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Abstract

This paper arises out of recognition of the shared importance of psychodynamic theory in our approaches to teaching and research. We demonstrate, in the form of a sustained dialogue, how psychodynamic ideas – broadly defined as encouraging people to engage more closely with thoughts and feelings that may be hidden from the conscious mind – can be applied in many, diverse, and radical ways. But also how such an approach can be problematical both for students and teachers. In writing this paper we take issue with those writers who want to separate therapy from education, insisting as they do that ‘therapeutic education’ involves a ‘diminished’ notion of the subject who sees him- or herself as a victim of circumstances.  Instead, we suggest, entering the border country between therapeutic and educational processes and ideas can be deeply rewarding as well as empowering for teachers, researchers and learners alike. 

Keywords

Psychodynamic, psychosocial, adult learning, containment, creativity

Introduction

This paper arises out of a recognition, born of sustained dialogue, of strong similarities in our approaches to teaching and research, both of which are grounded in psychodynamic theory, and a belief, contrary to recent views put forward by writers such as Frank Furedi (2003) and Kathryn Ecclestone (2004), that bringing therapeutic perspectives into considerations of learning – a kind of ‘therapeutic education’, in a sense – has much to offer students and educators in higher and adult education. The (primarily) dialogic form of our paper is influenced by a conversation about theories of self and learning between Carolyn Clark and John Dirkx (2000), where they explore the way different ‘selves’ or parts of self enter the learning stage at different times. 
Celia: I’ve used a psychodynamic approach for many years in my teaching, particularly in the MA in Creative Writing and Personal Development that I set up in 1996. People take this programme for a variety of reasons:  to strengthen their creative writing through a deeper engagement with self and self-experience; or to use creative writing to explore life transitions such as the move from work to retirement; or to learn how to use creative writing as a developmental or therapeutic tool with groups and individuals in healthcare, therapy and education. Part of the work students undertake is experiential, involving an exploration of themselves and their feelings through imagery and metaphor, and re-writing of personal narratives through fiction. Whilst this isn’t therapy in the strict sense, there’s a strong therapeutic dimension to the work students do in some of the courses, but they also develop conceptual understandings of their writing process, drawing on psychodynamic, literary and cultural theory. So the learning involved is both emotional and cognitive, often involving identifying and working through quite subtle difficulties in learning to write creatively. I use a similar approach in my research and writing, developing psychodynamic understandings of students’ and my own learning experience. My current research seeks to understand how emotional and cognitive factors work together to facilitate learning and personal development within the MA programme.

Linden: There are many parallels between us. I’ve also used psychodynamic ideas in my research and in writing: about motivation in learning, for instance, and subjective and emotional learning, and learning in families. I’ve used these ideas in my teaching about career guidance in a Masters programme as well as in Doctoral programmes in developing auto/biographical reflections and research methodology. This includes exploring the role of the researcher, or professional guidance worker, in shaping, sometimes unconsciously, what the ‘other’ might say.  In my research, I’ve been explicit in using psychodynamic ideas in interpreting aspects of my life history – including the continuing impact of relationships with my parents – as part of interrogating the auto/biographical dimensions of research, including family histories, gender and the place of masculinity and feminity in learning and professional identities. I also work as a psychoanalytic psychotherapist: in a sense my interest in building a dialogue between us is to share and develop what has been an inner conversation between different parts of my identity, as psychotherapist, educator and researcher.  

Our conversation, we suggest, is highly topical. For Furedi and Ecclestone,  ‘therapeutic education’ – maybe therapy too – is a dubious enterprise:  a kind of avoidance of social purpose and serious learning. Therapy and education, they argue, are best kept apart. Yet their representation of therapy can be caricatured: a process of simply making people feel better about themselves, or a kind of passive celebration of victimhood, rather than an assertion of self and agency; or worse, as in some family learning contexts, therapeutic education is dismissed as overly intrusive or even about social control – a sort of disciplining of the self, echoing Foucault’s work on the politics of power. It represents, so the argument proceeds, a retreat from thinking about self in a historical context or as a potential author of a life. Ecclestone (2004), for example, argues that therapeutic education involves a ‘diminished’ notion of the subject who sees him- or herself as a victim of circumstances. These views, in turn, create a therapeutic ethos in discussions of the purpose of education, at all levels, with a pessimistic view of the possibility for progressive change, given the preoccupation with ‘feeling better’, rather than the development of critical thought. Therapy, and therapeutic education, is, in these terms, the enemy of critical enquiry and social change rather than their potential handmaiden: a new opiate for the masses. 

