The Use of Gestalt Therapy in Guidance in Schools

Guidance counsellors may ask themselves what relevance has gestalt therapy to adolescents. It is the author’s view that a working model of adolescent therapy needs to incorporate the essentially creative and growth-oriented spirit of adolescence.  Gestalt therapy’s positive view of human nature, its rootedness in existential philosophy and phenomenology and its faith in experimental creativity have an enormous amount to offer the counsellor who works with adolescents.

The adolescent population presents clinically unlike others. Problems are seldom well defined and symptoms rarely delineated clearly.  Adolescents, as a cohort constitute a diverse population, the only unifying theme being, they are all engaged in the process of developing, of working through the transition from childhood to adulthood and designing and enacting a self.  Adolescents who come for counselling have often become stuck in their developmental progress.  Frequently, they lack the capacity for healthy contact for any number of reasons.  One of the main tasks of the counsellor is to move the young person along the developmental path.

Origin 

The originator and developer of Gestalt therapy was Fritz Perls (1893-1970).  He was born in Berlin to Jewish parents.  Through his work as a psychiatrist with brain-damaged soldiers, he saw the importance of viewing humans as a whole rather than the sum of discretely functioning parts. The closest equivalent to the word gestalt in the English language is ‘whole’.  Perls trained as a psychoanalyst and after breaking from the psychoanalytic tradition he moved to the United States where he established the New York Institute for Gestalt Therapy in 1952.  Later in California, his workshops and seminars carved his reputation as an innovator in psychotherapy.  

Influences 

Much of Perls’ theory derived from Freud. However he was also influenced by Reich – who pioneered methods of self-understanding and personality change by working with the body. Other influences were: 

· the philosopher Freidlander and his ideas on differential thinking; 

· Gestalt psychology with its emphasis on the integral nature of the person, the figure/ground concept and the principle of closure; 

· Existentialism. 

Approach

Gestalt is a humanistic approach that grew out of the philosophical background of the existential tradition.  It stresses the importance of personal responsibility, awareness and the present moment.  From Kurt Lewin, Perls learned to view relationships in terms of the surrounding field. The interrelationship of the person with the environment is a central tenet of the gestalt approach.  The approach is phenomenological in its focus on the clients’ perception of reality.  It is experiential in that it promotes the lively and direct experiencing rather than abstractness. There is an emphasis on process (though not to the exclusion of content).  Perls believed that how people behave in the present is more crucial to self–understanding than why they behave as they do. The therapy aims at integration rather than analysis.  As an approach, Gestalt emphasises right–hemispheric, non-linear thinking, not as an alternative but as a compliment to other ways of knowing.  “The Gestaltist’s approach is particularly characterised by the use of metaphor, fantasy and imagery, working with the body and movement and the full expression of feelings” (Corey 1991). Modern Gestaltists value and include a spiritual dimension as part of the whole of psychological growth, change and development.

Gestalt Concepts

Some key concepts related to Gestalt therapy are:

· Contact

· Awareness

· Figure and Ground

· Balance

· Unfinished Business

· Present-Centredness: Here and now

· Responsibility for oneself

It is beyond the scope of this article to describe all of these in detail.  Contact and awareness will be discussed in terms of their centrality to the process, the three primary devices of which are contact, awareness and experiment.

Contact

The I/Thou relationship is given primary importance in Gestalt therapy.  This, more than any technique is seen as a catalyst for increased awareness and change. “Contact is the lifeblood of growth” (Polster and Polster, 1973).  Zinker (1978) also highlights its importance - “Prerequisites of good contact are clear awareness, full energy and the ability to express oneself.”
In Gestalt therapy, contact is necessary if change and growth are to occur.  Contact is the meeting at the boundary of organism and environment and it involves dimensions of joining or connecting and of separating or differentiating.  Much of what Violet Oaklander does with younger children can be adapted to work with adolescents.  “A strong sense of self makes for good contact with one’s environment and people in the environment” (Windows to Our Children).
Oaklander equates sense of self and self esteem with the child’s contact functions – seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching and moving.  Contact requires a sense of being connected to the surrounding field as well as a sense of being defined and bounded in the process of discovering the connection.  Boundaries separate, but they are also the place of our meeting.  

We can view adolescent development as an evolution and a reorganisation of the child’s way of relating and see the capacity for contact, both interpersonal and intrapersonal as fundamental to development. Resistance, from a Gestalt perspective, refers to defences that we develop which prevent us from experiencing the present in a full and authentic way. These resistances or blocks to good contact are: 

· introjection, the unquestioning acceptance of attitudes and ideas of others; 

· projection, making others responsible for feelings and attitudes that are essentially part of ourselves; 

· retroflection, turning back the desire to act on the self resulting in muscular armouring – Perls lists narcissism and suicide as extreme forms of retroflection;

· confluence, confluent people do not recognise boundaries between self and other, they cannot tolerate difference and lose all sense of their own identity and needs; 
· deflection seeks to interrupt contact and can be characterised by lessening of emotional expression, poor eye-contact inappropriate humour and so on.

