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			Foreword

			‘…much mental ill-health and unhappiness is due to environmental influences which it is in our power to change.’

			Bowlby

			This book asks its reader to really consider the lives of the children in our care, and the long-term effect of the care we provide. 

			It’s about children who have had their hearts broken by their parents or the people who have brought them up. We tend to think in terms of a broken heart when an adolescent or adult love relationship comes to an end. But this isn’t the only way that a heart can be broken. Many adults are walking through their lives with a broken heart which they have carried since childhood, and this broken heart is crippling the best part of them and needs to find healing.

			So this book isn’t only asking you to consider the child in your care but also the child you once were. The child you carry with you. The wounded place in you that needs to be acknowledged and healed, if you are to lead a fulfilled and peaceful life.

			‘How is it that we know so much and don’t “do” anything?’ 

			Barry Stevens

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This book is the book I would have liked to have read before I had my children. So it will be simple. Nevertheless it is based on many years of study and work which began with A levels at the age of forty, a degree in philosophy, my training as a psychodynamic counsellor and my privileged work with clients. So much of the anguish which brings people into counselling has its roots in the discomfort and pain of early relationships.

			On a more personal level, this book is based on the experience of being an unwanted child. Of being the mother of three beautiful children who I wanted to be a good mother to, but some ‘thing’ kept getting in the way. I knew the good mother was there and she did eventually win the battle. But the winning of this battle was a tough and close thing. It was also late in the day and I believe it could have been won sooner.

			My hope is that this book will give its readers what I needed all those years ago. A true awareness of what is at stake in our relationship with our child. The simple things our baby needs from us (for their own sake and ours) to develop in a happy, well-balanced way. And for older people – hope. The realisation that it’s never too late to be the parent you would have liked to have been, had circumstances been different for you, as re-­parenting is a very real and valuable process. ‘We can break out of our own patterns of childhood conditioning and free ourselves from the cycle of automatically – without regard to whether they’re helpful or harmful – passing these patterns on to our children.’ (1)

			The important words to notice here are we can – and indeed we can break out of our own unhelpful patterns of childhood conditioning, but first we have to become aware of how that conditioning has impacted us.

			There are, of course, situations that come along in life that simply cannot be avoided. However, there is a great deal projected onto babies, infants and children which could and should be avoided with what I call the three ‘Cs’: caring, compassion and common sense. And above all, with awareness of the far-reaching effects of what we are doing.

		

	
		
			1

			How Counselling Theory Can Enrich Our Parenting

			A counsellor seeks to make available to her client:

			‘…the respect of one human being for another and hope for the potentialities of this other person.’

			Cassie Cooper

			A counsellor hopes that her client will come out of therapy with:

			‘…the opportunity to love well, to work well, to play well, and to have some optimism for the future.’

			Cassie Cooper

			The first quote talks about respect and this is the least that any adult can have for any child, whatever the circumstances. Respect and hope for the well-being of another person, particularly a child, costs nothing and yet it gives and makes possible everything.

			The second quote is how we should all emerge from childhood. With the exception of the unavoidable – death, natural disasters or war – we should all emerge from the years of childhood ‘with the opportunity to love well, to work well, to play well, and to have some optimism for the future’. This, quite simply, is every child’s birthright. But we have to wonder why so many of us don’t. Carl Rogers believed that when a client experiences the counsellor as empathic they can experience a fundamental shift towards psychic health which allows for a more authentic relationship with themselves, other people and every aspect of their life.

			There is so much in the counselling theory that can make an important contribution to successful parenting. What can anyone involved with children in any way learn from the client/counsellor relationship that can help them give to children what they need from the start? Perhaps a look at what counselling seeks to achieve and how it seeks to achieve it will offer insights for the care of children, that will contribute to well-balanced and fulfilled adult lives, with less wasted potential and better outcomes for future generations.

			For Rogers the quality of the relationship between the client and counsellor is an integral part of the healing process. In just the same way the relationship of the child to both parents is an integral part of the child’s development. So from Roger’s theory we can gain insights that can help the relationship between parent and child to be everything it could and should be.

