
 
 

 
 
 

1 

 
 

  

Prevention Training Module 2: 
Direct Practice in Prevention 
 
 
 
 
Developed by 
Kimberly Bender, PhD 
Graduate School of Social Work, University of Denver 
 
Jeffrey M. Jenson, PhD 
Graduate School of Social Work, University of Denver 
 
Anne Williford, PhD 
School of Social Work, Colorado State University 



 
 

 
 
 

2 

Acknowledgements 
This module is part of a training series developed by the Coalition for the Promotion of 
Behavioral Health. The series is conducted under the auspices of the American Academy of Social 
Work and Social Welfare Grand Challenges for Social Work Initiative and is a product of the 
Grand Challenge to Ensure Healthy Development for All Youth. Thanks to Kimberly Bender, PhD, 
Jeff Jenson, PhD, Anne Williford, PhD, and Elizabeth Anthony, PhD, for developing the primary 
content for these modules. Special thanks to Gilbert J. Botvin, PhD, for permission to use a 
session from LifeSkills Training in the direct practice module. Thanks also to Kevin Haggerty, 
Melissa Lippold, and J. David Hawkins for their review of modules in this series. 
 

 

Introduction  
This module focuses on increasing students’ direct-practice skills for implementing preventive 
interventions. It is part of a broader effort by the Coalition for the Promotion of Behavioral 
Health and the social work Grand Challenge to Ensure Healthy Development for All Youth to 
integrate prevention training into foundational curricula for MSW students. This broader effort 
includes training modules on: 
 

Introduction to Prevention Theory and Concepts 
Direct Practice in Prevention 
Community Prevention Practice 
Policy Prevention Practice 
 

Each of these modules can be used as standalone instructional tools. However, to maximize 
learning we recommend that students be exposed to the Introduction to Prevention Theory and 
Concepts module prior to the direct practice, community, and policy modules. 
 

 
 

https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/
http://aaswsw.org/grand-challenges-initiative/
http://aaswsw.org/grand-challenges-initiative/12-challenges/ensure-healthy-development-for-all-youth/
https://www.lifeskillstraining.com/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/
http://aaswsw.org/grand-challenges-initiative/12-challenges/ensure-healthy-development-for-all-youth/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/training-modules/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/training-modules/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/training-modules/
https://www.coalitionforbehavioralhealth.org/training-modules/
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Objectives 
Upon completion of this module, students will be able to: 
 

• Search for effective direct-practice prevention programs 
• Appraise the relevance and evidence for specific prevention programs 
• Plan and facilitate an evidence-based prevention lesson 
• Understand how to identify and adopt prevention strategies in direct-practice settings 

 
 
This module addresses these Council on Social Work Education Educational Policy 
and Accreditation Standards: 
 

● Competency 4: Engage in Practice-Informed Research and Research-Informed Practice 
● Competency 8: Intervene with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and 

Communities 
 
 
Materials needed: 
 

● Internet connection 
● Large dry-erase board or butcher paper and relevant writing utensils 
● Printed or electronic versions of handouts (see Appendix) 

 
Total time: 
2 hours, 25 minutes 
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Exercise 1: Prevention Overview 
 
1.1 Provide a brief overview of prevention. [5 minutes] 
Facilitate a discussion with students by asking: 

 
Why might prevention be important? 
 
Many educators have been trained in a model of intervention or treatment that involves 
identifying young people with significant problems (e.g., diagnoses, incarceration, school 
dropout) and then providing interventions to treat those problems. There are several 
challenges inherent in this model: 
 

• Being reactive means the young person and their family have already suffered. 
Whether significant mental health symptoms, juvenile incarceration, or school 
dropout, when problems have reached a high level, young people often 
experience isolation, hopelessness, and significant tension and conflict in their 
families and communities. 
 

• Treating problems once they are severe is very difficult. Severe problems usually 
signify a pattern. Patterns of dysfunction can become normalized, and individuals 
adapt to accommodate those struggles. For example, a young person who lives in 
a community where they feel fearful and alone day after day may consider joining 
a gang. The gang may offer protection and a sense of community or connection. 
Changing those patterns once they are established is very difficult. 

