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Practice Policies

OUR MODEL
Southborough Youth and Family Services provides short-term/interim mental health support for Southborough residents of all ages. These services include referral support, consultation services, short-term counseling, therapeutic groups, and skills training. All clinical services are confidential, free of charge, and are provided by licensed mental health professionals and advanced graduate-level counselors under the direct supervision of our licensed staff.

I. REFERRAL SUPPORT
For residents seeking long-term support or for mental health concerns that are not urgent, SYFS staff may recommend utilizing search tools available to Southborough residents for finding a mental health provider as a first step. As SYFS provides short-term support, it may not be in a resident’s best interest to begin counseling services with one of our staff members. SYFS introduces residents to a variety of services and tools to assist with finding a mental health provider and will provide follow up.

II. CONSULTATION SERVICES
Southborough residents wishing to consult a mental health professional for guidance without committing to counseling services at SYFS or elsewhere, are welcome to request a Clinical Consultation with one of our staff.  Consultations are not counseling sessions. In consultation appointments, SYFS staff will request additional information to assess your needs and suggest additional steps if needed.

III. SHORT-TERM COUNSELING
Southborough residents of any age may see one of our clinicians for short-term confidential counseling services.  Short-term counseling services may be offered under these circumstances: 
· As a “bridge service” for residents with time-sensitive or urgent needs waiting to get an appointment with an outpatient mental health provider. 
· In situations where a clinical assessment is needed to better understand the resident’s need and make clinical recommendations  
· Or for residents with clear short-term goals.

IV. THERAPEUTIC GROUPS
SYFS staff form therapeutic groups in coordination with Southborough schools and occasionally as an independent offering through our office. These groups are short-term and focused on providing support for specific challenges such as divorce, grief, or navigating relationships.

V. SKILLS TRAININGS
SYFS provides one-on-one training opportunities in areas such as anxiety management, substance use diversion, and parenting support. These training courses are short-term and follow a curriculum.





PARAMETERS OF SHORT-TERM COUNSELING SERVICES
Southborough residents of any age may see one of our clinicians for short-term confidential counseling services.  Short-term counseling services may be offered under these circumstances: 
· As a “bridge service” for residents with time-sensitive or urgent needs waiting to get an appointment with an outpatient mental health provider. 
· In situations where a clinical assessment is needed to better understand the resident’s need and make clinical recommendations  
· Or for residents with clear short-term goals.

Not all concerns are an appropriate fit for the short-term therapy model SYFS provides. Common concerns and goals addressed through the short-term therapy model at SYFS are:
· Mild to moderate mental health issues including anxiety and depression.
· Relationship concerns: friendship problems, romantic relationship difficulties, family problems
· Developmental concerns: adjustment to school, life transitions, employment adjustments etc.
· Development related to various dimensions of identity (racial/ethnic, sexual, religious, gender, etc.)
· Substance use: mild to moderate alcohol or other drug use/abuse 
· Academic or vocational concerns: test and performance anxiety, motivation, perfectionism, career indecision 

Concerns that may not be appropriate for the short-term therapy model at SYFS and are commonly addressed through referral to an outside provider are:
· Long-standing and/or significant depression, mood disorder, or anxiety concern
· Need for ongoing treatment consistency with no interruption necessary for safety and outcome.
· History of multiple suicide attempts, chronic suicidal thoughts, frequent self-harm behaviors
· Evidence of significant decrease in functioning that requires intensive intervention.
· Need for specialized services not available at SYFS as indicated by:
· evidence of significant drug or alcohol problems such as dependence and/or past 	
	treatments
· presence of significant or long-standing eating disorder symptoms
· request for formal psychological assessment and/or evaluation documentation.
· medication evaluation and/or management
· request for court ordered or mandated treatment or assessment.
· forensic evaluations 

*The above concerns cannot be addressed through short-term therapy models though SYFS clinical staff may see individuals with any of these concerns to manage their symptoms until the individual is able to get an appointment with an outside provider. The priority for individuals experiencing any of these concerns is a referral to an outside provider so that the individual can take part in longer-term uninterrupted therapy.  





LIMITATIONS
Our resources are limited so we prioritize circumstances where there are barriers to getting treatment otherwise. Barriers may include difficulty finding local providers that take a particular insurance, long wait lists, inability to afford an ongoing copayment, or lack of transportation to and from appointments. We ask that you try to connect with a counselor through your insurance or utilize the referral support resources we offer as a first step. Not all cases will be assigned to an SYFS clinician. If SYFS does not have an opening, clients will be added to a wait list. If SYFS does not provide the most appropriate form of therapy to benefit this client, SYFS staff will offer referral support to connect this client with an outside provider. SYFS does not provide individual counseling services to non-Southborough residents. 

WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN YOU CALL
Call SYFS at (508) 481-5676 to speak with our Business Administrator to indicate your interest in our individual counseling services for you or a family member. Our Business Administrator will review our service model with you and triage your call by asking several questions to determine your need and level of urgency. Questions will review presenting concerns, goals for treatment, barriers to treatment, contact information, and scheduling. If you feel our services are a good fit for you/your family, our clinical team will review your information, assess our staff’s availability, and get back to you within a week of your initial call to us. At that time, we will share our recommendations for next steps.

In most cases, we encourage residents to start by contacting referral support resources to employ their assistance with finding a community mental health provider. If the need is urgent or time-sensitive, a resident will likely be assigned to one of our clinicians to receive short-term “bridge service” until an appointment with a provider they feel is a good match is scheduled. Residents may also be assigned to one of our clinicians if it is clear that treatment goals are appropriate for short-term work. If at the time of the initial phone call, it is unclear what services are needed, a resident may be referred to an SYFS clinician for further consultation.

TREATMENT PLANS 
SYFS utilizes treatment plans that outline individualized goals for each client. This is to keep the work focused, to measure progress, and assess a client’s responsiveness to counseling. Below are examples of goals worked on in individual counseling with SYFS clinicians: 
· The client will increase coping strategies for stress without the use of substances.
· The client will learn to build positive communication skills. 
· The client will take steps to relieve symptoms of depression. 

All clients will work on establishing goals and a treatment plan with their clinician and together will continue to assess responsiveness to treatment and evaluate outcomes. Though there is benefit in using counseling to vent frustrations and receive validation, it remains imperative that all clients engage in the goal setting and treatment planning process.  





LOCATION OF APPOINTMENTS
· All clients may see a clinician for individual therapy at our office (21 Highland St Southborough).
· Our staff cannot conduct home visits.
· Teletherapy appointments over the phone, on Zoom, or on our Electronic Health Record System may be available if in-person appointments are not an option. In-person appointments are encouraged whenever possible and teletherapy appointments are reserved for special circumstances.
· School-age youth receiving individual counseling services have the following options:
· at school-during the school day appointments (for Southborough public schools only, not including Assabet, requires coordination from school personnel)	
· at school-after school appointments (requires coordination from school personnel
· after school appointments at our office (21 Highland St Southborough) 

LENGTH OF APPOINTMENTS
In-school appointment times are subject to school schedules, space, and the availability of the student.

SYFS office and teletherapy appointments run for a minimum of 30 minutes to a maximum of 50 minutes. Younger clients may respond better to shortened sessions.

FREQUENCY OF COUNSELING APPOINTMENTS
· We cannot guarantee sessions on a particular day or particular time of day. 
· Appointments may be made Monday-Friday year-round, except on holidays or during office closures. 
· Late afternoon and evening appointments are available on a limited first-come first-serve basis. 
· Frequency of individual counseling sessions per week/month is determined between the individual and clinician.
· Total number of individual sessions:

The total number of sessions per individual is time limited. As a municipal department, our mission is to be responsive and provide support to the entire community and assure frequent openings. SYFS provides short-term support that is focused and goal oriented.

**Waitlists may occur when the availability of SYFS clinical staff is limited during certain times of year or the demand for mental health support services is higher than usual.  
 
APPOINTMENT CANCELATION POLICY
Advanced notification of cancellations or changes in client availability allows adequate time for clinicians to adjust their schedules and offer open appointment times to other clients as needed. We ask for 24-hour notice of any appointment cancellations or schedule changes. Regular attendance is an essential part of successful and effective therapy and assists clients in reaching goals and maintaining gains in treatment. 




We strongly encourage clients to attend all scheduled appointments. If attendance becomes a persistent issue, the client and therapist will review the circumstances and clinical needs. All options will be considered including continuing treatment, discontinuing services, or referral to a more appropriate provider. 

DISCONTINUING SERVICES
Below are reasons services may be discontinued: 
· The individual is responding well to treatment and the individual/family and clinician determine services are no longer needed. 
· An appointment has not occurred within a six-week period.
· If a client “no-shows” more than three times (a client has a scheduled appointment with a clinician but does not come to the appointment and does not contact the clinician to cancel/reschedule in advance).
· If a client is having difficulty making progress in any of their goal areas, it may be determined that counseling is not the best tool for them or not an effective tool at the present time.
· Over the course of treatment, it may become evident that a different type of treatment or service would better serve the client.
· The assigned clinician is an advanced graduate-level counselor and is finishing their time with the department. All families and individuals will be fully informed of the clinician’s timeline with the department at the onset of the relationship. No clients will be assigned to a graduate-level clinician who is within 3 months of ending their internship with the department.  

