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In this secondary qualitative data analysis, we examined data collected between 2018 and 2023 from See
the Girl: In Elementary (formerly Girls Matter: It’s Elementary), a program model grounded in Relational-
Cultural Theory that intervenes early in elementary school to improve school success and relational
connection, decrease suspension and expulsion, and mitigate system involvement. African American girls
ages 8 to 9 comprise 79% of the participants in this study. A reflexive thematic analysis focused on two
open-ended questions from a larger program assessment tool: how the girls knew that their counselor
listened and how the program was helpful to them. The analysis yielded three major themes for each
research question. Girls knew counselors were listening to them through active listening, therapeutic
support, and authenticity. Girls stated that the program helped them develop coping and relationship-
building skills and provided them with a supportive environment. Given these findings, mental health
professionals and supervisors are encouraged to prioritize culturally responsive models.
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School disciplinary reforms following the 1994 Gun-Free Schools Act brought about zero tolerance
policies, calling for mandatory punitive measures for students who violate codes of school conduct
(Kang-Brown et al., 2013). Though evidence for the efficacy of such practices is lacking (American
Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Lamont et al., 2013; LiCalsi et al., 2021),
these policies have since become widespread; as of the 2021-2022 school year, 62% of schools in
the United States had a zero tolerance policy in effect. Of these, 76% allowed for students to be
suspended for minor or nonviolent offenses such as talking back to a teacher or being inattentive in
class (The Brookings Institution, 2023). Troublingly, these policies are applied disproportionately
to students of color, children from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and those with disabilities
(Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Anyon et al., 2014; Brobbey, 2017; Ryberg et al., 2021; Welsh & Little, 2018).
According to recent Department of Education data, while Black boys are overrepresented among
students who are suspended or expelled, Black girls are almost twice as likely as White girls to face
expulsion or suspension (U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2023). Research
has shown that students who are suspended or expelled in earlier grades are more likely to face
suspension or expulsion in high school, to subsequently leave school, and to enter the juvenile justice
system (Anyon et al., 2014; Novak, 2018; Skiba et al., 2014; Vanderhaar et al., 2014).
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In response to these harsh disciplinary measures and in line with current recommendations from
the Department of Education (U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2023), several
experimental school-based positive intervention programs have been implemented and studied
as alternatives. The Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework evolved in
the late 1990s into School-Wide Positive Behavioral Support (SWPBS), a comprehensive system of
behavioral support for the entire population of students across the school. This approach emphasizes
a multitiered system of support utilizing evidence-based practices, focusing on implementing
interventions that have proven effective in other packaged or manualized formats rather than relying
on a standardized set of interventions (California Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports,
2023; Sugai et al., 2000). SWPBS has been found to be a positive alternative to exclusionary discipline
practices, as studies have demonstrated that schools that implement SWPBS programs with fidelity
show marked decreases in disciplinary referrals and suspensions (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Gage et al.,
2018). SWPBS is the most widely used school-based positive intervention program, with over 25,000
schools currently utilizing some form of this approach (Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions
& Supports, 2024). Additional school-based positive intervention programs showing positive student
outcomes include the Building Bridges program (Hernandez-Melis et al., 2016; Rappaport, 2014) and
the Monarch Room, a trauma-informed alternative to suspension, utilized over a span of 3 years in an
urban public charter school (Baroni et al., 2016).

Although exclusionary disciplinary practices have been widely adopted in U.S. schools over the
past 30 years, their efficacy is not supported by the evidence, and the unequal application of such
measures has raised significant concerns about equity and long-term student outcomes. Alternative
interventions show promise in reducing disciplinary referrals and suspensions, particularly when
implemented with fidelity and cultural sensitivity (Gage et al., 2018; Hernandez-Melis et al., 2016).
Continued research and adaptation of such approaches is essential to create more equitable and
effective disciplinary practices in schools.

See the Girl: In Elementary Program

Our study examines data from the Delores Barr Weaver Policy Center, conceptualized in 2007 and
opened in 2013. The mission of the Policy Center is to “advance the rights of girls and elevate justice
reform, gender equity, and system accountability through research-based community solutions, and
bold policy —all with a girl-centered approach.” (See the Girl, n.d.). The Policy Center focuses on
research, advocacy, training, and programming for girls. The See the Girl: In Elementary program
(SGIE; formerly Girl Matters®: It’s Elementary) is one of the model programs developed by the Policy
Center to help mitigate the impact of the school-to-prison pipeline for girls in Florida during the early
2000s. SGIE focuses on school-level interventions, one-on-one skill building, referrals for services in
the community, crisis intervention, and home visits (Patino Lydia et al., 2014). Program staff oversee
the delivery of these interventions and train graduate and undergraduate counseling interns to
provide one-on-one support for girls. The aims of the SGIE programming model are to “1) improve
school success, 2) interrupt the suspension and expulsion of girls, and 3) prevent the spiraling effect
of girls entering the juvenile justice system” (Patino Lydia et al., 2014, p. 2).

