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(Not Really) About Snow
Snow falls - schools shut - young people go snowballing. They hope that the snow lasts forever and that
their school stays shut for as long as possible.
The recriminations start quickly. Adults complain that there wasn’t enough snow for the schools to shut.
After all, they themselves managed to get to work. They point out that a school closing is very
inconvenient at home (which it is) and that schoolwork suffers (which it does).
But whatever the rights and wrongs of a school’s decision, I think that our adult reaction to snow and to
schools closing is partly informed by our jealousy of young people. We can’t go snowballing any more.
(We wish we could!) We can’t take days off work. (We wish we could!) We can’t be irresponsible. We can’t
afford to get behind with our work.
Snow is one of the things which brings it out into the open but I think our jealousy is there all the time,
lurking. Of course, it’s not the only thing we feel – we love our children and we want them to be happy –
but it’s a secret feeling that we don’t acknowledge; a feeling which subtly informs our behaviour.
A boy tells me how much his parents hate it when he goes out with his friends on Friday nights.
I ask what he knows about his parents’ childhoods.
“My dad’s dad was really strict,” he says. “He wouldn’t let my dad do anything! And my mum went to
boarding school.”
A girl wants to be a professional dancer which, apparently, her mum thinks is a stupid idea. “My mum left
school at sixteen,” says the girl, “and started working in a shop. And she’s been there ever since, working
her way up. She’s the assistant manager now.”
It is difficult getting older. Adults have every reason to be jealous of young people. But better to
acknowledge it – at least to ourselves. Then it’s less likely to get in the way.

