
Using Cognitive Processing to Help Children 
and Caregivers Step Forward into Growth.

“Dear Past, thank you for the lessons.
Dear Future, I’m ready…”  

Susan Schmidt, PhD               Kate Theimer, PhD



Posttraumatic GrowthWhat is Posttraumatic Growth?



● Positive change experienced as a result of the 
struggle with trauma (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995)

● Struggling with adversity may lead to higher post-
trauma functioning (Linley & Joseph, 2004)

● Not necessarily positive adjustment.                                    
Those reporting PTG may report less                             
emotional well-being than those                            
exhibiting resilience.



5 Domains of Posttraumatic Growth 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun 1995)

New possibilities
“I have a chance to do things I couldn’t”

Relating to other
“I learned how nice/helpful people can be”

Personal strength
“I can handle big problems better”

Appreciation of life
“I appreciate/enjoy each day more”

Spiritual change
“My faith/belief in God is stronger”



Facilitating PTG within TF-CBT

● Can happen across each PPRACTICE Component

● “The domain the clinician may find to be the most productive 
for a possible focus on elements of posttraumatic growth is 
the process of cognitive engagement, cognitive processing, 
and cognitive change, including narrative reconstruction.”

● “As individuals weave the experience of posttraumatic growth 
into the fabric of their life narratives, the way they understand 
themselves and their lives can change.” (Tedeschi et al., 2014)



What beliefs do 
you notice 
hampering 

posttraumatic 
growth in your 

youth and 
caregivers?

New possibilities

Relating to other

Personal strength

Appreciation of life

Spiritual change



New possibilities

Relating to other

Personal strength

Appreciation of life

Spiritual change

Trust
I can't trust myself or others for help when needed.

Intimacy
I shouldn't get close to people. 
People will hurt or take advantage of me if I get close.

Esteem
I am bad/unworthy/unlovable.
Other people are bad.

Power/Control
I don't have control of my life or my future.
Life is unpredictable and uncontrollable.

Safety
I can’t keep myself or others safe.
People are dangerous and won't keep me safe when I 
need it.

Growing from Impacts to Intentionality





COGNITIVE 
PROCESSING 
FRAMEWORK 
OVERVIEW



EFFECTIVE COGNITIVE PROCESSING IS:

● Collaborative

○ VALIDATE current beliefs does not 

mean we are AGREEING with those 

beliefs

● Empowering

○ Therapist as a guide – avoid a 

power struggle

● Realistic and helpful

○ Finding balanced thoughts is critical



Start Here



Listen for Problematic         

Core Beliefs
(Examples)



CHALLENGING 

PROBLEMATIC 

BELIEFS USING

THE TEST OF TWO



Additional 

Example 

Techniques         

to Challenge 

Problematic 

Beliefs



Example: Examining the Evidence

PTG Domains:

New possibilities

Relating to other

Personal strength

Appreciation of life

Spiritual change

Problematic Belief: 

I can’t trust anyone ever again.                     

If I do, they’ll just hurt me. 

CPT Domains:

Trust

Intimacy

Esteem

Power/Control

Safety



Practice Restructuring 

Problematic Beliefs
(Examples)



INVITE

SPIRITUALITY 

INTO 

COGNITIVE 

PROCESSING AS 

APPROPRIATE          

TO SUPPORT 

POSTTRAUMATIC 

GROWTH

● Inquire about whether unhelpful thoughts are consistent 

with their spiritual beliefs/religious teachings/values.

○ “I’m not worthy of love” → “What does God say about 

that?” “Would God agree with you about that?”

○ As typical, don’t answer the question for the client – allow 

them to process through.

● Can invite the use of religious texts, scripture, or 

teachings with personal significance to client to help 

replace unhelpful/unbalanced thoughts or understand 

why suffering occurs.

○ “What questions do you have for Allah related to 

[trauma]?” “How might Allah respond to [question]?”

○ Various religious traditions discuss suffering – ask the 

client/family! You don’t need to be the expert on it; utilize 

the family’s expertise.



● Tenets of cognitive processing may beautifully align with spiritual 

beliefs and practices.

● Many can find meaning, purpose, peace, acceptance, unconditional 

love, and hope for the future through spirituality.

“What captures your mind controls your 

thoughts and dominates the desires of 

your heart… [it] shapes the way you view 

yourself and life… your view of those 

things shapes the choices you make and 

the actions you take…”



SOCRATIC 

QUESTIONING

TO SUPPORT 

POSTTRAUMATIC 

GROWTH

Technique involves 
guided exploration 
of a belief through 
progressive logical 
questioning.



SOCRATIC QUESTIONING PREP

Problematic Belief(s):

Possible Endpoint (New Belief):

What I Want To Tell This Client: Eliciting Questions:

PTG Domains:

New possibilities

Relating to other

Personal strength

Appreciation of life

Spiritual change

CPT Domains:

Trust

Intimacy

Esteem

Power/Control

Safety



SOCRATIC QUESTIONING PREP

Problematic Beliefs(s):
No one will want to date me if they  learn             

I was abused. They’ll only want me for sex.          

And maybe that’s all I have to give.

