  FUNCTIONAL STRENGTHS AND HOW TO IDENTIFY THEM
A functional strength is a skill, ability, resource, talent, or support that can be used to directly meet a need or solve a problem,  

Saying someone is strong or looks nice may be true but these descriptions do not help build toward goal achievement.  However, if what was discovered was that this person has shown strength in the face of great struggles, or that “looking nice” reflects the ability to take care of him/herself, then we have functional strengths we can tap into.  
Example:  

A cute and likable 12 year old boy often finds himself in trouble at school. Frequently he is sent to the office for classroom misbehavior and then ends up suspended. As commonly happens, he’s starting to identify with other kids who misbehave at school and is hanging around with them outside of school. He has started to smoke pot with these kids. He is smart, but he has ADHD, which affects his school performance. Recently he began to resist taking his medication. He says the pot helps slow him down. The boy continues to play soccer and just started to play guitar.

What are his strengths? 
Smart, cute, likable

Soccer

Guitar

Friends

Others?

These strengths are general and somewhat vague until we consider how we can apply them to some of the concerns. Ask: What might you conclude about the boy’s participation in soccer that identifies practical, functional strengths? Look for answers such as:

He can take directions from a coach.

He can follow through with practice for something he likes.

He can follow the rules of soccer.

Athletic skill: coordination, strength, stamina, speed

He can work as a team member.
One of the best ways to engage and motivate children and families is to remind them of strengths demonstrated in other situations that can be brought into the present circumstance. We are looking for more than superficial strengths; we are looking for functional strengths that can be used in service of the goal of child safety.

Examples

· “When things are better for you and your family, what specifically will be different?”

· “When you have worked through difficult issues in the past, what has helped you?”

· “It sounds as if you have already survived a great deal. What is it about you that makes that possible?”

· “Was there ever a time when you were just as angry, and yet you didn’t act out?”

· “On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate your willingness to stop drinking? What do you think it would take to raise the number closer to 10?”

· “When you think about your own childhood, what would you say you do differently or better than your parents?”

Additional Ways to Get at Individual/Family Strengths

What can the person and family do?

· How have they dealt with challenges in the past?

· What are their survival skills?

How has it worked when they have dealt with a challenge?

· Who have they turned to?

· What was happening in the environment?

Why did the child and family do the things that worked in the past?

· What did they get out of it?

· How could they use it again?

Individual strengths discovery

· Identify accomplishments, they lead to finding new capacities

· List abilities, paying particular attention to core “gifts.”

Adapted from Core Practice Model  http://dev.gettothecore.org/cpm-tools/thoughts-on-strengths/
Wisconsin Child Welfare Training System, Team Based Practice, 2008
