualities or the negatives ones. In the above quote, Merlin is talking to his
owl about Arthur. Arthur will become King but at the time this quote occurs, Arthur is a
stereotypical awkward teenager (Disney & Reitherman, 1936). This conversation may be
similar to a counselor discussing a student with a teacher. As a solution-focused
counselor, this can be done in various ways, including making statements that highlight
positive responses to usual triggers. For example, while sitting in a meeting recently, one
teacher asked for information about a student who re-entered the school. The teacher who
knew the student best was able to respond with the following statement, “He’s coming
more than before and seems more present and ready to work.” This statement highlights
positive actions taken by the student while implying that more work and more direction
could be offered.

Metcalf (2008) prefers to write a note to the student. She lets the student know
exactly how proud she is of them for not reacting in a typically negative way and directs
the spark within the student. One way this has been done is by schools reaching out to
parents and students through “Student Excellence Postcards.” These postcards are printed
with a prompt of: “We want you to know that: Name is making School a great school
through___________________.” There are optional categories of “Outstanding
Achievement,” “Positive Attitude and a Strong Work Ethic,” and “Responsibility and
Self-Discipline.” Following those three options, there is a lined space for school faculty
to share how the student is succeeding, encouraging the faculty member to be specific.
These postcards are then mailed home to parents. This is one example of how school staff
members can specifically inform students and their families about the positive behaviors
occurring in the school building.

Looking Beyond the Label

Riff-raff, street-rat, I don’t buy that. If only they’d look closer.—Aladdin

Aladdin is a character who fights the labels others have placed upon him
(Clements & Musker, 1992). In a solution-focused approach, students are seen beyond
their struggles. As Metcalf (2008) noted, a non-pathological approach and avoiding
labeling students are key points in integrating a solution-focus into school. This means
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that students are not judged by the area in which they struggle. This is reflected through
the use of person-first language and normalizing behaviors. Person-first language places
individuals before the presenting concern (Peers, Spencer-Cavaliere, & Eales, 2014). For
example, rather than using the term “disabled students,” the school should use the term,
“students with a disability.” By placing students at the forefront, they are better able to
see that they are not a label or defined by their disability. In keeping with fully placing a
student at the center, Peers and colleagues (2014) argued that if an individual identifies as
a “disabled student,” that preference should be respected, as the individual sees this as a
crucial aspect of their identity. A school counselor can model this in the schools by
asking students what they prefer and intentionally utilizing respectful language to
acknowledge the individual.

By acknowledging the individual, counselors are better able to counter labels that
inhibit the student. Labels add a sense of permanence to the individual in the sense that
once an individual feels labeled, that individual can feel as though nothing could change.
These feelings of a fixed identity may also impact an individual’s reputation (Metcalf,
2008). Reputation builds over a period of time and, therefore, changing an individual’s
reputation can be extremely difficult, especially when adhering to a fixed mindset.
Dweck (2008) noted that individuals with a fixed theory of intelligence are more likely to
give up when faced with a challenge. Therefore, students who have been given a label
have been taught they will be unable to make a difference and there is no reason to try to
make a change (Dweck, 2008). A solution-focused approach, however, encourages
students to look closer at their lives and identify how they are being successful. Students’
success may involve student behavior and misbehavior. Students are given opportunities
to change their behavior, rather than being disciplined. By looking for exceptions and
opportunities for change, students become more than just troublemakers (Metcalf,
2008). In Aladdin, Princess Jasmine is able to see past Aladdin’s reputation as a street-rat
to appreciate his actions, which result in him successfully saving her life and her country
(Clements & Musker, 1992).

Finding Past Exceptions for Future Success

Oh yes, the past can hurt. But from the way I see it, you can either run from it, or. . .
learn from it.—The Lion King

The above quote emphasizes the role of past experiences in the learning process.
In the film, The Lion King, Simba has a traumatic experience that he decides not to
confront until he is addressed by a former advisor who points out that Simba can learn
from this past experience (Hahn, Allers, & Minkhoff, 1994). The solution-focused
approach demands that counselors and students find exceptions. Exceptions are times,
moments, or instances where a student can find a contradiction to the area in which they
are struggling (Metcalf, 2008). Metcalf (2008) explored this concept by challenging
statements that include “always” and “never” thinking. When students use statements of
that permanent language, Metcalf asks them to identify a time where that was not the
case. By looking at previous successes, students can learn from their past to identify what
has worked and apply that strategy to their current situation. It is also possible to learn
from strategies and/or behaviors that have not worked in the past. For instance, when
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working with students applying for college or employment, some questions that reflect
past learning include: “What has worked for you in the past when you had to plan on a
future project?” “How do you make your own decisions? Which ones have you made
before that worked out well for you?” and “How have you approached your parents on
other decisions?” (Metcalf, 2008, p. 158). A purely solution-focused approach will not
dwell on what has not worked. Therefore, the past helps to guide different strategies to
bring the student closer to successful change.