Ending relationships can be difficult. Therefore, it is important to have a termination process in order to achieve some closure. The appropriate length of the termination depends on the length and intensity of the treatment. Termination will occur after appropriate discussion with you and exploring the reasons and purpose for terminating.  If therapy is terminated for any reason or you request another therapist, we will provide you with a list of qualified psychotherapists to treat you. You may also choose someone on your own or from another referral source.

CRISIS SUPPORT
SYFS does not provide 24/7 crisis support and does not have on-call services. On occasion, SYFS clinical staff will provide a safety assessment if available at the time the assessment is needed. SYFS staff should not be counted on to provide this service and other options should be explored first. If urgent or emergency services are required, please contact Mobile Crisis Intervention at 800-640-5432, call 988, or go to your closest Community Behavioral Health Center (urgent care facility for mental health). 

CONTACT BETWEEN APPOINTMENTS
If you need to reach an SYFS staff member between sessions, please call our office at (508) 481-5676 during our office hours to speak to our Business Administrator and ask to schedule a time to receive a call back. Staff are often not immediately available but will attempt to return your call within 24 hours. You may also message the staff member you are working with directly through the Simple Practice platform. 




Again, staff are often not immediately available but will attempt to return your message within 24 hours. If you experience a mental health emergency, please call 988 or 911, contact Mobile Crisis Intervention at (800) 640-5432 or visit your Community Behavioral Health Center (urgent care facility for mental health needs).

ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION
We cannot ensure the confidentiality of any form of communication through email communications or text messages. As a municipal department, email and text communications are considered public records and are therefore avoided. Electronic messages may be sent to staff via the electronic messaging platform within Simple Practice. While we may try to return messages in a timely manner, we cannot guarantee immediate response and request that you do not use these methods of communication to discuss therapeutic content and/or request assistance for emergencies.

Services by electronic means or telemedicine, include but not limited to telephone communication, the Internet, and facsimile machines. If you and your therapist chose to use information technology for some or all of your treatment, you need to understand that: (1) You retain the option to withhold or withdraw consent at any time without affecting the right to future care or treatment or risking the loss or withdrawal of any program benefits to which you would otherwise be entitled. (2) All existing confidentiality protections are equally applicable. (3) Your access to all medical information transmitted during a 
Telemedicine consultation is guaranteed, and copies of this information are available for a reasonable fee. (4) Dissemination of any of your identifiable images or information from the telemedicine interaction to researchers or other entities shall not occur without your consent. (5) There are potential risks, consequences, and benefits of telemedicine. 

Potential benefits include, but are not limited to improved communication capabilities, providing convenient access to up-to-date information, consultations, support, improved quality, change in the conditions of practice, improved access to therapy, better continuity of care, and reduction of lost work time and travel costs. Effective therapy is often facilitated when the therapist gathers within a session or a series of sessions, a multitude of observations, information, and experiences about the client. Therapists may make clinical assessments, diagnosis, and interventions based not only on direct verbal or auditory communications, written reports, and third person consultations, but also from direct visual and in-person observations, information, and experiences. When using information technology in therapy services, potential risks include, but are not limited to the therapist's inability to make visual and olfactory observations of clinically or therapeutically potentially relevant issues such as: your physical condition, gait and motor coordination, posture, work speed, any noteworthy mannerism or gestures, physical or medical conditions including bruises or injuries, basic grooming and hygiene including appropriateness of dress, eye contact (including any changes in the previously listed issues), sex, chronological and apparent age, ethnicity, facial and body language, and congruence of language and facial or bodily expression. Potential consequences thus include the therapist not being aware of what he or she would consider important information that you may not recognize as significant to present verbally to the therapist.




CONFIDENTIALITY AND MINORS
If you are a minor, your parents or guardians may be legally entitled to some information about your therapy. Your assigned clinician will discuss with you and your parents what information is appropriate for them to receive and which issues are more appropriately kept confidential.

SOCIAL MEDIA AND TELECOMMUNICATION
Due to the importance of your confidentiality and the importance of minimizing dual relationships, our staff do not accept friend or contact requests from current or former clients on any social networking site (Facebook, LinkedIn, etc.). Adding clients as friends or contacts on these sites can compromise your confidentiality and our respective privacy. It may also blur the boundaries of therapeutic relationships. If you have questions about this, please bring them up when you meet with your provider.

RECORD KEEPING
SYFS staff are required to keep records about your treatment. These records help ensure the quality and continuity of your care, as well as provide evidence that the services you receive meet the appropriate standards of care. Your records are maintained in an electronic health record provided by SimplePractice. SimplePractice has several safety features to protect your personal information, including advanced encryption techniques to make your personal information difficult to decode, firewalls to prevent unauthorized access, and a team of professionals monitoring the system for suspicious activity. SimplePractice keeps records of all logins and actions within the system.