 
• Treatment can be quite expensive. At the point that someone needs mental 

health treatment, is incarcerated, or has dropped out of school, the costs to the 
young person, their family, and society are significant. The way we intervene at 
that point is typically intensive, requiring a great deal of infrastructure and 
personnel through hospitalization, incarceration, and unemployment services. 
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Prevention allows us to address many of these challenges. Being proactive means more 
young people and their families live healthy lives with minimal suffering. Addressing 
problems before they occur (or in some cases when very early signs appear) means that 
fewer young people experience the serious symptoms and consequences of the problem. 
This prevents suffering and stigma associated with most social problems. 

 
• Prevention is effective. Many years of rigorous research has shown that 

preventative strategies are effective in helping young people avoid such problems 
as substance use, school dropout, and delinquency. Interventions have been 
developed to help young people build social–emotional skills and strong 
connections to others that buffer them in risky situations (Jenson & Bender, 2014). 

 
• Prevention saves money. Prevention programs—often carried out in schools or 

community settings—can usually be provided to groups of young people, making 
them more affordable than individual treatment. Cost studies (Washington State 
Institute for Public Policy, n.d.) have shown that prevention saves money by 
preventing “deeper end” system involvement (e.g., in hospitals, justice facilities, 
etc). 

 
1.2 Discuss the key concepts in prevention. [5 minutes] 
Most prevention efforts are guided by a risk and protection framework that is based on 
understanding the characteristics that increase the likelihood of developing problem behaviors 
and on factors that protect young people from participating in problem behavior. For most major 
social problems, researchers have identified factors that either increase risk or buffer young 
people from risk. 
 

This framework introduces students to a few new concepts. 
 

Risk factors | Characteristics of an individual, peer-group, family, school, or community 
that makes it more likely that a young person will experience a problem. These factors 
place a person at increased risk for a certain problem. 

 

Q What are examples of risk factors in the lives of the youth you work with? 
 

Brainstorm using a dry-erase board. 
  

http://wsipp.wa.gov/
http://wsipp.wa.gov/
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Protective factors | Characteristics of an individual, peer-group, family, school, or 
community that make it less likely that one will experience a problem; or, 
characteristics/experiences that reduce a risk factor’s impact. These factors serve to 
buffer an individual when faced with risk. Protective factors are sometimes called assets. 

 

Q What are examples of protective factors in the lives of the youth you 
work with? 

 
Brainstorm using a dry-erase board. 

EXPLAIN 
This work fits within an ecological systems theory framework. Risk 
and protective factors exist within the individual and within their 
ecological contexts (family, peer groups, schools, communities). 

 
For example, in understanding aggression, we see individual-level risk factors such as behavior 
problems, family-level risk factors such as low attachment, peer-level risk factors such as 
rejection, school-level risk factors such as poor teacher attachment, and community-level risk 
factors such as gangs. All of these factors can contribute to risk for aggression in young people. 
Share the following image with students (see Appendix for the handout). 
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Ecological Systems Theory Framework 

 
 

Risk happens at different levels, so prevention can happen at different levels: 
 

Universal prevention | Preventing a problem before it has happened. The aim is to 
prevent the problem for everyone (although we are rarely successful in reaching every 
young person). 

 
Selected prevention | Preventing a problem among a group of people that have been 
identified as particularly at risk for the problem. 

 
Indicated prevention | Preventing significant problems for a group of people who are 
already showing some indication that they have early stages of the problem. 
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Exercise 2: Prevention Case Study 
 
2.1 Discuss the case scenario of “Matt.” [20 minutes] 
Tell students: Now that we have reviewed some basic prevention concepts, let’s begin to apply 
prevention to direct practice. 
 

READ ALOUD TOGETHER 
Ask the class to read the following case scenario. (See Appendix for 
the handout.) 

Case Scenario 
 

Matt is a 13-year old Latino boy who has grown up with his mother and three brothers in 
the Montbello neighborhood of Denver. Matt’s neighborhood is composed of mostly low-
income poor or working-class individuals and families. His family is close with several of 
Matt’s immediate neighbors, who have known each other for many years. Sometimes the 
neighbors will let Matt stay at their house when Matt’s mom needs to work late at her job 
at a local grocery store. Matt’s mom wants him to spend most of his time at home 
because it is common for older adolescents to be seen selling drugs or getting into fights 
on the corner or at the neighborhood park, and she doesn’t want him to have any part of 
that. Just a few blocks down from Matt’s home are apartments where people come and 
go frequently; police were called to a recent shooting there, but no one was arrested. 

