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The Importance of Developmental Theory
It is crucial for a professional school counselor to know and apply development theory to counseling children and adolescents in schools for several reasons. It sounds self-explanatory for a counselor to be aware of a child’s development in practice, but there is so much to consider that goes beyond surface level. Furthermore, the development process is unique for each child, which means it is important for counselors to be aware of the differentiating traits and signs that exist. Children grow up quickly and are exposed to so much at a young age. There is a lot that cannot be controlled in the development process of a child, but one aspect that should be addressed is a school counselor’s knowledge when providing counseling.
	One reason why a school counselor should be knowledgeable about child development is to better understand development stages and know how to interact with children of all stages. At any stage of child development, there are unique challenges and experiences that the child faces. A counselor should know how to best communicate with a child depending on their cognitive, physical, social, and emotional behavior. For example, a preschooler’s cognitive style is the tendency to center on their perceptions or on one aspect of the situation, rather than on a broader view (Vernon, 2019). In this case, a counselor may focus on play-based counseling, storytelling, and/or positive reinforcement to allow the child to sharpen their focus. To compare with an adolescent’s cognitive style of thinking more abstractly, developing the ability to hypothesize, and identifying variables that might impact an outcome, (Vernon, 2019) a counselor would take a much different approach. With a ten-year-old, a counselor may try individual or group sessions, psychoeducation and skill-building workshops, and/or solution-focused approaches. By being well-versed in development theory and applying it to counseling, one can tailor an approach and technique to meet a child’s specific needs at any stage of development.
Another reason why a school counselor should be knowledgeable about child development is to be able to identify development concerns. Counselors should be able to recognize signs of potential issues, such as learning disabilities, emotional difficulties, or behavior problems and be able to offer a solution. A comprehensive understanding of developmental theory equips counselors with this knowledge. For example, a counselor may notice signs of ADHD when working with a student, and would be able to recommend an assessment for the child. Early identification is crucial for counselors to assist students and collaborate with teachers, parents, and other professionals to help. This proactive approach can prevent or mitigate the negative impact of social or development challenges for the child, and can lead to a better well-being and academic success. None would be possible without the counselor’s knowledge and application of developmental theory.
One more reason why a school counselor should be knowledgeable about child development is to promote healthy development. Counselors should focus on creating a positive environment for students to feel comfortable and supported in every developmental stage. By understanding the factors that contribute to development, counselors can create unique programs that foster social, emotional, behavior, and physical success. Counselors should provide age-appropriate guidance for topics such as decision-making, conflict resolution, self-care, and goal-setting to help students develop essential life skills. Furthermore, counselors who are knowledgeable about development can support students as they navigate challenges, deal with peer pressure, explore how their bodies are growing and transitioning, and form their identities. Overall, a professional school counselor plays a vital role in understanding students’ needs, identifying concerns, and promoting healthy development, and knowledge of development theory is critical to the success of that counselor and their students.
Federal Laws & Students with Disabilities
	Over the years, students with disabilities have struggled in many ways throughout their development and in the classroom. Each child has their own unique background and cognitive abilities, which is why it is so important to address any special needs. Fortunately, there are federal laws in place meant to assist students with disabilities and provide a safe space for them in school. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (Section 504), and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) each play a significant part in federal efforts to support the education of individuals with disabilities (Dragoo & Cole, 2019). These frameworks differ in scope and are in place to ensure that students with disabilities are well cared for and aided with proper guidance. It is critical for a professional school counselor to be aware of these laws, so that they can uphold and support the rights of students with disabilities. A counselor should know when these laws apply and how protocol may change depending on students’ situations. For example, to receive services under the IDEA, a child must be evaluated and found eligible for an IEP under one of the IDEA disability categories (Dragoo & Cole, 2019). Counselors should be aware of this regulation, among other details of the laws, and be able to properly assist a student to receive proper accommodations.