In order to meet these goals, the developers of SGIE created a program underpinned by tenets of
Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT; Jordan, 2017). RCT exists within a feminist framework, one that
assesses beyond individual factors and recognizes the broader impact that the environment has on girls,
girls” behavior, and crimes committed by girls (Patino Lydia & Moore, 2015). At its foundation, RCT is
about relationships and growth, espousing the idea that we are born to create and maintain relational
connections (Miller, 1976). Noting that individualistic, Western approaches of isolation and
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maladaptive independence can stunt developmental growth, RCT emphasizes culture, community, and
the innate desire for interconnectedness (Jordan, 2017; Lenz, 2014). Healthy developmental growth is
conceptualized through the perspective of RCT as active participation in growth-fostering relationships
and genuine connections with others (Lenz, 2014). Relationships defined as growth-fostering are ones
that empower both members to dually affect and be affected via the “five good things” (i.e., sense of
zest, worth, productivity/creativity, clarity, desire for more connection; Jordan, 2017; Lenz, 2014).

Women and girls internalize numerous identities (e.g., sister, daughter, mother) that hold the
power to shape the way they interact with the world around them (Patino Lydia & Moore, 2015).
Grounded in RCT, the SGIE programming model seeks to move away from “blame and pathologize”
to highlighting the distinct relational features that criminal justice systems, schools, and society have
overlooked in understanding girls” development (Patino Lydia & Moore, 2015).

Purpose of the Present Study

A pilot evaluation of the program examined data collected between 2011 and 2014 and showed
positive and promising results at the girl, school, and community levels, including an 84% decrease
in suspensions during the 2013-2014 school year (Patino Lydia et al., 2014). Similarly, 85% of girls
reported that skill building with the assistance of the counseling intern was the most helpful aspect
of the program. Although the initial evaluation showed positive results, with girls reporting that
they felt more confident after learning skills, research did not indicate which aspects of the girls’
interactions with their counselors were most helpful. Thus, we sought to explore what aspects of the
SGIE program were most impactful for the participants.

Positive, relationally based interventions show promise in reducing disciplinary referrals and
suspensions, particularly when implemented with fidelity and cultural sensitivity (Gage et al., 2018;
Hernandez-Melis et al., 2016). Continued research and replication of such approaches are essential to
create more equitable and effective disciplinary practices in schools. Additionally, calls for research
that include perspectives from the youth utilizing programming have been made to determine
efficacious, culturally responsive interventions that improve academic and social outcomes (Goodman-
Scott et al., 2024; Wymer et al., 2024). Researchers conducted a secondary analysis of two qualitative,
open-ended questions from 2018-2023 assessment data with girls in the SGIE program to better
understand which aspects of the program and interactions with their counselors were most helpful.
This study focused on two open-ended questions from a broader assessment used by the Policy Center
to collect data on the girls” experiences in the program: 1) How do you know your counselor listens to
you? and 2) How has SGIE been helpful to you?

Method

Prior to accessing the data, we worked in collaboration with the Delores Barr Weaver Policy Center
to learn about the SGIE program, identify the program’s assessment process, and develop appropriate
research questions, after which we obtained IRB approval. The secondary data used for this study are
part of a larger assessment interview of girls participating in the SGIE program. Every aspect of the
Policy Center’s work is girl-centered with the aim to inform the work based on girls’ lived experiences
and voices. The girl-centered approach led us to focus on analysis of two open-ended questions
from the assessment across a 5-year time frame to better understand how the girls knew when their
counselor was listening and how the SGIE program was helpful. Open-ended questions in research
can generate responses that are meaningful to the participant, unanticipated by the interviewer, and
often descriptive and contextual in nature (Goodman-Scott et al., 2024; Mack et al., 2005).
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Participants

From 2018-2023, 407 girls were referred to SGIE. At the time of referral, girls were between the
ages of 5 and 13 years old (M = 8.60) and ranged from kindergarten to sixth grade (M = 3.18). Girls
who shared their race at the time of referral (N = 228) identified as American Indian/Native American
(.88%, n = 2), Black (79.39%, n = 181), Hispanic (5.7%, n = 13), White (7.89%, n = 18), and multiracial
(6.14%, n =14).

