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The following essay will reflect on my experiences during the recent module titled Human Flourishing and Resilience, which is part of a Master of Arts programme in Advanced Counselling Theory and Research. It was an optional module, and one that I chose over Behaviour Change in Action because I felt after reading the 2 module synopses, that it was more likely to discuss the innumerable variations in the personalities of individuals, than discuss a rigid theory of clinical psychology. That appealed to me because some of the things I find most fascinating about counselling are discovering the myriad different ways people (clients) react to and cope with challenging situations, and I particularly enjoy working the “grey area” of real-life psychological wellbeing.
 
With regard to the structure of this essay, it took me a good deal of time to choose what I felt would be the best reflective model. This was because the full extent of the thoughts and feelings I wanted to convey were quite complex and relatively wide-ranging in themselves, including aspects such as;
· My initial reaction to the module content
· My reaction to the learning environment
· Reflection on my counselling practice
· My experience of experimenting with the new concepts I learned in my practice.
After much deliberation I concluded that the Kolb reflective model (Kolb, 1984) would best suit my purposes. The four elements of the Kolb model include concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. It therefore seemed to lend itself to facilitating my aims, based on the above list, better than some of the similar reflective models, e.g. Gibbs (1988). There are similarities in these two reflective models e.g. both models are based around the concept of an individual’s own experiences. It has been said that the Kolb model is an abbreviated version of Gibbs (Abdulwahad & Nagy, 2009; 2013), but I found the individually prescribed sections of the Kolb model to be more in-keeping with my idea for the essay.

The assignment brief states that the reflection should principally discuss how I feel about the place of positive psychology in my practice, and it will. But I also have strong feelings about the academic concept of positive psychology that I would like to express. The group was encouraged to journal and to spend time reflecting on our learning over the period of lectures, and I feel it is important to include that here. I will not quote directly from my journal but instead will paraphrase it because I want this essay to reflect an overall feeling rather than snippets or individual thoughts. It also seems logical that one’s attitude towards the learning of a subject will have an effect on how that subject is subsequently put into practise (Filgona et al. 2020), and that should be documented and quantified in order to fully describe the place of positive psychology in my practice.

Concrete experience
What happened, and what did I do?
I was greatly looking forward to this module, not least because it was the first of the optional modules I had chosen after receiving the information and module synopses. I anticipated that it would deal directly with an area of counselling psychology that I find fascinating; the innate psychological survival instinct held by human beings. The ability to overcome adversity and strive to thrive, not just survive. I did not know what to expect from the reading list for the first lecture, but I had perhaps presupposed that the subject matter would deal with the aspects of personality that give people their ability to overcome adversity, in my interpretation, to develop resilience. And then use the learning from that experience to improve their own lives, or flourish. 

When I saw that the first piece of reading dealt with the area of positive psychology I could again imagine how that would be relevant to resilience and flourishing, at least according to my (at the time) uninformed idea of what positive psychology meant. Upon reading the abstract however, I began to develop something of a feeling of trepidation. The article was titled Second wave positive psychology’s (PP 2.0) contribution to counselling psychology (Wong, 2019). The term, “PP 2.0” literally sent a shiver down my spine. I had never had a physical reaction to a piece of academic writing before. It triggered a bias that I had not previously realised I had. I do not want my psychological theories to be, “hip and cool,” or “down with the kids.” I want them to be tried, tested and have (at least) decades of proven research supporting them. My bias was then exacerbated by the fact that within the first fifty words of the abstract, the term, “PP 2.0” was used 3 times. It had the hallmarks of a sales pitch, and it was taking the hard sell approach. That was another negative for me, I knew the more I read of this article, the more annoyed I would become. Not due to the writing style of the author, but by the terminology and vocabulary used for the modality. I also had an issue with the definition of positive psychology posited by the first article in the reading list. The article makes 4 assertions regarding life in the developed world. 