Such criticisms connect with a long-held antipathy within some adult education literature about applying psychoanalytic ideas to education. Mark Tennant (1997) for example, argues that psychoanalysis is ultimately concerned with getting people to adjust to the status quo. For Erik Erikson, to take one example, mental health emanates from successful adjustment to the demands of society, without reference to the fact that some forms of social organisation may be unhealthy and alienating (Tennant, 1997, p34). However, Tennant concedes that more recent psychotherapeutic writing (including some by feminists) has a potentially more radical, social edge (see Sayers, 1995, for instance). This includes the notion that some forms of social organisation are themselves alienating and emotionally unhealthy while others can be potentially liberating (Frosh, 1991).
We challenge these restricted readings of psychodynamic ideas and their role in educational settings, and illustrate this from our work. We want to demonstrate how a psychodynamic approach – broadly defined as encouraging people to engage more closely with thoughts and feelings that may be hidden from the conscious mind (Leiper and Maltby, 2004, p.13) – can be applied in many, diverse, and radical ways. But we also want to look at how such an approach can be problematical both for students and teachers. 

There are issues for us in this paper about the nature of subjectivity too, although we are writing a further paper that places theories of the self at the heart of thinking about processes of adult learning and research. The self has tended to be lost in a lot of adult education writing, in favour of concepts such as identity. We want to explore a notion of the self – contingent, developmental but also embodied and prelinguistic – and bring it back into conversations about learning and research. 

For present purposes, we suggest that there is an inevitable link between educational and therapeutic processes; therapeutic and anti-therapeutic and certainly unconscious processes are there, whether we like it or not, as explored in the work of, for instance, Coren (1997) or Salzberger-Wittenberg and colleagues (1983), or Britzman (2003), although the extent of the literature is limited.  Tara Fenwick (2003), in writing of complexity science
 and experiential learning, regrets the neglect of such ideas. The analysis of learning, she writes, ‘should focus less on reported meanings and motivations’ and more on what is happening ‘under the surface of human encounters’, including ‘the desire for and resistance to different objects and relationships’ (Fenwick, 2003, p131). The desire to learn, and to engage with diverse forms of symbolic activity, but also resistance to this, born, for instance, of unconscious anxiety about exposing the self to risk, has been considered basic to human experience (Klein, 1997; Bion, 1962). Understanding the utility of notions such as transitional space, object relations, desire and resistance, playfulness and unconscious defences, and the letting-go of conscious control in learning and in generating new insights into creativity, change, transformation and their opposites, seems overdue.

Both of us being ‘border countriers’

Linden: The psychodynamic ideas I use in thinking about learning and interpretation in research are those of object relations’ theorists
 Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott and Wilfred Bion, particularly Klein, noting her growing influence in social theory and in thinking about the construction of subjectivity and the defended self, in contrast to the one-dimensional, cognitively driven information processing subject implicit in much conventional social science (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000; Froggett, 2002). I’ve adopted the term ‘psychosocial’ to describe this psychodynamically informed, more complex perspective. I use such ideas in teaching too, for instance at Masters and Doctoral level, in encouraging students to interrogate auto/biographical accounts, including the way they tell stories about themselves. Learning and the subject called the learner are, in this view, both social and psychological at the same time: social in that subjectivity, including the capacity to learn and to remain open to experience, is forged in our intimate interactions with significant others, and through them, the structuring forces of class, gender and ethnicity, for instance, and the discourses of power that pervade them. Social too in that our engagement with new social networks as well as experiences of learning frequently lead to a questioning of who we are and might want to be, and whether we are able to embrace change. But psyche has its own inner dynamic too, which is far from epiphenomenal, albeit one grounded in inter-subjective life. Not everyone, in similar ‘objective’ situations, responds in the same way to oppressive experience. Some, more than others, remain open and creative in the face of difficulties, while others may retreat into defensiveness, paranoia and even fundamentalism (Frosh, 1991; Giddens, 1999). We need a better psychosocial and more holistic understanding of why people differ in responding to experience, including in educational settings. What about your approach and the literature you draw on?

Celia: I’ve also been  influenced by the work of object relations’ theorists – Donald Winnicott, Christopher Bollas and Marion Milner. My main influence though is the work of German/American psychoanalyst Karen Horney. She explores how we erect psychological defence mechanisms against anxiety and in the process lose touch with spontaneous feelings, which she identifies as the core of our self-experience. I’ve used these theories in my research to understand the effects of such defences on the learning process and how fictionalising oneself through autobiographical creative writing can help to alleviate learning blocks and difficulties. Horney was deeply concerned with the effects of cultural factors on the development of the personality, but she also believed that the personality could be looked at as having its own dynamic, which can render the individual his or her own worst enemy. Following Horney, I believe that there’s a value in focusing on the individual psyche when thinking about the learning process, but that it’s also important to think about how social, cultural and historical contexts contribute to individual experience. In this connection I’ve become increasingly aware of the role of interpersonal relationships in the learning process and now make extensive use of small group work in my teaching, which seems to me to be central to facilitating the necessary openness and change that learning involves. 