While 407 girls were referred to SGIE, there were fewer qualitative responses included in the
data analysis because of variation in assessment administration by the Policy Center, girls” school
attendance rates or changing schools, and missing qualitative data at assessment. Once we accessed
the de-identified data and deleted missing qualitative data entries for the two questions analyzed, a
total of 107 qualitative responses were recorded for the first research question, “How do you know
your counselor listens to you?” and 109 qualitative responses were recorded for the second research
question, “How has SGIE been helpful to you?”

Research Team

Prior to engaging in the study, the research team discussed our personal beliefs about effective
counseling skills; how clients know whether counselors are listening; and what makes a school-based
positive intervention program effective, particularly for girls. Ne’Shaun Borden is a cisgender African
American woman from the Southeastern United States. She has been a counselor educator for 5 years
and licensed mental health counselor for 10 years with prior professional experience as an elementary
school teacher and a school-based mental health professional (SBMHP). Natalie Indelicato is a
cisgender multiracial counselor educator and licensed mental health counselor from the Southeastern
United States. She has been in the mental health field for 20 years; her research and clinical work have
focused on women and girls” mental health. She has worked closely with the Delores Barr Weaver
Policy Center for the past 10 years as a research collaborator and clinical supervisor for student
interns. Jamie Root is a White cisgender female second-year student in a Master’s in Clinical Mental
Health Counseling program who has a personal and professional interest in adolescent mental health.
She has resided in the Southeastern United States for the past 25 years. Lanni Brown is an African
American cisgender female second-year student in a Master’s in Clinical Mental Health Counseling
program with an interest in counseling justice-involved youth. Throughout the research process, we
discussed how our sociocultural positions and experiences in counseling informed our understanding
of the analysis. These identities and beliefs about counseling skills and effective program components
were referenced in peer discussion during data analysis.

Data Analysis

Girls’ responses to each open-ended question were transcribed and analyzed following Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) approach to reflexive thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method of analyzing
qualitative data that is transtheoretical and flexible and allows researchers to identify and interpret
patterns or themes found within the data using minimally structured organization (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). We chose thematic analysis because it allowed us to capture themes based on quality,
appropriateness of the information to the research question, and frequency of topics across the 5-year
span of data collection. This approach was appropriate given the structure of the data sources and its
emphasis on the active involvement of the researcher in the analytic process (Braun & Clarke, 2019).

We conducted a detailed review of all de-identified assessment data, including transcribed

responses, for the two qualitative questions, using line-by-line coding to identify significant phrases.
To facilitate organization and code tracking, we created a coding platform in Microsoft Excel, allowing
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researchers to record initial codes, note exemplar quotes, and maintain authentic, developmentally
accurate, child-specific language. We interpreted meaning in context, prioritizing the participant’s
intent while retaining the authenticity of developmental expression. When girls are referred to

the SGIE program, parents provide consent to the assessment along with counseling services, and
participants provide assent. Assessment items were administered by trained program staff, separate
from counselors directly providing services, whenever possible to minimize social desirability or
power influences; however, due to limited staff resources, counselors did administer assessments

if other SGIE staff were not available. Additional safeguards included emphasizing confidentiality,
administering surveys in private settings within the schools, and clarifying that responses would
not affect program participation. Although social desirability may have influenced responses, these
procedures enhanced authenticity and strengthened the credibility and trustworthiness of findings.

Independent coding further ensured interpretive rigor, centering girls” own descriptions. Within
the reflexive paradigm, consensus was conceptualized as achieving a shared understanding of
patterns and meanings across the data. We collaboratively reviewed transcripts and initial codes,
iteratively discussing and refining interpretations until a coherent set of themes and subthemes
emerged for each question. These methods align with key standards for reporting qualitative
research (O’Brien et al., 2014), including purpose, approach, description of the research team and
their roles, data collection context, coding and theme development processes, strategies to enhance
trustworthiness and reflexivity, and limitations.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness was established by emphasizing transparency in coding decisions, iterative theme
development, and critical reflexivity; potential researcher bias was identified through ongoing self-
reflection and addressed by maintaining reflexive individual and group note-taking, engaging in
peer debriefing, and explicitly acknowledging the researchers” positionalities in relation to the data.
We recognized that our own therapeutic experiences and theoretical orientations could influence our
interpretations of participants” narratives. To mitigate this potential bias, we engaged in reflexivity
by discussing our assumptions together, as well as with the Policy Center staff, and how these might
shape our understanding of the data. This process involved critically examining our roles as both
researchers and clinicians, acknowledging the interplay between our professional identities and the
research process. By incorporating reflexive practices, such as individual and group note-taking, peer
discussions, and frequent interaction with the Policy Center staff, we aimed to enhance the validity of
our interpretations and ensure that the participants” voices were authentically represented.

