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1. Understand the development of and rationale for the DBT STEPS-A 
curriculum in middle and high schools.

2. Understand how the DBT STEPS-A curriculum can be implemented 
within a Multi Tier Systems of Support model

3. Understand how DBT STEPS-A curriculum in a school differs from 
comprehensive DBT clinical treatment.

4. Understand the sequence of the curriculum and how it can be adapted to 
fit my setting. 

5. Identify and address the common barriers to effective implementation.

Workshop Objectives



Whatever we are currently doing is not working!
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DBT SKILLS: What is the Problem?



Are we focused on the right problem? 
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DBT SKILLS: What is the Problem?



Do we have the right tools? 
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DBT SKILLS: What is the Problem?



Are we focused on the right area? 
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DBT SKILLS: What is the Problem?



When “I” is replaced by 
“WE” even ILLNESS 
becomes WELLNESS

(Malcolm X)

PERHAPS WE NEED TO 
CHANGE OUR LENS!
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By incorporating a formal curriculum on what mental health means and what 
conditions look like, schools could exponentially improve kids’ knowledge bases 
on the topic. It would help them identify if they’re struggling before it’s too 
late, help friends in need or even spot and dispel misinformation when they 
come across it in places they traditionally turn to — such as social media.
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A mental health playbook to support your child
By Dr. Neha Chaudhary, CNN
Published 10:16 AM EDT, Mon October 10, 2022 

• Provide quality education on mental health
• Create safe spaces to talk
• Give them a tool kit of coping skills
• Have a plan for extra support
• And a safety plan for crises
• Include youth voices

https://www.cnn.com/2021/05/04/health/how-to-help-teen-stress-wellness/index.html


Current State of Mental Health in Schools

Risky Sex
Drug & Alcohol 

Prevention

Bullying 
Prevention

Common foundation:  Coping strategies and Decision-Making

DBT STEPS-A

Suicide
Prevention



**UPSTREAM: Build social emotional learning skills

MIDSTREAM: Address risk & 
protective factors based 
on school priorities

DOWNSTREAM:
Implement 
comprehensive 
Crisis management 
& suicide 
prevention 

POSTVENTION
Re-entry after a mental 
health crisis

DBT SKILLS in Schools 
Proactive Approach to Mental Wellness
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DBT STEPS-A in Irish Post-Primary 
Schools

Flynn, Joyce, Weihrauch, & Corcoran, 2018, Child Adolesc Ment Health
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DBT STEPS-A was 
superior in 

reducing emotion 
symptoms and 

internalizing 
problems.

ns

p=.01
ES = 0.65 

p=.01
ES = 0.83 

72 female students aged 15-16 years
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DBT STEPS-A in Alternative 
Staten Island Middle School

Unpublished Data from New Venture Charter Schools (2019)

DBT STEPS-A was 
significant in 

reducing behavior 
referrals compared 

to year beforens

p=.01
ES = 0.65 

p=.01
ES = 0.83 

31 Middle School Behavior Referrals 
(N=31)
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Less behavioral 
referrals

More 
behavior 
referrals

6th to 7th Grade

Before STEPS-A
1 30

7th to 8th Grade

1st year STEPS-A
25 6

Referrals

Grade

Poisson Coeff = -.83 (SE = .12), t = -6.88, p < .001, ES = -.55
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DBT STEPS-A Effectiveness Data:
Martinez et al., 2021:  School Mental Health

N= 94 9th graders in rural North Carolina
(49% students of color)
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Current State of SEL in schools? 

In your school:
1. What are you doing to address the students SEL needs (including mental health?)

a. what is currently being done?
b. what still needs to be done?

2.  What barriers are getting in the way of your school implementing SEL programs?
a. personnel resources?
b. allocation of time?
c. administrative support?

3.  What strategies and/or factors have you identified that need to be accounted for 
in implementing a universal SEL program like DBT STEPS-A?



How do we help 
our youth?

$Million Dollar Question
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DBT SKILLS: What is the Problem?



DBT – BPD Adults 
(Linehan , 1993)

DBT with  Suicidal 
Adolescents 

(Miller et al., 2007)

DBT Skills 
Training 

Handouts & 
Worksheets 

(Linehan, 2015)

DBT Skills Manual for 
Adolescents 

(Rathus & Miller, 2015)

DBT Skills in Schools: The Skills Training for 
Emotional Problems for Adolescents (DBT 

STEPS-A) Curriculum
(Mazza et al., 2016)
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We look for evidenced based interventions 
to guide us….