			Inner Resources

			Rogers saw it as his task to put the client back in touch with their own inner resources. Resources that allowed them authentic use of their capacity to be free to make choices and to be responsible for those choices. This inner resource is crucially important because its loss is psychologically crippling. With Rogers, the initial step towards reinstatement was to challenge the authority of the counsellor. The reason being that if clients were going to be able to explore and express themselves freely, the counsellor had to come to the session with an open, non-judgemental mind. In the same way, what I am doing throughout this book, is questioning the often intransigent authority of the parent. Of course parents must provide a safe containing space for their children to grow up in – that is a crucial foundation – but we don’t need to portray ourselves as all-powerful and always right. It is just this attitude that can cripple the inner resources of our children. In fact, it can be a relief for the parent and the child if the parent can admit that they have made a mistake. After all, mistakes are part of life and learning to admit them and learn from them and move on is an important life skill for us to have ourselves and to teach our children. This alone could reduce the unnecessary and debilitating feelings of shame that get stored in young bodies.

			True Self

			To a certain extent, we are all composed of a true self and a false self. It is simply a matter of degree. What is important though is which of these ‘selves’ has the ultimate control of our lives. The true self is that part of us which as infants reaches out to explore our world. If that true self is met with acceptance and understanding, and hopefully love, we are able to reach a place of compromise with the world, where we still have a major shareholding in how our lives evolve. However, where our infant self has met with rejection, ignorance, negativity, restrictions and/or harshness, our true self withdraws. The part of us that instinctively reaches out to the world can become defeated. From this point forward, our false self negotiates the world for us, in our ‘best’ interests. On the outside, we can appear to be doing well enough. On the inside we sense that all is far from as it should be and that we are not living the life that is truly ours to live.

			The true self longs to be seen, to be heard and to be accepted, first and foremost by ourselves. This is very often the cause of a midlife crisis, making it a very important and creative opportunity in our lives. It is our true self, calling us to wake up and live our own life. And it is this true self that the counsellor/client relationship can contact, empower and welcome into the world.

			What counselling initially seeks to provide is an ‘atmosphere’ that allows for the telling of the client’s ‘story’. As the story unfolds, and if the time is right, there follows the gradual and gentle removal of defences. For many, the demands of childhood are such that, without realising it, our psychological, emotional and sometimes physical survival depends on how well we have built this false self. Our false self enables us to cope with the demands of parents, teachers, peers and society. These are authorities that we have to conform to but sometimes they can be too much for the true self inside us to cope with. Everyone has to do this to a certain extent but it is a matter of degree. The problem is that where circumstances are harsh or simply unreasonable, over a long period of time, the false self takes over. Who we really are is all but lost and with that loss goes the loss of all the potential selves that we could have chosen to be. Psychiatrist Dr. Brian Weiss in his book Many Lives Many Masters endorses this when he notes that the endless criticism of a parent can actually cause more emotional damage to a child than one traumatic incident. It’s insidious because it hardly registers on the radar as it becomes part of the everyday experience of the child. This constant criticism can lead to a loss of confidence and seriously impact the self-­esteem of a child and the adult they will one day become. 

			Counselling seeks to gradually put clients back in touch with that precious true self, sometimes called the core or seed self. Either of these words, core or seed, gives us an intimation of how deeply hidden this self can become under layers of conformity – but even more importantly, the limitless potential this self contains. However hidden it is though, it is only under extreme circumstances that it will completely give up the right to be heard, seen and appreciated. This need of the true self for expression sets up an inner conflict and to contain this conflict takes up a tremendous amount of energy. As clients regain ‘permissible’ contact with this true self, the freed-up energy allows for new growth in every sense: spontaneous, creative, life-affirming. They begin to experience and fulfil their potentiality for a well-balanced and satisfying life; a life of their choosing. So it follows that if children grow up in a spontaneous atmosphere, sensitively contained, loved and respected, from the outset their energy can be used to fulfil their potential ‘to love well, to work well, to play well, and to have some optimism for the future’.

			Honesty

			Carl Rogers believed that the successful outcome of therapy depended on how much a client could ‘risk’ to tell a counsellor. How much could he ‘risk’ to show of himself to the counsellor and still be accepted? How much could she ‘dare’ to tell the counsellor without rejection? In short, how honest could he be? There is a need in each of us to be honest and yet so often we learn as children that to be honest is to be condemned or to be misunderstood. How much ‘dare’ a client tell the counsellor? How much ‘dare’ a child tell his parents, carer, teacher? The more open and honest a child is able to be without fear, with that openness and honesty received in a compassionate and common sense way, whatever the circumstances, the more autonomous and respons­ible that child can and will become. And the more confident and successful in all types of relationships, not least and most importantly, in relationship with themselves. ‘Children need time to grow, time to play. They need time to unfold the subtle essence of the self, their unique contribution to the whole. If the proper atmosphere is created during the early years – an atmosphere of love, patience, ordered activity and understanding, then the true nature of the child can flourish and grow. This is the birthright of every child.’ (3)

			If the right ‘atmosphere’ is so important we need to know how that right atmosphere is created. The answer is very simple: it is created by our attitude. In counselling, the attitude that the counsellor brings to the session will have a crucial influence on the outcome of the therapy. In just the same way, the right attitude to our children is of crucial importance to the outcome of their development. This is because babies and children are more sensitive to the emotional attitudes of those caring for them than anything else. Perhaps they know intuitively that their own health and safety is dependent on the emotional and psychological health of those caring for them. 