Findings

A total of 107 qualitative responses were recorded for the first research question, “How do you
know your counselor listens to you?” Girls described how they knew their counselor listened to them
in developmentally typical language indicating that they knew counselors were listening by providing
eye contact, responding to what they said, answering their questions, helping them problem-solve,
being respectful, and paying attention to them. RCT is the theoretical framework of the SGIE program,
and girls” focus on their relationship with their counselor and growth-fostering connections was
evident. We identified three major themes: Active Listening, Therapeutic Support, and Authenticity.
Major themes, subthemes, and examples from the participants are provided in Table 1.
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Table 1

Research Question 1 Themes, Subthemes, and Examples

Research Question: How Do You Know Your Counselor Listens to You?

Theme 1. Active Listening
Fully engaging with the girls through verbal and nonverbal cues and thoughtful responses

Subtheme: Nonverbal Encouragers/Body Language

“She had her ears on. . . . She would listen to me when I had problems with other girls.”
“She would always look in my eyes.”

“She had her eyes on me, and we had so much fun.”

“She listened to me, it was fun, and we drew pictures together.”

Subtheme: Open-Ended Questions

“She asks me questions and pays attention to me.”
“She asks what I like about myself.”
“Because she asks how I am doing.”

Subtheme: Minimal Encourager

“By looking in my eyes or shaking her head.”

“She allows me time to talk.”

“She would say something like ‘okay’ or ‘I get it" and I knew she was listening to me.”
“When we talk, she would laugh.”

Theme 2. Therapeutic Support
A counseling alliance grounded in consistency, reliability, advocacy, and compassionate presence

Subtheme: Reliability and Consistency

“When I ask her something, she always answers.”
“She is there when I need help.”

Subtheme: Advocacy and Problem-Solving

“She helps me solve the problems that I have, like when I have a conflict with someone.”
“She would talk to my teacher to help me.”

Subtheme: Kindness and Caring

“She is friendly and nice.” “I can tell them how I feel in school.”
“When I told her about my problems, she would relate to them.”
“Because if I'm going through something, they’d ask me how I'm doing and care for me.”

Theme 3. Authenticity
Building a personal connection to create a counseling experience tailored to each girl’s unique needs

“Because they are curious about my life.” “When I cry, she tells me to breathe.”
“Whenever I asked a question, she replied to me.” “She responds to things I say.”
“I listen to her, and she listens to me.” “She has activities just for me.”

“When playing together, she would know stuff about me.”
“Because they respond back when I am telling my story and get more information about it and they comfort.”

Note. Quotes included are as verbatim as possible from the child participants with light edits as appropriate.
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Active Listening

Girls emphasized that they knew their counselor was listening to them when they received eye
contact; open-ended questions; and encouragement to share what they were going through at school,
at home, and with friends. We identified three subthemes of Active Listening, including nonverbal
encouragers and body language (e.g., “She had her ears on . . . ”; “She would always look in my
eyes.”); open-ended questions (e.g., “She asks me questions and pays attention to me.”); and minimal
encouragers (e.g., “She would say something like ‘okay” or ‘I get it" and I knew she was listening to
me.”). Girls paid attention to the counselors” active listening skills to determine whether they were
listening, which in turn helped the girls determine whether they could trust them and thus increase
their engagement in the relationship.

Therapeutic Support

The girls identified counselors” investment in building a therapeutic alliance and providing support
as indicators of whether their counselors were listening. Three subthemes included Reliability and
Consistency, Advocacy and Problem-Solving, and Kindness and Caring. Girls stated that counselors
who listened were reliably available when the girls sought them out and consistent in their ability to
provide support (e.g., feeling like the counselor “always answers” or “is there when I need help”).
Girls shared that part of the listening process included engaging back and forth in problem-solving
or determining how to advocate for themselves when they perceived unfair treatment by a friend or
teacher (e.g., assisting “when I have a conflict with someone” or “talk[ing] to my teacher to help me”).
Finally, girls shared that they felt supported and listened to because of the kindness and caring they
received from counselors as well as when counselors were friendly in their interactions (e.g., “Because
if I'm going through something, they’d ask me how I'm doing and care for me.”). Girls perceived
listening as caring, which deepened trust and relational growth with counselors. They discussed
knowing that their counselor was listening because of the caring follow-up questions about how the
girl is doing and the counselor’s attunement and responsiveness to the girl’s emotions.