November 2015

1

Counsellors Corner Collection

Acting Out
Sometimes we act when we can no longer bear to think. The pressure builds up and, unable to bear certain
feelings any longer, we explode into behaviour, stomping around, shouting and swearing. Or we storm
out of the house, slamming the door. Or we go upstairs and refuse to come down, ignoring anyone who
dares to ask, “What’s the matter?”
We do these things so as not to feel certain feelings. It’s what counsellors mean when they talk about
people ‘acting out’ their feelings: we turn our feelings into actions when we can’t bear to feel those
feelings inside us. We externalise our feelings. Usually, we do it at other people’s expense – hitting them
or swearing at them or frightening them - but sometimes we act out feelings at our own expense – cutting
ourselves or getting ridiculously drunk or putting ourselves in some kind of danger.
The need to act out our feelings lessens when we can bear to think about them for longer. And we can
bear to think about them for longer when other people are prepared to bear them with us, when other
people can imagine what we’re feeling, when they can empathise with us, when they can help us talk
about our feelings and when they begin to understand. Our ability to bear the most uncomfortable
feelings such as anger, shame and frustration depends considerably on the extent to which these feelings
of ours were borne by other people when we were younger. If our feelings were ignored or dismissed or
simply punished, we’ll have learned from an early age to act them out instead of keeping them to
ourselves, and our ability to bear such feelings in later life will have been impaired. We’ll have learned
always to turn our feelings into some kind of behaviour.
I’m often asked for the ‘solution’ to a young person’s anti-social or self-destructive behaviour. My answer
is that such behaviour always expresses a young person’s underlying anxiety and feeling. Only when those
anxieties and feelings are properly understood by the people who matter will the young person ever be
able to amend his or her behaviour. There’s never a quick fix. Advice and strategies and behaviour plans
are great but there’s never an alternative to the painstaking process of listening and genuinely trying to
understand another human being. That’s what makes the difference.
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Advice
Advice is plentiful and advice is cheap. Young people are constantly being given advice when, mostly, they
already know perfectly well what to do: they know that they should apologise; that they should think hard
before deciding; that they should try and talk it through; that they should ignore the things people are
saying…. That’s the easy bit. The hard bit is doing any of it, living with the feelings, the memories, the
relationships: all the things which get in the way and make it impossible to take anyone’s advice.
Like most counsellors, I rarely give advice. It’s tempting to dish it out, though, especially to young people.
I do occasionally make suggestions but, before doing so, usually ask myself these questions…. Who is this
advice for? Is it for me so that I don’t have to listen to this person’s problems any longer? Is it to make
myself sound wise and experienced? Is it advice I should really be giving myself? Is it because the problem
is difficult and I can’t bear not having the solution? I ask myself these questions and then, if I’m sure that
what I’m about to say is genuinely for the sake of the other person and is what the other person most
needs from me, then maybe…. But if I’m not sure, I can always ask, “What do you think you should do?”
and most young people come straight out with a perfectly sensible answer of their own.
Good listening isn’t the same as good advice-giving. Although young people often do ask for advice, nine
times out of ten it’s not what they’re really asking for. Really, they’re asking for someone to listen to how
they’re feeling, to what’s happening in their lives, to their mixed feelings about everything. But if you’re
a young person, you can’t go up to a parent, teacher or friend and say, “Have you got a minute? I really
need you to listen to my feelings about my life!” because that would sound childish. So instead, you go
up to someone - casually - and say “I need some advice!”, because that sounds adult and cool and gives
nothing away. You’re testing to see whether the other person is prepared to listen, and listen properly.
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Being Bored
We fear young people’s boredom. We fear that, bored, they’ll do something dangerous or destructive or
anti-social. So - quick! - find something to entertain them, something for them to do or they’ll start
thinking, they’ll start reflecting on life, wondering about the point of anything, and then where will we
be? Quick! Give them a purpose, a target, a challenge, a reason not to think too much….
Young people fear boredom themselves. The fear is that “If I’m bored, I’ll be a boring person and then no
one will be interested in me, I’ll lose my friends, I’ll be miserable for evermore and it’ll all be your fault
because you’re not providing me with stimulation! You’re not making my life easier! You’re not making
me happy!” Being bored is always someone else’s fault.
For many young people, “I’m bored!” is really a complaint about uncertainty, about not knowing what’s
going to happen next, what should be happening next, what’s worth doing next. Feeling bored, young
people reach anxiously for a Play Station in the way that a baby, desperate to be fed, desperate to be
stimulated, reaches for a nipple.
Of course babies and small children need stimulation for good, developmental reasons. But I worry about
those babies and small children over-stimulated by their well-meaning parents. Do they become the
anxious teenagers I sometimes meet: desperate for food while becoming obese; spending large parts of
the day battling imaginary forces on a screen or talking to friends for hours through social media for fear
of invisibility and worthlessness?
What if “I’m bored!” was really a philosophical enquiry rather than an accusation? What if, instead of
suggesting things to do, we joined young people in their enquiries? What if we saw boredom as a
transitional experience, as an interesting lull? Then we might begin to talk with young people about how
scary it is, not knowing what’s going to happen next. We might share our own experiences of the panic
boredom sometimes precipitates, of how addicted we become to things new, unusual or exciting. We
might wonder with young people about whether being able to be bored is a sign, not of being a boring
person, but of maturity.
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Being the Eldest
Our place in the family line-up makes a difference, a big difference. The Eldest Child is faced with a
particular set of difficulties.
“Are you looking forward to your new baby brother or sister being born?”
“Yes!” says The Eldest, smiling hopefully. “I can’t wait! I’m looking forward to having someone to look
after and play with!”
The truth is more complicated. The truth is usually, “I haven’t a clue! I’ve got no idea what it’ll be like!
Part of me is excited and part of me is dreading whatever’s about to happen! Part of me wants to love
this new baby but part of me will hate its guts!”
The Eldest doesn’t say that, however. Instead, The Eldest smiles and says what’s expected, trying to be
good, trying to do the right thing. The Eldest bears it when the new baby gets all the attention and gets
its mother to itself merely by screaming. (When The Eldest tries this tactic, The Eldest is told not to be so
childish.) In a few years time, The Eldest will be told, “You’ve got to set an example because you’re The
Eldest!” but will also be told that “Everyone in this family is treated the same: just because you’re The
Eldest doesn’t make you any different!” The Eldest is the pioneer, the first to do everything but The Eldest
can’t say how scary this feels. At some point The Eldest will be given a special present (at last!) but will
then immediately be told to share it. Growing up, The Eldest will be expected to understand the terrible
paradox, “We love each of you the same but different!” And perhaps in the future, The Eldest will – once
again - be expected to smile and repeat the mantra for a second or third time through gritted teeth, “Yes,
I can’t wait! I’m really looking forward to having yet another baby brother or sister to look after and play
with!”
It’s tough being The Eldest. Yes, there are good things about the job but The Eldest often doesn’t see those
things. Instead, as The Eldest you do your best. You try to be good. You try to be loving, try not to hate
too much. But every now and then you wish that someone would appreciate what it’s like. You wish that
someone would say, “I know it’s hard and unfair being The Eldest and we’re so lucky to have you!”
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Being the Youngest
We don’t pay enough attention to a young person’s place in the family running order. Being the eldest,
middle or youngest child is hugely important, affecting the whole of a person’s life for better or worse.
Elder siblings will argue that the youngest gets an easier life, gets all the attention that goes with being
the baby of the family, gets doted on and excused all kinds of responsibilities. They’ll argue that parents
are more relaxed with the youngest than they ever were with the elder siblings, that the youngest one’s
bedtimes are later, his pocket money more generous and her friends more trusted.
These things may well be true. But the youngest in the family will usually tell a different story. The
youngest will explain what it’s like to be treated as a four-year-old when you’re fourteen, to be forever
the baby, never taken seriously, always patronised, always pushed around. The youngest will explain what
it’s like, having to act cute with relatives, and what it’s like when everything you do has already been done
before by someone else in the family. The youngest will explain how infuriating that feels and how hard
it is to break out of the role of being the youngest, to find your own things to do, to establish what makes
you different from everyone else.
The youngest won’t explain what it feels like, knowing that everyone else has a shared history from before
you were born, a history that you can never be part of, and what it’s like imagining all the good times they
must have had without you.
Nor will the youngest explain what it’s like always having a particular thought at the back of your mind….
“Was I a mistake?” They won’t explain what it’s like, hearing the family’s reassurances and thinking, “Well,
they would say that, wouldn’t they!” The youngest will always wonder and will never be sure, “Did they
stop having children when I was born because I was so lovely that I completed the family? Or did they
stop because I was so awful that they couldn’t face having another one like me?”
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Breaking Friends
Betrayal is the worst feeling and Shelley’s never felt like this before. It hurts like hell. “Why?” she asks.
“We were supposed to be friends! I don’t understand! Wasn’t I good enough? I don’t get what it is that
I’m supposed to have done wrong! Everything’s changed!”
She’s right: everything has changed. And will never be the same again. In a way, the other betrayals she
experiences in her life will always be re-workings of this original experience: this shattered, bewildered,
empty, lost, furious feeling. For her, this first betrayal in her life feels like a death, like a promise broken,
like an innocence lost. “Why?” she asks again. “Why? I don’t understand why!”
She could be talking about a lying parent. Or a cheating lover. As it happens, she’s talking about her best
friend who was apparently saying bad things about Shelley. Then denying it. Then announcing that she
and Shelley were no longer friends.
Most young people have experienced what Shelley’s feeling. And if they haven’t, they will. She and her
friend may become good friends again in the future but Shelley will never forget what this feels like. And
nothing that anyone says to her at the moment, however sensible, will make a difference.
The experience of betrayal may be inevitable but is always cruel and always hard to forgive. Yet when
relationships become stuck and no one can say what they’re really feeling, betrayal is sometimes the only
way of moving things on. Marital affairs are betrayals. The arrival of a new baby in the family can feel like
a betrayal and a grandparent’s death can feel like a betrayal for a child who’s been told that death will
never happen.
What helps? Wrapping young people in cotton wool doesn’t help any more than telling them that the
world is utterly hopeless. Instead it’s helpful to acknowledge with young people that bad things do happen
in life and will happen to them. And when these things happen, they will hurt but they will be normal.
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Bullies
Bullying happens wherever there are people – in families, in offices, in classrooms. Fortunately, it doesn’t
happen all the time but there certainly are times when we persecute other people, using our power,
status, intellect or humour to hurt them. The only difference between adult bullying and teenage bullying
is that adult bullying is usually subtler, using words rather than fists, suggestions rather than threats.
Otherwise, the effect is the exactly same: the people who are bullied get frightened and lose their
confidence.
In schools, it’s important to deal with the surface behaviour – to punish bullying appropriately and make
very clear what will happen if the behaviour continues. But it’s equally important to pay attention to the
underlying anxiety which caused the bullying in the first place.
Whenever we’re anxious, whenever we feel small or stupid or ugly or useless or different from other
people, one way of dealing with that anxiety is to project it onto another person, saying that he’s small or
she’s stupid or he’s ugly or she’s useless…. not us! That’s what bullying usually is – attacking in another
person the thing which reminds us so uncomfortably of ourselves. And sometimes bullying is when we
envy something about another person – the attention they seem to be getting, their cleverness or their
confidence.
In counselling, we try to understand these secret, underlying anxieties because acknowledging them takes
away some of their power and the need to express them as bullying. For example, the underlying fear of
being different from other people is a particular anxiety and the cause of much bullying so I do this
exercise with groups of students. As we sit in a circle, the object of the exercise is not to sit in the
designated ‘hot seat’ in the circle. The person currently sitting in the hot seat gets out of the seat by telling
the group one thing that makes him or her different from anyone else in the group (I’ve got four cats…. I
used to live in London…. I’m diabetic…. I’ve never met my dad…. I like rice pudding….) If that’s true of
anyone else, they must say so and the hot-seat-person must think of something else. But if it doesn’t apply
to anyone else, if it’s a genuine difference, then we all stand up, we all move round one seat, someone
else moving into the hot seat and off we go again. Apart from being fun, the exercise establishes that
we’re all different from one another, that these differences are really interesting and that, sometimes,
the thing you thought was so different about you is actually shared by someone else.
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Daring to be Different
As another school year begins. Young people anxiously rush to greet their friends at the school gates, keen
to re-establish the old routines, checking that they still fit in. And many of them will have been
preoccupied with this during the holidays – texting, phoning, texting, phoning - anxiously staying in touch,
checking that whatever they’re doing or thinking or feeling is acceptable, checking that other people are
still okay, checking that their friends are still their friends. I remember a gang of young people who all
dressed the same way, liked the same music and went round together calling their group – wonderfully –
The Individuals.
We fear and we’re fascinated by strangeness, by difference. The apparent strangeness of other people
reminds us of those ‘strange’ parts of ourselves, the parts that don’t make sense, the parts about which
we’re ashamed. Just think of all those weird dreams, all those crazy thoughts and ambitions we wouldn’t
dare to share with other people!
So, of course, it’s reassuring to find out that nothing much has really changed because, whether we’re
young people beginning another school year, whether we’re parents or teachers, our fear of being
different, of standing out from the crowd is enormous. Most bullying is driven by it. In bullying, we project
our own fear of being different onto other people, saying that they’re the ones who are stupid or ugly or
cowardly or incompetent or the other things we dread may actually be true of ourselves. Racism and
homophobia are only large-scale prejudices which grow out of a thousand smaller, everyday anxieties
about having different hairstyles or clothes, being small or tall or fat or skinny, living in this town or that
village, liking this music or that sport….
It’s no good adults complaining that young people are narrow-minded and sometimes bully each other if
they themselves are afraid to be different. The challenge for parents and teachers is how to enjoy the
comfort of having things in common whilst celebrating and being curious about all that we don’t know
and don’t necessarily understand about other people. We have to model an attitude for young people
and that attitude rather depends on how much we dare to be different ourselves.
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Disappointment