 Before I air my opinion in detail, I must make it clear that I strive for congruence at all times, and when I recognise a personal bias, I also mitigate for it. The strong reaction I had to this article only meant that I must be as conscious as possible of opening my mind when reading it.

The first demand Wong’s paper puts on people who wish to follow its approach is, “Accepting and confronting with courage the reality that life is full of evil and suffering” (P.1).  I have several issues with that statement, the first of which being that evil is a religious concept. In my opinion psychotherapy and counselling, with the exception of pastoral counselling, are not and should not be faith-based sciences. That description is in itself an oxymoron. Psychotherapy and counselling should be based in scientific research, observation and the discussion of empirical data. This is not only to ensure the best outcomes for clients, but to make counselling services accessible to the greatest number of people. Once a modality of counselling is based in a religious concept, it inherently excludes anyone who does not follow that religion. Another way to view the comments about evil and suffering is to consider the possibility that positive psychology itself is being ‘sold’ as a pseudo religious concept, and that following the guidelines of PP 2.0 will save the follower from the evil in the world. The overall idea that the world is full of evil and suffering is also something I question, however in the article it is made as a definitive statement. It cannot be challenged and demands the follower of PP 2.0 to accept it as a fact. Surely though, even if that statement is accepted as a possibility, it is merely a point of view, context dependent, and is far from definitive. It is possible to make an equally compelling argument that the world is full of goodness and happiness. Of course, in my opinion, the point the article is trying to make is that on a personal level, if there is an assumption that the world is full of evil and suffering then that both normalises the suffering of the client (taking a CBT like approach of normalising the problems presented by a client) and also carries the subtext of, “There are other people who are much worse off than you.” And The idea of minimising a client’s personal situation is the thing about PP 2.0 with which I have the biggest problem, as validation of a client’s experience is a vital step along their road to healing and recovery (Kuo et al, 2022).

The second point the article makes is one with which I have no argument. Indeed, it seems logical that, as the article suggests, “Sustainable wellbeing can only be achieved by overcoming suffering and the dark side of life” (P.1).  Perhaps this idea is based on the old Buddhist saying, “Pain is inevitable, suffering is optional” (e.g. Anderson, 2013). But if it is, it has perhaps oversimplified the original meaning.  And if I was going to pick a hole, it would be with the semantics of the statement. Rather than overcoming suffering, it might be more productive to change that to, ‘Overcoming and recovering from suffering.’  To recover suggests finding a resolution to the suffering, whereas overcoming on its own suggests a forceful approach, or beating it in some way. I am interpreting the dark side of life the article speaks of as being whatever issues are troubling the client, rather than a darkness that pervades human existence.

The third assertion in the article is that, “Recognizing [sic] that everything in life comes in polarities and the importance of achieving an adaptive balance through dialectics” (P.1). Whereas I am all in favour of a dialectic approach to counselling, in my opinion very few things in either life or personality are polarised. As counsellors we do not deal with a black and white, clinical view of the world (with the possible exception of CBT practitioners). We deal with the expanse of grey that is human existence, the space that exists between the black and white. There are very few things in the world that are either purely good or purely bad and life itself is a balance, as is the art of navigating one’s way through it.

The fourth and final demand of PP 2.0 is to “Learn from indigenous psychology” (P.1). I confess a major bias on this point, but it is secondary and I will get to it shortly. My immediate issue with the statement is that it goes against everything we as counsellors are taught about the care that must be taken when counselling people from outside our own socioeconomic or racial demographic. The question should also be asked as to why this approach is not a kind of cultural appropriation. Is it just because the indigenous wisdom is being used with respect for indigenous tradition in this case? This question leads me on to the aspect of this article that has the strongest negative affect on me. The article is written by a Canadian citizen of immigrant decent. My partner is Canadian, and through her I have learned of the ways First Nation Canadian people have been treated by the people who have immigrated into that country. That treatment is not historic, it continued until the 1990s, and given that treatment, and the fact that atonement for those actions is still in its infancy, we have no right to simply take their ancient wisdom and use it for twenty first century, first world problems. In my opinion, there is an enormous amount of atonement that needs to be done before white people have earned the right to make use of the ancient wisdom of any conquered and oppressed race.