 
Matt’s mom broke up with Matt’s father after he began drinking and selling stolen goods. 
She cares about him but feels he is a bad influence on Matt and creates too much conflict 
in the home. She has forced him to leave the home on several occasions, but he 
frequently comes back and stays with Matt and his mom for periods of time. 
 
Matt spends most of his time at school, at home, and at his neighbor’s house. He secretly 
likes learning although he would never admit it because most of his friends prefer 
skipping school and frequently get into conflicts with their teachers when they do attend. 
To save face with his friends, Matt blames his mom for his good school attendance, saying 
that she’d “let him have it” if he was caught skipping. Although Matt keeps his head down 
most of the time at school, he really likes his computer teacher, who teaches him about 
coding and gaming. 
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Despite Matt trying to stay out of trouble, after school is a rough time for him. His mom 
works late and his brothers have their own friends. His neighbors usually don’t get home 
until 6 p.m., so Matt spends a lot of time at home alone. When he gets bored or lonely 
he’ll text his friends and meet them at the park or the arcade down the street. His friends 
have recently begun hanging out with older kids who are in a local gang. They’ve started 
wearing gang colors and stealing things, or tagging public places with spray paint in order 
to impress the gang leaders. Although Matt feels uncomfortable breaking the law and is 
fearful that he could get caught by the police or his mom, Matt wants to fit in and belong. 
When this sort of thing happens, Matt has made up excuses for needing to be home, 
where he entertains himself watching TV or playing video games. 

 
Tell students: To address complex problems, we have to figure out causes of these problems (or 
factors that increase risk for the problem or buffers that protect youth from problems). 
 

Q What risk and protective factors do you see in Matt’s life? 

 
List them on the board. Encourage students to identify factors at all 
ecological levels. 

 

Q What interventions might you try to reduce risk or bolster protective 

factors with Matt and his family? 
 

Give students some time to think through these ideas; the point is not to 
find a right answer but to recognize that there could be many possible 
answers and it might be helpful to have some guidance about how to 
intervene. 

 
2.2 Share examples of effective programs. [10 minutes] 
Tell students: Good news—effective programs exist to prevent behavioral health problems for 
youth. They are organized and available via a registry, Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development. 
  

http://www.blueprintsprograms.com/
http://www.blueprintsprograms.com/
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BREAKOUT 
Break students into small groups of 3–4 students each. Direct 
students to Blueprints and ask them to search for an effective 
program to address risk factors they identified in Matt’s life. Ask 
them to name the program, what it does, and what risk and 
protective factors are addressed. 

If time allows, have a few groups report back on the programs they found and why they chose 
those specific programs. Reinforce those students who are considering the match to relevant 
risk/protective factors, relevant problems, demographic matches, and strong evidence. 
 

Exercise 3: LifeSkills Training 
 
3.1 Introduce students to LifeSkills Training (LST). [15 minutes] 
LifeSkills Training may arise as a model program among student groups. If it doesn’t, ask students 
to investigate LifeSkills Training as one potential intervention. Introduce LST by asking students to 
find key components: 
 

Q Where is LST meant to be provided? 
 

Answer: classroom 
 

Q What level of prevention does it offer? 
 
Answer: universal 
 

Q What problems does it prevent? 
 

Answer: alcohol and substance use, violence 
  

http://www.blueprintsprograms.com/factsheet/lifeskills-training-lst
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Q What age group is LST designed for? 
 
Answer: middle school students 

 

Q How long does it take to implement LST? 
 

Answer: 30 sessions to be taught over three years (15, 10, and 5 sessions); 
additional violence prevention lessons also are available 
 

Q What major components are included in LST? 
 

Answer: (1) personal self-management skills, (2) social skills, and (3) 
information and resistance skills specifically related to drug use 
 

Q How are these components taught? 
 