STAFF INFORMATION
All mental health support services are staffed by licensed mental health providers or by advanced
graduate-level clinicians participating in internships under the direct supervision of our licensed staff. The 
Internship is a work-related learning experience to gain experience in the counseling occupation. All graduate-level clinicians work under the supervision and direction of Director and Licensed Mental Health Counselor, Sarah Cassell or Assistant Director and Licensed Mental Health Counselor, Meaghan Eiland. They can be contacted at any time at (508) 481-5676 with concerns or questions regarding the services rendered.

POLICIES FOR WORKING WITH MINORS
CONSENT FOR SERVICES
· It is our policy to provide mental health support services to minors after receiving the consent of all legal parents and guardians. This policy applies to married parents/guardians, unmarried parents/guardians, separated/divorced parents/guardians, and circumstances in which multiple individuals share legal custody of a minor.
· Names and known contact information for all legal parents/guardians must be provided to SYFS at the time of inquiry for mental health support services for minors.
· SYFS will make every attempt to contact all legal parents/guardians to gain their consent to provide mental health support to their minor prior to starting services.




If consent is not achieved by all legal parents/guardians after several communication attempts, we may move forward with providing mental health support services for a minor with the consent of one legal parent/guardian.

If SYFS determines that it is appropriate to proceed with the consent of only one parent, all legal parents/guardians maintain the right to the minor’s treatment records upon request, while the individual is a minor, unless there is a court order to the contrary.
· If parents/guardians cannot reach an agreement about consenting to mental health support for their minor, SYFS will be unable to offer mental health support until the parents/guardians resolve their differences and provide evidence of the agreement to SYFS staff. This policy applies to the continuation of services also.
· SYFS cannot respond to requests for mental health support services for minors from anyone other than the minor’s legal parent/guardian.

COMMUNICATION DURING TREATMENT
· SYFS communicates information to parents/guardians and caregivers by phone, in-person, by video conferencing, and through the online portal of our electronic health record system.
· SYFS will make every effort to appropriately include and communicate with the parents/legal guardians of minor clients simultaneously.
· We believe that the ideal treatment for minors involves all active and engaged caregivers to create the most significant change, to ensure consistency and stability for the minor, and to streamline communication.
· Exceptions will be made in cases where communication might compromise a minor’s safety or mental health.
· Parents/guardians are a vital part of the therapy process. Semi-regularly scheduled meetings with parents/guardians lead to children and adolescents making greater strides. Younger youth may benefit from parents/guardians having greater involvement whereas older teens may need more privacy and autonomy in the therapy process. This will be discussed during the intake process. SYFS requests parent/guardian involvement in the form of regularly scheduled parent/guardian meetings with all parents/guardians every 1-2 months. Additional recommendations may be provided, such as attending an SYFS workshop or educational information session.
· SYFS welcomes the involvement of extended family and/or stepfamily as necessary and appropriate for the course of treatment. SYFS staff may only communicate with other family members after both parents have signed releases of information allowing that communication.
· As mandated reporters, SYFS staff will maintain confidentiality unless the client shares:
· Information leading to a suspicion that a minor is being abused or neglected. Such information will be referred to authorities for investigation, as required by law.
· Information that the minor is a danger to themselves or to others.
· Information that the minor agrees that SYFS staff should reveal to one or both parents and that the staff believes is in the child’s or family’s best interest to reveal.




· Parents/guardians agree to support the confidentiality of sessions. It is important for minors to feel as though their sessions are protected to achieve the full range of therapeutic impact. Parents/guardians are welcome to schedule appointments with SYFS staff to learn more about the sessions and more information on their child’s progress in treatment. Minors may voluntarily share information with their parents/guardians, and many will not. It is important for parents/guardians to refrain from putting pressure on their child to share information. 
· For any appointments that occur at the SYFS office, we ask that parents/guardians or caretakers for children under the age of 12 accompany their children into the building for the appointment and stay in our waiting space for the duration of the appointment. Youth under the age of 18 must have transportation on-site for the duration of the appointment. 

Please discuss any concerns regarding these policies with our staff.

 
BY SIGNING BELOW I AM AGREEING THAT I HAVE READ, UNDERSTOOD AND AGREE TO THE ITEMS CONTAINED IN THIS DOCUMENT.



_______________________________________________________   ____________________________
                            Patient/Parent/Guardian Signature			               Date
21 Highland St Southborough, MA 01772
Phone: (508) 481-5676   Fax: (508) 983-7753
www.southboroughtown/youth-and-family-services
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