Possible Endpoint (New Belief):

What I Want To Tell This Youth: Eliciting Questions:

PTG Domains:

New possibilities

Relating to other

Personal strength

Appreciation of life

Spiritual change

CPT Domains:

Trust

Intimacy

Esteem

Power/Control

Safety



BREAKOUT
ROOMS

ACTIVITY

10  MINUTES



COGNITIVE 
PROCESSING 
TO SUPPORT 

CAREGIVER 
POSTTRAUMATIC 

GROWTH

Helping caregivers to 

cognitively process their 

beliefs supports family-based 

healing, enhances the praise 

letter, and promotes healthy 

communication during 

conjoint reviews (which all 

facilitate growth and support 

for the child)







WRITING YOUR PRAISE LETTER
Your child has worked very hard to overcome fear and anxiety to be able to tell their trauma story. Many children are nervous to share their story with 

caregivers. Your support is MOST important for your child! Coming together with your child to talk openly about their trauma is an opportunity for you to 

provide support by listening, tell them how proud you are of them, correct any concerns or worries they have, and plan for the future. 

Today you will write a “Praise Letter” to your child that you will share in the next session. Below are questions to consider in writing your Praise Letter. 

Not all questions apply to every child. 

Remember the goal is for your child to feel heard and accepted by you.

Questions to Consider:

How do I feel about my child being able to tell their trauma story?

How proud are you of your child?

What healthy messages do I want to give my child about the trauma?

How do you feel about what happened to your child?

Who is responsible for the trauma?

What actions did my child take that I am proud of?

What will life from here on out be like for my child and our family?

What positive changes have I seen in child since starting group?

Does my child manage stress in better ways?

Is my child more open in talking with me?

Does my child seem happier?

Who can my child come to or talk with when upset?

Will I be available for my child when they need to talk about what happened or about   

future upsetting experiences?

Who else can my child talk to? 

How will I help child when they’re upset? 

What do I hope for my child and for our family?

Do I believe my child is healing?

Will my child be happy, have fun, learn, grow, enjoy life?

Will we get through any future difficulties or stressors?

Is my child (our family) stronger?

Consider Asking 
Caregiver(s) to 
Create a Praise 

Letter



Dear _____,
I wanted to take a minute and let you know how proud I am of the work that you have done. I know just how brave you 
have been having to think about the things that upset you and write them down and talk about them. It takes so much 
courage to do those things and I am so very proud of you for how hard you have worked. I want to tell you that even 
though you have experienced tough things those things and experiences are going to make you such a strong and 
wonderful man! I hope that you know that none of them were your fault! You were just a little boy and you had nothing to 
do with the things that happened. Sometimes I feel mad and really sad about the things you are having to deal with! It 
makes me feel like having a meltdown myself! But you have been my hero for the last 3 years! You are my hero! 

I love you so much and watching how much you struggled the past few years has been painful for me. Watching you face 
down your fears and hurt and trauma has been amazing! Proud doesn’t even say how much I feel for your strength and 
courage! You are my hero! I have noticed lately how much better you are about getting angry and not letting it control you. 
You are learning to walk away. Even though things are tough right now, I’m here for you! I don’t know what will happen but 
you and I will face it together! I will listen to your problems and fears and I will help you face them head on! We will defeat 
our future problems as a team!

I believe that you are healing your hurts! I believe you will succeed no matter what                                         
the future throws at you! You are strong and I am strong. 
Together, we are Superman! We will fly together!

With all my love!
________



UTILIZING A 
FINAL CHAPTER
TO FACILITATE 

YOUTH 
POSTTRAUMATIC 

GROWTH

Final Chapter Possible Prompts:

● How are you different now from when                                 
[the sexual abuse] happened?

● How are you different now from when you 
started therapy? What have you learned?

● What have you learned about yourself as a result 
of [your mom dying]? 

● Can people grow after [trauma]? How have you 
grown as a result of [trauma]?

● What would you tell other teens/children who 
experienced something similar?

● Are there any times in the future where things 
might be difficult because of [trauma]? How can 
you prepare for those? Who should we involve 
in the preparation?

● What does your future look like?



TROUBLE-
SHOOTING

CHALLENGES 
IN COGNITIVE 
PROCESSING

The processing conversation feels unfocused or like it’s 
going in circles:

● Add structure or visuals, hands-on                                             
activity to explore the belief and to                                               
teach as appropriate.

● Use scaling to measure shifts in belief intensity.

Client “arguing” for current belief or appears 
disengaged:

● Allow client to fully educate you on their perspective.

● Validate how the client’s experiences have led to this 
perspective: “It makes sense given your experiences of xyz…”

● Shift to another processing strategy.

● Consider that your questions or comments may be sounding 
biased to the individual. Consider options for enhancing your 
neutrality/curiosity.



Therapist struggles to find a healthy and true belief 

endpoint:

○ Occurs when ideal isn’t reality (child may never see parent 

again, neighborhood is dangerous, parents DID choose to 

abandon child, etc.) – Often the thought is true but unhelpful.

● Consider if the client’s belief may be overgeneralized. Is it 

always true? Are there exceptions? 

● Explore with the client what it’s like for them to carry 

around this belief. Does it cause difficulties for them in their 

daily life? How is the belief helpful? How is it problematic 

or could be problematic in the future?

● Seek consultation if you continue to feel stuck.

TROUBLE-
SHOOTING

CHALLENGES 
IN COGNITIVE 
PROCESSING



Dysfunctional belief is vague & hard to 

challenge:
● Help the client clarify their belief into an “If-then” 

statement:
“I have to be in control. If I am not in control,                   

then I will get taken advantage of.”

● Then you have more capacity to find exceptions

Child can’t do solely verbal activity:
● Actively connect beliefs/feelings/behaviors in triangle 

or chart walk through.

● Be detectives and collaboratively look for evidence 

for/against & place under old belief

TROUBLE-
SHOOTING

CHALLENGES 
IN COGNITIVE 
PROCESSING



Thank you for 
joining us!

Kate Theimer, PhD
Kate-Theimer@ouhsc.edu

Susan Schmidt, PhD
Susan-Schmidt@ouhsc.edu


