
DBT SKILLS 
IN SCHOOLS

Teaching mental wellness and resilience skills that last a lifetime.

Skills Training for Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents 



DBT STEPS-A is an emotional problem-solving
curriculum based on the evidence-backed skills
component of Dialectical Behavior Therapy.  DBT
STEPS-A is designed for adolescents with the goal of
teaching  highly specific skills for developing emotion
management strategies, interpersonal communication
and decision-making abilities.

What is DBT STEPS-A?



Youth mental health problems are getting worse, including
self-harm & suicidal behavior. Our current education and
mental health system is based on a “waiting to fail” model,
meaning kids have to “fail” or have significant struggles in
order to receive [formal] support. From experience, we know
that it is not possible to treat all teens that need help. Our
strategy is to reduce the need for clinical interventions by
teaching teens the skill set derived from DBT Therapy. We
have witnessed the positive impact of these seemingly basic
life skills and believe that with practice, teens will develop
into healthier adults; better able to meet life's challenges.

A CDC survey in August 2020 on how the COVID-19 pandemic is affecting Americans'
mental health found 75% of respondents between 18-24 years of age reported at
least one adverse mental or behavioral health symptom. Twenty-five percent of
respondents in this age group  seriously considered suicide in the 30 days before
completing the survey.

What is our why?

The teenage years are an especially vulnerable time as the brain continues to
develop, hormones fluctuate,  and self-identity is forming.  Coupled with social
pressures, increased performance expectations, traumatic events - teens are going
through a lot!  The statistics on youth depression, suicide and problem behaviors tell
the story.

Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death for teenagers.
~ Centers for Disease Control 

According to The National Institute of Mental Health, 20% of American youth will
experience some degree of depression and 30% of depressed teens develop a
substance use disorder. Additionally, teens have higher levels of anxiety than adults.
NIMH found that nearly 32 percent of teens have suffered from an anxiety disorder
in the past year.



Although DBT skills were originally developed
as part of  a comprehensive outpatient
treatment  to remediate severe problems in
people with extreme emotional dysregulation,
the skills themselves are essential life skills
that are useful for everyone who wants to
strengthen their mental wellness and
resilience skills.   The ultimate goal is to
provide students with a social emotional skill
set which they can practice and hone over
their lifetime.    We are laying the groundwork
for healthy, emotionally-resilient adults who
are able to work through and manage the
varied emotions and struggles life throws at
them.

The DBT STEPS-A curriculum is based on the evidence-based skills from Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (DBT). The underlying philosophy of DBT and DBT skills is
dialectics. 

The STEPS-A curriculum is an upstream approach to mental
health. DBT in Schools developed a solution to bring mental
wellness strategies to schools that educate the whole child,
not just the academic child, and allow youth to attain their
education potential today and become leaders for tomorrow.

How We Are Different

"I am doing
 the best
 I can 

AND I know 
I can do better."

Dialectics is the view that change is constant.  We know that opposites
can both be true and contradictions may not cancel each other out.
We must accept things as they are, including ourselves, AND at the
same time recognize the need to change things, including ourselves.

Thus, it is about balancing acceptance and change while also trying to reach our
goals. DBT in Schools has adapted the proven skill set in DBT Therapy into a
universal curriculum, so that every teen can build their own toolbox filled with these
necessary and sometimes life-changing skills.



Mindfulness
Emotion Regulation
Distress Tolerance
Interpersonal Skills

The curriculum contains four modules of skills taught over 30 lessons:

Each module comes complete with scripts, handouts and knowledge tests.  The
lessons build upon one another forming  an emotional resilience framework and  a
common language that can be used within the entire school community.   

Curriculum Highlights

The DBT STEPS-A curriculum is a scripted, easy to follow curriculum designed to be
taught by general education teachers, special education teachers or school mental
health staff. The curriculum can be  taught across all tiers of an MTSS/RTI structure.

DBT STEPS-A is a universal curriculum taught to the  individual  with a high degree of
specificity addressing deficits in emotion regulation, self doubt, impulsive behaviors
and interpersonal problems. The DBT STEPS-A skills are particularly useful for
adolescents, since confusion about the self, difficulty managing emotions,
impulsiveness, and interpersonal difficulties can all be aspects of the developmental
stage of adolescence. In the class, students develop their own personal goals which
they choose to work toward, resulting in greater buy-in and fidelity.