For both of us, adult learning – and potentially any learning worthy of the name – occupies a kind of ‘border country’ straddling emotion and cognition, the social and psychological, self and other, education and therapy (see McLoughlin, 2004). Psychoanalytic psychotherapy can even be thought of as a form of adult learning in its own right, although it is rarely defined in these terms, safely tucked away, as it tends to be, in a therapeutic box. It can be a deeply reflexive, sustained engagement with experience and emotional complexity, and the muddle, messiness and pain which can surround our lives. It has to do with experiencing and understanding ourselves in new ways – in making meaning – as emotional and cognitive beings, in the context of a good-enough therapeutic relationship. It can help us understand how we often contribute, unconsciously, to our own oppression and suffering by perpetuating particular forms of behaviour, by resisting new possibilities and relationships, for fear, perhaps, of not being good enough, lovable or even deserving to be loved. As Andrew Phillips (2005) has recently observed, we never fully transcend earlier dimensions of our selves – the dependent infant or the adolescent – and these aspects of who we are can find expression in new situations, and need to be attended to.  

Doing self-reflective, auto/biographical research with others and using auto/biographical methods in teaching can lead us and those we work with into a similar muddled, messy territory. The process of storytelling about a life and reflexively seeking to understand it and what it feels like to be oneself can encompass disturbed and disturbing aspects of experience. In fact some people (e.g. Kvale, 1999) suggest we should steer clear altogether of the therapeutic dimension of teaching and research. Yet, we insist, it can also be empowering as we revise or re-story a life and build a stronger sense of self in the process (e.g. Hunt, 2000; 2004(a); 2004(b); West, 1996; 2001; forthcoming). 

There are, of course, dangers in these approaches. Research or teaching does not provide the long-term support available in therapeutic settings once some issues have surfaced (although, as we argue later, there are ways of incorporating safe-enough ‘holding’ structures). Educators may not be equipped to handle certain dynamics such as transference and counter-transference or know what to do when a student encounters challenging personal material. They are clearly not there as therapists, in these contexts. Our paper is no simplistic call for the dissolution of boundaries, rather for a creative exploration of these issues and of how our students and we can benefit from engaging with them. Psychodynamic ideas provide an invaluable conceptual language, grounded in clinical experience, to think about our work as educators and researchers in new and deeper ways.     

The Question of Risks 

Inhabiting a ‘border country’ can mean being outside standard disciplinary assumptions, which is both potentially rich as well as potentially problematic. It can involve taking risks and learning progressively which risks you can take and which you perhaps shouldn’t. Taking these risks helps to begin to frame things and to explore the relationship between subjectivity and intersubjective processes, including writing and telling very personal stories, in educational settings.

Celia: Using a psychodynamic approach to teaching and research has been, for me, a long and difficult apprenticeship. There is no doubt that when I started I wasn’t sufficiently aware of sensitivities and boundaries. I have had to learn a great deal, as a teacher and convener of programmes, about creating safe-enough environments for the work we do to take place, and which creative writing exercises to use at which stage of the work. As the MA has developed, I have progressively introduced measures aimed at minimising the risks. For example, as the programme expects students to reflect on themselves quite deeply, they are carefully selected through interview and are made aware of the challenges emotional learning can involve. The tutors who teach the experiential courses have therapeutic training and are therefore reasonably well equipped to deal with emotional learning in the classroom. We do a lot of small group work, to encourage bonding and mutual support between students; we also have support mechanisms in place to which students can be referred if problems do arise. Whilst these measures can never be fool proof, of the approximately 150 people who have taken the programme since 1996 very few have left because of the difficulties of coping with challenging personal material. 

Learning how to use a psychodynamic approach in my research has been equally challenging. In my first major project I was reading my students’ (interview) words and creative writing in terms of what it said to me about them. I did share the transcripts and my interpretations with them, but I wasn’t working with them in such a way as to help them find things out for themselves. Fortunately the people I worked with were robust enough to cope with this approach, and some of them robust enough to tell me when I was out of order. One of the four women I worked with did say that my interpretations had upset her and that she had sought therapeutic help as a result, but ultimately she said she was ‘happier and less hard on myself, and perhaps on others’ as a result of the experience (Hunt, 2000, p.193).

Needless to say, I no longer work in that way. My approach now is, in the main, to enable people to uncover things for themselves. This works particularly well in my supervision of research students, some of whom are undertaking deeply reflective projects on the self in the writing process. In this relationship I see myself as a sort of companion to students’ own therapeutic process, being an empathic and informed listener and reader who can help them to develop both emotional and cognitive understandings. Whilst I may from time to time offer tentative interpretations, this is done in an exploratory way and with people who are mature and have a capacity for reflexivity. Not only have I become more aware of sensitivities and boundaries and what sort of work can be done in an educational – as opposed to a therapeutic – environment, but I am able now, in a way I wasn’t before, to open myself up to the necessary chaos and change inherent in the teaching and research process, which means that I and the people I work with are operating on a much more similar plane.

