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MOVING TO 
WHAT’S STRONG
Harnessing Strength-based 
Practices for a Positive School 
Climate
Presented by Dr. Byron McClure, NCSP
Founder



LEARNER 
OBJECTIVES

01
Discuss ways to begin reframing 
deficit thinking02

Review strength-based practices

Select one strategy to implement 
tomorrow

Learn about the impact of deficit 
thinking in education spaces

03

04
We will begin to shift from what's 
wrong to what's strong.



SAT Score 980

High School (HS) GPA 2.66

Math Proficiency Below Basic

Great School Score of HS 3/10

Percentage of Students in 
AP 7%

School Graduation Rate 77%

Student Profile



SAT Score 980

High School (HS) GPA 2.66

Math Proficiency Below Basic

Great School Score of HS 3/10

Percentage of Students in 
AP 7%

School Graduation Rate 77%

Student Profile Do you think this student 
is college ready?
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SAT Score 980

High School (HS) GPA 2.66

Math Proficiency Below Basic

Great School Score of HS 3/10

Percentage of Students in 
AP

7%

School Graduation Rate 77%

Demographics 97% Students of Color

Student Profile That kid was me!



Top Strengths Maximizer

Achiever

Woo

Relator

Competition

CONNECTIONS - Clubs & 
Sports

Football, Wrestling, Baseball
SGA, Peer Mediator

CONNECTIONS - Social 
Capital

Family, Friends, Church, 

My Strengths No BS -- Bad Stats





3 LESSONS MS. 
MOORE TAUGHT 
ME ABOUT LIFE
• Get at the root cause of the problem because 

what you see at the surface is just the beginning.
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3 LESSONS MS. 
MOORE TAUGHT 
ME ABOUT LIFE
• Get at the root cause of the problem because 

what you see at the surface is just the beginning.
• Always look for what’s strong and cultivate 

potential.
• One caring adult can make all the difference.

@bmcclure6



BEING STRENGTH-BASED PRODUCES 
LONG-TERM OUTCOMES



WHY A STRENGTH-
BASED APPROACH?
We must be as 
interested in building 
the best things in life as 
in repairing the worst.
-Dr. Christopher Peterson
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"A strength-based approach values the skills, 
knowledge, connections, and potential of 

individuals or communities. It does not mean 
ignoring challenges or spinning struggles into 

strengths. The emphasis is on a positive 
outlook and goals."

WE CAN SHIFT FROM WHAT'S WRONG TO WHAT'S STRONG!

STRENGTH-BASED 
APPROACH

@bmcclure6



Students are more CONFIDENT

Students learn how to 
ADVOCATE for their needs

Adults are more EMPATHETIC

Schools demonstrate more 
EQUITABLE OUTCOMES

WHAT HAPPENS 
WHEN WE'RE 

STRENGTH-BASED?

@bmcclure6
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SHIFTING 
FROM WHAT’S 
WRONG...



WHAT IS 
DEFICIT THINKING?



"a distorted lens, focused on student 
weaknesses, that blames students and their 
families for student difficulties rather than 
acknowledging the impact of our practices 
and broader structural inequities."

NOW MORE THAN EVER, WE NEED A NEW APPROACH

DEFICIT THINKING:

@bmcclure6



What does
deficit 
thinking
sound like?

Those students 
don't belong here

Her parents
don't care about 

education

It's because he
has a disability

They can't even 
speak English

@bestrengthbased



What does
deficit 
thinking
feel like for 
students?

I don't feel like 
I belong here

I don't feel 
connected to 
staff or peers

I feel like no 
one cares 
about me

I feel like there 
is no point to 

even try



Poor self-
worth

Low self-
esteem

Imposter 
syndrome

Overall 
performance

The Hidden 
Harm of 
Students 
Internalizing 
Deficit 
Thinking



YOUTH MENTAL 
HEALTH NEEDS ARE 
NOT BEING MET
Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & 
Trends Report: 2011-2021
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YOUTH UNMET NEEDS