What did others involved in the situation do?
The other 3 students in the group seemed to have an equally negative view of the reading, which was both surprising and to be honest, a little disappointing for me. I began to wonder why they agreed with me, although they all had what seemed to be perfectly legitimate and well considered reasons for disagreeing with the text. I preferred to, while accepting that their reasons were valid, also look for possible biases that they might carry but have been unaware of. While writing this, I am realising that my underlying reason (or bias) for doing this was an unwavering belief that my opinion is wrong. I was looking for reasons that other people were equally wrong, rather than allowing the to experience give me a sense of validation and confidence. When I react negatively to an idea that has some academic weight behind it, my immediate reaction is that I must be wrong. I must have either misunderstood it or misinterpreted it. But in a spirit of congruence, I always enter subsequent discussions about the matter not with indignance, but instead, waiting to be corrected. I long to learn and always view my unilateral rejection of an idea to be an opportunity for learning. That idea alone is something for me to reflect on. I would rather believe that I am wrong than believe that my rejection of an idea comes from an informed point of view, that it is valid and that I have the right to have that opinion.  

Reflective observation
What did I assume?
Looking back to the time at which I chose this module, I made assumptions about the content based on the module title. I assumed that the module would study the ways in which people had shown themselves to be naturally resilient, that there had been research on that and that the results of that research had been analysed in a way that those methods, found to be natural for some people, could be reproduced so that others who do not have such a strong  ‘survival instinct’ could learn to use the strategy. For the flourishing aspect of the module, I assumed that flourishing was a natural extension of resilience, and that methods for flourishing would be studied so that the students could use those techniques with their clients. 

What happened?
Those assumptions were correct it seems, at least partially. It is merely that I did not agree that the methods chosen for demonstration were usable. That opinion was based on both my personal and professional experience. I was taken aback at my reaction to the reading, not just for the first lesson, but for the whole module. There was barely a single method that I agreed with, without having some reservations. In fact I outright disagreed with most of the approaches presented to us. This gave me cause to reflect on my attitude once more. Why would I disagree with every idea presented to me, one after another? Surely that must be a failing on my part, surely it cannot be possible for every idea to be wrong and for me to be right. That defies both logic and statistics. 

After a short time of reflection, I thought back to my initial training as a counsellor. As it was an integrative counselling course, during my first year of training I learned the basics of 5 different modalities: psychodynamic, person centred counselling, existential counselling, cognitive behavioural therapy and systemic counselling. I did not fully embrace every modality about which I learned, but I did not completely dismiss any of them either. And one of the most important things I learned was for each modality taught, it was acceptable to take the parts that resonated with me and leave the rest. I brought this approach back into my mind as something that might help with the human flourishing and resilience module. But first I had to analyse this bias and discover what was behind it. After some considerable reflection I wondered if it was rooted in the idea that I had seen resilience and flourishing not only in my clients, but in somebody I am very close to in my private life. A person for whom I have unending respect, in large part because in my opinion they have shown superhuman levels of resilience and flourishing throughout a life of constant and extreme abuse and adversity. I have such deep empathy for this person that I feel the pain they suffer. There was something about the reading material for this module that seemed to understand nothing about the reality of human suffering, despite it being one of the main elements of the article. The type of resilience and flourishing that I see every day in my practice remains largely unspoken and unrecognised for what it truly is. It is rarely named, but I see it in action constantly. And it is what I have come to regard, through gathering personal empirical evidence, as resilience and flourishing.  