“[T]he authors have found an ingenious way of
expanding the reach and implementation of DBT
skills to the universal population of adolescents in
educational settings...”
— Marsha M. Linehan, PhD, ABPP

Prevention
O V E R  I N T E R V E N T I O N



Implementation training establishes four basic elements necessary in delivering the
curriculum effectively: 

A. Background and development of the DBT STEPS-A curriculum 
B. Structure and implementation considerations
C. Overview and demonstration of DBT STEPS-A lessons 
D. Preparation and participant practice of teaching DBT STEPS-A lessons

Once the curriculum has been launched, monthly consultation meetings are held
with key contributors and DBT in Schools, LLC.  This continued collaboration insures
a smooth roll out and is instrumental in a successful execution.

Implementation

DBT in Schools provides implementation training for the DBT STEPS-A curriculum.  

Supplemental Training Opportunities

Implementation of DBT STEPS-A Curriculum 3 Day Virtual Training

DBT STEPS-A Intermediate Workshop 
Introduction to DBT Informed School Counseling Strategies 
Administrators & Stakeholders Introduction to DBT STEPS-A
"Coaching on the Fly" for educators and school staff

“Once again, you were a fabulous presenter and I am SUPER
impressed by the amount of energy you exhibited throughout the
training, especially considering we began at 5:00 AM your time!
Your ability to incorporate responses of the audience is fantastic!
You really make the importance of this visible to everyone,
despite the discipline they teach daily. I enjoyed every minute!"



About Us

Dr. Elizabeth Dexter-Mazza is a licensed psychologist, certified
DBT therapist, and co-author of the DBT Skills in Schools: Skills
Training and Emotional Problem Solving for Adolescents (DBT
STEPS-A) social emotional learning curriculum for middle and
high school students. She received her doctoral degree from
the School of Professional Psychology at Pacific University in
2004. Dr. Dexter-Mazza completed her predoctoral internship
at the Montefiore Medical Center, and her postdoctoral
fellowship under the direction of Dr. Marsha Linehan at the
Behavioral Research and Therapy Clinics (BRTC) at the
University  of  Washington.  While  at  the  BRTC,  she  was   the

Clinical Director and a research therapist for Dr. Linehan's research studies, which provided
both individual DBT and DBT group skills training. Dr. Dexter-Mazza is a licensed
psychologist and owner of both Mazza Consulting & Psychological Services, LLC and DBT
in Schools, LLC. She provides training and consultation to mental health providers and
schools around the world.

Dr. James J. Mazza is a professor at the University of
Washington – Seattle in the College of Education’s School
Psychology Program where he has been teaching and
conducting research for over 25 years in the field of adolescent
mental health. Jim is a past president of the American
Association of Suicidology from 2005-2007 and has been a
suicidologist for the past 28 years.  Dr. Mazza’s research
focuses particularly on adolescent internalizing disorders, such
as depression, anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, exposure
to violence, and suicidal behavior.  His work also examines the
complex relationships among adolescent mental health issues, social–emotional abilities,
and academic skills through multi-tiered systems of support. Dr. Mazza has written
extensively on how to identify youth who are at risk for suicidal behavior, as well as on how
to develop social–emotional learning (SEL) curricula to help all students learn emotion
regulation skills. He has worked with over 30 school districts and thousands of school
personnel in developing and implementing comprehensive school-based suicide
identification and prevention strategies for adolescents. Dr. Mazza also provides
consultation and training to school personnel internationally on implementing DBT STEPS-
A in schools, on developing mental health intervention services within multi-tiered systems
of support, and on integrating SEL curricula as a part of a school system’s role in educating
the whole child.



CONTACT
INFORMATION

Teaching emotion regulation skills that last a lifetime.

Website
Email
Facebook
Instagram
Twitter
YouTube

https://www.dbtinschools.com
info@dbtinschools.com
www.facebook.com/dbtinschools/
@dbtinschools
https://twitter.com/dbtinschools
https://www.youtube.com/c/DBTinSchools