Authenticity

Girls described knowing their counselor was listening to them by the way they responded with
genuine interest and authenticity (e.g., the counselor showing signs of “curiosity”). Additionally,
girls indicated that they felt listened to when the counselor came to the counseling space with
interventions that were individually tailored to their interests and their counselor’s knowledge
of them (e.g., “When playing together she would know stuff about me.”). This included playful
interventions that were fun for the girl. Girls identified play as a way for the counselor to demonstrate
authenticity within the relationship. Girls knew that their counselors were listening to them when
there was genuine interest within their exchange (e.g., sincere responsivity, mutual respect).

For the second research question, “How has SGIE been helpful to you?”, we recorded 109
qualitative responses. Overall, girls indicated that the program was helpful and provided a safe,
supportive space for participants to express emotions, talk about problems, build coping skills, and
receive support. Girls reported that the program helped improve behavior, confidence, focus, and
relationships. We identified three major themes: Coping Skill Development; Relationship Building;
and having a Supportive and Safe Environment. Major themes, subthemes, and examples from the
participants are provided in Table 2 .
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Table 2

Research Question 2 Themes, Subthemes, and Examples

Research Question: What Helps?

Theme 1. Coping Skill Development
Building strategies to express emotions, manage academic challenges, and solve problems effectively

Subtheme: Emotional Regulation and Expression Skills

“It would get all my bad thoughts away, and it would make me happy.”

“Because she taught me a lot of stuff and I use that stuff at home.”

“I used to be bad and now I communicate with others.”

“I've learned about saying how I feel.”

“I know it helps me because my mom used to say I was like a robot, but now I'm not.”

“It teaches how to have self-control, and you can talk about stuff that I can’t say to my parents and help me calm down.
They care about my issues.”

“Whenever I was going through my dad passing away, coming here and doing fun stuff helped.”

“Helps me keep calm.”

Subtheme: Problem-Solving Skills

“We get to work stuff out here.”
“If something’s wrong, I have somebody to talk to.”
“They taught me not to get into drama, like when girls are about to fight.”

Subtheme: Academic Skills

“Made a planner, did more homework, and tried new things.”
“It helps me concentrate on how to work, and it helps me understand if I'm stuck and what I should be doing.”
“We had fun and read books.”

Theme 2. Relationship Building
Creating connections that help girls feel seen, valued, and confident in their own strengths

Subtheme: Trust

“I trust my counselor.”

Subtheme: Increased Confidence and Self-Awareness

“Helps me feel good about myself and makes me confident.”
“Helped me see myself in a positive light.”

“I have been feeling more confident and comfortable in school.”
“Made new friends and learned things about myself.”

Theme 3. Supportive and Safe Environment
Providing a consistent space where girls feel safe to express themselves freely and openly

“Helps you with things and helps you calm down.”

“I can talk about my emotions and it’s a safe place where I can work on things.”

“It is calming because I can have a bad day at school but when I go there it's more calming and relaxing.”

“When I'm angry, I have somewhere to go.”

“I like having girls” conversation and you get to do a lot of fun things. Helpful because I normally don’t get to do a lot of
things with girls.”

Note. Quotes included are as verbatim as possible from the child participants with light edits as appropriate.
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Coping Skill Development

Girls emphasized learning coping skills as one of the primary ways that the program was
helpful. We identified three subthemes related to coping skill development: Emotional Regulation
and Expression Skills, Problem-Solving Skills, and Academic Support. Girls discussed the value
of learning how to better understand their emotions, communicate about how they were feeling,
increase strategies for calming themselves, and reframe negative thinking (e.g., “I've learned about
saying how I feel.”; “It teaches how to have self-control . . . ”). Girls discussed increased emotional
expression at school and at home. They associated increased emotional expression and ability to
regulate emotions with an improvement in communicating with peers and family members. Girls
also disclosed learning how to navigate problems through utilizing school, peers, and home support
(e.g., “If something’s wrong, I have somebody to talk to.”). Girls identified learning how to access
academic support as a coping skill. They acknowledged that problem-solving and implementing
academic and organizational skills improved their overall emotional coping (e.g., success strategies
such as “[making] a planner, [doing] more homework,” and “read[ing] books.”).