Linden: For me the struggle was in research, in using life history or biographical methods (what I now tend to label, following Liz Stanley (1991) and Nod Miller (forthcoming), ‘auto/biography’, which brings the idea of relationship and a dynamic co-creation of text or story into the frame). I started to use life history methods, partly as a reaction against the superficiality of survey methods (which could draw facile distinctions, in studies of motivation, for instance, between vocational and non-vocational motivation in adult learning (West, 1996); or against the use of standard psychological instruments, which froze people’s experiences into pre-determined frames, sometimes provoking intense resentment among those ‘under investigation’). Jerome Bruner (1990) says that people narrativise their experience of the world, while most conventional interviews expect respondents to answer questions in the categorical form required in formal exchanges rather than the narratives of natural conversation. As interviewers we often interrupt our respondents when they break into stories, or we do not code the stories because they do not fit our conventional categories. Yet doing life history or biography can take the researcher into difficult territory. People are not used to being listened to and material can simply pour out (as in my current work with parents in marginalized communities (West, forthcoming). There is a danger too of being seduced into playing the role of the therapist: I was in therapeutic training when I was doing some of this earlier work, and maintaining appropriate boundaries was, at times, a struggle. (Equally, there is the opposite danger of infantilising people). More than once I was concerned about the impact of the process on particular participants: a doctor, for instance, in my study of GPs in the inner city, who struggled with the emotional and relational aspects of his work, and had blocked off painful experiences – such as a mistake in diagnosis – which caused others, as well as himself, pain (West, 2001). How to respond, and on what terms, were major issues.
As I said, I’ve also used auto/biographical methods in teaching. I try to create what I term a playful space in which students can tell stories, in more open and honest as well as reflexive ways, but difficult issues can emerge. One student was exploring the auto/biographical aspects of her role as a guidance worker, and how issues of disability were muddled and muddling for her. This took her into aspects of her relation with a partner, who was disabled. It was troubling territory, as she became more aware of just how difficult it was to talk about her own feelings, as well as his, including the different emphasis they each gave to the role of the emotions and unconscious processes in engaging with experience.  And yet her Masters’ Dissertation was a powerful study of disability, and her own struggles with it, as well as with the emotional and unconscious processes involved in researching a partner’s experience. 

‘Cracking up’ the Self in an Educational Context

Celia: Like you, I’ve done a lot of thinking about what is happening when people engage in emotional learning and, for me, it’s largely a question of how people engage – or not – with their feelings. I take from Karen Horney the idea that because of anxiety generated by the way we are parented  – one could add physiological and environmental factors here, of course – it often happens that, rather than retaining fluid and flexible access to spontaneous feelings (which Horney regards as the measure of psychological health), we get psychologically ‘stuck’ in particular ways of being she calls ‘life solutions’ (Horney, 1954). These are best understood as powerful self-concepts, such as ‘perfect mother’ or ‘brilliant teacher’ or ‘great writer’, whose narrative of ‘shoulds’ drives us to live up to impossible ideals and punishes us when we fail to do so. Psychotherapy, for Horney, rather than discovering the cause of anxiety in childhood, involves experiencing and understanding the interlocking mechanisms that keep us trapped in these powerful self-concepts, and progressively dismantling them in order to re-establish contact with our spontaneous feelings. 

Christopher Bollas also regards felt, bodily experience as the core of the self; he calls this our ‘aesthetic of being’ and argues (following Winnicott) that we need ‘subjective objects’ – other people and a variety of life experience – to help us give shape to ourselves through our feelings (Bollas, 1995)
. If we’re not fortunate enough to have the kind of experience that allows us to do this, then our development will be impaired, but he sees both the therapeutic encounter and certain kinds of artistic activities as potential means of putting us in touch again with our felt core.

Both these approaches see healthy psychological development as involving a letting-go of safe (but possibly inhibiting) senses of self and embracing riskier and more complex self-states. Bollas calls this process ‘cracking-up’ the self, helping people to move from their familiar, possibly unitary, sense of self to a greater awareness of their complexity and multiplicity, which requires them to tolerate uncertainty and often to embrace aspects of themselves they don’t like or find difficult. Undertaking this ‘cracking-up’ in an educational context as a dimension of emotional learning is, as you’ve found yourself, precarious and may involve psychological distress, although people’s experiences will differ, depending on how defended they are and to what extent they’re in touch, and able to play, with spontaneous feelings. Obviously providing a safe environment for this work is crucial. 