WHAT PEOPLE SEE

WHAT PEOPLE 
DON'T SEE

POOR FOCUS

IRRITABILITY

MEMORY PROBLEMS

AVOIDANCE NON-COMPLIANCE

GRIEF LOSS
HELPLESS

ABUSE

UNMET NEEDS

LACK OF FOOD ISOLATION

FEAR

HITTING

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL

ABANDONMENTIMPOSTER SYNDROME

POOR SELF-IDENTITY

CRIES EASILY ANGER

GUILT

MENTALPHYSICAL

MISTRUST

SYSTEMIC RACISM SOCIETAL ISSUES
WAR

@bmcclure6



60% 70%

42% 20%

Female Students LGBTQ+ Students

HS Students LGBTQ+ Students

Experienced persistent 
feelings of sadness or 
hopelessness

Experienced persistent 
feelings of sadness or 

hopelessness

Felt so sad or hopeless 
almost every day for at 
least two weeks in a row 
that they stopped doing 
their usual activities

Attempted Suicide

MENTAL HEALTH & SUICIDALITY

@bmcclure6



22% 45%
HS Students LGBTQ+ Students
Seriously considered 
attempting suicide 
during the past year

Seriously considered 
suicide in the past year

SEVERITY OF FINDINGS
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BLACK 
STUDENTS
• More likely than Asian, Hispanic, and White students to attempt 

suicide.
• Black students who attempted suicide had the highest increase 

from 2011 to 2021 (8% to 14%)
⚬ Followed by white students which increased from 6% to 9%. 

• Asian students who attempted suicide decreased from 11% in 
2021 to 6%

@bmcclure6



KEY FINDINGS
• Poor mental health and suicidal thoughts and behaviors are 

increasing for nearly all groups of youth.

Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2011-2021 @bmcclure6

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf
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KEY FINDINGS
• Poor mental health and suicidal thoughts and behaviors are 

increasing for nearly all youth groups.
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KEY FINDINGS
• Poor mental health and suicidal thoughts and behaviors are 

increasing for nearly all youth groups.
• Female students and LGBQ+ students are experiencing alarming 

rates of violence, poor mental health, and suicidal thoughts and 
behaviors.

• The rates of experiencing bullying, sexual violence, poor mental 
health, and suicidal thoughts and behaviors indicate a need for 
urgent intervention.

• Overall, young people are experiencing a level of trauma and 
distress that requires action!

Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2011-2021 @bmcclure6

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf
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HOW TO GET 
STARTED WITH 
STRENGTH-
BASED 
PRACTICES



Can you name your top 5 
strengths?

@bestrengthbased

REFLECTION QUESTION



M Y  T O P  5  S T R E N G T H S  
( U P D A T E D )
• FUTURISTIC
• ACHIEVER
• COMPETITION
• STRATEGIC
• ACTIVATOR

@bmcclure6



“ A C R O S S  T H E  B O A R D ,  
H A V I N G  T H E  O P P O R T U N I T Y  
T O  D E V E L O P  O U R  S T R E N G T H S  
I S  M O R E  I M P O R T A N T  T O  O U R  
S U C C E S S  T H A N  O U R  R O L E ,  
O U R  T I T L E ,  O R  E V E N  O U R  
P A Y . ”

~ TOM RATH
@bmcclure6



YOU MUST MAKE IT A 
PRACTICE TO NAME, 

KNOW, AND USE 
YOUR STRENGTHS

@bmcclure6



IDENTIFY DEFICIT 
THINKING IN 
ACTION
BY CHANGING 
YOUR LENS

@bmcclure6



PICK A SCENARIO
Elementary Middle High

At your seat, identify the instance of deficit thinking. Then, discuss how these instances of deficit thinking could impact 
the student’s self-esteem, motivation, and performance. Finally, determine what kind of support or resources could be 

provided to the student.



In a second-grade classroom, a teacher frequently 
becomes frustrated with Maya, who struggles with 
reading. The teacher often comments, "Maya, we've 
gone over this many times. Why can't you get it?" 
Over time, Maya becomes reluctant to participate in 
reading activities, fearing being called out or 
embarrassed. She begins to believe that she's not 
good at reading and starts to avoid books, even 
outside of school.

Maya's Story
ELEMENTARY 
SCENARIO SHARE

@bmcclure6



Luke is a seventh-grader who is passionate about art 
but struggles with math. He often hears comments 
from his math teacher like, "If you spent as much time 
on math as you do on your doodles, maybe you'd 
pass my class." Luke starts to believe he just isn't a 
"math person" and even begins to question his art 
skills, thinking they're not valuable because they 
aren't academic.

Luke's Story
MIDDLE SCHOOL 
SCENARIO SHARE

@bmcclure6



Maria is a high school junior from a low-income 
immigrant family. She's hardworking and ambitious, 
but she struggles with English literature due to English 
being her second language. Despite her efforts, her 
teacher often tells her, "Maybe you should focus on 
something less challenging." This causes Maria to 
question her potential and future college prospects, 
making her feel like she doesn't belong in an 
academic setting.

