The Use of NLP in Guidance in Schools

Introduction 

In the second supplement in the series on Counselling Approaches, Guy Flouch, Director of Communications at Portobello College, looks at Neuro-Linguistic Programming. The focus of the article is on how to achieve one’s potential by improving one’s level of performance. Guidance counsellors regularly deal with underachieving students and this article offers an alternative approach to helping students overcome failure and attain their potential.

What is NLP?

Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) has many strengths, but a clear and helpful name isn’t one of them! Fortunately, it can be defined in simple terms as ‘the study of excellence’. Amongst other things, NLP is a strategy for communication and a model for change.

Background

NLP was born in the USA, in the late 1970’s, when John Grinder, a linguist, and Richard Bandler, a mathematician, asked themselves an important question: ‘What is it that makes the difference between somebody who is merely competent at any given skill, and somebody who excels at the same skill?’

Grinder and Bandler’s question has traditionally been answered in two ways. Either that some people are naturally talented or that they have acquired a level of excellence through practice and experience. NLP side-steps these answers by focussing not on what has made the difference in the past between two people of different abilities, but on what can be done now to develop a competent person’s performance closer to a level of excellence.

Our brains are superbly sophisticated tools for the performance of a huge variety of complex tasks. Bandler comments on how we are missing one vital ingredient: a user’s manual for our own brains!  NLP studies the structure of how we think and experience the world. Obviously, the structure of something so subjective does not lend itself to precise mathematical analyses but instead leads to models of how we think, communicate, learn and otherwise experience the world.

Uses of NLP

Over the last twenty years, practitioners of NLP have modelled excellence in a wide variety of fields, by closely observing and measuring the individual elements of any behaviour or performance that has consistently lead to excellent results. Thus, a whole range of useful skills and behaviours has been broken down into their key components. These models of excellence can be offered to merely competent people, so as to give them the choice of acquiring the modelled elements for use by them in relevant circumstances and environments. NLP is the set of tools and techniques used to carry out such transformations.

Presuppositions of NLP

As NLP has developed over the years, it has distilled a number of presuppositions that seem to be useful when aiming for excellence. Note that NLP doesn’t claim these presuppositions to be true; merely that it can be useful to behave as if they were true. 

This distinction is important because NLP doesn’t ask you to change your beliefs about the world: it only asks you to experiment with other approaches, techniques and behaviours. 


If this experimentation proves useful to you, then you have the choice of incorporating it into your own repertoire of resources.

Among the presuppositions normally offered by NLP are the following:

· The Map is Not the Territory

In other words, the description of an experience is not the same as the experience itself. We often behave as if words were a direct and undeniably accurate description of an experience. NLP invites us to make a distinction between words and the experience they describe.

· The Meaning of Your Communication is the Response You Get

If our communications don’t produce the response we would like, we can either decide that the other person is ‘to blame’ for not responding appropriately or we can take responsibility ourselves. 

The first approach leaves us powerless: we are in the hands of the other person. The latter approach enables us to treat the response as information, and change our behaviour accordingly.

· There is no failure, only feedback

NLP offers an alternative view to the traditional understanding of ‘failure’. It suggests that when things don’t work out as we wanted, it is more useful for us to view this as neither good or bad but rather to see it as an opportunity to gain new information. We can then use that information to change what we do next time. If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got: if you want to get different results next time, do something differently.

· 
People already have the resources they need to effect change

NLP offers us a range of techniques to show us how to access these resources and how to usefully apply them in a chosen situation.

Applications of NLP

NLP has been successfully applied in fields such as business, sport, teaching, the performing arts, counselling, therapy, conflict resolution, stress management and learning. It appears that the tools and techniques offered by NLP can be applied in almost any human activity. 

In recent years, particularly in the USA and France, NLP has been applied with increasing success in primary and secondary education. NLP is used to great effect in maximising the effectiveness of our group teaching, in communicating more resourcefully with individual students and with our colleagues, in understanding individual learning and motivation strategies, in developing our 1:1 counselling skills and in our own personal development.