Linden: It’s difficult, uncertain territory – there aren’t books to take down from the shelf to give you any real security with some of these issues.  I think what you say about multiplicity and complexity is important. I often mention how subjectivity, and its development – building on the work of Janet Sayers (1995) – can be thought of like an inner drama with a cast of characters: some characters ‘out there’ may stifle and abuse us and we may internalise them and in turn stifle and abuse others, including ourselves. But new characters – including symbolic objects – a piece of writing, a new concept or a piece of art – can enter the intrapsychic stage, via therapy, for instance, or in creative activity. Artistic and other forms of symbolic activity – given the availability of people who can contain our anxieties and challenge us, empathically, to take risks – can lead to shifts in the scripts that may have dominated and demeaned a life.  We learn in the process to understand more of our multiplicity, including our shadow or destructive, narcissistic or envious sides, and the complexity of who we are in the process. Living has been described in the work of Klein and others (Klein, 1988; Frosh, 1991)) as a perpetual struggle between our capacity for relatedness, for intimacy with a range of objects, and for envy and destructiveness towards what can be good and enriching, whether particular people or symbolic activity. We learn to recognise, as in your work, overly critical, superego voices that can constrain and stifle our creativity, as well as our envy and narcissism and how these can close us off to what is nourishing and enriching. But we can learn new ways of relating and learning, creating in turn new inner objects to help in the struggle.

The Question of ‘containment’ or ‘holding’ 

Celia: We keep coming back, don’t we, to this question of ‘containment’ or ‘holding’ for the work we do. I’ve already mentioned several ways containment takes place in the MA, especially through having tutors with therapeutic training. But there are other ways in which it happens. One is through the group work students do. In the first two courses people are assigned to small groups for the sharing of creative writing in progress, the membership of which remains constant for each course. At their best these small groups ‘gel’ in such a way that students can build trust and engage in collaborative learning, with the members of their group acting as a supportive audience both to their developing writing and to their developing sense of self. Of course, as I’ve said elsewhere (Hunt 2004b), the creative writing in progress – the poem or piece of prose fiction students are working on – provides an element of containment, a ‘framed gap’ (Milner, 1952) for sometimes difficult personal experience, a way of being simultaneously close to and distanced from the material in Winnicott’s ‘potential space’ (Winnicott, 1971). Students’ developing conceptual understanding of their writing and learning process, through studying theory, also works to frame and therefore contain their experience. So as the MA progresses, they’re thinking about themselves and their experience both from the inside and the outside.

 Another important element I’ve noticed that contributes to containment is that people’s expectations are very different in an educational setting from what they would be in a therapeutic context; they’re bringing a different mode of thought to the work, or a different mode of being, in the sense that they’re not in therapy and therefore they’re not letting all their defences down, or at least not all in one go. They are there first and foremost to develop their writing skills and, for many people at least, there’s a tacit recognition of how far they and others are expected to go. 

Linden: I think of building a holding or containing framework as central to my research and educational work, which partly involves the use of ethical codes or ground rules clearly explaining the purpose of a particular piece of research or a programme. (Spelling out clearly rights and responsibilities, including the responsibilities of the researcher and or educator). I also believe the building of an alliance, in research or educational settings, to be part of the containing process, analogous to the therapeutic alliance in psychotherapy. This involves establishing trust (partly a consequence of someone feeling understood as well as cared for) as well as clear ground rules (that will include a statement that the process is not psychotherapy, however problematical, in reality, this distinction might be). I also think that the responses and self-understanding of the researcher are central to containment: including the capacity to understand, process and feed back what may be difficult issues, in digestible form. This relies on a capacity – central to psychotherapeutic training – to be both absorbed in the other’s story while also retaining a sense of detachment and the ability to think about what might be happening in the relationship; and thus to be able to make informed judgments about what may be appropriately dealt with and what is best left alone. I have come to think of my kind of research, like your writing groups, in consequence, as a sort of secure, transitional, playful space in which narrative risks can be taken in appropriate ways. All of which depends, as we’ve said, on building good enough relationships, on the containment of anxiety as well as the encouragement of reflexivity in the responses of the therapist (Winnicott, 1971).  This idea of research – in which new forms of agency are created in the processes of story telling and relationship, and where experience can be chronicled and interpreted collaboratively  – has been at the heart of my work on adult motivation, on informal and subjective learning among doctors, as well as, more recently, among parents living in marginalized communities (West, 1996; 2000; forthcoming). But I am much more careful now in preserving boundaries, however difficult, around where to go as well as not to. I have made mistakes, inevitably, and anyone engaged in this kind of work can benefit from supervision – via a critical friend, for instance – to help us think about such boundary issues. 

