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Educational Psychologists within Highland Council Psychological Service have been developing Solution Focused/Solution Oriented practices since late 1991. The Service has SO principles embedded into its core aims and has invested a great deal of time working within a multi-agency framework in Integrated Children's Services, training, coaching and providing consultation to others in the key principles, strategies and effective practices of working in a solution oriented way. 

The Scottish Government have recognised this way of working recently through the training provided to Local Authorities in 2008, in working towards Solution Oriented Children's Services, which was well attended by representatives from most Scottish Local Authorities. Previously the Scottish Executive also supported an initiative by Moray Council, in partnership with Sycol, in developing the Solution Oriented Schools Programme, a structured intervention approach to supporting schools, which was rolled out to authorities in 2005 and 2006. 

Although not unique in using SO approaches, Highland Council has embraced SO principles in many aspects of integrated children's services and this way of working has influenced thinking in many aspects of multi-agency working, effective meeting formats, transition protocols, assessment and planning processes, coaching and mentoring, managing change, as well as individual approaches to supporting children and families.

Solution Oriented approaches have their origins in individual, person centred therapeutic approaches, developed in America by Milton Erickson, Steve De Shazer, Insoo Kim Berg & Bill O'Hanlon, among others. From these therapeutic beginnings, solution oriented thinking and approaches have been gradually developing in many areas of professional practice. The approach is still used as a therapeutic approach and is now widely used also in the fields of social work, education and business. Within education it has been applied across a range of contexts including individual work, mentoring and coaching, classroom management, developing leadership, team building, development planning and supporting organisational change.

Solution oriented practice is a way of working which helps people develop goals and solutions rather than explore and analyse current problems. It therefore focuses on building solutions rather than solving problems, which is generally found to be an easier process and therefore change can often occur much quicker.  Rather than dwelling for too long on the past and what has happened, it focuses on the present and the future, on what is currently working, what strengths there may be to build on, on future goals and how to achieve them. In developing and expanding clear descriptions of future goals, people begin to open up new possibilities for change and create a plan for moving towards this preferred future.

When we are surrounded by difficulties we tend to notice features of the environment that confirm our problem-dominated view.  To successfully move towards change it is important to re-focus our attention towards strengths and capabilities.  The role of the solution oriented practitioner is to help the client (whoever that may be) to state the desired goal and move in the direction of the change required to achieve this goal. The strength of the approach is that this basic premise allows the approach to be utilised in any context, especially where it is unclear how to proceed, or where there is a lack of clarity in what a preferred future may look like.
As solution oriented practice has gathered momentum, a set of principles has emerged which has had a positive effect on practice in many contexts. There are several slightly different versions of these principles, and in Highland we have adopted the 10 which were also those used in the recent training offered to Local Authorities by the Scottish Government. However, basic assumptions of a solution oriented approach include;

a)
It is not necessary to emphasise and explore the causes of 


problems in order to develop solutions.

b)
There are always exceptions to the problem – times when things are 
better.

c)
A small change can lead to bigger changes.

d)
Everyone has skills and competencies, and can contribute – all 

views are of equal value.

e)
Once you know what works – do more of it.

Schools and services that base their practices on these basic assumptions or on SO principles will tend to be more inclusive and adaptable to meeting individual needs as well as having a caring and supportive ethos, valuing all members of the school community. This focus on valuing the individual requires them to be emotionally literate and to take a 'can do' approach, finding solutions and making accommodations to meet needs where others might put up barriers and lack understanding, which can lead to social or physical exclusion.

In the new millennium, to support better integrated working, the Highland Council Psychological Service started to develop multi-agency meetings using a solution focused framework. The design of this meeting structure was triggered partly in response to the widely held frustrations inherent in the overly directed, problem-focused context in which traditional case-conferences operate.  The process was designed for use in participative, solution-finding scenarios, where the issues are unclear, where the end goal is uncertain, where there are many people involved and where people  generally feel “stuck”. 

Legislation in recent years has put considerable emphasis on parental involvement in the education of their children.  However this is more than just a right for parents, it also has a positive influence on outcomes for children and young people.  Evidence also suggests that good practice  in involving children and parents in decision making includes a listening culture amongst staff, clarity, flexibility, adequate resources, skills development and training. There are also of course many barriers to children and parents being successfully included in meetings and so from the outset, an important element in working in a SO way in Highland, was the democratic inclusion of children and parents in the decision making and the generation of solutions, especially within their individual meetings. Since the aim of these meetings was to provide co-ordinated support for families as part of a staged intervention process, because they are now well established in many schools, they have also been supportive within the multi-agency framework of implementing GIRFEC within Highland.

While the solution oriented meeting originates within the assumptions and practices of solution oriented approaches, these have been fused with creative thinking techniques, and management of change approaches. The SO principles and structure used in the meetings draws on a range of research from the areas of emotional literacy, resilience, multi-agency working and parent/ pupil participation, which has resulted in an effective format, which is now used in Highland in a variety of contexts.

The Psychological Service in Highland has conducted several evaluative studies that demonstrate the effectiveness of this meeting structure, in leading to positive outcomes for children and families and enhancing relationships within multi-agency teams. This evidential framework has encouraged continued commitment to SO approaches in Highland, with regular training provided on an ongoing basis from the Highland Council Psychological Service. Not surprisingly, such training and professional support is most effective when it is integrated into a SO framework within an established ethos in a school/service already created by the SMT.