In the weeks leading up to Christmas, I listen to lots of young people telling me about the presents they’re
going to get, the people they’re going to see, the things they’re going to do at Christmas. I hear about
Christmases when they were small and how they couldn’t wait for the big day to come.
With all its nostalgia and expectation, looking backwards and looking forwards, Christmas raises an
important issue for young people. “Why does the exciting world that I remember seem so disappointing
nowadays? Why are my presents no longer as surprising as they were? Why are people so irritating? Why
have our family routines become so predictable?”
Adolescence can feel like a bad hangover after a heavy bout of childhood. Everything now seems tired,
dreary, aching, dull and - above all - disappointing.
Learning to live with disappointment is one of the hardest tasks of growing up and, once childhood ends,
Christmas is always about being disappointed. One of the ways in which young people deal with this is to
say that they hate Christmas, hate their presents and hate everyone in their family. That way, they try to
preserve the idea of a wonderful, exciting Christmas which they feel has now somehow being denied
them. Coming to terms with the inevitable disappointment of Christmas takes time because it’s really
about coming to terms with the disappointment of life itself now that we’re adults. How can we look
forward to something and enjoy it when it’s imperfect? That takes some getting used to.
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Does my Bum Look Big?
Girls fret in public, “I really hate the way I look! Does my bum look big? God, the state of me! Why do I
have to be like this?” Boys feel just as strongly about their bodies but they don’t let on. They pretend that
everything’s fine.
Everyone knows that young people’s bodies change but no one knows exactly how theirs is going to
change – how quickly or how much. They have no idea whether they’ll end up looking big or small,
attractive or ugly, weird or normal. So, understandably, they have mixed feelings about their bodies: yes,
it feels good to be growing up but it’s also really nerve-wracking because these changes are so personal.
Our bodies make us vulnerable. We can hide our feelings but we can’t hide our bodies, however much
time we put into decorating, displaying or disguising them. Years ago, running discos for young people, I
used to watch everyone arriving in their carefully chosen clothes, their hair perfected, trying to look
unconcerned but checking each other out and hoping against hope that they hadn’t made some terrible
sartorial mistake. One critical or sarcastic comment could smash a person’s confidence. Going to the disco
was like going to the dentist – scary but necessary, a horrible reminder or a wonderful relief.
Physical changes have psychological consequences. Often, we use our bodies to draw attention to how
we feel and we treat our bodies according to how we feel. When young people talk about their bodies,
they’re also talking about underlying things like keeping or losing control, dependence and independence,
sex and sexuality. And it might sound like a strange idea but the way we feel about our bodies is related
to the way we feel about our parents. Because, like it or not, our bodies prove that we’re something to
do with these people. They created us, after all. They’re the ones responsible for our physical
imperfections and for all the changes happening. So sometimes when we’re attacking our bodies –
starving them or cutting them or stuffing them full of food – we’re also attacking our parents. Why do I
have to go through this? Why can’t you make my life easier?
If you want to hurt a young person, criticise the way they look. But don’t be surprised if you’re never, ever
forgiven. It matters that much.
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Endings
Another school year is ending and everyone is affected. Some students are about to leave school; others
are moving buildings, changing teachers, finishing modules of coursework. Some are ending counselling
relationships with me and will end in a variety of ways: some will avoid me altogether and not turn up for
our last appointment; some will come late, say goodbye and disappear fast; some will beg to continue for
one more session; some will complain that the old symptoms have come back and that they’re feeling
even worse than before.
Endings make us anxious and we deal with them in different ways. A counselling ending might be a
reminder of other important endings and so - together - we’ll try to talk about those other endings. We’ll
try to talk about how it feels to end, what we’ll miss about each other and what we won’t miss. We’ll try
to talk about the anxieties that endings provoke.
Endings matter because, until we’ve ended one thing, we can’t start the next. It’s as if we can’t move on.
Schools put enormous energy into beginnings because they know that a bad beginning will affect
everything. They often find less time to think about endings and yet a bad ending also affects everything.
The same thing happens in families. I meet with countless young people who weren’t told that someone
was dying until the last moment and weren’t allowed to go to the funeral because the adults thought it
was kinder that way; young people who only found out that their parents were separating at the last
minute and who, years later, still haven’t recovered; young people who weren’t told about all sorts of
other changes – pregnancies, illnesses, house and job moves – because the adults didn’t think it really
mattered.
It always matters. We believe we’re sparing young people when really we’re sparing ourselves. Of course,
we all have strong feelings about endings and other changes in our lives. Of course, endings are alarming.
They make us angry and they make us sad. Sometimes they fill us with despair. But we’d rather know.
The endings we experience as young people allow us to practise for endings later on in life. A bad teenage
experience of ending will make us want to avoid other endings. A good experience (knowing exactly
what’s happening and having time to get used to it) will make other endings in life seem less daunting and
much more possible. When young people who are leaving school attempt to fudge our counselling ending
by saying, gaily, “Well, we’ll see each other around!”, I say, “No, we won’t see each other around but we’ll
remember each other.” That seems more truthful.
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Everybody Hates Me!
Sandra may be fifteen years old but she sounds like a five-year-old. “Everybody hates me!” she says.
Telling her that she sounds like a five-year-old won’t help her one little bit. The fact is that we all have
times when we temporarily become five-year-olds again, when the world suddenly seems to be against
us, when those old, childlike feelings take hold and we no longer know what to say or do for the best.
“Everybody hates me!” simplifies life. It disguises Sandra’s own hating of other people by making her out
to be the poor victim and it disguises her need to be loved by everyone. “If I can’t be loved by everyone,
then I’ll be hated,” she might be saying. “At least that way I’ll get noticed!”
At times like these, it’s important to remember that Sandra really is (temporarily) a five-year-old, so
reasoning with her won’t help, punishing her won’t help, sarcasm won’t help. Only time will dissolve the
wave of despair and helplessness now washing over her. In a few hours, the five-year-old will re-emerge
as a fifteen-year-old again.
“Everybody hates me! They’re always picking on me! And now other people have started!”
“That must be horrible….”
“It is!”
“I’m really sorry….”
“So am I! And there’s nothing I can do about it!”
“No, I don’t suppose there is….”
This is called a ‘paradoxical injunction’. Sandra expects me to offer her practical advice because then,
every time I suggest something, she can tell me all the reasons why it won’t work and why life really is as
hopeless as she says. So by agreeing with her that life is hopeless, I’m changing the rules, taking away her
role as the poor lonely victim. She may well now counter my apparent defeatism by suggesting to me a
way of changing the situation.
Taking responsibility for our lives is frightening. Often, it’s better to sympathise with young people about
how frightening and difficult life feels. They’re better able to move on for themselves once the adults have
stopped pretending to have all the answers.
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Exams
It’s the season of exams, of dreading exams, of designing beautifully coloured revision plans which take
so long to make that there’s no time left for any revision. It’s the season of prevaricating, panicking,
pleading for more time.
I sometimes think that exams are like dying. Students go into a big hall and are finally alone, with no one
to encourage, love or console them any longer. Everything is silent. The birds sing outside. The big clock
ticks.
It’s frightening because it forces students to take responsibility for their lives. Either they engage with the
process, play the game, start writing and do their best or they don’t. And having that choice is shocking:
the realisation that I probably do have some control over my own life and I really could choose to write
nothing or scrawl obscenities or tear up my paper.
The same existential choices apply to meeting ordinary coursework deadlines or getting down to ordinary
homework. Faced with these choices, students ask, “Why am I doing this? Who am I doing it for? What
difference will it make? What’s the point?” These are good, important questions to which there are no
easy answers. When you strip life down to these questions, it can feel lonely, like going into a big exam
hall. Some students work to music, I suspect, because music makes things feel less lonely.
“Yeah, but exams are so pointless!”
I tell students that you have to beat the system before you can criticise it. Otherwise, no one will take
your criticisms seriously. Play the game. Beat the system by getting good grades. Then change it.
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Excitement
“Why d’you have to go out all the time and get drunk? I’ve heard there are people your age regularly
going out and having unprotected sex, taking drugs, getting into fights and being picked up by the police
on Friday and Saturday nights…. Why?”
Young people don’t do self-destructive and anti-social things because they’re stupid or because they don’t
care. More often than not, they do it for the excitement.
As babies, our first excitement is at our mother’s breast. We’re excited to be fed and to be in close contact
with her. It’s the excitement of this close relationship which stimulates our baby brains to grow. Neuroscientific research shows that without this relationship-excitement, our brains remain undeveloped and
dull.
Excitement has a neurological effect on us, therefore, making us feel differently. It’s like a drug. But the
thing that makes us feel good is the excitement of close relationships, of real relationships - not the virtual
excitement of computer games. Computer games are like babies’ dummies, imitations of the real thing,
pacifying, soothing and quietening us down for a while. The illusion doesn’t last forever. Before long, the
dummy stops being satisfying and we spit it out, wanting the real thing - real relationships and real
excitement with real people.
Some young people crave this drug of excitement as a way of medicating themselves against the pain of
feelings caused by events in their lives – feelings such as emptiness, loss, hurt and anger - feelings usually
caused by the loss of close relationships. Excitement numbs the pain, making it go away for a while.
So however self-destructive or anti-social their behaviour might be, going out provides lots of young
people with the excitement of relationships. It’s exciting to be joking with older and with younger people,
to be going round together as a big group, to be doing crazy things, to be flirting, laughing, crying, fooling.
“Why d’you have to go out tonight? Why can’t you stay in for once?”
For young people wondering whether or not to go out, there are questions.... If I stay in, will I be able to
bear the feelings deep down inside of me which the excitement of going out usually helps me to forget?
And if I stay in, what excitement will I find in my relationships at home? Will anyone take any notice of
me? Will anyone really listen?
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Facing the Future
It’s the end of the school year! Students are all getting ready for some kind of transition – moving up a
year, moving to different buildings or leaving school altogether. And, as with all transitions, feelings are
mixed. For most young people, there’s a part of them looking forward with excitement (or at least with
curiosity) to the future. But there’s another part looking ahead fearfully, dreading the change, wanting to
stay put or even go backwards. Over the years, I’ve known many young people coming towards the end
of school who find themselves wishing that they could start all over again. “I’d do loads more work if I had
the chance again! I’d get to know more people! I’d try out loads of other things in school!”
It’s hard for young people to talk about the part of themselves that isn’t looking forward to the future.
They’re surrounded by adults urging them on, expecting them to be eager, excited. It sounds cowardly to
say that you’re dreading the changes and yet dread is what most young people feel, in part. Caught
between the past and the future, some find themselves panicking, regressing, refusing to take
responsibility and insisting that other people should still be looking after them. Then they’re accused of
behaving like children and shamed for not facing the future with unbounded confidence and desire.
I’m on their side. I think that the future is scary and that – however much we pretend otherwise - we all
have mixed feelings about it. Telling young people that everything will be fine isn’t very reassuring.
“How do you know that everything will be fine?”
“I don’t.”
‘Well don’t say it then! I’m not a child!”
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Fathers & Daughters
“I was a Daddy’s girl until I was about twelve. He used to call me his princess. We were really close and I
know I was his favourite. But now we hardly speak and he spends all his time having a go at me!”
I hear this several times a year - from tearful daughters, angry daughters, daughters confused by the way
things have changed, daughters longing to be loved.
Father and daughter relationships are delicate and sometimes they get stuck. Something seems to happen
when a daughter gets to about twelve or thirteen years old which neither of them quite understands.
I feel sad for both of them. On the one hand, the poor daughter can’t understand what she’s done wrong.
She’s been getting on with the difficult task of growing up, coping with friends and boys and periods and
Facebook and PE and coursework…. It’s a full-time job and she’s been doing her best but feels as if she’s
somehow become a disappointment, criticised by her dad for her clothes (too sexy), her friends (too
many), her interests (too few), her ambitions (too vague).
And fathers struggle as well, feeling that they’re no longer important, that their advice is now apparently
stupid and wrong, that being protective is definitely not what she needs and that a cuddle would be quite
out of the question. The rejection hurts.
I think it’s important for fathers to take their punishment - it’s not as personal as it feels. Daughters don’t
stop needing their fathers but all that little girl stuff just starts to feel too self-conscious. They need their
fathers differently. They need them to be there and solid but also listening and trusting and keeping things
normal. They need them to understand that things are changing and have to change and they need their
fathers be happy about that. Above all, they need them to realise that it’s not all about them!
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Fighting
Kingston’s been in a fight. He didn’t start it, he says. He was provoked. But the other boy definitely came
off worse.
I’ve been listening to stories like these for years. No one ever starts a fight. They were always provoked
and the other person always comes off worse.
Physical fights are horrible. Young people may pretend to be fearless warriors but real fights are upsetting,
humiliating and dangerous. No one ever talks about the reality of fights: about the fact that my hand hurt
for days afterwards; I felt like throwing up; we were wrestling on the ground with neither of us managing
to land a punch; I wished it would end but everyone was shouting, so I carried on.
Physical fights often come out of the fights going on inside us, like the fight going on between how I act
and how I really feel, between the part of me that’s angry and the part of me that’s afraid, between my
loyalty to her and my disappointment with her, between my loving and my hating.
Young people telling me about their glorious fights are always young people secretly fighting within
themselves. Kingston’s fights with other people are the externalisations of fights going on inside him. In
other words, he finds someone who represents a part of himself (his fear or his vulnerability, for example)
and finds a reason to fight with that person in the unconscious belief that he can defeat, that he can crush
the bad feelings of fear or vulnerability bothering him.
I ask, “Maybe you’re fighting with yourself, Kingston?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, maybe there are parts of yourself that you’re uncomfortable with? Like when you feel embarrassed
or stupid or useless? Maybe fights start when you’re feeling those things and you can’t stand feeling that
way, so you fight your way out of the feeling because you want to start feeling strong and popular and in
control again?”
He smiles at me. “You’re weird!” he says.