			Empathic Acceptance

			So what is this ‘attitude’ and what does it make available to the client and what would it make available to our children? The attitude that is so important is an attitude of empathic acceptance. What I understand by the words ‘empathic acceptance’ is that I accept the client’s core/seed/soul self without reservation, separate from what he has done or become. There is a line from one of Philip Larkin’s poems that puts it beautifully: ‘On me your voice falls as they say love should, like an enormous yes’ (4) and that is what I want to say from my heart and soul to the heart and soul of my client. It is a message of acceptance. 

			We know we are a mixture of what we inherit, our environment and nurture, but there is a part of us which is separate from all of this; we can call it the soul self, and this soul self is innocent and striving for expression. There is a line from a song that comes to mind, ‘Return to yourself, return to innocence.’ Our soul self is happy to accept what is good for us by way of inheritance, by way of environment and by way of nurture, but it is also striving to be its own self. And isn’t it extraordinary that to be true to this soul self is made so difficult for us as children, by every injunction that is put on us to conform, to fit in – more often than not for the convenience of others? 

			Simply saying ‘yes’ to this self is the beginning of a process that will eventually allow for a healthy, autonomous and fulfilling life. And if it is important in the counselling relationship, how much more important it must be for the infant and evolving child. This ‘yes’ should be in place from the beginning. It is every child’s birthright. Saying ‘yes’ in your heart to your child is crucial to your child’s well-being throughout life. Tragically it can be difficult for some parents to say yes from the heart when they are themselves handicapped by early experiences of rejection. Which is why recognition of our own wounds and doing the healing work we need is so important, not only for ourselves but for the lives we touch.

			The Child’s Emotions

			If this empathic response is fundamental for a successful outcome in counselling, how much more important must it be in infancy, where all that the infant child has to go on is what he feels. These feelings are crucially important because for the most part they arise from preverbal emotions. The importance and legacy of these emotions is emphasised by Virginia Satir in her book People Making where she says that emotions have an impact on both our behaviour and our intelligence. (A reminder that emotional stability can be as important for a successful life as IQ.) So the way in which we respond to these feelings becomes of paramount importance. 

			Remember that all the infant and evolving child has are feelings that prompt his every move, and so invites, for better or worse, the responses he receives. Where the response to his infant self is at least predominantly kind, he can gradually develop a true sense of self. Where, however, he is met with impatience, harshness, hostility or any inappropriate response, panic sets in and his ability to make sense of himself and the world around him is compromised. (And it does amaze me how many of the clients I have worked with have said they are dyslexic which makes me wonder if this is yet another condition that is exacerbated by stress in infancy and childhood.) Inevitably, everyone’s attempts at primary individuation are compromised to some extent, but, depending on that extent, unnecessary and even tragic problems can be put in place, which may or may not be resolved later in life.

			Empathy for and with the preverbal child is crucially important, and is equally important as she finds the words to express her needs and preferences. Time and patience given to understand her point of view, even if you cannot agree with her, will pay enormous dividends into your relationship with your child and into your child’s emotional health bank.

			There is so much that we can learn from the client/counsellor relationship that would help us understand what it is to be a child in a world full of adults and so enrich our parent/child relationships and all our child/adult relationships. Most importantly the coun­sellor can provide what was unavailable in early relationships. Key words in the relationship with the counsellor are: trust, closeness, intimacy, flexibility, encouragement, warmth, safety, mutuality, caring, compassion, kindness. These are words parents can incorporate into their relationships with their children as well.

			Above all, the relationship between client and counsellor is a benign one, and our relationship with our child needs to be benign too. If it isn’t, we need to ask ourselves what is it in ourselves that is getting in the way of this most important of all relationships. Being valued by the counsellor enables a client to gradually value themselves. But why did they have to wait to be valued by a counsellor?