Answer: Skills are taught using instruction, demonstration, feedback, 
reinforcement, and practice 

BREAKOUT 
Break students into small groups of 3–4 students each. Ask 

groups to explore LST and think through the following: 

Q How relevant is LST for Matt? 
 

Which risk and protective factors are addressed by LST? 
 

Q Who it has LST worked for, and what outcomes has it achieved? 
 

Prompt students to consider whether the evidence supports using LST with 
Matt. (Is this an appropriate intervention for Matt given his background?) 
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Q How strong is the evidence supporting LST, and what makes it so?  
 

Emphasize that the evidence for LST meets the highest level of evidence for 
a program and therefore is considered to be a strong evidence-based 
program. 

 
3.2 Plan a section of LifeSkills Training. [20 minutes] 
Tell students: We will practice implementing the LST assertiveness module, as assertiveness skills 
seem relevant to buffering Matt from risks in his environment. You will stay in small groups and 
take turns practicing facilitation with your fellow group members. First, you will have time to 
prepare! 

EXPLAIN 
This is just one module of a full program; it is copyrighted and 
not for public use. The developer has given permission to share 
this module in this lesson as a way of introducing students to 
direct-practice prevention. 

Point students to the teacher guide and student guide for the assertiveness module. In their 
small groups, ask the students to use the teacher guide to divide up responsibilities for facilitating 
specific sections of the module. [If students are in groups of four, each student would facilitate 3 
sections of the assertiveness module while the other group members role-play middle school 
students.] 
  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad22921372b96bedc6b7d88/t/5ba962504785d3c9f0ab8d55/1537827421693/Module+2.Botvin+LST+Assertiveness+Teacher.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad22921372b96bedc6b7d88/t/5ba96270b208fc1d5ae44675/1537827446468/Module+2.Botvin+LST+Assertiveness+Student.pdf
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Module sections: 

1. Assertive situations 
2. Understanding assertiveness 
3. Reasons for not being assertive 
4. Benefits of being assertive 
5. Verbal assertive skills 
6. Making requests and asserting rights 
7. Expressing feelings 
8. Nonverbal assertiveness skills 
9. Resisting peer pressure to use drugs 
10. Demonstrating and practicing drug refusal skills 
11. Developing action plans 

 
Tell students: After you’ve identified your designated sections, you should review the teacher 
guide and student guide for those sections and plan how you would implement the material to 
your group who, in about 20 minutes, will role-play middle school students. (See the Appendix for 
the handout.) 
 
3.3 Practice a session of LST. [60 minutes] 
Direct students to begin practicing their assertiveness module as if they are “real” facilitators 
working with “real” middle school students (their group members). Ask them to try to stick to the 
timing allotted in the teacher guide, and remind them that as group members, when you are not 
facilitating, you are a middle school student (remember what that’s like!). 

 
Tell students: We all understand that this material is new to everyone. The point is not to do it 
perfectly, but to try it out and practice something new so we can learn together what it feels like 
to provide direct-practice prevention. 
 
After the practice session is finished, debrief with students: 

 

Q What did you enjoy in this practice session? 
 

Q What was difficult as a facilitator? 
 

Q When you were playing a youth, what did the facilitator do well? 
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Q How do you imagine Matt might have responded? 
 

Q How might this assertiveness module help Matt confront friends who are 
getting into trouble? 

 

Q What did you notice about how assertiveness skills were built? 
 

Note that generalized skills are taught first, and then youth get to apply 
those skills to specific issues that could arise for young people, such as 
refusing substances. 

 

Exercise 4: Module Debrief & Processing 
 
4.1 Guide students in reflecting on how prevention may fit into their work. [10 
minutes] 
Ask students: 
 

Q How do you see prevention fitting into your role as a social worker? 
 

Q How do you access these kinds of evidence-based programs? How do you 
advocate for your agency or school to adopt an evidence-based program? 

 
Review cost/implementation information on Blueprints and discuss how to 
convince school or agency administrators to adopt such programs. 

 

Q You may find yourself employed in a setting other than schools. Where 
would you find information about an evidence-based program for a 
practice setting other than schools? 