What did I learn?
I learned several important things from this module, but when it comes to usable knowledge I can carry forward and integrate into my practice as a counsellor, I am not sure whether any of them matched the intended learning outcomes from the original module handbook. I gained academic knowledge from the new concepts I encountered and the rich discussions we had. I learned that I have enough knowledge and experience to challenge a concept with which I disagree. The most valuable thing I will take forward is that there are several different interpretations of resilience and flourishing, and that should not be a surprise to me, as there are infinite variations in the personalities of people. Just as I might see another person as being resilient, but they do not see themselves that way. My role is to then get them to understand the ways in which they are strong. In other words, to sell them my idea. That is nothing more than Paul Wong and his peers are doing. It is not something to be dismissed, I should respect their work, opinion and writing. If it does not ‘click’ with me, that does not make it invalid.  The texts used for the module are all published, peer reviewed and contain empirical evidence, ergo the techniques discussed have been proven to work by practitioners. This is an important point and illustrates the value of broadening one's knowledge about all counselling modalities and approaches. If the acquired knowledge serves no other purpose than to preclude a particular approach from one’s practice, it is far better to make an informed decision to avoid using a resource than to be ignorant of its existence.

Abstract conceptualisation 
What could have been done better or differently?
Although the group as a whole agreed with my opinions about PP 2.0, I feel on reflection that perhaps I missed an opportunity for greater learning. I could for example have learned more if I had found a way to challenge the views of the others in the group, not just for the sake of being contrary, but to discover the depth of their aversion to those ideas. I also feel that the teacher was perhaps overwhelmed by the barrage of negativity from the group and was not given the opportunity to defend the concepts we were learning about. This came to light as rather than defending the subject matter, the teacher suggested we change the object of the module from learning about positive psychology, to critiquing it. At the time I was quite pleased in that change of direction, and I think there were two reasons for that. First, there was a feeling of validation that my rejection of the concepts presented to the class had merit. Second, I enjoyed the idea of there being a power balance between teacher, course content and students. 

Looking back however, I have to wonder if we were unfair. Was there actually a power balance between teacher and students or did we take over and ‘railroad’ the module? I could write another reflective essay on that point alone.  Of course It is entirely possible, that the class were expected to rebel against the ideas we were presented with, but I feel if that had been the case we would have been told about it straight away, rather than the teacher allowing us to usurp the direction of the module. And now, having had the time to reflect on the module fully, I would prefer if that had not happened. I would have rather had 6 weeks of frustration, while gaining a deeper knowledge about a subject I disagreed with, than being given what felt like an easier time, by the class being allowed to present negative views that were for the most part unchallenged.

How will I deal with similar situations in the future?
This was the first time I had experienced such a situation in my academic career, and if I am to be completely honest, I would rather it did not happen again. In future if I am presented with a concept with which I strongly disagree I will encourage a challenge to my views, as I believe that that is the best way to guarantee the most learning.

 Since starting my training as a counsellor I have been presented with many concepts that I did not agree with, but until now I had not been in a situation where I had the power to openly challenge them. I think it is a difficult situation for both teachers and students. At level 7, the students have earned the right to hold an informed opinion and have that opinion heard, however I still think those opinions should be challenged wherever possible. Reasoned debate is an excellent route to learning (Zare & Othman, 2013).

Active experimentation
How did I put the new idea into practice?
Despite my negative view of what I had learned in the reading and lectures, I wanted to give them a chance and try them with some of my clients. I had to choose carefully as I would need to find clients with whom I genuinely thought approaches such as keeping a gratitude journal would help. I had 2 clients who I thought might be helped by these approaches, both of whom had made a lot of progress and were coming to the end of their therapy. I would never experiment with a modality with which I was not completely familiar or completely trusted, with a client in deep trauma. 