Maria's Story
HIGH SCHOOL 
SCENARIO SHARE

@bmcclure6
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CHALLENGE 
DEFICIT-
THINKING IN 
ACTION



WHAT IF...
My coworker says something 
deficit-based about a student?

What makes you 
think that?

Have you asked the 
student about this? 

Have you asked the 
parents about this? 

That is out of our control. 
What is in our control?

What changes can we 
make at the school level? 

Blaming the student isn't 
going to solve the problem. 

I've found that 
when I seek out 
reasons beyond 

blame for 
student 

challenges, I 
feel better 

about my work. 



STRENGTH-
BASED 
INTERVIEWS
ALWAYS BEGIN BY 
ESTABLISHING 
RAPPORT

@bmcclure6



STRENGTH-BASED INTERVIEW 
PROTOCOL

What is working well 
for you in school?

What could be 
going better?

What small 
things could you 
do to help things 
go better?

*Who is important 
in your life? Why? 

What does a 
good day look 
like for you?

What makes it 
a good day?

What do like to 
do and why? 

What comes 
easily to you?

What is one thing 
you need help 
with?

https://www.strengthbasedcollective.com
https://www.strengthbasedcollective.com
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STRENGTH-
BASED 
ASSESSMENT



TALK about strengths in the classroom

HELP students name, know, and use their strengths

STRENGTH-BASED ASSESSMENT

@bestrengthbased

"I'm good at _______"
"I learn best when _________"
"When something is hard for me, I can ____________"

IDENTIFY student strengths
ASK THEM!
Offer your perception: "I noticed you were really good at ________!"
Administer a formal assessment: VIA, CliftonStrengths Finder



LET'S TALK ABOUT 
NONTRADITIONAL STRENGTHS!

Personal strengths

Communication strengths

Social strengths

Emotional strengths

Cognitive strengths

Physical strengths

Musical strengths

Logical strengths

Cultural strengths

Spiritual strengths

Creative strengths

High-tech strengths

@bestrengthbased



4 WAYS YOU CAN USE 
SB ASSESSMENTS

*BONUS - MENTORING PROGRAMS

DIRECT SERVICE 
(I.E., INDIVIDUAL 
COUNSELING OR 

WEEKLY CHECK-IN)

SMALL GROUPS 
(SOCIAL SKILLS, 

SEL GROUPS, 
ETC.)

EVALUATION 
PROCESS - 

ACROSS TIERS

CAREER 
EXPLORATION



IN ACTION

@bmcclure6

IN ACTION
IN ACTION
IN ACTION
IN ACTION
IN ACTION



VALUES IN ACTION 
SURVEY (VIA) OF 
CHARACTER
STRENGTHS

MEASURES 24 CHARACTER STRENGTHS

When children know their personal strengths, 
they are more confident, resilient, and better 
prepared to handle life challenges.

RECENT UPDATES

• Ages 8-12 - 98 items
• Ages 13-17 - 98 items
• Via Youth (8-17) - 198

WELL RESEARCHED AND VALIDATED

Internal consistency reliability is .82 on 
average, and its mean correlation with life 
satisfaction across two samples is .35.

Park, N., & Peterson, C. 
(2006)

(FREE!!)

https://www.viacharacter.org/researchers/assessments/via-youth-viayr1
https://www.viacharacter.org/researchers/assessments/via-youth-viayr2
https://www.viacharacter.org/researchers/assessments/via-youth-198


REGISTER  
STUDENT 



ALLOW 
TIME TO 
COMPLETE
(10 MIN) 



REVIEW
TOP 5 
STRENGTHS



STRENGTH SUMMARY
Sean’s top strength is "hope and optimism." 

A high score in strength and optimism means Sean expects the best in 
his future and will work to achieve it. Sean might also believe that his 
future is something that he can control. Sean showed a strong love of 

learning, both inside and outside of class. Sean likes to laugh and bring 
smiles to other people no matter the situation. He is great and making 

jokes and able to see the lighter side of things. He is skilled in 
appreciating excellence. Finally, Sean scored highly in the area of 
fairness and justice. High scores in the area of fairness and justice 

suggests Sean cares deeply about people being treated fairly and he 
might believe everyone deserves a chance. 