When considering the classical NLP presupposition that ‘the map is not the territory’, we need to understand that we all have different strategies for drawing or building our maps of experience. Our brains consistently represent the world to us in a favourite way. For example if we’re hungry, one person may be picturing a plate of delicious food, another person may tell herself ‘I’m starving’ and yet another may literally be tasting the food already.

Different people tend to consistently prefer one sense over another, in the way they represent their experience of the world. 


So, if we know which sense someone generally prioritises, or is prioritising at a given moment, we are beginning to have a hold on the way they represent experience and, therefore, on the way they prefer to communicate, to remember and to learn. The sensory system, which any person prioritises in a given situation, is called their preferred representational system.

NLP at Second Level

In a learning context, at secondary level, it appears that about 40% of us prefer to learn visually, 40% of us prefer to learn auditively and 20% of us prefer to learn kinaesthetically (i.e. becoming physically or emotionally involved in what we’re learning). Fortunately, despite having these distinct information processing preferences, about three-quarters of us have a relatively well-developed back-up system in that we are flexible enough to process information relatively competently in another representational system. So, whatever our preference, most of us can deal with a teacher who presents information in a conflicting representational system.

Students at Risk

Students who don’t have very well-developed back up systems are those who today’s education system puts most at risk. For these students, if a teacher is not presenting information in the students’ preferred representational systems, they will temporarily switch off so that they can internally translate from one system (e.g. auditive) to their own reality (e.g. visual). These ‘translators’ will know certain information but there will be lots of gaps in their understanding. These gaps will correspond to the translation periods. Many of these students are unfairly accused of inattention when they switch off from the teacher so as to facilitate their translation process.


Communicating with Groups

NLP offers a comprehensive set of techniques for identifying your own and your students’ preferred representational systems. Furthermore, it makes suggestions as to how you may enhance your teaching style in order to be as multi-sensory as possible, to enhance the performance of the majority of your students and to reach the ‘translators’.

Communicating with Individuals

When you’re communicating with individual students (both in and outside counselling contexts), and with your colleagues, it is usually useful to pay heed to the old Navaho Indian saying: “The best way to get to know a person is to walk a mile in their moccasins”. NLP provides you with a range of skills that enable you to respectfully enter the other person’s reality and to more effectively exchange information with them.

Equipping Students with NLP Strategies

Most students have developed at least one school survival pattern that enables them to learn new material and to cope with school. However, it frequently happens that a successful pattern, developed for a particular situation (or even for a particular teacher), is applied with less success in other situations. NLP practitioners will argue that ‘slow learners’, with no apparent brain damage, may often merely have poor learning strategies.

Identifying Students’ Learning Strategies

Most learning patterns are processed unconsciously and, therefore, before they can be modified, they must be identified. NLP offers techniques for identifying a student’s existing learning strategy and then teaching them an alternative strategy that may well prove useful to them. Many of these strategies can be easily taught to students in group situations.

Other Uses in Guidance

NLP has been able to break down, in a similar way, the series of behaviours that consistently lead to high levels of motivation, to successful stress management, to overcoming fears and phobias and to planning for the future.

Further Information

Unfortunately, NLP has a history of so-called NLP Practitioners overstating the level of their competence, and of their training. When sourcing NLP training, it is important to check the credentials of trainer. 

Useful NLP Contacts 
Paul Marsden
(01-280 5821).

Written Resources

Two excellent resource books concerning the application of NLP in education are 

‘Righting the Educational Conveyor Belt’ by Michael Grinder, and 

‘Dynamic Learning’ by Robert Dilts.


Internet Resources
NLP in Ireland 
www.nlptraininginstitute.com
The NLP Information Centre
www.nlpinfo.com/
 

Neuro Linguistic Programming

http://www.neurolinguisticprogramming.com/
 

NLP.net

http://www.nlp.net/home.php
Jeff’s Favourite NLP Links

http://home.earthlink.net/~jbodnar/nlp.html
NLP and DHE

www.nlp.com
NLP and Systems Thinking

www.lambent.com
Society of Neuro-Linguistic Programming

www.purenlp.com
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