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A School-based Universal Programme to Prevent Depssion
and to Build Up Life Skills

Abstract:

Aim: To prevent the development and increase of ddgeesgmptoms in adolescents by empowering
adolescents to improve their life skills, to fosteeir realistic thinking, and to influence school
behaviour.

Subjects and Methods: Vocational track students in grade 8 from the lseest of Germany
participated either in a school-based universatggon programme or a teaching as usual control
group condition. The cognitive-behavioural prograanbARS&LISA includes 10 sessions held in a
regular school setting in same-gender groups. Tbgramme is based on the social information-
processing model of social competence (Dodge 129®) consists of five basic elements: (1)
Formulation and setting of personal goals; (2) Watghip between cognitions, emotions and
behaviour; (3) Exploration and change of dysfum@iacognitions; (4) Training of social competence;
(5) Assertiveness training.

Results: The programme is extensively evaluated in thredistuand has shown positive effects on
the participants’ social network, symptoms of depien and aggressive behaviour compared to
teaching as usual.

Conclusions. We have demonstrated that the programme can loessfally delivered to students in a
higher vocational track of school (“Realschule”) figychologists. Currently it is evaluated in a lowe
vocational track of school (“Hauptschule”) by teach and psychologists. With LARS&LISA we
provide a prevention strategy that can be sucdésgalivered to a school-based population and
integrated into classroom curriculum.

Key Words. school-based prevention; depression; adolescesggijtive-behavioural programme; life
skills



Introduction

Adolescents and Depression

Depressive disorders in adolescents are a widespasa increasing problem with extensive
psychosocial consequences and high costs for go&iptdemiological studies report prevalence rates
of up to 20% (Birmaher et al. 1996; Bettge et &08). Research indicates that even depressive
symptoms that do not reach clinical level in adodess are strongly associated with an increasé&d ris
of developing a depressive disorder and other mgathologies in adulthood (Georgiades et al. 2006;
Birmaher et al. 1996). Vocational track (“Haupt-duRealschule”) students have an increased risk of
developing depressive disorders (Fend and Sch@$#)ompared to academic track (“Gymnasium”)
students. This is consistent with the findings thatisehold income is an important predictor of
students depressive symptoms (Goodman et al. 20@B¥ocioeconomic status is a main predictor for
students attending a vocational track school (Bad.e2004). Therefore, students from a vocational
track of schooling represent a risk population tfog development and chronification of depressive
disorders while simultaneously these students ardlyr reached by usual health care (Spoth et al.
1999).

The World Health Organization (2004) describes pnéion as one of the most effective strategies to
reduce the burden associated with psychologicaladiss. Prevention can be divided into three types:
universal, selected, and indicated programmescé#ted interventions target children and adolescents
identified with mild to moderate symptoms of a dir, selective strategies involve individuals
identified as at risk of psychological problems Mhiniversal prevention programmes can be applied
to a whole population regardless of their risk utabr the development of early psychological
symptoms. Therefore universal prevention programroas be delivered in a regular school
curriculum and are associated with other advantamestuding the loss of screening problems,
recruitment attrition difficulties and stigmatizai (Offord 2000). Empirical support for preventive
strategies conducted in school settings is growigpecially encouraging are results showing no
difference in effectiveness of a universal prevamtprogramme between students from different
socioeconomic groups (Merry et al. 2004). For trevention of depression there are some evaluated
universal programmes available (e.g. the Resourdalolescent Programme - RAP, Shochet et al.
2001; or the Problem Solving for Life Programme SHR, Spence et al. 2003). There are also
evaluated programmes which target both anxiety depgtession (e.g. Gesundheit und Optimismus -
GO!, Junge et al. 2002; or FRIENDS, Barrett et24l00). We describe in this article our own,
successfully evaluated, universal programme toerethe development of depressive symptoms in
adolescents (LARS&LISA; Possel et al. 2004b).