November 2015

18

Counsellors Corner Collection

Friends & Enemies
“My friends are my life! They mean everything to me! I only go to school to see my friends! Without them,
I’ve got nothing!”
As parents, it hurts, hearing this stuff. It feels like not mattering any more, like not being good enough.
Anxiously, we watch as our children hurry out of the house (“Be back by when I said!”), half-wishing that
they’d stay indoors forever and never go out. We see them standing on the pavement, reaching for their
phones, smiling or frowning at whatever’s there. And we worry because we know that having friends is
full of delights but fraught with dangers.
“He’s always out with somebody! And when he is at home, he’s always in his room! He barely speaks to
us any more! It’s like he can’t wait to go out and see his friends!”
It hurts but isn’t meant to hurt. It’s meant to say, “I’m not your little child any more. I don’t need you like
I used to. I’m older now. I’ve got my own life….”
Small children learn about the world through their parents and siblings. But as they get older, they need
opportunities to practise with people from outside the family, practising closeness and aloneness, loyalty
and betrayal, honesty and duplicity. Separating from their parents, young people look for new sources of
fun, intimacy, love, adventure. They need their friends because they need to practise these things. And
they practise frantically: having a best friend, breaking up with a best friend, sharing friends, becoming
enemies, being in a group, dealing with newcomers, being the insider, the outsider, in the gang and out
of the gang.
Oddly, parents have done a good job when their child is launched into the world and no longer needs
them. Or no longer needs them in the same way because – however hurtful “I don’t need you!” may be –
young people do secretly need to know that their parents are still there and that, when things go wrong,
they can come home and lie low, recovering and taking stock without a parent taking immediate revenge:
“See! I told you that you wouldn’t be able to manage on your own!” Hearing that really does drive young
people back out onto the streets again.