 

Q What if you need to adapt an evidence-based program to fit your setting? 
How do you implement appropriate adaptations without compromising 
the program?  
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Additional Resources 
 
Botvin LifeSkills Training. Evidence-Based Prevention Programs for Schools, Families, and 
Communities. Information available at: https://www.lifeskillstraining.com/ 
 
Communities That Care. Program Guide. Available at: 
https://www.communitiesthatcare.net/Prevention%20Strategies%20Guide/introduction.pdf 
 
Social Development Research Group, University of Washington. Information available at: 
http://www.sdrg.org 
 
 
 

Appendix 
Share the following handouts with students in print or electronically.   

https://www.lifeskillstraining.com/
https://www.communitiesthatcare.net/Prevention%20Strategies%20Guide/introduction.pdf
http://www.sdrg.org/
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Ecological Systems Theory Framework 
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Case Scenario 
 
Matt is a 13-year old Latino boy who has grown up with his mother and three brothers in the 
Montbello neighborhood of Denver. Matt’s neighborhood is composed of mostly low-income 
poor or working-class individuals and families. His family is close with several of Matt’s immediate 
neighbors, who have known each other for many years. Sometimes the neighbors will let Matt 
stay at their house when Matt’s mom needs to work late at her job at a local grocery store. 
Matt’s mom wants him to spend most of his time at home because it is common for older 
adolescents to be seen selling drugs or getting into fights on the corner or at the neighborhood 
park, and she doesn’t want him to have any part of that. Just a few blocks down from Matt’s 
home are apartments where people come and go frequently; police were called to a recent 
shooting there, but no one was arrested. 
 
Matt’s mom broke up with Matt’s father after he began drinking and selling stolen goods. She 
cares about him but feels he is a bad influence on Matt and creates too much conflict in the 
home. She has forced him to leave the home on several occasions, but he frequently comes back 
and stays with Matt and his mom for periods of time. 
 
Matt spends most of his time at school, at home, and at his neighbor’s house. He secretly likes 
learning although he would never admit it because most of his friends prefer skipping school and 
frequently get into conflicts with their teachers when they do attend. To save face with his 
friends, Matt blames his mom for his good school attendance, saying that she’d “let him have it” 
if he was caught skipping. Although Matt keeps his head down most of the time at school, he 
really likes his computer teacher, who teaches him about coding and gaming. 
 
Despite Matt trying to stay out of trouble, after school is a rough time for him. His mom works 
late and his brothers have their own friends. His neighbors usually don’t get home until 6 p.m., so 
Matt spends a lot of time at home alone. When he gets bored or lonely he’ll text his friends and 
meet them at the park or the arcade down the street. His friends have recently begun hanging 
out with older kids who are in a local gang. They’ve started wearing gang colors and stealing 
things, or tagging public places with spray paint in order to impress the gang leaders. Although 
Matt feels uncomfortable breaking the law and is fearful that he could get caught by the police or 
his mom, Matt wants to fit in and belong. When this sort of thing happens, Matt has made up 
excuses for needing to be home, where he entertains himself watching TV or playing video 
games. 
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Role Play 
 
Practice the LST assertiveness module. First, access the module teacher guide and student guide. 
In your small group, use the teacher guide to divide up responsibilities for facilitating specific 
sections of the module. For example, if you are in a group of four, each student will facilitate 
three sections of the assertiveness module while the other group members role-play middle 
school students. 
 

Module sections: 
1. Assertive situations 
2. Understanding assertiveness 
3. Reasons for not being assertive 
4. Benefits of being assertive 
5. Verbal assertive skills 
6. Making requests and asserting rights 
7. Expressing feelings 
8. Nonverbal assertiveness skills 
9. Resisting peer pressure to use drugs 
10. Demonstrating and practicing drug refusal skills 
11. Developing action plans 

 
After you’ve identified your designated sections, review the teacher guide and student guide for 
those sections and plan how you would implement the material to your group. 
 
You have 20 minutes to plan and prepare. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad22921372b96bedc6b7d88/t/5ba962504785d3c9f0ab8d55/1537827421693/Module+2.Botvin+LST+Assertiveness+Teacher.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ad22921372b96bedc6b7d88/t/5ba96270b208fc1d5ae44675/1537827446468/Module+2.Botvin+LST+Assertiveness+Student.pdf
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