Theoretical background

On what universal prevention programmes should focus

The social information-processing model of soc@hpetence developed by Dodge (1993) represents
a convincing rational for (universal) preventionogmrammes and psychological interventions.
According to this model behaviour in reaction tduational stimuli is the consequence of an
information-processing sequence with five stagescoding, mental representation, response
accessing, response evaluation and selection amdneant. In thencoding stage selective perception
filters relevant aspects of the stimulus, whichtaen stored in short-term memory. Stimuli areedo

in memory primarily according to their significanéer the individual (frental representation”).
Significance is connected with the individual's d¢imoal needs and intentions. On this basis
emotional and behavioural reactions are generatéigei stage ofesponse accessing. Various mental
representations are connected with different reastlike physical activity, verbalisation, endoerin
secretion, arousal of the autonomous systems dadt d#fased on rules of the associative network of
the brain (for example “cry when rejected”). In thesponse evaluation and selection the individual
evaluates the prepared reactions and decides onobribe alternatives, depending on moral,
acceptability and/or anticipated consequenceshdfdriteria are not met, the process of decision is
repeated until a suitable reaction can be chodethid evaluation succeeds, the decision can be
initiated on in the final stageerfactment), which can take on the form of verbalisation, sibgl
activity, autonomous activity, and other reactiomich can be seen or measured.

Dysfunctional interpretations of situational stimw@motional reactions, and withdrawal from social
situations are a result of malfunction of one orenimformation-processing stages. Different studies
could show that the information-processing of atafd with increased depressive symptoms is
deficient, for example they showed more negativitlass positive social information processing (Bell
et al. 2009). Depressive information processinglipted the level of depression of adolescents a yea
later (Possel et al. 2006b). Prevention programuhesefore, should focus on the biased information
processing as a modifiable feature and show thatioekhip to emotional responses and social
behaviour. In a further step assertive behaviowedkas social competence skills should be tratoed
provide for alternative responses.

To gather momentum for change it is expedient tugoon as many levels of social information
processing as possible. For thecoding stage self-observation and situational analysdp tee
become aware of functional relationship and imprpeeceptual skills. On theental representation
stage social stimuli are interpreted. In order totimate for change, it is necessary to develop an
understanding of the key concepts through explatiegrelationship between cognition, emotion, and
behaviour (LARS&LISA programme element “Reversil8piral”). Social stimuli attributions are
targeted by identifying dysfunctional, automatioughts and by replacing them with more functional
thoughts (LARS&LISA programme element “Think”). Testablish functional response alternatives

on theresponse accessing andresponse evaluation and selection stage youths can experience various



functional response alternatives and their positgasequences in a skill and competence training
(LARS&LISA programme element “Just do it”") and acest approach (LARS&LISA programme
element “Get in touch”). These modules build ugd-sehfidence and provide behaviour which is
incompatible with social withdrawal. The most imfamt element of the social part of a training
programme is role-play because it simultaneoustynal modification on both stages of information
processing. Adolescents can experiment with new rmode functional response alternatives and
observe and experience their own and others’ @atio these. At the same time, as a further giep,
translation of the new response options into adiehhviour is accomplished

In addition to these basic elements that need tacbemplished by effective prevention programmes,
a motivational component for active participatianriecessary (LARS&LISA programme element
“Set your goals”). Participants should develop rtipgirsonal goals, work out how to formulate them
and what they can do to reach their goals stedpy starting from now on. Goals should be specific
measurable, and divisible into sub-goals. It isdongnt that the progress of achievement is fredyent
observed. It is advisable for group members to ntefh@ir personal gains at the end of each session
considering why and how the programme contents heipful in reaching that personal goal.
Adolescents experience that they themselves cattbee in influencing their life and well-being and
develop a sense of self-efficacy. A successful ensi@l prevention programme should include the

main components presented in figure 1.

Please insert figure 1 here.

Method

The universal prevention programme of depression: LARS& LISA

In German two different versions of the prevengiwagramme exist, one version for groups of higher
vocational track (“Realschule”) students (LARS&LISRGssel et al. 2004b) and one for lower
vocational track (“Hauptschule”) students (Lebessimit LARS&LISAY). In addition, there exists a
version for high-school students in the USA. Alta versions are identical in regard to the costent
of the sessions, they vary in a different degreeahplexity of language and difficulty of tasks
according to the academic level of the target pagpan and the layout and pictures of the peer @ppin
models, which are ethnically matched to the audiehtthe following the basic programme contents
of the three versions are described more precisely.