Working with Students with Exceptionalities
	The role of a professional school counselor is extremely influential to students with exceptionalities and disabilities. A counselor should be an advocate for getting students what they need to successfully grow and develop in school and prepare for the rest of their lives. If a counselor encounters a child who shows signs of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), that counselor is responsible for working with the child in a way that promotes healthy development and accommodates their learning style. One intervention the counselor can use is cognitive-behavioral therapy or CBT. CBT is a widely recognized and evidence-based intervention that focuses on identifying and modifying unhelpful thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors (Chand et al., 2023). CBT can help students with ADHD manage their organizational skills, cope with their impulsivity, and improve attention and focus. The key principles for CBT include psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring, self-monitoring, problem-solving skills and behavioral strategies. Furthemore, CBT is based on three aspects of cognition: automatic thoughts, cognitive distortions, and underlying beliefs or schemas (Chand et al., 2023). This is a goal-oriented form of therapy and the approach is for a counselor to be hands-on and practical when working with the student. The success of CBT comes from working in a collaborative manner to bring about a beneficial change in the patient’s mood and perception of themselves.
	Another theory-based intervention to use with a student with ADHD is executive functioning training. Executive functioning refers to a set of cognitive processes that help individuals regulate their behavior, plan and organize tasks, manage time, and exercise self-control (Drigas & Karyotaki, 2019). Executive functioning aims to enhance skills such as time management and planning, organization skills, self-monitoring and self-regulation, and metacognitive strategies. Counseling can use executive functioning techniques to identify specific goals, improve emotional stability, and build confidence in students with ADHD. A counselor may focus on teaching a student how to monitor and reflect on their attention levels, time management, organizational habits, and self-control. More specifically, they may encourage the student to use checklists, time logs, or a form of self-rating scale to track their behaviors and performance. This way, a counselor and student can work on identifying patterns together and finding areas that need improvement. This process should be collaborative; at no point should a student with ADHD be left alone to figure out their disability independently. Students need support when navigating their exceptionalities and it is a counselor’s job to be that support. 

Characteristics and Development Features of Gifted Children
Gifted children are considered to be those with exceptional intellectual abilities. They often demonstrate advanced cognitive skills, high potential for achievement, and a profound sense of creativity and curiosity. Gifted students often exhibit an innate ability to process complex information, an extensive vocabulary, rapid learning rate, and high levels of originality. A gifted child will be able to solve problems more critically than their peers and explore new ideas naturally and independently. Furthermore, they require less repetition in the learning process because they will be able to grasp knowledge at an accelerated pace (Pfiffier, 2020). Gifted students’ education should be tailored to their specific needs and capabilities in order to maximize success.
There are many strategies to address the specific needs and cognitive abilities of gifted children; two of these strategies are differentiated instruction and enrichment programs (Pfiffier, 2020). Differentiated instruction is meant to cater to the unique abilities of gifted children by offering advanced and challenging content. Each gifted child should be encouraged to explore their own ideas and skillset. Teachers and counselors can offer opportunities for independent study, and work with students to discover how they learn best. Specific lesson plans should be created with gifted children in mind in order to reach their full potential. Another strategy to excel gifted students is to establish enrichment programs in schools. Enrichment programs can offer opportunities that gifted children may not have gotten in the regular classroom. These programs involve specialized projects, access to additional resources, and a more in-depth curriculum. Enrichment programs are meant to be a socially and intellectually stimulating environment for gifted students. These strategies are put in place to create an optimal learning environment for gifted children to develop.
Professional school counselors are a vital part of a child’s education, development, and overall success in the school system and the rest of their lives. There is a lot that counselors can do to prepare children for life outside of school and to maximize children’s full potential. Counselors should be educated on development theory, and know how to interact with children of all different cognitive, social, behavior, and physical abilities. It is crucial for counselors to offer a support system for students to lean on and figure out themselves as students and as individuals. Furthermore, school counselors advocate for student success by creating a vision statement describing a future world where student outcomes are successfully achieved (ASCA, 2019). At a bare minimum, a professional school counselor should be knowledgeable about developmental theory and apply it in counseling, but a great counselor plays an active role in connecting with each student on their unique cognitive style. Whether it be interacting with a student with a learning disability, or a student with gifted characteristics, a counselor should treat students equally in the care that they provide and help students reach their full potential. 
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