“Adolescents present complementary sets of developmental needs that derive from the fundamental nature of contact – needs for connectedness and needs for differentiation” (McConville, 1995).  Gestalt therapy seeks to develop the capacity for relative independence and self-support as well as developing internal resources and an experience of relative autonomy.  With adolescents, the ultimate goal is to develop contact skills that will enable them, outside of the therapeutic setting, to seek out and use the support they need for this development.

As school counsellors are rarely involved in family therapy, it is important to remember that individual counselling with adolescents takes place in a context of a family milieu and we need to attend to this so that we understand what influences their experiences and contact style.

Awareness

As a result of a genuine therapeutic encounter, it is expected that clients will develop increased awareness.  Perls (1969) believed that awareness is curative.  “It is the only basis of knowledge and communication.” O’Leary, E. (1992) differentiates between awareness and introspection.  “Awareness involves the total self focusing on the figure.  It is not concerned with the unconscious but with the obvious…it focuses on deeper insight.”  

Corey (1991) states “With awareness they (clients) have the capacity to face and accept denied parts of their being and to get in touch with subjective experience and with reality.  They can become unified and whole”. 

Four main aspects of human experience where awareness can be focused are:

· Awareness of sensations and actions

· Awareness of feelings

· Awareness of wants

· Awareness of values and assessments

Heightening awareness for the adolescent will take as many forms as the individuals we meet.  In the school guidance setting it may involve learning the relationship between choices and consequences, wants and behaviour, attending to the inner world of feelings, urges and fantasies, helping them integrate their accomplishments into the fabric of their lives and their relationships.

Experiment

Experiment in Gestalt therapy grows out of the interaction between client and therapist.  Experiments are the cornerstone of experiential learning.  An experiment can take many forms, depending on the creativity of the therapist.  Gestalt is well known for its use of the empty chair.  It has a unique approach to dreamwork.  Perls viewed the dream as “the royal road to integration”.  

Other techniques include staying with feelings, exaggeration of body movement or gesture, undoing retroflection, destroying introjects, awareness techniques with language and many more.

Media such as art, clay and guided fantasy can be used. Group experiments are often used. As well as this type of experiment, there is the therapeutic value of what McConville (1995) refers to as “ordinary conversation,” which, he reminds us, cannot be underestimated with adolescent clients.

Advantages of Gestalt in the School Setting

· Embracing the here and now philosophy is compatible with Gestalt as brief therapy.

· An integration of the principles and values of Gestalt is in harmony with a holistic approach to education, which recognises and values physical, emotional, spiritual and cognitive processes.

· These principles can inform all interaction, one to one guidance and counselling, personal development group work (for which gestalt is well known), and careers classes.

· Gestalt is particularly effective in helping adolescents integrate the polarities within themselves.  The proliferation of polar tensions for the adolescent includes dependent/ independent; disciplined / impulsive;   lazy / industrious; family loyal / peer loyal; masculine / feminine; controlled/ uncontrolled.

· Gestalt emphasises empowerment, it challenges the individual to take responsibility and develop awareness of one’s own process.  As the curriculum moves in a direction where personal response is increasingly important, the principles of gestalt are obviously relevant to a holistic education for the 21st century. 
· It is useful for working with a broad range of adolescent issues.

· It is an organic model which parallels healthy growth in life.

Disadvantages of Gestalt in the School Setting

· Techniques can be seen as a fixed way of doing therapy.  It would be contrary to good therapy if the practitioner has not a flexible and adaptable approach or had not sufficiently integrated the fundamental principles. It is important for counsellors to personally experience the power of Gestalt experiments and to feel comfortable suggesting them to clients.

· Many guidance offices do not offer the safe space required for some of the techniques.

· Clients who have difficulty in imagining and fantasising may benefit from a more cognitive approach, particularly if time is limited.

· Timing in the session is important. If feelings are not explored and some cognitive work done, clients will be left unfinished without integrating what has been learned. In the school setting, this can depend on the many other factors of the guidance counsellor’s work. 

Training

Dublin: Irish Gestalt Centre, Foundation Year followed by a four-year Diploma in Gestalt Therapy. 

Tel: (01) 847 2242

Galway: Pro-Consult, Diploma in Gestalt Therapy. 

Tel: 
(091) 589 581 
Websites

The Gestalt Therapy Page (Official Site)

www.gestalt.org
Gestalt Global Corporation

http://www.g-gej.org/gestaltglobal/
Gestalt Theory – a Multidisciplinary Journal

www.psycho.uni-osnabrueck.de/fach/gta/
Gestalt Psychology Overview

www.gestalttheory.net 
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