LARS&LISA is delivered to students"8yrade or higher>(L3 years of age) once a week over a 10-
week period during regular school hours. One sessicomposed of two 45-minute class periods for

a total of 1.5-hours per session. The programneisinistered to students in same-gender groups

! Available at http://www.uni-tuebingen.de/psychdlgbtkpps/lars_und_lisa/materialien.htm



because adolescents may be hesitant to portraysétess authentically in front of peers of the other
sex. In fact, for boys, research has shown thahsaxogeneous groups can create contexts in which
boys can share feelings and emotions without erabsment (Sukhnandan et al. 2000), be less
distracted, and be more open and responsive witleantof compromising their “laddish” image in
front of girls (Warrington and Younger 2003). Fuatimore, a pilot study has shown that adolescents
in this age group work more effectively and opeatya team if they participate in same-sex groups
(Possel et al. 2003). LARS&LISA can be led by omeiveo group leaders and by psychologists or
teachers with equal outcome in same-gender grdapmips with 8 to 12 students are ideal but the
programme also works with smaller (4) and bigger tw 20) groups (Possel et al. 2004b). Following

table 1 shows the elements of each session.

Please insert table 1 here.

For facilitation of programme elements, educatiofimh models are available with adolescents

functioning as actors in different situations (Gamprogramme versions only). Subjective of these
film trailers is to enlarge knowledge about soeiéliations and adaptive social behaviour, to endanc
motivation for change by identification with pedtsars and Lisa) acting as coping models. Students
learn that their well-being and behaviour is natessarily predetermined by an external situatidn bu
instead by their own cognitions and behaviour whdah be influenced. The films are also a tool to

loosen up the lesson in order to keep up concémtrand active participation.

Main session contents

The group leader manual describes the contenterfesession in a self-explanatory way and in great
detail. Each session follows the same structuréclwis summarized on the first page (including
material list, session goals and suggested timiog)each training session. The sessions begin by
making a semi-circle, review the knowledge quiz,icihwas filled in at the end of the previous
session, and a presentation of the topic of eas$ige Then the specific session content is wodked

to be concluded with making connections and thdliaek at the end of the session. In the following
these elements will be specified.

Before the start of the session, we recommendrta fosemi-circle with the group members in order
to create a more open atmosphere and encouragevéenAnother advantage of the semi-circle is
that it helps to distinguish from the regular sdhmoriculum seating plan. Some classes may reguire
usual seating plan in order to keep up a work-tegtmtmosphere (especially boys’ groups). Another
method used in every session is knewledge quiz, which is handed out at the end of each session.
The group leader corrects the quiz by the nextimesand gives positive feedback (positive
reinforcement) to the whole group at the beginnifighe following session. Main purpose of the
knowledge quiz is to check whether the materiathef session has been understood by the students



and if not, to review corresponding contents. Tdgc of each session as well as session goals are
presented as an overview before the actual sepstmramme starts, in order to arouse participants’
interests and to connect former and following lessdaking connections is the most important
content of each session. Students are invitedn déixamples how they can use what they have
learned this session in their every-day life anevliibey can reach their goals this way. It shows
students how LARS&LISA can influence their everydiags and aims to encourage members to use
the strategies and to maintain motivation for acparticipation. At the end of each session, group
leaders are advised to gifeedback to the group regarding their observance of theigrguidelines.
Feedback should always be positive and reinforeisgng specific examples without activating

reactance that may result from negative feedback.