BACKGROUND & FOUNDATION

DBT

DBT 
STEPS-A
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Components of Comprehensive Outpatient DBT

DBT

Individual 
Therapy

*Skills Group
Consultation Team 

for Therapists
Mindfulness

Distress Tolerances

Emotion Regulation

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

Phone Coaching 

DBT STEPS-A: Development
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CURRICULUM STRUCTURE
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DBT STEPS-A 

1. Designed for 50 minute periods
A. 30 lessons – standard
B. Flexible curriculum

2. Format – similar to a class
3. Covers the 4 domains
4. Standardized with Rathus & 

Miller – DBT for adolescents

Curriculum Structure

1. Designed at the universal level 
for general education teachers
A. Ideal – Motivated teacher
B. Profess. Staff – school 

psychs & counselors, school 
social workers

2. Manualized lessons AND 
provides degree of flexibility 

3. Teacher Manual
4. Student Workbook Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission 

from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

DBT STEPS-A: Curriculum Structure



Mindfulness

Mindfulness

Mindfulness

Distress 
Tolerance

Emotion 
Regulation

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

Orientation

1. Classroom Guidelines
2. Principles of Dialectics

3. Wise mind
4. What skills – Observe
4.   What skills – Describe
4.   What skills – Participate
5. How skills – Nonjudgmentally
5.   How skills – One-Mindfully
5. How skills – Effectively

6. ACCEPTS
7. Self-Soothe & IMPROVE
8. TIP
9. Pros & Cons
10. Accepting Reality & 

Radical Acceptance
11. Turning the mind & 

Willingness
12. Mindfulness of Current 

Thoughts15. Goals of Emotion
16. Describe Emotions
17. Check the Fact & Opposite 

Action
18. Problem-Solving
19. A of ABC PLEASE
20. BC PLEASE
21. Wave skill

25. Goals & Overview
26. DEAR MAN
27. GIVE
28. FAST
29. Evaluating Options

1. Lesson #12
2. Lesson #22
3. Lesson #30

TESTS

*END* START 
HERE Lessons #1-2

Lessons #13-14

Lessons #23-24

Recommended Sequence of the DBT STEPS-A Modules – Universal (Tier I)

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission 
from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023



Emotion RegulationDistress Tolerance Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

Mindfulness

6.     ACCEPTS
7. Self-Soothe & IMPROVE 
8. TIP
9. Pros & Cons
10. Radical Acceptance
11. Turning the Mind & 

Willingness
12. Mindfulness of Current 

Thoughts

25. Goals & 
Overview

26. DEAR MAN
27. GIVE 
28. FAST
29. Evaluating 

Options

3.   Wise Mind
4.   Observe
4.   Describe 
4.   Participate
5.   Non-judgmental
5.   One-mindfully
5.   Effectively

DBT STEPS-A 
CURRICULUM

Orientation & 
Dialectical 
Thinking
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15. Goals of ER 
16. Describing  Emotions
17. Check the Facts & 

Opposite Action
18. Problem Solving
19. A (of ABC)
20. BC PLEASE
21. The Wave Skill

Bringing DBT Skills to Schools: 
Overview and Implementation Ideas



• Determine number of lessons you will be able to 
teach
• Preferably all of them!

• How long will each class be? (45 minutes to 90 
minutes)
• Length of class will help determine number of 

students per class
• Size of class
• Open or closed class
• 1 or 2 Teachers?
• Depends on focus population of the class
• Clinical focus or Life Skills focus
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DBT STEPS-A: Starting a Class



1. Relevant Examples:
• Clinical versus Universal
• Identify examples that are relevant to your 

students that are similar to other same aged 
peers, not just those who are struggling.

• Where do you see the need for skills show up 
in everyday life?

• Global Pandemic
• Sports field/court/track
• Academic expectations/performance
• Relationships
• Performance: musical, dance, debate
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Common Struggles Teaching DBT STEPS-A



2. Time Management:
qTeach skills versus process struggles

• Goal is to teach skills first, generalize skills second
• Teach how to use skills rather than process how 

skills can be helpful
3. Engagement:

qMixed media
qPeer to peer discussion and exercises
qStand-up for lecture as would do IRL (remote learning)
qUse personal examples that demonstrate effective skill 

use
4. Name of the Class

qDBT vs DBT STEPS-A vs STEPS-A vs Wellness…
qChoose a name that will resonate with students
qChoose a name that will increase buy-in
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Common Struggles Teaching DBT STEPS-A



Lesson structure         

1. Each lesson is structured similarly (50 minutes)
a) Mindfulness (5 minutes)
b) Homework Review (10 minutes)
c) Teaching new lesson (30 minutes)
d) Lesson summary & assignment of homework (5 

minutes)

2. Each lesson provides:
a) Main Points
b) Materials needed
c) Lesson Overview and Timeline
d) Detailed lesson plan (includes examples)
e) Homework assignment

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

DBT STEPS-A: Curriculum Structure
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Why Wait? Let’s Jump Right In!!!