Facilitating a psychodynamic approach to learning

Celia: It’s taken me a long time to feel comfortable with my approach and I am learning all the time. What seems to me now to be crucial is deep listening, of the kind that goes on in a therapeutic context proper, paying attention to what is said and the way it is said, as well as to what is not said or only implied. Here’s an example. One of my research students, whom I’ll call Peter, has been doing a self-exploratory project over the last four years, looking at his own experience of creative writing in order to understand better its potential developmental effects. He’s a healthcare professional and well used to reflecting on himself. The first couple of years of our working together involved discussion of Peter’s creative writing in progress, work that he was trying to craft into its final form and with which he often felt dissatisfied. Then he brought me a batch of spontaneous personal material in poetic form that he had made no attempt to craft; it was simply in its raw state. This felt like a very important stage in the research relationship. Sufficient trust must have been built up to enable Peter to allow me to see this deeply personal material devoid of the distance that craft provides. 

I read the work several times, noticed some recurring themes that seemed significant at a personal level, but wasn’t sure whether I should point them out or whether I should focus on the potential of the writing for further development. I found it quite difficult to know how I should respond and thought long and hard about it. I wrote myself some notes and decided to wait and see what the next meeting brought. What I remember of our discussion is that we talked primarily about the potential of the material for further development into poems. I think I said what I liked, how it made me feel, but I also remember clearly saying something about the themes I saw emerging, although we didn’t discuss these. Subsequently Peter became quite depressed. This lasted for about a month during which he seemed unable to proceed with the research, but then it lifted. When he started writing crafted poems again, something had definitely changed. There was more self-presence, a deep and often quite subtle focusing-in on a particular feeling or experience.

Recently, I asked Peter whether it was my mention of the themes in the material that had triggered the depression and, to my surprise, he said he had no recollection of my doing so; rather what he remembered was that I had ‘received’ the material with interest, and had discussed it with him from the point of view of its potential for poems. Clearly something of a therapeutic nature was taking place here, a kind of ‘cracking-up’, to use Bollas’s term. Peter was able to let go of his concern with crafting his poems and to risk bringing something new into the open, within a research relationship that provided a ‘safe-enough’ container for this to happen. It reminds me of what Bollas says about developing a ‘self-analytic attitude’, a reflexive stance in relation to oneself, as you have also suggested, which helps to facilitate the ‘arrival of news from the self’ (Bollas, 1987, pp.239-241). Whilst Peter was largely engaged in a self-reflective exercise, being able to bring some of this experience out into the open and to share it in a receptive space was beneficial and helped him to move on. My role in this instance was not to interpret what was happening, but to be a receptive audience for Peter’s own self-reflective process. 

This is an example of emotional learning taking place at a deep level. The fact that it involved an element of depression is not surprising; gaining insight into oneself often entails giving up some of one’s cherished beliefs about oneself
, but it is obviously important for us as teachers and supervisors to be aware of this possible effect when we facilitate such explorations. What this experience teaches me is that therapeutic change can take place in the supervisory relationship with people who are able to manage the potential risks this involves. It also teaches me how important it is to be open to one’s own anxieties as a teacher and to use one’s reflexivity to allow difficult feelings, one’s own and those of people one is working with, into the potential space of the teaching or research relationship. Of course one also has to be able to hold that potential space and make it safe-enough. A critical friend, as you suggested, would have been ideal in this instance.

Linden: I also want to bring in a case study at this point, from research into the experience of young mothers in East London, who live on a run-down, fragmented public housing estate.  This research sought to chronicle and interpret, dialogically, the lived experience of some of the participants, using in-depth biographical methods. I also want to expand on the notion of artistic and symbolic activity as a kind of container, alongside the importance of relationships – in this case, in both the setting of the group but also in the research – which can lead to a cracking of a hard, defensive edge, and movement into creativity and transformational learning. Or to put it in other terms, movement from resistance and acting out, to risk taking and creating new objects to be internalised in life enhancing ways. 

Gina was a participant in Cotton-on, which was a community based family learning project. She’s black and has a past riddled with pain, rejection and hard drugs. I interviewed her early in the project and towards the end, and spent time with her in the group over many weeks. Gina’s relationship to the research, rather like to the project itself, evolved from suspicion to a more open, committed participation. She told me she felt pressurised to participate in education and to get a job but that a sympathetic Health Visitor had introduced her to the project. She was suffering from depression at the time. At first she was upset at leaving her daughter in the crèche and resisted involvement. But she changed as a result of the programme, in different ways, she said, including in her relationship with her daughter (she had learned to play, she said, for the first time in her life). She also became an advocate for young single mums, where she engaged with a local housing authority over accommodation issues, as well as getting involved in peer sex education programmes in schools. There was a time when she would never have imagined herself doing such things; just as she could not tolerate mess, in the home or anywhere else: everything had to be kept in order, she said. She had never let her baby play on the floor, in case she got dirty, while upstairs other children were ‘romping about’.  But she changed, over time, although she had resisted the process, including engaging with the tutors, many times, often aggressively. She would dismiss what was being done as ‘crap’.