10 Key Principles of Solution Oriented work

 - what they mean in practice.
1.
Listen to the person, listen for the possibility.

When working with others in difficulty, or working with complex situations, it is important to acknowledge and validate the people involved and how they have got to where they are, while always looking for opportunities to support them in exploring other possibilities. People generally will benefit from feeling that they have had a chance to ‘tell their story’ and explain their situation in full. This may be quite painful for them, but necessary to allow them to then move on and consider possible solutions.

When looking for solutions to problems we can often be limited by what we know has gone before, by probability or by what we do by routine. When looking for solutions it is often more effective to brainstorm and think ‘out of the box’, opening up all the possibilities for future change. Believing that possibilities are infinite allows us to widen our horizons in thinking of possible solutions.
2.
People have the necessary resources to make changes.

Although at times of stress and difficulty we may feel that we have little ability to improve our situation, we are individuals who have a great many skills and competencies that we use all the time. We may not always recognise that we have these skills or we may take them for granted and not recognise how useful they may be to us. Recognising the skills we have and use in less difficult situations can allow us to consider how we might use these skills in other ways to initiate positive changes in more problematic situations.

3.
Everyone has their own ways of solving problems.

Everyone has a unique set of experiences, blending with his/her own unique personality. Because of these differences, a solution that works for one person, will not necessarily work for another, even in a similar situation. Advice given by someone on the basis of his/her personal experience will generally not work for others in complex situations, but supporting someone to find a solution that works for them can be very empowering and successful.

4.
No sign-up, no change. Collaboration enhances change

If changes in behaviours or a particular situation require the involvement of a specific person or group of people, it stands to reason that these individuals should be involved in any discussion or activity aimed at creating a solution pattern. Sometimes however we engage in discussion about a situation or a difficulty involving someone else and do not involve them in these discussions eg adults having meetings about children and young people, without involving the young person in direct discussion. Ensuring equal participation of all relevant people enhances the possibility of change and positive outcomes.

Unless we acknowledge the need for change and agree to the required changes, we will not participate in the identified goals towards a different future. By engaging in a meaningful way in visualising positive futures and identifying the benefits these changes may have for us, we will be more likely to ‘sign-up’ and agree to necessary changes in our behaviour that will lead to this preferred future.
5.
Language shapes and moulds how we make sense of the world.
It is important to be aware of the language we use in any situation. Words are not neutral, and can be used to create meaning and enhance change.

We are all engaged in a constant process of making sense of what we experience.  We use language to achieve this. Thus, the one set of circumstances can mean different things to different people.  Some situations will be regarded as problems by some, while others will be able to cope with them or even find them acceptable.

This position suggests that it is the way we make sense of things through description and language that is the important element in a situation which requires change. The solution oriented worker is engaged in the process of making sense of what he/she hears and sees when in conversation with the client.  The worker’s job is to help the client ‘construct’ a new perspective, or way of looking at the problematic situation being described. In this way new possibilities for change can be revealed. In other words, the worker joins with the client to ‘co-create’ a context for change.

6.
A focus on future possibilities and solutions enhances change.

By keeping our focus on possible positive futures, we give ourselves a clear vision of how we want things to be. By being clear about where we want to be, we can more easily identify the changes in behaviours in ourselves and in our situations that will provide a route to achieving this positive future.
7.
There are always exceptions to the problem.

When we are surrounded by difficulties we tend to notice features of the environment that confirm our problem-dominated view.  To successfully move towards change it is important to re-focus our attention towards strengths and capabilities. In any situation, no matter how difficult, there will be times when things work some of the time, when things aren’t quite so bad, or when things are just a little bit better. These times, known as ‘exceptions’ to the problem, should be explored in an attempt to identify the possible solution pathways, which will be the keys to effective problem resolution. Once a person comes to view these exceptions as meaningful, he/she can begin to change the way they view the problem and their relationship to the problem. The task is to help the client refocus on times when they are not dominated by difficulties.  Once an exception is identified by a client the worker’s job is to elicit a detailed description of what was happening at that time when the exception occurred and link this to the clients own behaviour. The search here is for detailed descriptions of differences which can become clues for the construction of solutions.

8.
Small changes can lead to bigger changes

At times some problems can seem quite overwhelming and we may feel that these need significant input to provide a solution. However solutions can begin with small changes in

behaviours or in a situation that in themselves may significantly change the problem pattern, or can have a ‘knock on’ effect that will enhance the solution pattern.

9.
If it works do more of it; If it doesn’t do something different. 

Often we continue to engage in activities that do not improve the situation for ourselves or others. We may not however reflect on the outcomes of our actions, but continue them out of habit or routine. If this is the case, we should consider what other options are open to us and alternative actions that might prove to be more successful.

10.
The problem is the problem, not the person.

The language we use can give messages to others about our attitudes and beliefs. When talking about ourselves or others it is better to always refer to the person in positive terms, even if we are not happy with certain behaviours, eg ‘Please stop kicking, there’s a good girl’ rather than ‘Please stop kicking, you naughty girl.’ Problems are the result of very complex relationships and interacting circumstances. To view them as anybody’s ‘fault’ is not helpful. Depersonalising problems allows everyone to work on possible solution patterns together.