			One of the key qualities that Carl Rogers identified as being vital to a therapeutic relationship was congruence on the part of the counsellor. Congruence means genuineness, being who we are, self-acceptance. We achieve this state – one in which we don’t have to score points at the expense of another person, particularly a vulnerable child – by being self-aware. That is, being aware of what motivates us. Self-awareness is crucially important not only for our relationship with our child but for all our relationships and so it becomes the subject of another chapter. 

			How Counselling Theory Can Enrich Our Parenting – Summaries 

			
					How we should all emerge from childhood.

					The quality of the client/counsellor relationship is integral to the healing process.

					The client needs a safe containing space as do children.

					Neither counsellors nor parents have to be all-powerful or always right.

					To a degree we are all composed of a ‘true self’ and a ‘false self’.

					A midlife crisis is an important opportunity for growth.

					Counselling seeks to provide the right atmosphere.

					The right atmosphere empowers the ‘true self’.

					How honest can a child be with parents, carers and teachers about what may be troubling them?

					How to create the right atmosphere.

					The empathic response of the counsellor is a healing response.

					The importance of being self-aware so that unhelpful cycles don’t get passed from one generation to another.

			

		

	
		
			2

			Education for Life

			The Theories

			‘The single most important contribution education can make to a child’s development is to help him toward a field where his talents best suit him, where he will be satisfied and competent. We’ve completely lost sight of that. Instead we subject everyone to an education where, if you succeed, you will be best suited to be a college professor. And we evaluate everyone along the way according to whether they meet that narrow standard of success. We should spend less time ranking children and more time helping them to identify their natural competencies and gifts; and cultivate those. There are hundreds and hundreds of ways to succeed, and many, many different abilities that will help you get there.’ 

			Howard Gardner 

			‘Adler, during the last twenty years of his life, had emphasised the need to educate teachers, who have influence over large numbers of children, so that the ideas of Individual Psychology could benefit future generations and prevent mental illness. Dreikurs too concentrated his efforts on teaching parents and teachers so that children could be enabled to grow up mentally healthy and psychologically able to participate in a democratic society.’ 

			Jenny Warner

			One sentiment I heard repeatedly expressed with great feeling during the years of my counselling training, and which I wholeheartedly agreed with, was, ‘I wish I’d known all this before I had my children.’ But how could we, unless we had been fortunate enough to have had it included in the curriculum at school? What makes our counselling training so important is that, by its very nature, it engenders a greater understanding of ourselves and others. In our multicultural society this is probably more important today than it has ever been. But the main reason for including it in the curriculum would be to give teenagers an insight into why they feel the way they do about themselves and certain issues, as well as insights that would help them to understand and perhaps tolerate others more readily. All of which could be of tremendous value to young people as they step out into the world.

			By looking briefly at what certain therapeutic approaches have to offer, I hope to show just how much could be learnt from them, if this knowledge was widely available. We need it, most of all, before we embark on the most important task of our lives, namely that of enabling the next generation to grow up, as Dreikurs advocated, ‘mentally healthy and psychologically able to participate in a democratic society’. In other words, to grow up happy, balanced and able to fulfil their unique potential.

			Psychodynamic Theory

			So let us start with psychodynamic theory which grew out of Freud’s basic premise, that the content of the unconscious influences our conscious thoughts, emotions and actions. This being the case, it is crucially important to become aware of where those unconscious influences originated and how they impact on our daily life. 

			Freud claimed that, up to the age of six, harmful experiences would be repressed, but that their effects would continue to affect an individual throughout their life. He said that we ‘bury things alive’, pushing them out of conscious awareness, where, ostens­ibly forgotten, they nevertheless continue to exert a powerful influence. Because of this, psychic energy is tied up in ‘forgetting’ rather than being available to enable us to live more fully in the present. So for healing to take place, the experience would, in some way, have to be confronted and worked through. 

			When a client makes a link between something which is troub­ling them in their life now and something they experienced in the past, that link is an important breakthrough, a catalyst for healing. There is a good example of this in Chapter 12, so for now all I will add is that acknowledging an experience and its lingering impact goes a long way towards lessening that impact and over time it can even eradicate it completely. It is an interesting theory, which makes us aware of how important it is to find out why we act or react in certain ways.

			‘As If’ Approach

			Alfred Adler also believed that the early years were important. During these early years we form a basic conception of ourselves, imbibed from parents and siblings, which results in our own ‘private logic’ which in turn shapes our lives. This ‘private logic’ – how we see ourselves received in the world – is crucially important. It influences the two innate drives that Adler believed we have, one to belong, the other to overcome our dependence on others.
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