Suggested coaching style and group leader qualifications

In the manual we give suggestions regarding greapldr behaviour which results out of years of
work with the LARS&LISA programme. A group leadesetds to have knowledge of cognitive and
learning theory and should have knowledge of sahdls training and experience in working with
adolescents. We recommend attending a training sk for group leaders. Basic guidelines for
coaching style include: goal transparency, ensunelerstanding of theoretical background,
differentiation of knowledge-related and personaksjions, handling of wrong students answers,
positive reinforcement and handling of difficultogp interaction. In addition, one chapter of the
group leader manual includes a summary of pedagbgckground: prevention of disturbance by
activation, lesson flow, precise guidelines andgenee and stop signals. To help to get startedralev
“Ice Breakers” (Get to know games) are describethénmanual. Every session also includes a game

with regards to the content of the session.

What do the LARS& LISA sessions |ook like?

To illustrate the approach of LARS&LISA two sessoshall be described in detail. In session 3
(“Reversible Spiral - I") the students practisentiiying thoughts and feelings. They learn how
thoughts, feelings and behaviour are associategl.cohcept of dysfunctional and functional thoughts
(called “down-thoughts” and “up-thoughts”) are oduced.

Differentiation between thoughts, feelings, andawébur is developed with the help of examples and
elaborated through several exercises like an ematiarade, in which the adolescents pantomime an
emotion and the group postulates which situatibaughts, and actions could accompany these. The
aim of this session is that it becomes apparetiiéoadolescents that the same situation can lead to
very different feelings depending on the intergietaof the situation, and by this mechanism the
adolescents can influence their own emotional ¢amdi

In the worksheet shown below (figure 2) the relaslip between cognitive, emotional, and
behavioural variables is illustrated by a reveesigpiral. With an example drawn from the life of th



adolescents like the following adolescents can tgtded the impact of functional and dysfunctional
thoughts: A student receiving a bad grade in a satht can either react with “down-thoughts” (“ am
too stupid, I will never understand maths”), fegirof despair and depression and avoidance of maths
with the result of further deterioration in thabgct, or with “up-thoughts” (“I was not prepareeiv
enough for this test, | will ask my friend to explahe subject to me and start learning for thet nex
test”), which lead to better coping and confidengdh functional behaviour like increased effort. In
the following sessions the concept of the “revéesipiral” is recessed with multiple methods, for
example a film story where Lars has “down-thoughigiich block the progress toward a goal. The
conclusion is drawn that situations can not alwayshanged, but the way we think about situations
can be controlled.

In the knowledge quiz the students are invitedgplyathis scheme to a situation of their own life.
Like each session this one ends with the embeddinthe new issues in the daily life of the
adolescents by making connections with differetdagions, how they can transfer the achieved
knowledge into practice, and by referring to tharaple from the film model.

Please insert figure 2 here.

In session 7, our second example for a specifisigesthe emphasis is on social skills. First, salve
social situations described by the students asnpatly difficult for some people (not necessarily
difficult for themselves) are collected. With thelh of three scenes from a film, in which a youttsa

in the same situation in an either passive, agyes®r assertive way, students develop an
understanding of how to identify different types lméhaviour based on voice, eye contact, body

language, and speech content (figure 3).

Please insert figure 3 here.

Then the pros and cons of the different types bBbmur are discussed with a focus on the shont-ter
pros of aggressive and passive behaviour, whiclstilents experience in their every-day situations.
At the same time, the discussion focuses on thg-term disadvantages of aggressive and passive
behaviours. The aim of this strategy to discussemgive and passive behaviours is that adolescents
realize that only assertive behaviour leads totpeslong-term consequences by respecting yourself
as much as the counterpart. This session creadsasis in knowledge, skills, and motivation fog th
practical implementation through role-play in tieldwing sessions.



Results

The school based universal prevention programme S8RSA is extensively evaluated by three
studies with German adolescents and one study Awitkerican high-school students. LARS&LISA
has shown positive effects on the participantsiasaretwork (Possel et al. 2003), symptoms of
depression (Pdssel et al. 2005; Possel et al. 20@3ssel et al. 2008), and aggressive behaviour
(Groen et al. 2003), compared to teaching as ussialell as compared to a prevention programme
based on Pennebaker's paradigm of expressive wrifPossel et al. 2006a). In addition, the
LARS&LISA programme for lower vocational track semds is in the process of evaluation, showing
first promising results regarding the implementatiaf the programme through teachers as group

leaders.