The first client had come for counselling because of a general feeling of being “lost” in their life, knowing they needed a change of direction but not knowing which way to turn. I had been helping them for several weeks and we had done good work. We had already agreed that they would only need a few more sessions of counselling. I felt that it might be a good time to introduce the idea of them keeping a journal of the positive things in their life in order to encourage them to feel grateful for what they had. I suggested to them that it might help raise their baseline and give them a foundation to make the next, positive move in their life. When we met the following week I enquired about the journal, the client told me they had started to keep one but had not kept it up because it did not feel natural. We discussed how changing a routine or developing a new one could feel awkward or unnatural at first but if they kept up with it, it would become a part of their life. I asked how many days they had kept the journal and they said they had done two days but given up on the third. I asked if they had felt anything while keeping the journal, or if the writing had caused them to think about anything positive that they might otherwise have missed. There was a short silence while the client collected their thoughts and eventually they told me that the act of thinking and writing about positive events that had happened each day, had caused a sort of chain reaction that had made them realise other positive things that had also happened. I asked if those secondary things they had remembered might have passed by without recognition had they not been keeping the journal. The client said that they had taken note of them in the moment, but they were not things that would have registered with the client as worth remembering. They said that the events in question were only little things and genuinely were not things that they felt would make a big difference to the way they felt about their life. Again, I countered with the suggestion that perhaps, if they continually took note of those small positive things and kept adding them up, they might be enough to make the client realise that their life was actually more positive than they thought. They in turn said that they did realise that their life was generally positive and that they were in a fortunate position, but it did not change their idea that there was still something missing from their life, a goal they wanted to achieve, and that that goal was the reason for their search. I asked for clarification, if they meant that, it was not that there was anything missing in their life per se, but that they wanted more from it. They agreed and we moved on. 

The second client with whom I tried positive psychology had come for counselling to deal with grief and loss. Their life had both positive and difficult aspects, but long-term illness had meant that they had to take early retirement from a job they loved and had done for many years.
This client had by their own admission much to be thankful in their life that they were unable to value because of the discomfort of illness and the disappointment of having to leave work. Again, we had done several weeks work and felt that we were coming to the end of our sessions. In this case, I could see that a positive psychology approach may well help this client as I felt that if they could refocus their attention on their home life, it would better help with the grief of early retirement. The client was worried that after retirement they would feel useless and have nothing personally fulfilling to do. I reflected some of the things that they had told me about their home life, and indicated how much they had been a positive influence on their family. The ways they had improved life for everyone and how the only thing they hadn’t done was appreciate how much they contributed to the wellbeing of 3 generations of their family. The client had not valued their involvement, and they had in fact minimised it by viewing it as things that “just had to be done.” I pointed out to the client that they were the only one who had the ability to do those things and to coordinate everything. Their family valued the client, but they didn’t value themselves or their contribution. Neither did they take the time to think about how fulfilling they found their role at home. I suggested to the client that rather than having nothing productive to do after they retired, they might find themselves in a position where they might wonder how they ever found time to work. They had not thought of things in this way before our sessions, and my encouragement for them to look at retirement from a positive point of view had a positive effect on them and their attitude to the future. We continued with that approach for our remaining sessions. 

This brings me on to a point about resilience and flourishing, which is after all the main point of this module. I see it every day in my practice. I am presented with people who see themselves as weak because of the things that are happening in their lives, or how those things have made them feel. They even see themselves as weak because they have had to come to counselling for help. When I am presented with these situations, I always point out to the client how resilient they are to have coped with everything in their lives, and although it is never spoken about explicitly, the couselling process is the start of the client flourishing and approaching their future life with a more positive, and even more resilient approach. As they leave counselling, they have already begun to flourish in themselves, and they have the tools to carry that forward into their lives through a more positive approach to life.

What will I do differently when a similar situation occurs again?
If and when a similar learning situation occurs again, I hope I will have more confidence in myself and my opinions. It is acceptable for me to disagree with a concept that is offered to me. I must however see past an example, to the abstract of the concept itself, and test the idea by applying it in my own way. I am admittedly somewhat neophobic when it comes to counselling approaches, but that does not mean it is right to dismiss ideas outright. If there is something with which I do not agree, I need to test the concept myself. It is unlikely, given the educational level at which I am currently, that I will ever be offered an opportunity exactly like this again. It is entirely possible however, even likely, that I will find myself in similar situations through independent research. And at that time, I must afford myself the time to think through new concepts and ideas fully and consider their merits outside of the exact situation in which they are presented.
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