Relationship Building

Girls described relationship building as a significant benefit of the SGIE program. Subthemes
within this theme include Trust and Increased Confidence and Self-Awareness. Girls emphasized
cultivating a trusting relationship with their counselor and gaining confidence through the
relationship. Girls described the program as helping them feel more positively about themselves,
more comfortable at school, and better equipped to handle conflicts. Girls attributed the program to
making new friends, discovering more about their interests, and having fun.

Supportive and Safe Environment

The last theme regarding what participants found helpful about the program is the idea that it
provides a place that is safe, calm, relaxing, and fun. Overall, the girls felt secure in knowing they had
a safe, consistent place to go during the school day to talk about emotions and receive support (e.g., “I
can talk about my emotions, and it’s a safe place where I can work on things.”). The data indicate that
the program provides a calming and relaxing environment, particularly during or following stressful
experiences within the school environment (e.g., relaxing after a “bad day at school” or “when I'm
angry”). Additionally, fun activities were mentioned as contributing to positive experiences and
feeling a connection with their counselor.

Discussion

Our study results indicate that the SGIE program was well received by program participants.
Overall, girls felt that the program was helpful, that their counselors listened to them, and that they
could trust their counselors. These findings support the RCT underpinnings of the program design,
which emphasize the importance of connection, authenticity, and growth-fostering relationships
(Miller, 1976). Active listening reflects mutuality and attunement—core competencies in culturally
responsive practice. By providing consistent eye contact, nonverbal encouragers, open-ended
questions, and minimal verbal prompts, counselors communicate genuine attention and respect
for girls. These behaviors allow girls to feel heard and foster relational trust. In practical terms,
counselors demonstrate mutuality by engaging in reciprocal dialogue, attunement by noticing
and responding to both verbal and nonverbal cues, and agency by encouraging girls to guide the
conversation and share concerns that matter most to them.
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Therapeutic support operationalizes culturally responsive behaviors through reliability, advocacy,
and caring responsiveness, which are critical for promoting agency and relational safety. Girls
recognized listening when counselors consistently made themselves available; assisted with problem-
solving; and advocated for girls in contexts where they experienced unfair treatment, such as conflicts
with peers or teachers. These actions reflect culturally responsive competencies by attending to systemic
inequities while centering the girls” perspectives. Counselors’ kindness, follow-up inquiries, and
emotional responsiveness exemplify attunement, which signals to girls that their emotional experiences
are acknowledged and respected. Such behaviors strengthen growth-fostering relationships and enable
girls to participate more fully in interventions, reinforcing both empowerment and trust.

Authenticity further underscores culturally responsive practice by highlighting genuine curiosity,
individualized interventions, and playful engagement. Counselors who demonstrate authentic interest
in each girl’s unique experiences and tailor activities to her preferences convey respect for individuality
and support the development of agency. For example, incorporating play or personalized activities not
only fosters engagement but also models culturally responsive competencies by creating a safe space
where girls can express themselves freely. Together, these three listening themes reflect an integrated
approach, ensuring that relational connections are both growth-fostering and equity-centered in under-
resourced school contexts.

Implications

Counselor Education

Counselor educators in clinical mental health counseling programs provide counseling trainees
with the knowledge and skills to work with individuals across the lifespan. Utilization of traditional,
often monocultural, pedagogy may restrict counselor educators in their ability to train counseling
students to tackle complex, culture-bound topics (Lertora et al., 2020). Though there now exists
increased accountability for clinical mental health counseling programs to teach cultural competence
and relational approaches within multicultural foundation courses, limited research exists regarding
the implementation of culturally tailored relational processes within technique and skills courses
(Lertora et al., 2020). To address this issue, we recommend that counselor educators revise the
traditional transcription and recording assignment, which is a hallmark of many counselor training
courses. In courses such as Counseling Children and Adolescents or Skills Training, educators could
guide students to identify authenticity and mutuality as microskills, integrating these concepts into
their practice and reflection.

