Referral Conversation Guide

Talking with Families About Outside Counseling

School Counselor Resource Series

Purpose

Recommending outside counseling can be one of the most sensitive conversations a school counselor has
with a family. Parents may feel worried, defensive, overwhelmed, or uncertain about what counseling
means for their child.

This guide provides conversation strategies and sample language to help counselors communicate with
empathy, clarity, and partnership.

Start with Strengths

Whenever possible, begin by recognizing the student's strengths before discussing concerns.
Examples:

"One of the things I've really appreciated about your child is..."

"Your child has many strengths, and we've enjoyed getting to know them."

"We've seen some wonderful qualities in your child, and we want to build on those strengths."

Beginning with strengths helps families recognize that the conversation is about supporting the whole
child, not defining them by a problem.

Describe Observations, Not Diagnoses

Share specific behaviors or concerns rather than labeling or diagnosing.
Instead of saying:

X "Your child has anxiety."
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Try:

v "We've noticed your child seems increasingly worried during class and often avoids activities they
previously enjoyed."

Instead of:
X "Your child is depressed."
Try:

v "We've noticed changes in mood, energy, and engagement that make us think additional support could
be beneficial."

Stay grounded in observable facts.

Invite Partnership

Use collaborative language throughout the conversation.
Helpful phrases:

. "We'd like to partner with you."

. "We're on the same team."

. "Our shared goal is helping your child succeed."
*  "You know your child best."

e "We'd value your perspective."

Families are more likely to respond positively when they feel respected and included.

Explain Why Counseling May Help

Parents often wonder why school support isn't enough.
You might say:

"School counseling provides valuable support during the school day, but outside counseling allows for
more time to explore concerns, teach coping skills, involve the family when appropriate, and provide
ongoing support that extends beyond the school setting."
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Responding to Common Concerns

"Is something seriously wrong with my child?"

You might respond:

"Not necessarily. Many students benefit from counseling during periods of stress, transition, or emotional
challenges. Counseling is simply one additional layer of support."

"Will this go on my child's school record?"

You might respond:

"Outside counseling is private healthcare. If you choose to pursue counseling, that information is
generally not part of your child's academic record."

"Can we just wait and see?"

You might respond:

"That's certainly your decision. We simply wanted to share our observations because early support often
helps concerns become easier to address before they grow."

"I don't think my child will talk."

You might respond:

"That's a common concern. Experienced counselors work at each child's pace and spend time building
trust before expecting students to discuss difficult topics."

Avoid Saying

Instead of...
X "Your child needs counseling."
Consider...

v "We believe counseling could be a helpful support."
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Instead of...
X "Your child has serious problems."
Consider...

v "We've noticed some challenges that may benefit from additional support."

Instead of...
X "You should..."
Consider...

v "One option you may want to consider..."

Before the Meeting Ends

Make sure the family leaves knowing:

O Their child's strengths were recognized.
O The specific concerns discussed.

O Why counseling was recommended.

O Available referral options.

O What school supports will continue.

O How to follow up with questions.

O That they are not facing this alone.

Remember

Families rarely remember every detail of the conversation, but they almost always remember how they
felt.

Lead with compassion. Listen well. Assume positive intent. Create space for questions. When families
feel respected and supported, they are more likely to engage in the next steps that can help their child
succeed.
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Part of the Freedom Path Counseling School Counselor Resource Series

These resources are provided free of charge to support school counselors as they invest in the emotional
well-being of students and families. Learn more and access additional downloadable tools at
freedompathcounseling.org/school-counselor-resource-center
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