November 2015

19

Counsellors Corner Collection

Going into One
“I can’t stand your constant mood swings! It’s ridiculous! These days we never know how you’re going to
react to anything!”
It’s often said that young people’s moods are up and down because their hormones are up and down. I’m
sure this is true. Pregnancy might have a similar effect on a person. But I also think that young people’s
moods change because their lives are changing and because moods give them time to think.
In moods, we withdraw and we take stock. When something important is happening or has just happened,
moods press the pause button. By ‘going into one’, we buy time to think about the ways in which we’ve
just been thwarted, opposed or disappointed. We stomp off upstairs or storm out of the house, saying,
“I’m not listening to this! You’re doing my head in!” Then, once we’re safely in a mood, we can begin to
get used to the situation; we can begin to adapt and decide how to deal with other people being so
annoying. We can decide how to deal with our own mixed feelings. Moods are useful because they protect
us and protect other people from us.
Our moods also serve to remind other people that we’ve got an inner life: a life full of feelings that are
hard to talk about because, in moods, we regress. “Go away! I don’t want to talk about it!” Of course,
other people then accuse us of being childish and irresponsible. And they’re probably right because, in a
mood, we usually go back a few years and do feel childish – full of vengeance, impotence, sadness, regret.
Typically, we lose our grown-up ability to talk about things. “Just leave me alone!” But moods are always
communications – ways of trying to say something important that can’t be said with words.
Whenever the world feels too difficult, whenever the responsibilities and complexities of grown-up life
feel too great, we retreat. Then, when we’re ready and have had time to adapt, we emerge again, ready
to carry on with the difficult task of growing up. However frustrating they may be for the people around
us, moods are normal and important. They’re not signs of madness or badness.
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He Needs a Man
I’m often asked if I can start meeting with a boy because ‘Really, he needs a man’. I overhear the same
thing being said about prospective form tutors in school. Someone will say, ‘I think he’d really benefit
from having a male form tutor next year’ and everyone will nod as if they know what this means.
But what exactly does it mean? Does it mean that what boys need most in their lives are fathers whereas
girls need mothers? Does it mean that this boy needs someone to approve of him as a boy? Or that he
needs someone to stand up to him? That he needs someone to talk with him about sex? Or that he’s lost
a father-figure in his life and needs a replacement? Why doesn’t he need a woman? Wouldn’t he respect
her? Would she be too soft on him? Or scared of his anger? Most women would find these suggestions
insulting. And I find myself wondering, ‘Okay, if he needs a man, would a gay man do? Would a grandfather
do?’
I think we go off boys once they hit puberty. They start grunting and telling weird jokes. Their socks smell.
Their handwriting becomes illegible. They’re hopeless at talking about their feelings and they jump
backwards if ever an adult tries to kiss them.
I think it’s important for boys to know that they’re liked and that being a boy is cool. It’s cool to like
football. It’s cool to be into motorbikes and computer games and trainers and wrestling and science fiction
and enormous cheeseburgers. There are undoubtedly some boys who could do with gentleness and a hug
while there are other boys needing more competitiveness and adventure in their lives. There are boys
needing to make dens and get dirty. There are boys who’d really enjoy baking a cake or camping out under
the stars.
I remember working with a class of eleven-year-old boys. They complained that they’d ‘only’ had female
teachers in their primary schools and now, at the start of secondary school, most of their teachers were
– again - women. In my experience, what boys need is a combination of firmness and kindness, toughness
and tenderness. Traditionally, these have been seen as either male or female qualities. The boys I know
need both. What some lack is a man to model this combination and prove that it’s normal for men to be
both firm and kind, tough and tender. One without the other is never enough.
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Help, Doctor! There’s a Young Person in the House!
When young people are angry, we tell them that they need ‘anger management’. When they’re miserable,
we tell them that they might be ‘depressed’. We spend a lot of time medicalising adolescence as if growing
up was a kind of illness, as if anger was unhealthy, as if being miserable wasn’t inevitable. After all, young
people have plenty of things to be angry and miserable about! Of the diagnoses I’ve heard recently, my
favourite is something called ‘Oppositional Defiant Disorder’. With this, what seems to happen is that you
find a stroppy young person who’s just had another row with his parents and tell him that, unfortunately,
he’s suffering from a condition called ‘Oppositional Defiant Disorder’.
Most of the young people I’ve worked with in the last 35 years have had Oppositional Defiant Disorder
and rightly so! They’ve challenged things; they’ve got angry; they’ve disagreed with their teachers; they’ve
had furious rows with their parents: not because they’ve been mad or bad, but because they’ve cared,
because they’ve been testing their strength, because they’ve been separating from their parents and
becoming more independent.
I know I’m being cynical but I think it’s important to keep adolescence in perspective. The journey from
child to adult is long and hazardous. It’s really difficult and there’s no way of avoiding certain difficulties.
The danger is that, in taking an angry or miserable young person to see the doctor, we imply that he or
she has some kind of illness and we can end up worrying the young person even more. Sometimes we
drag young people to the doctor as a way of deliberately scaring them or shaming them or taking revenge
on them.
I picture the poor doctor, expected to treat a bad dose of adolescence, knowing that there’s probably an
underlying family issue which he or she is never going to be told about: rows between the parents,
someone having an affair or having problems at work, middle-aged life losing its sparkle. But doctors have
to be careful. They also know that occasionally young people do get depressed and that psychiatric
problems can sometimes start young. So they hedge their bets. They suggest coming back in a few
months, or, pushed by parents, they might offer to refer the young person on to someone else.
Usually, the young person is left none the wiser. “Am I normal or is there really something wrong with
me?”
My answer is almost always, “You’re normal. Utterly normal. Which means that you get angry. You get
sad. You feel like giving up sometimes. That’s what normal is!”
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High Achievers
Recently, a young person showed me her report which predicted that she’d get ‘A’ star grades in all her
subjects.
“Lucky you!” I said, rather enviously. “That must be nice!”
“No,” she corrected me, “it’s not lucky and it’s not nice. It means that I have to work really hard and then,
if I do get the grades, no one will say anything good because it’s what they expected. They think it’s easy
for me!”
I apologised for being so naive.
Young people who do well at school often appear to be confident. They’re organised. They’re articulate.
They volunteer for things. They smile and say hello. But they can also be very good at hiding what they
really feel and what they really feel inside isn’t always the same as it looks on the outside. They never talk
about what it’s like to need other people’s approval, what it’s like always having to get things right, what
it’s like dreading being given yet more homework. They never talk about longing to lose control
sometimes, longing to get really angry or longing to tell people a few home truths.
They never talk about how much they hate it when people who should know better (like me) assume that
doing well at school must be easy.
Of course, no two young people are ever the same or feel exactly the same things. It’s just that, in our
relief at having a clever, confident son or daughter, it’s easy to push harder and harder and forget how
fragile that confidence can be. However old or clever or confident we happen to be, our underlying need
to be loved never changes. Getting a thousand ‘A’ star grades makes no difference to that.
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Homophobia Affects Everyone
Our school was honoured with a visit from Sir Ian McKellen in recognition of some work we’d done about
homophobia and racism. Just as racism means prejudice against other people because of their race,
homophobia means prejudice against people because of their sexual orientation – typically, prejudice
against people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender.
Ian McKellen had lots of interesting and important things to say but the most impressive thing about him
was the way he responded to everyone he met. He was pleased to meet them. He was interested in them.
He was kind. That’s what struck people most – the fact that on a cold winter’s day they met one of the
most famous and best actors in the world (Gandalf!) and he was kind to them.
It’s often argued that young people are naturally selfish; that they think only of themselves; that they’ll
trample over others to get what they want. I don’t think this is so. While I’m sure that we all have instincts
for self-preservation and survival, we can actually only survive by making relationships with other people.
And to do that, we have to be kind.
Young people are capable of great kindness. When other people are kind to them, they respond
instinctively and gladly. But they usually take their cue from the people around them. If adults are unkind,
young people will certainly be unkind.
Homophobia is as nasty and unkind as any other kind of bullying but it’s born of our anxieties about
intimacy, about sex, about touch, about friendship, about being different from other people. Homophobia
affects everyone. Not only does it make the lives of gay people miserable but it affects all relationships
because, once we become self-conscious about these things – afraid to be close to other people, afraid to
hug a friend, afraid to talk about our feelings – all our relationships suffer, regardless of whether we
happen to be heterosexual or homosexual.
Ian McKellen’s only bit of acting during his visit was to perform a speech by Sir Thomas More from a play
allegedly written by Shakespeare. When the citizens complain about foreigners coming into the country
and spoiling everything, Sir Thomas More reminds them that they can only measure the quality of their
own society by their ability to accept the apparent strangeness of other people.
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How Are Things At Home?
In counselling, we usually end up talking about ‘home’ because how we feel about ‘home’ is an indicator
of how we feel deep down about life generally. “I might be getting chucked out of home…. I just want to
go home…. No one at home seems to care…. I love being at home…. Everyone at home keeps having a go
at me…. I don’t get to spend enough time at home….”
We’re nostalgic about ‘home’. Even if we’ve never really had one, we still seem to know what we mean.
Some people would say that this is because our first home was a warm womb and that we never entirely
lose our unconscious memory of that place; in fact, we spend our lives longing for it and trying to re-create
it, getting worried when it’s not there or when it seems to have changed in some way.
It’s as if we have an external home (a house lived in by the most important people in our lives) as well as
an internal home (a personal sense of belonging and mattering). So when young people talk about ‘home’,
they sometimes mean that external place but, more often, they mean an internal kind of home.
Sometimes they’re talking about their families but, more often, they’re talking about a deeper sense of
feeling whole or feeling fragmented.
“How are things at home?”
“Terrible! My mum and dad are arguing all the time; my gran’s not well and my sister’s totally doing my
head in! In fact, my life’s a complete mess!”
“Because of your family?”
“No, not just because of them. I’ve been feeling like this for ages. I know I should work hard at school but
then I think, ‘What’s the point?’ And then sometimes it’s like I can really trust my friends but then they
let me down…. I don’t know! There are days when I just want to forget about everything and go and get
drunk, but there’s all these things I really want to do with my life….”
We keep talking, gathering up and looking at all these different parts of a life, trying to make sense of
them, trying to get used to the idea of an internal ‘home’ with lots of different people or voices inside,
some of whom are quite unlike each other and don’t want to talk to each other but all of whom are part
of ‘home’.
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I Am (Not) My Body
“I hate the way I look! I hate my hair, my nose, my stupid eyebrows! I hate everything!”
Young people are forever dissatisfied with their bodies: bodies over which they have no control, bodies
that keep changing, bodies genetically inherited from their (‘stupid’) parents. Talking about a body feels
like talking about a life, which is why critical comments about the way a body looks feel so personal (“Like
they’re talking about me!”). Young people are therefore interested in ways of getting thinner, sexier, more
muscly in the belief that, if only they could perfect their bodies, they’d be able to perfect their lives. They
smear on make-up; they fantasize about cosmetic surgery; they punish their bodies with self-harm or
attempt to shape them through diet and exercise, through lifting heavy weights.
Media images of ‘perfect’ bodies don’t help but they’re incidental. The real issue is developmental. A baby
exists as a body. A baby doesn’t think of itself as anything other than a body. That subjective sense of ‘me’
as distinct from ‘my body’ comes later, comes gradually, and by the time they’re teenagers, young people
are still wrestling with the distinction. Even as adults, we never entirely distinguish ourselves from our
bodies while we continue to experience some of the same pleasures and displeasures from those bodies
that we experienced as babies. Physical sensation always causes us to regress: we’re inclined to stop
thinking and become merely bodies again.
So when we say to a young person, “You’re fine as you are! We love you for who you are, not what you
look like! It’s your personality that matters!”, we’re trying to be helpful but our helpfulness usually falls
on deaf ears. “Yes,” thinks the young person, “that’s all very well for you to say: you’re not the one who
looks like this!” Instead, it may be more helpful simply to understand why a young person’s body feels so
important, to understand why the distinction between ‘me’ and ‘my body’ is so hard to make. It may be
more helpful to bear the frustration and anxiety of all this with the young person, rather than offering
cheap reassurances.
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I Know Everything Now and I Can Do Everything
The film of ‘The Incredible Hulk’ has been re-made many times and the comic, which first appeared in
1962, is still appearing regularly. It’s as if there’s something about the Incredible Hulk story that appeals
to everyone…. If only at those times when we feel helpless, small and powerless, we could transform
ourselves into a heaving mass of strength and power, scaring and scattering our enemies. Wouldn’t that
be wonderful!
Grandiosity (acting as if they’re confident, strong and knowledgeable) is one way in which young people
protect themselves when they’re actually feeling the opposite: when they’re feeling weak, anxious and
useless. Boys use grandiosity a lot because, for boys, size is everything - no one wants to be small, dark
and handsome - so they act big, they talk big. In short, they big themselves up.
It’s important not to take young people at face value, important to remember that the biggest act hides
the biggest fear. Often, young people turn themselves into monsters when they’re feeling like mice.
And when the grandiosity doesn’t work, some young people do the opposite, acting helpless, hopeless
and useless, if that makes the underlying anxiety go away, if that avoids having to take responsibility for
life or having to live up to other people’s high expectations.
Young people learn most things from their parents. So a young person acting like The Incredible Hulk will
have learned it from watching someone else. A young person acting helpless will have seen other people
doing the same thing. Sometimes the best way to support young people is to admit our own fears and
failures. Then young people don’t have to pretend so much but can relax, able to be confident and
unconfident, successful and unsuccessful.
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In Praise of Ordinariness
It’s The X Factor on television and millions are watching. Every week, the superlatives increase, the lights
flash ever more brightly and we’re encouraged to believe that this week’s winners are even more amazing
than last week’s.
I think that The X Factor is a national exploration of whether we’re ordinary or extraordinary. Do we have
the X Factor ourselves and, if we don’t, are we worth anything? I remember a young person once telling
me that he no longer felt ‘butterflies’ about his girlfriend. He was worried that this might mean he was no
longer in love with her because what he felt no longer seemed so extraordinary. We talked about real
love being ordinary and slow and reliable and clumsy and cumulative. He seemed reassured.
It’s easy for young people to worry that something’s wrong when life no longer seems new or exciting or
surprising (“Nothing ever happens round here!”). Living with the ordinariness of life (“This is so boring!”)
is difficult when popular culture offers the biggest, the fastest, the sexiest, the richest, the most
powerful….
There’s a saying that if you work hard enough and want something badly enough, you’ll get it. That’s not
true. Good things don’t necessarily come to those who wait. There isn’t always a silver lining. In praising
ordinariness, I’m not condoning under-achievement, laziness or complacency. The problem is that if we’re
all supposed to be extraordinary, achieving extraordinary things and living extraordinary lives, we’re
doomed to failure. What happens when we’ve worked as hard as possible and wanted it as much as
possible and still things haven’t gone according to the impossible plan? What then? Despair? Depression?
Our parents are also supposed to be extraordinary. As sons and daughters, we’re supposed to have ‘The
Best Mum and Dad in the World’ but, if we’re lucky, our parents will be good enough. I think that growing
up is about accepting that, for most of us, our parents are neither as good as we hoped nor as bad as we
feared. And our lives may be unremarkable but that doesn’t make them unimportant. Most X Factor
winners disappear from view and end up entertaining passengers on cruise ships. Good for them.
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Learning to be Alone
Young people caress their phones, cradling them, talking to them, checking them deftly, checking them
again and again, forever fearful of losing them or having them confiscated….
Young people have to learn to be alone and many aren’t good at it. This matters because in so many