Current findings highlight the need for educators to go beyond simple definitions toward
increasingly practice-based instruction on how to best apply culturally bound relational skills within
the counseling relationship. Future exploration of the continued examination of effective skills
for counselors-in-training is warranted. For example, broaching grants the counselor the ability to
intentionally address the cultural impact on well-being and demonstrates a holistic relational skill
(Day-Vines et al., 2007). Additional efforts to attract and retain counseling students from diverse
backgrounds have become a growing interest within clinical mental health counseling programs
(Purgason et al., 2016) and may assist in an increasingly culturally responsive counseling profession.

Supervision

Often, novice counselors, especially when working cross-culturally with individuals from diverse
backgrounds, may unintentionally overuse interventions at the expense of developing rapport with
clients. This can also be seen when working with girls who have been labeled as defiant and
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disrespectful. A potential recommendation for overcoming this barrier is to use modeling within

the supervisory relationship. Parallel processes (i.e., the replication of client-counselor dynamics
brought into the supervisory relationship) can occur during supervision and are often deemed as
important aspects of the process (Tracey et al., 2012). Specifically, supervisors can model RCT tenets
in individual and group supervision with counselor trainees. In accordance with current findings, we
propose that supervisors utilize RCT concepts while engaging in counselor supervision. A practical
approach would be to incorporate an active listening self-assessment, enabling counselors-in-training
to become more aware of their own listening skills. Following this, an active listening checklist could
be integrated into supervision sessions. Because supervisees who struggle to listen and remain
engaged in the supervisory relationship are likely to exhibit similar behaviors with clients, this
checklist would provide a targeted way to identify, address, and strengthen those essential skills.

Emphasizing a relational approach, the integration of RCT components into the supervisory
environment assists in the creation of a creative, open-minded space, allowing for a transformative
experience and acknowledgement of the relationship between client, therapist, and supervisor
(Lasinsky, 2020; Lenz, 2014). Lenz (2014) offered a relational—cultural supervision (RCS) model
dually promoting the professional growth of both supervisor and supervisee as a two-dimensional
approach: essential practices (i.e., RCT skill acquisition) and essential processes (i.e., relational
development of supervisee). Through consistent development of RCT skills and practices identified
by Lenz (2014) alongside recognition of personal and cultural influences of relationships, via the
innate parallel process, the modeling interactions promote the development of competence and
growth. Limited research exists applying this specific RCS model, but research supports the overall
use of relational models within the supervisory relationship. In their exploration of developmental
relational counseling (an integrated model founded on RCT), Duffey et al. (2016) noticed clear
disparities between growth-fostering and disconnected supervisory relationships. These findings
suggest an increased ability by those in healthy supervisory relationships to approach the client—
counselor relationship with empathy and mutuality. Though increased research is needed within
supervision literature, it is evident that supervision creates a unique opportunity for supervisors to
model and incorporate underpinnings of RCT by focusing on the relationship between the supervisor
and trainee through modeling mutual empathy, empowerment, and relational authenticity (Duffey et
al., 2016; Lasinsky, 2020; Lenz, 2014).

School-Based Mental Health Professionals

SBMHPs such as mental health counselors, social workers, school psychologists, and school
counselors are all tasked with supporting aspects of girls” wellness within the school setting through
counseling, resource sharing, staffing, testing, classroom lessons, and group counseling (Zabek
et al., 2023). With limited resources and the often overwhelming responsibilities that come with
these roles, various barriers to effective practice may emerge, including feelings of uncertainty
on when to begin implementing programming due to time constraints, staff shortages, lack of
multidisciplinary communication, and insufficient budgeting (Frey et al., 2022; Zabek et al., 2023).
If SBMHPs are unable to implement a curriculum as outlined in this study, they can instead utilize
relational, culturally based interventions that have been shown to positively impact adolescent girls.
In a review of RCT interventions, Evans and O’Donnell (2024) identified four key characteristics
that effective approaches share: mutual empathy, authenticity, empowerment, and opportunities to
strengthen and deepen relational connections. The interventions reviewed included psychoeducation
groups, expressive arts groups, individual counseling, and equine-assisted therapy, which could be
implemented by SBMHPs as appropriate in their settings.
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Further, to increase quality of care and reduce barriers, potential connections between school
districts and SBMHPs with girl-serving agencies could open access to curriculum like the SGIE,
which requires minimum training to implement and relies mostly on the counseling training that
professionals have already received. Furthermore, SBMHPs can evaluate the effectiveness of their
programs from the girls” perspectives by utilizing the questions explored in this study as part of their
ongoing assessment of services.