Highlighting the Strength to Succeed

The flower that blooms in adversity is the most rare and beautiful of them all.—Mulan

Mulan is a character who fights for beliefs against incredible odds and
successfully changes her fate (Coats, Bancroft, & Cook, 1998). Students also have the
capability to make great changes. A student struggling academically, for example, may
only be experiencing success in art class. If this is the case, the student is not
failing all their classes. Finding those exceptions can help students build on their own
capabilities to create change while still acknowledging the adversity the student has
encountered (Metcalf, 2008). For instance, recently a student showcased his amazing
willpower to influence his experience. This student had been failing a majority of classes
the previous week. Before being called to discuss academics with the counselor, the
counselor met briefly with a teacher to ensure that the counselor had the most updated
grades. In between that conversation and the student arriving, his grades had improved in
the grade book. Within one week, this student was able to transition from failing four
classes to passing all of his classes. Once that student realized the change he had created,
he completely lit up. While this student had been on the counselor’s radar for being high
risk due to issues of attendance and family concerns, the counselor was able to highlight a
fantastic change that this student created. Seeing how this student was able to counteract
the extenuating factors adding barriers to his education, the counselor was able to identify
strengths. To close the discussion, the counselor put it back on the student to continue to
push towards success. This rare and beautiful moment highlights how powerful it can be
to acknowledge the changes in an individual and honor the ability to overcome
challenges.

Building on Small Successes

See how big they grow, but someone has to start them.—Pocahontas

The domino effect of change is expressed by the above quote. In this instance,
Grandmother Willow demonstrates how the ripples start small but grow and affect
everything around them (Pentecost, Gabriel, & Goldberg, 1995). Similarly, educators
may see small changes made by a student positively impact their own behavior, as well as
the behavior of those around them. Metcalf (2008) addressed how small changes can lead
to larger ones. For example, if a parent or teacher notices a student is taking actions to
change, that parent or teacher may respond in a different, more positive manner. The
reverse is also true; if the adult acts more positively, the behavior may affect interactions
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with other students. In other words, the student’s actions affect the teacher’s actions,
which may continue to positively affect the actions of other students (Metcalf, 2008).

Creating a Climate of Care

This is my family. I found it all on my own. Is little, and broken, but still good. Ya. Still
good.—Lilo and Stitch

Perhaps more than any other Disney film, Lilo and Stitch highlights the power of
the solution-focused approach. In the film, Lilo takes on the solution-focused mindset by
welcoming Stitch into her family. She identifies ways in which Stitch can improve and
never gives up on training and reframing his behavior. Eventually, the relationship
that Lilo establishes with Stitch empowers Stitch to explain his own role on the planet,
demonstrated in the above quote (Spencer, DeBlois, & Sanders, 2002).

School counselors play a crucial role in the school climate. According to the U.S.
Department of Education’s proposed school climate model, there are three components to
climate (Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). These include safety,
the environment, and student engagement. In each of these realms, school counselors can
model a positive response that identifies how students are a part of their school family.
Even when the system may seem broken and safety concerns seem to overwhelm all
other areas of the climate, counselors can channel both Lilo and Stitch through the
relationships formed. By working towards acceptance, belonging, and a family-like
environment, counselors can find the good.

Conclusion

And they lived happily ever after.—Cinderella

Overall, a solution-focused approach and the main messages in Disney films
connect on the themes of seeking dreams and finding hope. Cinderella is a character who
identifies that by working hard and dreaming of what she truly wants, she can achieve her
happily ever after (Disney, Geronimi, Jackson, & Luske, 1950). This positive message
affects the entire climate of the school by basing the atmosphere on the strengths of
students (Metcalf, 2008). Expressing the possibility of change enables students to feel
empowered and encouraged to take actions that make a difference. Through highlighting
the positive instances in a students’ career or familial relationship, these changes may
occur in steps, ripples, or leaps. In the end, schools with a solution-focus equip their
students to follow and discover how to realistically achieve their dreams.

Throughout this paper, solution-focused brief therapy strategies useful to school
counselors have been examined through themes from Disney films. Connecting these
strategies to real life school counseling situations shows the integration of theory and
practice. While specific examples of instances where the solution-focused approach could
be utilized or explored were provided, it is important to acknowledge that some student
needs may require an integrated approach to counseling. Overall, a solution-focused
approach is a direct way counselors can impact problem solving with their students and
discover a new world of possibility and change.
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