Bringing DBT Skills to Schools: 
Overview and Implementation Ideas



¨ Lesson 1: Introduction to Skills
 Rules of the Class/Group 
 Identifying Target Behaviors
� Issues of confidentiality

¨ Lesson 2: Dialectics
 Middle Path – Dialectics 

Orientation Lessons:

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023
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TARGET BEHAVIORS



Terminology: use “target behaviors” in class/group 
rather than identify the actual behaviors

1. Use of “target behavior” helps students with 
some privacy issues (i.e., intimate relationships, 
suicide attempts, self-harming, etc.)

2. Contagion effect
a) Suicide attempts
b) Self-harming behavior 
c) Drinking/drug use
d) Sexual behaviors

DBT STEPS-A: Target Behaviors
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Lesson 2: Dialectics
 The teaching of 

dialectics
 Key dialectic –

Acceptance & 
Change

Orientation Lessons:
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Dialectics:
  Helps us get unstuck
  Provides perspective
  Foundation for validation

Bringing DBT Skills to Schools: 
Overview and Implementation Ideas
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Dialectical 
Thinking:
Replace  
“But” with 
“And” AND…
Laying the foundation for 
multiple perspectives and 
validation of self & others.
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The Interrelatedness 
of Values and Goals

Keep an eye out for:

• What value did Bing Bong and 
Joy share?

• What goal did they have and how 
did that relate to their value?

• How did Bing Bong’s goal 
change? Why? 

• Did his value change when he 
changed his goal?

• Where did you see a dialectic?



Values and goals and how are they related?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tXj61BXEy2M&ebc=ANyPxKqCZs3Jha3vCdd7sW4PwTOLO
foIwLF683Mgu6VrotL9crpzvq67S0pFlLYYPUVL2sXrVydbmZiUjvrn0G-3kQ62mz1Cdg

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tXj61BXEy2M&ebc=ANyPxKqCZs3Jha3vCdd7sW4PwTOLOfoIwLF683Mgu6VrotL9crpzvq67S0pFlLYYPUVL2sXrVydbmZiUjvrn0G-3kQ62mz1Cdg


Finding Dialectics in Everyday Life
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Emotion Regulation

3.    Balance between emotion mind and reasonable mind
4.   Observe – just notice the experience (component of the What 

skills)
4.   Describe – put words on the experience (What skills)
4.   Participate – throw yourself completely into it (What skills)
5.   Non-judgmental – see but don’t evaluate, just the facts (How 

skills)
5.    One-mindfully – be completely present (How skills)
5.    Effectively – Focus on what works (How skills)

Distress Tolerance
Interpersonal 
EffectivenessMindfulness

3.   Wise Mind
4. Observe
4. Describe 
4. Participate
5. Non-judgmental
5. One-mindfully
5. Effectively

CURRICULUM

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023
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The WHAT Skills
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Distress Tolerance Skills

Crisis Survival Skills
¨ Lesson 6:  ACCEPTS
¨ Lesson 7:  Self Soothe and IMPROVE
¨ Lesson 8:  TIP
¨ Lesson 9:  Pros and Cons

Accepting Reality Skills
¨ Lesson 10:  Accepting Reality & Radical 

Acceptance
¨ Lesson 11: Turning the Mind & Willingness 
¨ Lesson 12:  Mindfulness of Current Thoughts and 

Test and Review
Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023



Emotion Regulation
Interpersonal 
Effectiveness Mindfulness

6. Distract with ACCEPTS -Activities, Contributing, Comparisons, 
Emotions, Pushing away, Thoughts, Sensations

7. Self-soothe through the 5 senses & IMPROVE - Imagery, Meaning, 
Prayer, Relaxation, One thing in the moment, Vacation, Encouragement