STRENGTH-BASED REPORT WRITING:
A REAL LIFE EXAMPLE



STRENGTH-BASED REPORT WRITING



STRENGTH-BASED REPORT WRITING



WHAT BARRIERS ARE 
STOPPING YOU FROM 

BEING STRENGTH-BASED?



A SYSTEMIC LOOK AT 
SHIFTING TO STRENGTH-

BASED PRACTICES

@bmcclure6
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WHAT IS
REDESIGN



EMPATHY INTERVIEWS

@bmcclure6



Students didn’t 
feel wanted or 

cared for

Poor sense of 
belonging

Our students 
wanted to feel 

more connected at 
school

1 2 3

WHAT WE HEARD

@bmcclure6

Analyze - trends and data



How might we 
create an 
environment where 
students feel loved, 
cared for, and 
connected to the 
school community?
How might we question

@bmcclure6



RESPOND

@bmcclure6

Failing to be strength-based is no longer an 
option!



@ B M C C L U R E 6

SCHOOL-WIDE 
STRENGTH-
BASED 
PRACTICE



VALUES
• Respect
• Fairness
• Trust
• Inclusivity
• Accountability
• Active Listening
• Honesty

Values are 
fundamental 
beliefs that guide 
actions and 
decisions.

Examples of Common Values

Think about a value that is important to you (in 
the context of school). Share why the value you 
chose is important to you.

@ B M C C L U R E 6



NORMS
• Active listening.
• Open and honest 

communication.
• Taking responsibility for 

one's actions.
• The use of "I statements"

Norms are 
expected 
behaviors and 
practices within a 
community.

Examples of Norms

Think about a norm that is important to you (in 
the context of school). Share why the norm you 
chose is important to you.

@ B M C C L U R E 6



VALUES

Treating others with kindness, 
empathy, and consideration, valuing 
their unique perspectives and 
contributions to our community.

NORMS

If the school value is respect...

Then the norm for respect a school team 
might have is “during meetings we will be 
open and receptive to others' perspectives 
and ideas” or “ to be punctual and 
prepared for meetings and other 
commitments.

Our school defines respect as...

Value and Norm Examples

@ B M C C L U R E 6
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• EVERY STUDENT WOULD HAVE A DREAM TEAM OF 
CARING ADULTS

• EVERY CHILD WOULD FEEL CONNECTED AND LOVED
• WILL KNOW THEY BELONG AND HAVE JOY
• WILL KNOW THEIR STRENGTHS
• WILL SET GOALS AND ACHIEVE THEM

⚬ INCREASE PROMOTION RATE

Our Dream



"EVERY CHILD DESERVES A CHAMPION - AN ADULT 
WHO WILL NEVER GIVE UP ON THEM, WHO 

UNDERSTANDS THE POWER OF CONNECTION, AND 
INSISTS THAT THEY BECOME THE BEST THAT THEY 

CAN POSSIBLE BE."
R I T A  P I E R S O N



DREAM TEAM 3 KEY 
ELEMENTS

The Dream Team Model consists of 3 Key 
Elements to help students flourish. 

1
STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

Shifting from what's wrong to what's 
strong

GOAL-SETTING
Setting goals and achieving 
them

ONGOING COACHING, SUPPORT, AND 
MENTORSHIP VIA STRONG RELATIONSHIPS

Belief that one caring adult makes all the difference

2

3





HIGHEST PROMOTION 
RATE EVER!! 87%

O F  9 T H  G R A D E R S  
P R O M O T E D  T O  1 0 T H  

G R A D E . . .  O U R  H I G H E S T  
P R O M O T I O N  R A T E

F U L L  Y E A R  2



THREE  FINAL 
PRACTICES



NAME YOUR STRENGTHS 
AND WRITE THEM DOWN

1



KNOW YOUR STRENGTHS 
AND INVEST IN THEM

2



USE YOUR STRENGTHS

3



I N V E S T  I N  Y O U R S E L F ,  A N D  S E E  
T H E  R E T U R N S  C O M E  P O U R I N G  
I N .  I N V E S T I N G  I N  Y O U R S E L F  I S  
T H E  M O S T  I M P O R T A N T  
I N V E S T M E N T  Y O U  W I L L  E V E R  
M A K E .  I T ' S  T H E  S U R E S T  P A T H  
T O  L I V I N G  A  M E A N I N G F U L  
L I F E .
~ DR. BYRON MCCLURE



THANK YOU!

DR. BYRON MCCLURE