situations – going to sleep, visiting the dentist, going into exams, dealing with certain kinds of conflict –
they are and have to be alone. Indeed, the quality of their everyday relationships will depend considerably
on their ability to be alone, trusting that other people are still thinking of them and that they themselves
still matter even when those other people aren’t around. One of the things that makes it hard for some
young people to get down to homework (“Just go to your room and get on with it!”) is that it involves
being alone. One of the reasons why so many young people work to music is because it feels like having
company where silence feels like being alone and being alone feels scary.
The theory goes that a baby with an attuned, attentive parent gradually internalizes the presence of that
parent, no longer needing him or her to be physically present for the baby to know that it’s never
forgotten and, in that sense, never alone. With enough of this experience, a baby is likely to grow up
feeling comfortable in his or her own company. But without enough of this experience, without ever being
able to take the attention of other people for granted, a baby-child-young person grows up feeling nonexistent, terrified of being alone, clinging to other people or shouting for attention.
A child never left alone never learns to be alone (“Don’t leave me!”), while a child always left alone might
grow up so accustomed to this that the thought of company becomes terrifying (“Just leave me alone!”).
So of course it’s a matter of balance. But slowly, with encouragement, young people can learn that other
people still think of them even when they’re physically apart. It’s why when we’re saying goodbye we
whisper comfortingly to each other, “I’ll be thinking of you!”
Hidden behind so much of young people’s behaviour (acting loud, acting big, adding more friends on
Facebook and checking, checking, checking that phone) is the fear of being alone. Young people need
opportunities to be alone and need encouragement to get better at being alone. They also need to know
that being alone isn’t shameful and that, when all the parties are over and all the people have gone home,
each one of us is always ultimately on our own.
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Missing Stories
A boy doesn’t know anything about his father and can’t remember anything about the first six years of his
life. If there are photos, he hasn’t seen them. If there are stories, he hasn’t heard them. If there are
reasons, they haven’t been explained to him…. When parts of our autobiography are missing, it’s as if
parts of our selves are missing - events that don’t make sense, people who don’t make sense, thoughts
and feelings that don’t make sense. It’s as if we ourselves don’t make sense.
Children tell simplified stories about their lives. My mum was wonderful; my dad was terrible (or the other
way round). I was happy; I was unhappy. I was loved; I wasn’t loved. As their counsellor, I spend a lot of
time thinking with young people about a less simplified, less rigid story: a story full of mixed feelings,
perhaps; a story full of mistakes rather than conspiracies; a more flexible story which recognizes that
people are never simply good or bad, loved or not loved.
But when there are basic facts missing, it’s much harder to tell a story that makes emotional sense. How
did my mum and dad meet? Did they love each other? Was I planned? Who gave me my name? Why did
my dad leave? Is it true what I’ve heard about him? There are all sorts of unanswered questions to wonder
about in counseling where we spend time imagining, speculating, guessing: trying to develop a story that’s
less simplified, that doesn’t have bits missing and that begins to make better sense.
Young people sometimes don’t like to ask questions about the past for fear of upsetting the people they
love. And parents sometimes think it’s kinder to say nothing. But in the long run, it isn’t. When there are
unanswered questions, young people are always thinking about possible answers (whatever they claim)
and always imagining the worst. “He was terrible! He didn’t love my mum! He doesn’t love me and he
never thinks about me!” Even if the facts are difficult, it’s better to be told, because then we can start
filling in the gaps in our story, making better sense of who we are.
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Mixed Feelings
“That was totally amazing…! That was a load of rubbish…! That’s fantastic…! He was completely useless…!”
When young people talk, things tend to be either one thing or the other – very good or very bad. This
applies to everything – music, sport, films, school, other people and, especially, parents.
The theory goes that a baby is born experiencing its mother as wholly wonderful. She seems to be meeting
its every need until, one day, she doesn’t. The baby cries as usual but this time, for some reason, its mother
doesn’t come straightaway because she’s distracted or busy or tired. This doesn’t make sense to the baby
who concludes that it must have two mothers – a good one who’s around some of the time and a bad one
who’s around the rest of the time. This makes better sense until it gets older and the baby is forced to
consider the possibility that these two mothers may be one and the same person. This possibility takes a
very long time to come to terms with (some would say a lifetime): the possibility that our parents are a
bit of a mixture, neither wholly good nor wholly bad. It’s a difficult idea to accept and much easier for
young people to keep thinking of their parents and everything else in the world as either good or bad with
nothing complicated in the middle.
So when young people claim only to love or only to hate someone or something, it’s never that simple.
There’s always more to it. But it’s really hard to acknowledge the mixture of feelings that we have about
each other. And the hardest thing of all is to acknowledge and accept that we ourselves - whoever we are
- may actually be a bit of mixture, capable of love and kindness but also capable of hatred and cruelty.
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Mothers & Sons
A five-year-old boy is playing on the swings, watched over by his mother. “Look at me, mum! Look what I
can do!”
A fifteen-year-old boy brings home his school report. “There!” He puts it where his mother can see and
stomps off to his bedroom.
Things change. It gets harder for sons to trust their mothers – not necessarily because of anything their
mothers have done wrong but because what sons feel about their mothers gets more complicated. “She
never understands about school or friends or anything like that! She still thinks I’m about five years old!”
Even sitting next to her feels weird sometimes and as for the thought of her in bed with someone! Sons
insist that they don’t need their mothers any more (“Honestly, I don’t!”) but they know this makes their
mothers unhappy and feel guilty about it. So they storm out and slam the door.
Things do change, but underneath – secretly - some things stay the same. Sons still want their mothers to
think they’re great. They still want their mothers to be impressed with their cleverness and bravery. It still
feels brilliant when their mothers stick up for them against their fathers and they still remember the old
days - being off school sick and watching TV wrapped up in a duvet on the sofa and getting chips and hot
chocolate. “I wouldn’t mind if she did that nowadays but she doesn’t know what I want and it gets
embarrassing!”
A fifteen-year-old boy is talking about his mother. “She’s always coming into my room and having a go at
me! We hardly ever talk any more. But - don’t get me wrong - if anyone laid a finger on her, I’d kill them!”
A five-year-old boy is talking about his mother. “I want to marry my mum!”
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My Mother the Fridge
“I’m not going to eat it!”
“Well, you’ll just have to starve then!”
“Okay, fine! I’ll starve!”
Food is never just about food. Food is also a way of talking about things that have got nothing to do with
meat or fish or vegetables. In families, food is also a way of talking about dependence and independence.
How much do I take what my parents give me and how much do I insist on making my own choices?
“If you don’t like what the rest of us are having, then you can cook for yourself!”
“Okay, fine! I will!”
“And you can pay for it yourself, too!”
Food can be a way of fighting other people, controlling other people:
“You’ll eat what you’re given!”
“No, I won’t! And you can’t make me!”
Whenever we talk about food, it’s worth wondering whether we’re really talking about mothering. Food
has lots of motherly qualities: it soothes, comforts and consoles us. At other times, it seems horrible or
boring or not what we want:
“There’s never anything to eat in this house!
“Rubbish! There’s stuff in the fridge!
“Yeah, but nothing I want!
We feel about food the way we feel about love. So, when a son or daughter is eating too much, it might
be his or her way of saying, “I feel constantly empty inside!” or “I want lots of love and can’t stop wanting
more!” Whenever a son or daughter is refusing to eat, it might be a way of being angry, a way of saying,
“You’ve got nothing I want!” or “You’ve got no idea what I really need!” Not eating might be a way of
keeping control, “You can’t make me do things I don’t want to do!” or it might be a way of controlling
other people by keeping them worried. Certainly, a good way for sons and daughters to upset their
parents is not to eat, especially if one parent has spent a lot of time cooking the food. As a tactic, this
works every time because it’s so hurtful. For parents, it feels as if their best love isn’t enough.
Counsellors talk about people having a relationship with food. What they mean is that the way we feel
about food is to do with other important things in our lives - to do with feelings and relationships. I think
that’s true.
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My Room
“There’s a world where I can go and tell my secrets to
In my room, in my room
In this world I lock out all my worries and my fears
In my room, in my room” (The Beach Boys)
Young people feel strongly about their bedrooms. For some, ‘my room’ is an oasis, a sanctuary. For others,
it’s an important battlefield in the never-ending War Against Parents. For many, there’s a battle about
who owns the room which is part of a wider battle over who controls the young person’s life:
“It’s my room!”
“Yes, but it’s in my house!”
“So? It’s still my room!”
‘My room’ is where young people receive their guests and practise hospitality; it’s where they can cry,
punch the pillow, walk around naked and daydream; it’s where they can send messages to friends,
enemies, lovers; it’s where they explore the limits of personal privacy:
“I didn’t say you could come into my room!”
“I didn’t know I had to ask permission!”
Wanting to shut the rest of the family out of ‘my room’ doesn’t mean wanting to punish them - it’s not as
personal as it feels - but a young person’s room is an important place to practise being separate from
parents, to practise being alone.
When young people tell me about their rooms, I sometimes wonder whether they’re telling me about the
inside of their heads. The way the room is decorated, the way things are arranged, the people who come
into the room – welcome and unwelcome…. These things are always so personal. Physical changes to the
room often mark a personal change in its occupant: they say something about the way the person is
feeling, the way he sees himself.
So I think it’s important to wonder…. If the state of my son or daughter’s bedroom is a statement, then
what’s it saying? Is it saying, for example, “I’m different from this family” or “I’m in a mess” or “I like to
be in control” or “I need some help”? And is it enough for me, as a parent, simply to understand that
statement? Or do I need to reply?
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Negative Feelings
“I shouldn’t be feeling so negative,” says Marley. “Everyone says I should look on the positive side but I
just can’t seem to!”
Young people often criticise themselves for having ‘negative’ feelings, for not feeling ‘positive’, the way
other people say they should be feeling. But I think it’s normal to feel angry sometimes, to feel like giving
up, to feel that life’s pointless…. Normal. Not weird or bad or mad or wrong. In fact, young people should
feel these things sometimes or they’ll never learn to live with the fact that – sometimes - life is frustrating,
things do go wrong, dreams don’t come true.
There’s no such thing as a negative or positive, as a right or wrong feeling. We feel what we feel. We can’t
help it. Of course we can choose how to express our feelings but we can’t stop ourselves feeling them in
the first place.
Marley shakes his head in bewilderment. “I shouldn’t be feeling like this. I shouldn’t, should I?”
“You can’t think yourself out of a feeling,” I say to him. “The reason you get angry is because you care.
The reason you get down is because you get hurt. The reason you feel like giving up is because you lose
confidence. You don’t feel these things because you’re stupid. Or bad. Or because there’s something
wrong with you.”
“Yeah but I can’t seem to change how I feel,” he says. “And I can’t tell anyone what I’m feeling because
it’s unfair on them to have to worry.”
“Because they expect you to be happy all the time?”
“Yeah! My friends can’t understand when I say I’m feeling rubbish. And my parents never understand.
They think it’s their fault and it’s not. It’s just that sometimes…. I don’t know!”
“Life sucks?”
“Yeah!”
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Not Knowing
“I don’t know! Don’t ask me! How am I supposed to know?”
Young people often say that they don’t know because they don’t, because it’s the truth, however
frustrating that may be for adults.
“What are you going to do with your life?”
“How are you feeling?”
“Why did you do it?”
School can seem to be about always having to know the answers and, if we don’t, then at least pretending
to know. The world rewards people for knowing.
Understandably, young people hate not knowing because it makes them anxious. It’s unsettling. One
response to not knowing is to give up altogether, to despair. Another is to split everything in the world
into good or bad, loveable or hateful, because then everything seems simpler and it’s easier to convince
ourselves that we ‘know’ something, however simple, when the truth is much more complicated. A third
response is to clutch at answers. Two young people going out together might not know whether or not
they love each other. They might worry, feeling that they should know. So they cover their anxiety with
endless reassurances (“I really do love you!”), with expensive presents (“Because I love you!”) or with sex
(“This proves how much I love you!”)
Not knowing is inevitable when it comes to so many important things. What am I going to do with my life?
How do I feel? Why do I do what I do? In a famous letter written in 1817, the poet John Keats described,
“Negative Capability, that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without
any irritable reaching after fact & reason.” Keats described ‘the intense pleasure of not knowing’.
While not knowing can be unsettling for young people, it’s normal. “I don’t know!” can sometimes be the
most honest, most open-minded and best answer.
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Not Taking it Personally
“I hate you! I never want to see you again! I hope you die!”
Sometimes it feels as if the only way for young people to grow up and separate from their parents is to
have nothing whatsoever to do with them, rejecting everything that their parents stand for because to
love some things about them and hate other things leaves young people feeling too guilty.
It hurts parents, all this hatred, all this rejection. It feels unfair and it’s easy for parents to feel like taking
revenge on their ungrateful children. But parents mustn’t. Usually, the hatred is in proportion to the love.
There are two things that parents have to do. The first is to keep things normal, with normal rules and
normal punishments. So, however full of hatred a son or daughter may happen to be, hitting a parent is
never okay, breaking family furniture is never okay and so on…. The second thing parents have to do is to
bear the attacks without retaliating, knowing that it’s not as personal as it feels. If we do take it personally,
if we burst into tears or crumple or lash out, we fill our children with guilt and then the danger is that they
end up believing that they really are bad people. Filled with guilt, they do one of two things. Either they
resolve never to be angry again (which leaves them badly incapacitated later in life) or they conclude that
there’s no way back and that they’re condemned to play the role of unloving son or daughter forever. “If
that’s what you think I’m like, then I’ll be like that!”
It may not be nice but it’s normal to hate our parents. It doesn’t mean that we don’t love them as well.
The two feelings usually go together. Hatred exists and we mustn’t be scared of it because, fortunately,
love also exists. (Indifference is the real enemy!) If we’re scared to acknowledge our own hatred, then
we’ll be scared of young people’s hatred which will scare them, leaving them with the belief that they
must be weird, unnatural, bad human beings. Eventually, all young people have to separate from their
parents and, for some, the only way of doing that is to say, “I hate you!”
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Of Course we Hate our Children!
We love our children and we hate them. Not because we’re bad people or bad parents but because we’re
normal. And not because our children are bad or unlovable either, but because all parent – child
relationships are a mixture of love and hate.
I know it’s a strong word. It’s not a word we like to be associated with. We blame hatred for causing wars
and killings. But the really dangerous word is ‘indifference’ because it’s when we’re indifferent to other
people, when we really don’t care one way or the other that the trouble starts. Hatred is merely the
flipside of love. We wouldn’t bother hating people if they didn’t mean a lot to us, if they didn’t matter.
We only hate them because – somewhere inside us - we also love them powerfully but they’ve gone and
hurt us or betrayed us. And that’s why I do mean ‘hate’, that deep-down, primitive feeling.
I’m not suggesting that parents don’t love their children. They do. It’s just that it’s not all that we feel
about our children and love isn’t all that they feel about us.
The problem comes when we’re trying so hard to love our child, especially when he or she is behaving so
badly, and we find ourselves retaliating. Sometimes we’re deliberately cruel; sometimes we misuse our
power unfairly and find ourselves wondering why. The guilt kicks in. “It’s because I’m a bad parent! It’s
because I don’t love him enough!” or “It’s because he doesn’t love me!”
I’m not for one minute condoning cruelty of any kind towards children. My point is, rather, that cruelty
often occurs when we fail to live up to our expectations of ourselves and when our children fail to live up
to our expectations of them. “Why is my child making me feel this way? I hate this feeling! And I hate my
child for making me feel this way!” It’s at moments like these that we’re likely to take it out on the other
person to make the bad feeling go away. And that’s when we need to wonder whether we were ever so
wonderful in the first place or whether, like everyone else, we’re flawed human beings, full of selfish as
well as selfless motives, capable of cruelty as well as kindness, hatred as well as love. And our children our lovely, beautiful, talented children - are the same.