Future Directions

Women and girls experience unique, gender-specific realities; therefore, culturally responsive
interventions and approaches are needed. Utilizing a qualitative framework allows for a richer
understanding of why certain factors (e.g., active listening, therapeutic support, authenticity, coping
skill development, relationship building, a supportive and safe environment) elicit a positive,
beneficial experience for girls. Our study supplements existing literature by offering insights into
effective, culturally responsive program delivery and client outcomes by examining which aspects
of counselor interactions were most helpful. Considering the commitment for counselor education
programs to continually evolve by adapting to the ever-changing needs of students, clients, and the
counseling profession, current findings can be used to inform counselor education training moving
forward.

Future research related to counselor training and longitudinal outcome data on girls is warranted.
Patino Lydia and colleagues (2014) called for research that examines the effectiveness of the training
of graduate- and undergraduate-level counselors. Given that the SGIE program relies heavily on
undergraduate and graduate counselor interns to provide program interventions and that these
interventions are helpful from the girls’ perspectives, future research should focus on their training
to identify which aspects were most helpful for their development in order to replicate this model
program in other schools. Also, longitudinal outcome data on the girls participating in the SGIE
program would help determine the long-term impact of participating in girl-centered programming.

Limitations

Although this study contributes to the literature on girl-centered programs by adding qualitative
data on girls’ perspectives, several limitations should be noted. The use of secondary data posed
challenges, as the researchers did not design the original assessment tools, oversee implementation,
or participate in data collection. The data were cleaned, organized, and anonymized prior to
analysis, which may have introduced gaps affecting representation of all participant perspectives.
For instance, although 407 girls were referred to the program between 2018 and 2023, only 107
and 109 qualitative responses were available for analysis for each research question, respectively.
Nonresponse and missing data may have introduced bias, as participants who did not respond
could differ systematically from those who provided complete data, potentially resulting in differing
thematic patterns in girls” perceptions of counselor listening and program helpfulness. Additionally,
opportunities to mitigate nonresponse prospectively (e.g., participant follow-up or additional data
collection) were not available. As a result, researchers relied on post hoc approaches, including
examining patterns of missing data, utilizing demographics of the number of girls referred to SGIE,
and considering the potential limitations when interpreting results. Finally, because the data were
collected from a limited number of public schools in one large Southeastern city, the generalizability
of findings to other geographic or cultural contexts is limited. Future research should employ
strategies to minimize missing data during primary data collection and use analytic techniques such as
weighting, multiple imputation, or sensitivity analyses to better account for possible nonresponse bias.
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Conclusion

This study directly advances equity and culturally competent care for underserved girls by
offering relationally based programs as an effective alternative to exclusionary discipline practices.
Additionally, the study offers specific counselor behaviors that foster trust and growth in RCT-
informed settings. The authors sought to explore girls’ perspectives on two specific aspects of the
SGIE program: how the girls knew their counselors listened to them and which aspects of the
program the girls found most helpful. Though the average age of the girls in our study was eight
years old, from their developmental perspective, girls were able to identify the importance of active
listening, therapeutic alliance and support, trust, and authenticity in the counseling relationship.
Further, the girls identified that skill building was one of the most helpful aspects of the program,
specifying the value of learning relationships and coping skills in a safe and supportive environment.

Assessing and examining girls” perspectives on the efficacy of girl-centered programming is critical
for improving program delivery and client outcomes. Gathering feedback directly from girls, almost
80% of whom were Black, provides invaluable insights into their experiences and helps identify
which aspects of the counseling services are working well and which areas need improvement.
Understanding their perspectives ensures that the services are culturally responsive, leading to
more effective and relevant interventions. By analyzing girls” perceptions of progress, outcomes, and
overall benefit, researchers can gauge whether the programs are achieving their intended goals. This
information is essential for determining the actual efficacy of interventions beyond standardized
outcome measures. Girls who feel that their perspectives are valued and acted upon are more likely
to remain engaged with the counseling process. By incorporating girls’ feedback into program design
and implementation, programs foster a girl-centered, collaborative, and supportive environment,
which can improve client retention and engagement. Finally, examining girls’ perspectives can
influence policy decisions and funding allocations. Demonstrating that counseling services are valued
by girls and are effective can support arguments for continued or increased funding, helping to
sustain and expand beneficial programs. This approach enhances the quality of the services provided
and promotes a more ethical and responsive practice in counseling. Including girls’ perspectives and
prioritizing the development and maintenance of growth-fostering relationships through connection
and coping skills is critical to the efficacy of girl-centered programming.
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