Outlook

The LARS&LISA evaluation study with lower vocatidriteack students currently demonstrates high
response rates (more than 85% so far) at 12-maflltmfup assessment. The projected 18-month
follow-up is expected to be difficult as the papating students will by then have already lefteah
and therefore be hard to reach.

Besides the acquisition of knowledge, education adancement of cognitive skills, school should
also address social learning and social skillsefary day life, to empower resources and resilience
and to train coping strategies. By this, school sangthen positive attitudes towards life, enkbanc
emotion regulation and self-efficacy and consedueifivoster health and the prevention of health
problems. With LARS&LISA an attractive and well évated universal prevention programme is
available in different versions for the specifieds of & grade boys and girls (13-14 years) in diverse
school settings. It can be easily implemented,ighlin manualised, and provides didactic materials

and exercises which allow the possibility of teashe be group leaders.
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Table 1: Contents of the LARS&LISA prevention programme
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Fig. 1: The main elements of a universal preventioprogramme (adapted from Possel et al.
2004b)

Fig. 2: Exemplary Worksheet for a cognitive sessioriReversible Spiral” (adapted from Pdssel
et al. 2004b)

Fig. 3: Exemplary Worksheet for a social session:ifferent types of behaviour (adapted from
Possel et al. 2004b)
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Elements of a prevention program

Relationship
between . Exploration and
cognitions, change of
emotions, and dysfunctional
behavior £ o cognitions

vvvvvvvvv Formulation of
personal goals

Social competence
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Overhead 3.4 / Worksheet 3.4

Thougts, feelings and behaviour influence each other

P
2?21
\Y\. .

(Reversible Spiral)

Example:

THOUGHTS

‘L}f”V

Situation:

Down-Thought:_

Up-Thought:

BEHAVIOUR | FEELINGS

Down-Thought:

Up-Thought:

Down-Thought:

Up-Thought:

16



Overhead 7.3 / Worksheet 7.3
Signs of passive behaviour

Voice:

Eye contact:

Body language:

Speech content:

Signs of __aggressive behaviour

Voice:

Eye contact:

Body language:

Speech content:

Signs of ___assertive behaviour

Voice:

Eye contact:

Body language:

Speech content:




Table 1: Contents of the LARS&LISA prevention pragmme

Session Title/Main Topic

Content

1

10

Get started

Set your goals

Reversible Spiral |

Reversible Spiral Il
THINK |

THINK 11

Justdoit |

Justdoit Il

Get in touch |

Get in touch I

- Introduction

- Presentation of the group guidelines: fairness, support, and
teamwork

- Consequences of guideline-breaking

- Explanation of the goals and main components of
LARS&LISA

- Defining personal goals

- Formulation and operationalisation of personal goals
Defining “feelings”, “thoughts” and “behaviour”

- Discussion about the associations among feelings,
thoughts and behaviour (the “reversible spiral”)

- Introduction of the concepts “down-thoughts” (self-critical,
negative thoughts) and “up-thoughts” (self-supportive, positive
and realistic thoughts)

Identifying the signs of a down-thought

- Exploring the meaning of a down-thought

- Introduction and training of the “reality check”

- Creating one’s own up-thoughts

- Review meaning of up-thoughts

- Clarify the need for up-thought training

- Identification of daily situations into which up-thoughts may
be integrated

- Identification of the signs of assertive, passive, and
aggressive behaviour

- Discussion of the pros and cons of different behaviour
styles

- Exploration of the association among down-thoughts, up-
thoughts and assertive, passive and aggressive types of
behaviour

- Demonstration that assertive behaviour can be learned

- Role-play to exercise assertive behaviour

- Demonstration of verbal and nonverbal strategies to signal
interest in others

- Role-play to practice “get in touch”

- Role-play to practice “get in touch”

- Review and evaluation of the main LARS&LISA
components

- Group members evaluate training and indicate what they
would change

- Wrap-up
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