Counseling Skills: Solution-Building Activity
Person A: 

Your job is to pretend that you’re a client who’s coming for counseling. You have a minor, but frustrating problem. Try to think of one of your own to make this role play more realistic. It’s best if the problem is concrete and best if you have a recent experience with it so you can describe it well. Also, pretend that you’ve called for an appointment with your counselor, described the problem on the phone, and then had to wait for one week before you could come in for the appointment.

When you sit down with your counselor, take about 5 minutes to describe your problem. Explain how bad it is, how difficult it is to change this problem, and how you feel about changing it. As the counselor listens and responds, do your best to respond genuinely back to the counselor and then go with the counseling flow. 

Be sure to reflect on, as you’re being the client, how this approach to counseling feels to you. Be ready to talk about your experience—what you liked and what you didn’t like so much—after the practice counseling session is over. 

Person B:

You are a solution-focused counselor. Start the session by asking:

1. “If our time together today ends up being very positive, what is it we would talk about and accomplish today?”
Then, proceed to listen empathically for then next 5 minutes or so. During this time, you should use classic Carl Rogers methods, but also try to rephrase your listening responses using a positive frame and/or externalizing language. For example, if your client is complaining about always having trouble managing his/her time, you might say either 2a or 2b, 

2a.
“Sometimes in your life you’ve had some trouble managing your time”  

2b.
“You’ve been fighting with this time problem for a while now.”

At some point in the first five minutes be sure to ask:

3. “Between the time when you first thought about coming for counseling and right now, what positive changes have you noticed that have already happened, even before we started talking?”

If the client mentions anything positive, be sure to ask:

4. “How did you manage that? What exactly did you do? How’d you do it?”
After you’ve been listening for at least five minutes, say:
5. “Tell me about some of your personal strengths that you’ve applied to this problem in the past.”
Also say:

6. “Tell me about a time when the problem isn’t there, or when it was a little better.” 
Be sure to have the client elaborate on this “exception” by asking: 
“Really, what exactly was happening that helped the problem go away?” or 
“How did you manage to make that happen?” or 
“What are you doing differently when things are a little bit better?” or 
“What exactly are you thinking when things are a little bit better?” or 
“What would a friend or family member of yours say you’re doing when things are going a bit better?”
FYI: Murphy (2014) suggested using the 5 Es when focusing on exceptions:

Eliciting – Use exception-oriented questions

Exploring – Find out what’s different or unique about the exceptions

Expanding – Help the client apply or generalize the skills, strengths, or situational components to new situations

Evaluating – Use scaling or percentage questions

Empowering – Be sure to blame clients/students for their successes to help them have internal attributions
As you move toward a more positive perspective, use the scaling question:

7. On a scale from 0-10, where 0 is the worst experience of this problem and 10 is what it’s like when the problem doesn’t bother you at all, rate where you are in your life right now.

Then, ask:

8. What will it take for you to move up to a ____ [next point or half-point on the scale]?

Be sure to ask about and explore exactly what moving up that half or whole point would look, sound, feel, and even smell like!

At some point in your counseling session, ask the miracle question:

9. Suppose you were to go home tonight, and while you were asleep, a miracle happened and this problem was solved. How will you know the miracle happened? What will be the difference?
And finally, toward the end of the session, ask the client:

10. Imagine that you are 1 year in the future and that the problem is gone or mostly gone. And imagine that you are writing a post card back to yourself in the present. “What would you write to yourself from the future? What would you tell yourself about how you handled this problem effectively? What encouraging statements would you say to yourself from the future? What form of congratulations or celebration do you recommend for yourself?”