November 2015

38

Counsellors Corner Collection

Parent-Figures
A new headteacher, a new teacher….
It’s impossible to think about authority-figures like headteachers and teachers without being
(unconsciously) reminded of the original authority-figures in our lives – our parents. We may have feared
them, despaired of them, loved them or admired them; we may have yearned for their attention or
wanted to protect them. Whatever feelings we had about our parents, we tend to transfer onto authorityfigures in our current lives the same feelings that we had about our parents.
And because they also have strong feelings about parents, young people can’t help having equally strong
feelings about authority-figures such as teachers, the police, politicians or anyone else who’s “trying to
tell me what to do”.
Rowena complains to me about her teacher, “He’s not interested in anything except exams. He’s not really
bothered about us!”
Before long, we find ourselves talking about her father who lives in another part of the country with his
new, younger family. “He’s not really bothered about us!” she says.
Young people tend to judge their teachers as brilliant or terrible in the same way that they judge their
parents. A new headteacher might feel like a step-parent coming into their lives with or without their
knowledge, with or without their involvement, with or without their consent. Like a step-parent, a new
headteacher might also seem brilliant or terrible.
A lot of what we feel about a headteacher is autobiographical, therefore – a sense from earlier in our lives
of being looked after or not, appreciated or not, understood or not. Coming to terms with the fact that all
parent-figures are fallible, flawed, probably doing their best but inevitably getting some things wrong
takes a lifetime. We have to support a new headteacher or teacher, a new parent-figure, aware that the
strength of our feelings about this person may have nothing whatsoever to do with anything that he or
she has ever said or done to us.
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Playing
Small children say that they’re going out to ‘play’. Adults complain about life being all work and no ‘play’.
But young people never use the word. They talk instead about ‘staying out’, ‘meeting up’ or ‘going round
to a friend’s house’ – anything to avoid saying the word ‘play’ because ‘play’ sounds babyish.
But play is what they do. They need to play and don’t get enough opportunities. At the age of eleven, they
sit down in secondary schools and are told that, in effect, play-time is over. From now on, they’ll be
rewarded for their ability to keep quiet, concentrate, read books and write things down. But the need to
play doesn’t go away. Sometimes it happens when it shouldn’t: in the middle of lessons, in disorganised,
anxious ways called ‘mucking about’ before, finally, the bell goes and play is allowed again. Typically, boys
dash to the football fields. Girls wander off to talk to their friends.
The importance of play is that it allows us to practise living. Developmentally, there are three stages.
‘Embodiment play’ is a very small child playing with play dough and plasticene, moulding shapes, tearing
them apart and making new ones. ‘Projective play’ is an older child enacting relationships, conflicts and
scenes from life through arranging and re-arranging the toy soldiers, the farmyard animals, the Barbie
Dolls or Action Men. A young person then moves on to ‘role play’ in which the same situations are enacted
but with real people. So, whenever they play football, boys are constantly exploring issues about
selfishness and sharing, about being in a group. They’re trying out different roles…. Do I see myself as an
attacker or a defender? I wonder what it would be like to be a midfielder? And the girls sitting on the grass
are busily exploring the same issues…. Can I be best friends with more than one person? What are
triangular relationships like? How do other people react to the different parts of me that I allow them to
see? Everyone comes home exhausted. They flop onto the sofa and watch the soaps to see how other
people deal with the same issues, or they head for their computer games and a bit of projective play.
The summer holidays are coming. There will be some young people on the streets, needing to play but
embarrassed and using alcohol to lessen the embarrassment. But, in one way or another, young people
will spend a large part of the holidays playing, practising for life: practising, practising, practising….
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Pornography
Adults disapprove of pornography yet, despite this, most teenagers and a surprising number of younger
children watch pornography regularly. They don’t just watch ‘tits and bums’ but watch more hard-core
porn. Adult disapproval evidently changes nothing. To help young people, we have to understand more
about the attraction of porn and find more creative ways of supporting young people who use it.
Pornography retains its age-old purpose as material for masturbation but I think it has a lessacknowledged function as a kind of sex education. This may always have been the case, but where, once
upon a time, in the absence of adequate sex education, pornography told us what bodies looked like and
not much more, nowadays pornography gives us much more specialized information. No young person
wants to be at a disadvantage, potentially teased by their peers because of not knowing something. So
unless a parent or teacher is prepared to explain things frankly, most young people will go and get their
information from the internet. They won’t wait until they’re ‘age-appropriate’ because they worry about
what they don’t know and will do whatever’s necessary to find out.
Porn may have this unintended educational function but exists nevertheless to make money and therefore
has to glamorize its product. Like a new car or handbag, the product has to be shot in perfect light, always
shiny, always new. I wonder how much porn contributes to the watcher’s sense of disappointment when
real life turns out to be different and how much watching porn contributes indirectly to the break-up of
many relationships. (A partner’s use of internet pornography is now the single biggest reason why couples
go to get help from RELATE and there’s emerging evidence of the effects of prolonged exposure to porn
on young men with erectile dysfunction problems.)
In most porn, people remain young and thin and unwrinkled, whereas in real life, they age. It’s really
important to put porn into perspective, explaining to young people that what they’re seeing is stylized:
most bodies don’t look like that, most people don’t behave like that: real life isn’t like porn. It’s important
to talk with young people not only about the quality of their relationships (“Good sex is loving sex….”) but
to talk about the intimate facts of sex: facts that reduce young people’s need for porn as their only source
of information. Fighting with young people about internet controls may make us feel like we’re being
responsible adults, but doesn’t change young people’s curiosity or their need to know.
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Promises
We can’t help ourselves! Despite all our experience, we still want to believe other people’s promises.
Perhaps this will be the promise that’s kept. Perhaps this will be the dream that comes true.
From the very beginning of our lives, even as we lie curled up in a balmy, warm womb, I think a promise
is implicitly made to us, a promise that we’ll be loved and kept safe in the world. We’re born and our
parents are quick to make this promise explicit, “I’ll always be there for you!” they say. “I’ll always love
you! I’ll do anything for you!” We grow up, our confidence based on these and other promises which, for
some sons and daughters, are then quickly broken – broken cruelly and broken repeatedly. Trusting
anyone becomes hard and some young people learn never to trust promises again. They hate it and are
hurt by it whenever a promise is broken.
It’s important not to make promises which can’t be kept. There are the little, everyday promises
(promising to be home from work at a certain time, promising to help with homework) and there are the
bigger ones, the sweeping statements. It seems to me that we can’t promise always to be there for our
sons and daughters because one day we’ll die. And as a couple, we can’t promise always to stay together.
Certainly we plan to stay together but we can’t see into the future so can’t actually make that promise.
Young people prefer to know where they stand. I think it’s important to keep promises to a realistic
minimum and apologise sincerely if ever we break them because broken promises cut deeply and always
affect the confidence of young people.
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Rules! Rules! Rules!
We’re liberated and imprisoned by rules. Growing up is about trying to understand this weird paradox.
How exactly can rules liberate us? Surely freedom means having no rules? And what are we supposed to
do about it when the rules imprison us? Rules are like membranes between our minds and our bodies,
between our knowing and our desiring: they protect us from ourselves and from other people. Good rules
keep us safe and free us. Bad rules bully us and stop us thinking for ourselves.
Rules are involved in everything – in the way we dress, eat, speak to each other, arrange the furniture….
Without being aware of it, we learn hundreds of rules as we grow up. And not just from our parents. The
rules young people and parents fight about – bedtimes, computer use and friends, for example – are only
the tip of the iceberg. In fact, young people have been learning rules since the day they were born. There
are the official, explicit rules (“Say please and thank you!” or “I want you in by nine o’clock!”) and there
are the dozens of unofficial, unspoken, implicit rules (“Never get angry with Dad!” or “Don’t ask questions
about the past!”) The implicit rules are much harder to understand because no one ever explains what
they are or how they came about:
Why do I have to do it?
Because you do!
Yeah, but why?
As young people get older and more powerful, they’re passionately engaged in a long-term research
project far more important than any coursework or exams: they’re researching rules. How did these rules
come about? Why do they exist? Who invented them? How flexible are they? Who enforces them? What
are the consequences of breaking them? A parent’s job is to join in this exploration as custodian and
interpreter of the rules, as research assistant as well as research supervisor, because, if young people
can’t research and argue about rules at home, they’re obliged to do it at school and that sometimes ends
disastrously.
Rules regulate our relationship with a world of opportunity and frustration, a world of things we can do
and things we can’t do. It’s a crucial relationship which is why – young or old - we end up fighting and
arguing and discussing and going on and on about rules. The time is never wasted.
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Rumours
Young people are beset by rumours – who’s supposed to have said what about whom, things going on
behind people’s backs, people fancying people they shouldn’t…. Rumours are the cause of anger and
tears, of late-night phone calls and, sometimes, of break-ups. But they’re usually expressions of a person’s
unconscious doubts and fantasies. A simple miscommunication or innuendo is allowed to become a fullblown rumour because it expresses an unconscious doubt or fantasy that already existed.
In other words, rumours describe our anxieties. When we’re all worrying about something, that’s when a
rumour is likely to appear. And the rumour is likely to be treated as a fact rather than as just a possibility
depending on how anxious we’re feeling. The rumour that someone has chlamydia quickly becomes a
statement of fact because everyone is anxious about chlamydia. The rumour that someone’s girlfriend
cheated on him becomes a fact because everyone is anxious about their girlfriend cheating on them.
Alisha loves her boyfriend but they might be going to split up, she says, because there are rumours going
round about her and another boy. I don’t know Alisha’s boyfriend but I’m quite sure that the reason why
these rumours affect him is because, inevitably, he wonders what Alisha gets up to when he’s not around
and whether she’s as loyal to him as she claims.
I agree with her that these rumours are unfair and annoying. “I suppose everyone wonders what it would
be like to be close to someone else,” I say. “We might really love someone but still fancy other people a
bit.”
She thinks about this.
“You and your boyfriend might love each other and have no plans to split up but, from time to time, you
might both wonder what it would be like to go out with someone else.”
“Of course,” she says, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t love him, does it!”
My hope is that by acknowledging the underlying anxiety (we shouldn’t fancy other people, but we do)
and by making it normal, we take away some of its destructive power. The rumours may now feel less
awful and Alisha may be able to deal with them more confidently.
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Saying Sorry
How often do we say sorry to our children? Not just for the little things like accidentally sitting on their
sunglasses or forgetting to collect them from an after-school club (again), but for the big things like
betraying a secret or breaking a promise? How often do we say sorry for our inadequacies as parents?
It matters. The theory goes that children love and hate their parents, loving them for their warmth and
kindness, hating them for all the ways in which they frustrate and disappoint. Children become young
people and reach a point when their hatred starts to disturb them. “Am I a bad person for feeling this
way? Am I a hateful person for all the times when I’ve taken revenge on my parents, for all the times when
I wished they’d die and I’d never have to see them again?”
Developmentally, this is the point at which young people look to say sorry, to make amends in order to
prove to themselves (and their parents) that they’re not such awful sons and daughters after all. Without
opportunities to make amends, young people stay stuck with a sense of being bad, unkind, unloving. There
are young people deemed to be irresponsible and unfeeling who, given an opportunity to take genuine
responsibility or to demonstrate their compassion for other people, jump at the chance and perform
wonderfully, amazing adults who didn’t think they had these qualities in them.
What these young people are really doing – psychologically – is saying sorry, sorry for everything, sorry
for letting you down, sorry for making your life difficult, sorry for swearing at you and threatening you.
Without opportunities to say sorry, young people become adults still searching for ways of making
amends, ways of proving that they’re good people really. Some give up the search.
What makes saying sorry so much easier for young people is when their parents (and teachers and
counsellors) are able to say sorry themselves and mean it, no longer pretending to be perfect,
demonstrating to their sons and daughters that remorse isn’t shameful but is actually a sign of strength.
“I’m sorry that me and your mum split up…. I’m sorry that I’m hopeless at expressing my own feelings….
I’m sorry for the times when I’ve humiliated you or let you down….”
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Searching for Proof
Do you love him?
Of course!
Are you sure?
Totally!
We talk a lot about love and it’s probably the most important thing in our lives. But what exactly do we
mean by it? When we say that we love somebody or that we’re loved by somebody, how do we know?
How did you and dad know that you loved each other?
We just knew, okay!
You mean, because you fancied each other?
Well no, not just that….
What then?
I don’t know! We just knew!
When we speak mysteriously as if we always know what we mean by ‘love’, it makes life difficult for young
people. When adults pretend that love is simple (“We just knew, okay!”), then young people expect
simplicities and, when they don’t find them, panic, feeling that they must be missing something obvious.
So they search endlessly for some kind of proof, some way of being sure about love. If he buys me an
expensive present, for example, then it must mean that he loves me…. If I get butterflies when I see her,
then it must mean that I love her…. If we get engaged, then it shows that we really do love each other….
If we’re pleased to see each other…. If we have sex…. If he begs me to go back out with him…. If she
promises that she loves me…. If we’ve been going out together for a long time…. If we never argue….
I spend a lot of time in counselling assuring young people that it’s always hard to know exactly what we
feel about another person and that love is hard to quantify. It’s not simple and jumping to conclusions
won’t make it simple. Not knowing what we feel is normal. So…. better to go slowly, better to wait and
see. This matters because, in their frantic search for some kind of proof, young people often end up
making mistakes which are hard to undo.
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See Me! Feel Me! Touch Me! Heal Me!
Babies have to be seen in order to survive. So the first and most urgent thing that a new-born baby does
is to make a noise, saying as loudly as possible, “I’m here! Look after me! Don’t forget about me!” If no
one knows that the baby’s there, then it’ll be dead before long.
However old we are, not being recognized is always a reminder of that original, new-born baby
experience. It fills us with fear. It’s not until we’re older and much more comfortable with ourselves that
we can bear to be left alone, confident that we can survive without other people.
Most young people don’t have that confidence yet. So they spend their time texting, texting, texting to
make sure that they’re not forgotten. Late at night, when everyone else has gone to bed, when the house
is quiet and they’re on their own, they’re still wide awake in their rooms phoning, texting, phoning, texting
to check, to be sure that someone out there is taking notice.
Babies only know that they exist by seeing themselves in the mirror. But a baby can’t get out of its cot and
waddle to the bathroom in order to look in the mirror, admiring its dimples and checking its quiff! Instead,
a baby looks in the mirror of the face looking down, reflecting the baby back to itself, imitating the baby’s
sounds and facial expressions. Sometimes the mirror-face isn’t there and the baby panics, screaming for
the face to come back at once to reassure the baby of its existence.
For young people needing the reassurance that they exist, recognition might mean someone saying hello
to them, or remembering their name, or being interested in what they’re doing or thinking or feeling.
Deprived of recognition, young people panic. Some resort to arguments as a way of getting some kind of
recognition. Blend in with the crowd and no one notices, but behave badly, start an argument, make lots
of noise and suddenly everyone notices! Some young people find it hard to change their noisy,
argumentative behaviour because their underlying need for recognition is still so powerful. At times, it
feels like a matter of life or death.
New situations always fill us with the fear that we’ll no longer be recognized. We might be about to leave
school, or start a new job, or start at a new school with a new teacher, or start living with a new stepparent at home, or start getting used to a new baby in the family…. Our response to any new situation is
usually a disguised way of saying, “Please notice me! Please say hello to me! Please be interested in me!”
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Seeking Attention
“He’s only seeking attention…! She’s just wants attention…! They’re constantly trying to attract
attention…!” We talk about young people’s attention-seeking as if seeking attention was the worst thing
in the world, something shameful and unimaginable.
Whoever we are, our need for attention never changes because, without the attention of other people,
it’s as if we don’t exist. We only know that we exist and matter because other people recognise us,
understand what we’re saying and respond to us. In other words, we exist because other people pay
attention to us. Usually, we’ve absorbed enough of other people’s attention over the years to know that
we exist and matter without needing their constant reassurance. But there are some young people who
haven’t absorbed enough of this and, anyway, there are times for all of us when situations change, when
we get scared and when we suddenly need another person’s attention….. Right now.
Babies scream when they need attention. When young people feel that their words are unheard or
misunderstood, some resort to screaming – screaming with threats, alcohol, drugs, violence. Other young
people don’t scream but quietly despair of ever being noticed, of ever really mattering. Their need for
attention is just as urgent as the ones who scream the loudest.
Of course it’s always harder to pay attention to other people when it feels as if no one’s paying attention
to us. And sometimes, the more a person insists (“I’m trying to talk to you! Look, I need to talk to you!”),
the more we resist. Sometimes their insistence feels terribly controlling and yet needing attention isn’t
the same as needing to be in control: it’s just that we can end up trying to control other people when we
feel that we can’t rely on them to pay attention voluntarily.
Counselling involves one person seeking attention and another person paying attention. It involves a
quality of attention which is calm, appreciative and regular. It involves paying attention to what’s not
being said as well as to what is. It includes paying attention to “….how angry I’m feeling, how unfair things
are, how lonely and sad I get, how adult I’ve become, how difficult it is to put up with other people, how
childlike and stupid I sometimes feel….”
There’s nothing wrong with seeking attention. It’s normal.
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Self-Harm
Diana cuts herself. Not all the time. Not deeply. But there are a few healed scars on her forearm and one