Gina was working on a sculpture, when we talked, towards the end of the research: 

When I was pregnant and I didn't really get very big. I made myself a little pregnant belly from a washing basket to put your washing in. I used chicken wire and plaster of Paris and painted it up funny colours. They kind of expressed my mood when I was pregnant, bit dark, dull colours, bit cold. Yes… I don't know people who are looking at it probably won't get it, but to me it’s a hangover for anger.

She described her pregnancy as hard and troubling and that she felt unreal since she did not look pregnant. She was depressed and ‘really ill throughout’. Her mood was translated into the sculpture. She was trying, she said, ‘to get across that, the darkness.’ There was no head on the sculpture, either; which, she said, was deliberate. Gina found sculpting to be therapeutic and moved, in effect, from the edge of a community of practice into beginning to think of herself as an artist for the first time in her life. She talked about this and how she and others, as part of the process, also became involved in advocacy work for single parents; how they learned, in effect, to talk back to power.  She was terribly anxious and uncertain about doing it but took a risk, mainly because, as she put it, she felt understood and supported by particular youth leaders. She felt good about this and about herself for doing it. On her own admission, she had a destructive and rebellious side, yet had progressed in her life in diverse if continually fragile ways.  She liked talking to me, she said, because I listened and was really interested in her, rather than judgemental.

A young women like Gina could continue to act out, on her own admission, in highly destructive ways. She could retreat defiantly to the edge of the group. As I said before, in Klein’s depth psychology there is a perpetual never fully resolved struggle between our capacity for love (that is to give ourselves openly and fully to another or to symbolic activity) but also for hate, resistance and even destruction of new possibility; alongside the capacity for reparation – to try again – and to make good the damage we do (Froggett, 2002). Art can provide space for reparation as people project painful, confused feelings into a transitional space, work on them, imaginatively and symbolically, and, over time, give them new meanings and thus transform them, to be re-introjected as good objects, like Gina’s sculpture. For this to happen, however, requires significant others with sufficient psychological resilience, reliability, self-understanding and consistency themselves to cope with the ambivalence, resistance, rejections and projections that are part of the process. Such emotionally attuned capabilities may not easily be won and ask a great deal of educators: including knowledge of self in action as well as an auto/biographical sensitivity to the emotional dimensions of one’s own struggle to learn and to be. My auto/biographical research on family doctors and the role of subjective and cultural learning in becoming a more effective practitioner illustrates much the same point (West, 2001). Of course, I am aware in the current political economy of education – in the context of widening participation, for instance - that many educators are hard pressed and that working more holistically can be considered unrealistic or that the self-sacrifice is too great. There are no easy answers to this – either for doctors or educators – other than to say that neglecting these dimensions can also drain and deplete us, and leave us adrift, both as teachers and human beings.   

Questions of Defences and Interpretations

Celia: We said earlier that a psychodynamic approach involves encouraging people to engage more closely with thoughts and feelings that may be hidden from the conscious mind, and both the examples we’ve used illustrate significant personal change and the overcoming of defences in an educational context. One of the things that I continue to struggle with, though, is whether or to what extent I should be drawing people’s attention to their defences through pointing out what I see happening in their writings or in things they say in questionnaires and interviews. 

Linden: This is a big issue that troubles me. Psychoanalytic psychotherapy has identified a whole range of defences that can come into play within and between people, and in relation to symbolic activity, as in the example of Gina. In psychotherapy the point of the exercise, in the context of an alliance, is to identify and challenge these defences, because they have not worked for people and can lead to lives that feel empty, meaningless or nightmarish. The therapist has to take in and digest what may be happening – including attacks on the process itself, as a form of defence – and to be able to feed back what might be happening in a manageable and digestible form. But this is in the context of a long-term relationship. I have become more mindful about this in research and educational settings: it may not be appropriate to challenge defensive mechanisms such as intellectualisation or denial, which can disguise intense fragilities. So far, but no further.

But there are other ways of thinking about all this; there are people who are sufficiently ego strong but also psychologically minded, who, in effect, without naming the process, challenge unhelpful ways of relating to self, others or symbolic activity. An approach that is overly intellectual and distanced from feelings and immediacy can be talked about in terms of working on a problem in a different way, using poetry, as you suggest, or through art or free association. It depends on the spirit in which it’s done. All of which, in turn, can open up rich dialogue about the nature of learning and defences against certain kinds of experience.  