8. Temperature, Intense exercise, Paced breathing
9. Evaluating strategy balancing pro’s/con’s of the decision & lack of the 

decision
10. Freedom from suffering requires acceptance (acceptance ≠  approval)
11. Turning the mind to the acceptance road & Playing the cards that you 

were dealt and doing what works – opposite of willfulness
12. Acting and feeling separately from our thoughts – allowing your thoughts 

to come in and go without holding on to them

Distress Tolerance

6.   ACCEPTS
7. Self-Soothe &  

IMPROVE
8.   TIP
9.   Pros & Cons
10. Accepting Reality & 

Radical Acceptance
11. Turning the mind & 

Willingness
12. Mindfulness of Current

Thoughts

CURRICULUM

DBT STEPS-A): Implementation and Training
Second module is Distress Tolerance
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Distress Tolerance Skills:
Crisis Survival Skills 
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Emotions Thermometer 

Crisis Level - 65



Distress Tolerance Skills

Crisis Survival Skills
¨ Lesson 6:  Distract with wise mind ACCEPTS

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023
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Distress Tolerance Skills

Crisis Survival Skills
¨ Lesson 7:  Self Soothe and IMPROVE
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Temperature
Intense Exercise

Paced Breathing

• Cold
• Wet
• Face
• Bent over
• Hold Breath

• 20 minutes
• Stop

• Exhale longer than 
inhale

• Parasympathetic NS

Distress Tolerance Skills

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023



Distress Tolerance Skills
Crisis Survival Skills:  Lesson 9:  Pros and Cons
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Distress Tolerance Skills

Accepting Reality Skills
¨ Lesson 10:  Accepting Reality & Radical Acceptance
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Distress Tolerance Skills

Accepting Reality Skills
¨ Lesson 11: Turning the Mind & Willingness 
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Distress Tolerance Skills

¨ Lesson 12:  Mindfulness of Current Thoughts

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

Jealousy
Jerk

Dumb ass
Idiot



15. Goals of Emotion
16. Describe Emotions
17. Check the Fact &

Opposite Action
18. Problem-Solving
19. A of ABC PLEASE
20. BC PLEASE
21. Wave skill

15. Learning to recognize how emotions feel within your body
16. Learning the different words to describe emotions and what words to 

use when that emotion is elevated or low
17. Does the emotion fit the facts & Acting opposite to your current 

emotion action urge
18. Steps to solve the problem when the emotion fits the facts
19. Accumulate positives
20. Build mastery (do things you are good at), Cope ahead & reduce 

Physical Illness, Limited screen time, balanced Eating, Avoid drugs, 
balanced Sleep, Exercise daily

21. Mindfully experiencing the emotion without pushing it away or 
holding on to it

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness MindfulnessDistress Tolerance

CURRICULUM

Emotion 
Regulation

DBT STEPS-A: Implementation and Training
Third module is Emotion Regulation
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Emotion Regulation Skills

¨ Lesson 15: Goals of Emotion Regulation
¡ Recognizing how emotions feel within our 

body
¡ Why we have emotions

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023
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Model of Emotion: DBT STEPS-E

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023



Emotion Regulation Skills

¨ Lesson 17: Check the facts & Opposite Action
¡ Does the emotion fit the facts?
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Opposite Action To Emotions

Emotion Regulation Skills

p. 435
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Opposite Action To Emotions (2nd page)

Emotion Regulation Skills

p. 435



Emotion Regulation Skills
¨ Lesson 19: A of ABC PLEASE

• Accumulate positives daily

• Identify Wise Mind Values and goals 
in line with values

¨ Lesson 20: BC PLEASE

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

Build Mastery Cope Ahead

Together they help reduce our vulnerability to emotions 



Decrease 
vulnerability to 
emotions by 
taking care of 
your body

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

(Dixon, 2020)



Emotion Regulation Skills

WAVE SKILL
(Mindfulness of current emotion)

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023



Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023





25.Clarifying goals and priorities that placed into 3 
categories: Objectives effectiveness, relationship 
effectiveness, self-respect effectiveness

26.Describe, Express, Assert, Reinforce – Mindful, Appear 
confident, Negotiate 

27.Gentle, Interested, Validate, Easy manner
28.be Fair, no Apologies, Stick to your values, be Truthful
29.Low or high intensity for asking or saying No

25.Goal setting 
(ranking 
priorities)

26.DEAR MAN
27.GIVE 
28.FAST
29.Evaluating 

Options

Emotion Regulation MindfulnessDistress Tolerance

CURRICULUM

Interpersonal 
Effectiveness

DBT STEPS-A: Implementation and Training
Fourth module is Interpersonal Effectiveness
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Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills

¨ Lesson 25: Goals and Priorities

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

Objective 
Effectiveness

Relationship 
Effectiveness

Self-Respect 
Effectiveness



Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills

¨ Lesson 26: DEAR MAN (Objective Effectiveness)

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

Asking for what 
you want 

AND
Saying no to 

what you don’t 
want
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Letter Definition

D Describe – Bernedoodles are hypoallergenic and 
do  not shed – stick to the facts

E Express – I want to be happy and a dog will do 
that. I can be responsible

A Assert – Can we please get a puppy ASAP?  And 
can it be a Bernedoodle?

R
Reinforce – I will not be on screens as much.  I will 
get physical exercise everyday.  Dad can run with 
the dog.  I can cuddle with it. 

M be Mindful – stay focused on what you want

A Appear confident – make eye contact, good tone

N Negotiate – be willing to give to get

DEAR MAN in action!!



Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills

¨ Lesson 27: GIVE (Relationship Effectiveness)
¡ be Gentle
¡ act Interested
¡ Validate
¡ Easy Manner
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Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills
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Be GENTLE with an EASY MANNER
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Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills

¨ Lesson 28: FAST (Self-Respect Effectiveness)
¡ be Fair
¡ don’t over Apologize
¡ Stick to your values
¡ be Truthful
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Interpersonal Effectiveness Skills

¨ Lesson 29: Evaluating Options & Determining Intensity

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023

Options Intensity



TIER I
DBT STEPS-A Curriculum 

***TIER II =  TIER I Strategies +
1. Smaller class/group sizes (10-15 students)
2. 2 cycles with DBT STEPS-A (2 classes per lesson)
3. Individual coaching by instructor (as needed)

TIER III = TIER I + TIER II Strategies + 
1. Designated Individual time (15-45 minutes)

A. Coaching, modeling, and mentoring
2. Parent groups in the evening (1-2 per month)
3. Team consultation and teacher support

TIER II

TIER III

P

R

O

G

R

E

S

S

M

O

N

I

T

O

R

I

N

G

TIER I

Gen. Ed., i.e., health teacher

Health, SEL or SpEd teacher, 
school psychologist/counselor

SpEd teacher, School social 
worker, psychologist, counselor

School-Based DBT

Training: Required – Minimum 
- need  to be DBT aware

Training: Required – Minimum
- DBT aware plus experience

Training: Recommended DBT STEPS-A

Tiers I-III within the Continuum of 
General Education
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Problem 
Area 
Specific 
Lesson 
Sequences

DEPRESSION, SELF-HARM

1 Dialectics

2 Wise Mind

3 ACCEPTS

4 Self-Soothe & IMPROVE

5 TIP

6 ABC

7 PLEASE

8 Check the facts & Opposite action

9 Wave Skill

10 DEARMAN
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Problem 
Area 
Specific 
Lesson 
Sequences

ANGER, AGGRESSION

1 Dialectics

2 Wise Mind

3 What & How Skills- emphasize nonjudgmental stance

4 ACCEPTS

5 Pros and Cons

6 TIP

7 Radical Acceptance

8 Check the Facts & Opposite Action

9 Wave Skill

10 FAST
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Problem 
Area 
Specific 
Lesson 
Sequences

ANXIETY, STRESS

1 Dialectics

2 Wise Mind

3 Model of Emotions

4 ACCEPTS

5 Self-Soothe & IMPROVE

6 Radical Acceptance

7 Check the facts & Opposite action

8 ABC

9 Wave skill

10 GIVE

Do not reproduce or distribute without written permission from DBT in Schools, LLC © 2023



Problem 
Area
Specific 
Lesson 
Sequences

SCHOOL REFUSAL 
(limit setting, routine, & goal setting)

1 Dialectics

2 Wise Mind

3 What & How Skills - emphasize nonjudgmental 
stance

4 Model of Emotions

5 Pros and Cons

6 Radical Acceptance

7 Check the facts & Opposite action

8 BC PLEASE

9 Wave Skill
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Bringing DBT Skills to Schools: 
Overview and Implementation Ideas
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Contact Information:  Jim Mazza:  mazza@uw.edu
Lizz Dexter-Mazza: lizz@dbtinschools.com
Julie Giebel: info@dbtinschools.com

Bringing DBT Skills to Schools: 
Overview and Implementation Ideas
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