Celia: Exactly. When people use creative writing for personal development they are working at themselves at an oblique angle rather than head-on, via their felt emotional life as well as the intellect. They are doing the writing and learning to ‘read’ themselves on the page. So they discover new things about themselves serendipitously in the writing process and, as I’ve said, in the main I tend now to try to provide an environment where people can gain insights through collaborative learning and self-reflection rather than through interpretations I or tutors might make. However, both in teaching and in research I might still comment on what I see going on in students’ writing, as I did with Peter. When writing fictional autobiography, people often create characters or narrators based on themselves or on people from their lives, so merely to comment on the nature of a character or the relationship between a character and the narrator has the potential for drawing the writer’s attention to something about him- or herself in a new way. An example is when I said to one of the MA students that the male characters in her stories were always controlling, dominating figures. At one level this was a simple textual observation but, by virtue of the autobiographical nature of the writing, it was also highly personal. It had a powerful effect on the student, who suddenly found a new way of thinking about herself and her relationships with significant men in her life. In this instance, this was highly productive and beneficial, but again one has to be extremely careful with whom one makes such observations, at what stage in the learning process and in what context. 

Linden: Simply being able to give such experience a name, to make it meaningful, to think of emotional experience as a way to intelligence – rather than pathology - can be a powerful form of therapy. It can lance its power to constrain, or even destroy, creative possibility, as with Gina and her sculpture. Or with Shazir, another young mum who had been abused across a life. She learned to play for the first time in her life, via weaving and tapestry (West, 2005). She released her own inner, frozen emotional life, which, in turn, connected her with her child and his emotional life. If we can learn to invest, emotionally, in such process – give of ourselves – in a metaphorical sense rather than hide away in defensiveness and denial of pain. This is what you are alluding to.

I want also to say a little more about free association in the sense of encouraging people to say whatever comes into their head, however apparently unrelated material might be. The theory is of course that this gives access to the unconscious and what may be difficult to say:  to our anxieties, to what is hard to say even to ourselves. Such free association seems to lie at the heart of symbolic meaning-making processes such as art or creative writing. There is a ubiquitous need to loosen up, to play, to dream and imagine, which lies at the heart of creativity and learning as much as cognition; as it does good research, or for that matter, as Rosemary Gordon (2005) has illustrated, to science, despite its rationalist, linear, reified myths. Yet once again, there are questions of judgment. Wendy Hollway and Tony Jefferson’s study of the fear of crime (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000) involves the use of free association as a research method, but this is not, as they observe, without difficulties, in terms of where it can take people. This is where learned professional judgement and self-awareness are needed, in research, in teaching as well as therapy.

Conclusion

At the outset of our discussion we located our own practice within current debates around a therapeutic dimension to education, and views that regard therapy, and therapeutic education, as turning people into victims as well as undermining critical thinking. There is a desire in these views to maintain firm boundaries between ‘therapy’ and ‘education’. We have suggested, on the other hand, that the notion of therapy these views employ – a process simply of making people feel better, which results in an avoidance of real thought and the engendering of a sense of victimhood – is simplistic, reductionist and, at worst, ignorant of some of the issues. What is significant in the adult education work in which of us are engaged in, within a border country between what have conventionally been considered distinct territories, is that, far from reducing people to victims or to thoughtlessness, a good proportion of the people we teach and work with in our research develop deeper and more critical understandings, and a stronger sense of who they are and want to be, whether as writers, students or as people. 

We suggest that a psychodynamic approach, carefully and thoughtfully employed in suitable contexts, can help diverse people to work through blocks or difficulties with learning and to move towards less rigid, more reflexive selves, more open to the change and development that significant learning always involves. It can also help us as educators constantly to challenge ourselves to find a deeper understanding of what we are doing in our roles as teachers and researchers, beyond a still dominant, disembodied cognitivism; and in the process, to bring more of ourselves into our work and to gain deeper satisfaction, meaning as well as connectedness as teachers, researchers and human beings. What this might imply for the place of the self, and how it can be conceptualised, given its current neglect in much of the literature of adult and higher education, especially in the United Kingdom, will be the subject of a subsequent paper.
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� Complexity science, on Fenwick’s definition, asks fundamental questions, as do some educators, about how to induce change in complex systems. The difficulty with many approaches to experiential learning, she suggests, is that they over-rationalise and disembody lived experience in notions of the transcendent mind.


� Object relations theory involves a view of the self as a constructed, contingent phenomenon.  One influential account of object relations – the Kleinian, grounded as this is in clinical experience –emphasises how our early experiences with people or parts of people (including the breast) become absorbed as fantasised internal relationships, which in turn form some of the building blocks of personality. The existence of self therefore becomes contingent on the availability of good enough, stable and sufficiently supportive conditions (Frosh, 1991).  





� Neither Horney nor Bollas come from a straightforwardly essentialist position (i.e. the view that the self is inborn and a kind of given, prior to experience and interaction), although both have been accused of this; rather their theories see the development of the self as a process that brings together bodily and environmental factors, and is centred around affect. This is very much in line with current thinking in neurophysiology (e.g. Damasio 2000; 2004) and psychodynamic theories that take neurophysiology into account (e.g. Fonagy et al, 2002).


� In his research on therapeutic writing James Pennebaker notes depression as a significant first reaction amongst people he has worked with (see Esterling et al, 1999).
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