new scar on the back of her wrist where, at the weekend, she cut herself with the tip of a kitchen knife.
“I’m worried that if my mum finds out, she’ll freak!” She says she’s thought about cutting other parts of
her body but hasn’t.
I have no choice but to believe her. With bellies, breasts and legs, I can’t ask to see the cuts but with wrists
and arms I can. And I want to see, partly to make sure that the cut is clean and healing and partly because
the cut will have been a way of saying something which, at the time, felt unsayable with words.
This is important. Adults ‘freak’ because it’s a cut (“How could you do that to yourself?”) and because it
bled (“Whatever possessed you?”) but what really matters is what the cut says. In Diana’s case, it says
“I’m not happy. I’m stressing about school. It feels as if all my friends hate me and I can’t talk to my mum
and dad because they’re too busy. All they ever want to know about is how I did in my Maths test!” When
the blood comes out it feels good, she says. “Like a relief, like letting out my feelings….”
In the UK, one in ten young people cut or harm themselves deliberately. Girls are four times more likely
to do it than boys. But it’s worth remembering that when they’re feeling bad, adults also sometimes
deliberately harm themselves - smoking, drinking, taking drugs and getting involved in other risky
behaviours. Diana’s cutting shouldn’t be so hard to understand. It’s her way of saying that she’s angry and
sad - really angry and really sad. She doesn’t want her mother to know and, of course, if her mother finds
out and ‘freaks’, it’ll just make everything worse. Diana will come back to me next week saying, “I knew I
shouldn’t have told her! She’s grounded me and hidden all the knives in the home!”
Her mother will love Diana and will want her daughter to be happy. But over-reacting won’t help. Selfharming is always a way of saying something. Saying something and hoping that, when they find out, other
people will understand.
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Self-Esteem
We use the word all the time. We say that one young person ‘lacks self-esteem’, that another ‘suffers
from low self-esteem’ and another ‘has self-esteem issues’. We say it. We write it. We seem to know what
we mean. It sounds simple, as if these young people just need a bit of extra praise or to be taken aside
and convinced that, really, they’re not that bad. If they can somehow edge their way across the wobbly
rope bridge, urged on by an instructor and a few muddy faces shouting encouragement from the riverbank
below, then their ‘self-esteem’ will increase and they’ll grow into confident citizens.
It’s rarely that simple. We actually start developing a sense of self, a sense of who we are, from the
moment we’re born. That process begins by looking into the mirror which, for a baby, isn’t a glass mirror
but the mirroring face of a parent, copying the baby’s movements, imitating its cries and gurgles,
reflecting it back to itself. That’s the way a baby learns what it looks and sounds like; that’s the way a
confident sense of self develops (or doesn’t). ‘Self-esteem’ begins, therefore, with a mother (or father)
recognising her child. She gives it a name. She calls it by its name and is pleased to see it. She interacts
with it and, when it cries, she listens, trying to understand what all those weird noises and crazy faces
mean. When she does recognise and when she finally understands, the baby relaxes, relieved, happy.
Young people get bruised by life in all sorts of ways as they get older. Their thoughts and their feelings
become much more complicated. But the basic need to be recognised and understood never changes
because, without that, it’s as if we don’t exist.
So advice can be useful; praise and reassurance usually feel good and achieving difficult things is certainly
wonderful. But being understood, really understood by other people is what matters most. That’s where
‘self-esteem’ comes from. That’s the greatest boost.
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Sex
When I was ten, my father told me about sex (or rather about how babies were made) on a long car
journey. He was no teacher. His brief account left me confused and disgusted because, in his stiff-upperlipped embarrassment, he had only one word - ‘bottom’ - to cover a multitude of possibilities. So for
months afterwards, I used to look at the middle-aged couples who were my parents’ friends and think,
“No way! Surely not!”
Thankfully, young people are now better informed about sex but they’re also exposed through the
internet to more pornography than ever before. As parents, we worry about this because pornography
can distort and disturb. Remembering our own earliest sexual experiences, we want the young people we
love to enjoy the same delights and avoid the same disasters that we experienced ourselves.
In any relationship with a partner, young people trust themselves to someone who isn’t their parent. For
some young people, sex becomes a way of demonstrating an independence from their parents and,
understandably, parents have strong feelings about this, worrying about all that could go wrong. But I
think it’s the independence rather than the sex which really gets to us as parents. Sex is only one symptom
of a young person’s independence.
Whatever our worries and whether or not we choose to talk with our sons and daughters about sex, the
most important thing is never to shame them. We shame young people every time we tease them about
sex or make sexual jokes at their expense or mock their sexual inexperience or compare them
unfavourably with other people. We do these things because their independence makes us afraid.
Shaming them, we try to keep control over them.
Young people hate this. It hurts more than anything. And so, in order never to be shamed again, they
retreat into secrecy, vowing never to tell their parents anything personal ever again. Instead of telling the
truth, they start boasting or exaggerating or lying if necessary – anything to hide their vulnerability. One
danger is that, feeling shamed in this way, some will find ways when they’re older of taking a vicious
revenge on their own children.
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Shame
I’m sitting in the audience at another wonderful school musical production with lots of young people on
stage dancing, smiling and, perhaps on behalf of everyone, with Maria von Trapp singing, “I have
confidence in me!” I’m moved by the actors’ confidence and reminded of someone once saying that the
greatest gift a parent can give a child is self-esteem. I’m moved because other young people I know don’t
have that confidence. They wouldn’t dream of auditioning for a show. They’d insist, “I can’t act! I can’t
sing! I can’t dance!”
We’re not born unconfident but our confidence sometimes gets taken away from us. I talk with young
people about this in counselling. How did you lose your confidence? What happened? Who took it away?
What did you feel like saying at the time?
Nothing takes away our confidence more than shame and the threat of being shamed. We’re shamed
when people laugh at our mistakes, compare us unfairly with others, criticise the way we look, strip away
our privacy or mock our sexuality, belittling our attempts to look big or cool or clever or attractive. Adults
often shame young people as a way of controlling them.
Understandably, young people will do anything to avoid being shamed. They’ll try to be invisible, avoiding
other people. Or they’ll make jokes, tease, criticise, get angry and bully other people: anything to avoid
the shameful spotlight being turned on themselves because shame is crippling and can be crippling for
life.
In his inaugural speech as President of South Africa, Nelson Mandela is alleged to have said, “We ask
ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be…?
As we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give people permission to do the same. As we are
liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.”
Maria von Trapp would agree.
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Sleep
“Sorry about yawning,” says the boy sitting opposite me. “I’m knackered!”
I ask, “Do you get much of a lie-in at weekends?”
“Not really,” he says. “I’ve got my job, so I have to be up early.”
“What about Sundays? Don’t you get a lie-in then?”
Often the answer from young people is “No” and for various reasons…. “Because my dad thinks it’s lazy….
Because my mum says we’ve all got to have breakfast together…. Because I can’t sleep in with everyone’s
noise….” I’m delighted when the answer is “Yes, I can sleep in for as long as I want and sometimes I don’t
get up until lunchtime!”
The fact is that young people need a lot of sleep. Whereas adults need eight, young people need nine and
a half hours’ sleep each night (Morgan 2005). Their brains do a lot of important growing while they’re
asleep and a lack of sleep affects their memory, their reaction times, their levels of stress and their ability
to make good judgments. Ultimately, a lack of sleep affects their grades and happiness.
Melatonin is the chemical in the brain which makes us sleepy. But with young people, it doesn’t kick in
until around eleven o’clock, the same time as adults. This means that if a young person only sleeps from
eleven o’clock until seven, he or she is losing and hour and a half’s sleep every day. By the end of the
week, that’s the equivalent of a whole night’s sleep.
When we’re young, we go to bed earlier and the grown-ups go to bed later. So as we get older, we want
to stay up later to be more grown-up. Fair enough. (Staying up all night would be like being super-grownup!) But although sleep may be boring, it really matters for young people. And their parents are right playing computer games late in the evening isn’t a good way of getting to sleep; nor is drinking caffeine
or alcohol.
I’ve been travelling to work on the bus recently. Every morning, young people in their school uniforms get
onto the bus and, heads wedged against the windows, they fall asleep.
Source: Morgan, N. (2005) Blame My Brain: The Amazing Teenage Brain. London: Walker Books.
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Stuck Family Roles
Lacey says that her family always blames her when there’s trouble. Paul says he’s fed up with being the
goody-goody. Sohani is sick of being treated like a baby and Michael doesn’t want to go on being the
peacemaker any longer, sorting out everybody else’s fights.
The theory is that we each tend to play particular roles in our families and that these roles balance each
other out. If one member of the family is the organised person, sorting everything out for the summer
holidays, another person will be the chaotic one, always late and always forgetting to pack things. If one
person is tidy, another will be messy. If one person is shy, another will be very confident. The serious
person will be balanced by the joker. The person playing the responsible role will be balanced by the
person playing the irresponsible role…. And so on. It’s as if a family has a personality, containing all these
possibilities and, for the family to stay sane, the different roles have to balance each other out. So when
one member of the family becomes extremely angry, another will quickly become extremely calm - that
way there’s no danger and things stay balanced.
We don’t plan this. It all happens unconsciously. And that’s fine, as long as each member of the family can
play lots of different roles. The problem comes when we get stuck in a particular role; when we find that
other people always expect us to behave in a certain way and we do because we’re so used to it, because
that’s the way it’s always been, and because we’ve learned the role so well we play it not only at home
but at school and at work.
There are all sorts of roles to get stuck with, but a lot of young people get stuck either as the angry,
‘problem’ member of the family, or as the quiet, unnoticed one, patiently putting up with everything.
Whatever the role, it feels horrible, like being trapped, impossible to change, impossible to be different
because, whenever someone dares to try a different role (the ‘angry’ person tries being affectionate, the
‘quiet’ person tries being loud), the family quickly forces them back into the old one. Sometimes it feels
as if the only escape is to leave the family.
We get unstuck when other people in the family are prepared to share the role with us, to acknowledge
their own anger, their own ‘problems’, their own ability to be quiet and to put up with things. That’s what
makes the big difference. That’s what frees us to behave differently.
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Taking Responsibility
The alarm goes off and you sink deeper under the duvet, cursing, wishing you could keep the world at bay
for a little longer. But - reluctantly – you get up and you get on with the tasks of the day. You do it because
you’re reasonably confident that you can handle the challenges of that particular day and because you’re
well-practised at getting up and getting on with things.
Young people are neither so confident nor so well-practised. Their reluctance to take responsibility for
themselves, their fear of failure, their longing for a lost world of childhood isn’t actually any different from
an adult’s: it’s just more acute. They act out their reluctance all the time, going backwards and forwards
between the irresponsible world of the child and the responsible world of the adult. A boy’s bedroom
might be a complete mess, for example, but his schoolwork remains immaculate. A girl’s behaviour at
home might be terrible while her behaviour at her friend’s house is always wonderful.
When it comes to young people taking responsibility for themselves, there’s no magic wand. As parents
and as young people, we all have to muddle through. But it helps to understand that taking responsibility
usually feels scary: that deciding to do one thing means not being able to do another; that we can feel
really alone when we take responsibility for ourselves; that making a clear choice between one thing and
another often feels impossible; that young people, like endangered animals, sometimes choose ‘flight’
(running away from a situation) or ‘fight’ (arguing endlessly about it), but more often choose ‘freeze’,
doing nothing at all, refusing to make a decision, avoiding the situation altogether.
Sometimes we berate young people for not taking more responsibility for themselves. But how would you
like to go into a two-hour exam, knowing how much depends on doing well and that it’s entirely down to
you? How would you like to manage dozens of unavoidable relationships with people, day after day after
day in school? How would you like to decide which university or job to apply for, knowing that it’ll affect
the rest of your life? In short, how would you like to grow up, knowing that you’ll never be able to be a
child again?
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The Cruelest Thing about Splitting Up
“They don’t speak any more…. He hates her…. She’s always criticizing him…. He’s not allowed near the
house…. She’s burnt all the photographs….”
Young people are always upset when their parents split. But let’s be clear: when parents stay in a loveless
relationship it’s no better for young people than ending that loveless relationship. Living with two parents
who clearly hate each other is just as damaging as going between parents who’ve split up and never want
to see each other again. So this isn’t about the rights and wrongs of splitting up. Sometimes feelings do
change. Sometimes we meet other people. Sometimes it’s better to split. But….
The cruellest thing is when parents, angry and hurt, insist to their children that they never loved each
other in the first place. That’s what damages young people the most.
Nine times out of ten, it’s not true. However painful it may be for warring parents to remember, there
was a time – however fleeting - when they probably did love or did, at least, fancy each other. Their child
was conceived and born into that. Not into hatred and bitterness and resentment. Once upon a time, two
people were together and had fun. They laughed. They talked. Sometimes they had holidays. They thought
they were right for each other.
Looking back to the time before the split, it’s painful to remember these things. They’re hard to
acknowledge, even though they’re true. When things have changed so much, it’s hard for parents to
believe that they could ever have had those feelings for each other. But it did feel like that at the time and
that’s what really, really matters. All young people are building a sense of who they are and the story they
tell about their lives will determine the way they see themselves. The terrible fact is that when an
autobiographical story begins “When I was born, my parents were fighting and I wasn’t wanted….” or “My
parents never loved each other in the first place – I don’t know why they had me….” the story tends to
end unhappily because, for the young person growing up, it feels like an emptiness at the heart of
everything.
I’m not suggesting that we should lie to our children. I’m suggesting that we should tell the truth about
how it was at the time. It’s hard for young people to believe that they could possibly have been loved as
babies if their parents didn’t love each other. Or if their bitter, resentful parents still won’t admit that –
once upon a time - they felt differently about each other.
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The Disillusioning of Parents
We know that young people go through a period of disillusionment when the world no longer seems so
happy or straightforward or worth living. And we know that, more often than not, their disillusionment
will be focused on their parents, “It’s your fault! You’ve got no idea! You’re ruining everything!” This
disillusionment is a developmental inevitability as the simplicities of childhood are replaced by an
awareness of the complexities of adult life. So in the meantime, stoically, holding their breath, parents try
to remind themselves that they’re not as bad or stupid or uncaring as they’re accused of being.
What’s often overlooked is the flip side of this process: the fact that parents themselves go through an
experience of disillusionment which is just as bitter and angry, just as full of recriminations and hatred.
Their disillusionment is with their children, the children of whom so much was hoped, who began life so
innocently, needing their parents so straightforwardly and gratifyingly: the same children who were going
to get top grades and achieve all manner of humanitarian, sporting and academic success; the same
children now disagreeing about everything with their parents, making their own choices, departing from
the script.
Parents have their own developmental process to go through as they mourn the loss of their innocent,
dependent child and get used to the independent, free-thinking, risk-taking individual that he or she has
become.
“You’ve changed!”
“Of course I’ve changed!” thinks the young person. “It’s my job to change! I don’t have a choice! But inside
I’m still the same person. Can’t you see that?”
Some parents refuse to let go of the illusion, trying to convince themselves that their son or daughter is
still a child, incapable of independent life. Others see only the bad stuff and experience their son or
daughter’s growing up as a betrayal. “Does it mean that we’ve failed?” they ask themselves. “What
happened to that sweet child? Doesn’t she love us anymore? Did we do something wrong?”
It may be hard for parents but it’s also hard for young people, also trying to be stoical in their way, also
holding their breath, also reminding themselves that they’re not as bad or stupid or uncaring as they’re
accused of being.
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The Future
Everyone settles down for the beginning of a new school year. New pencil cases, school bags, shoes….
This year is going to be a new start! It’s going to be great! You’ve got your whole life ahead of you!
We urge young people on. We want them to be successful and safe. We tell them over and over again
about something called The Future. Apparently, this is a very exciting and important thing but, for some
young people, it just sounds scary. It’s like when you think you’ve got to the top of the mountain. You
heave yourself up onto a ledge and realise that you’re actually nowhere near the top. You’ve still got a
long way to go. For a while, exhausted, you feel like giving up. You look back down at the beautiful view
behind you.
Someone interrupts, “Never mind that! Come on! There’ll be an even better view from the top!”
You protest, “Can’t we just rest here a bit longer?”
The future matters – of course it does – but so does the past and I think it’s normal for young people to
want to look backwards sometimes. The philosopher, Nietzsche, reminds us that before taking a big jump
forwards, we always take a few steps back. I think that, too often, The Future is used as a whip with which
to beat young people. Looking backwards doesn’t mean being immature. It’s important to be allowed to
celebrate the past, to remember and relish primary school, childhood, people from the past, things that
happened – funny things, sad things, exciting and important things. Then we can move on.
Sometimes you get to the top of the mountain and all you can see is cloud.
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The Happiness Illusion
A young person sits with me, clearly upset. “I shouldn’t be feeling like this! I’ve got my family and all my
friends, so why am I like this? I should be happy!” Bad things have been happening in his life recently and
he can’t understand why.
A century ago, he wouldn’t have been surprised. He’d have expected work to be repetitive and school to
be harsh. He’d have expected life to be dangerous and unfair. He’d have expected close relatives to get ill
and die. Once upon a time, all this suffering would have been thought of as inevitable, as noble and even
as uplifting, whereas nowadays it’s seen as unfair, persecutory and to be blamed on other people. “Why
am I feeling like this? I should be happy!”
Of course, no one wants to suffer unnecessarily but so many young people are thrown whenever
something goes wrong and can make no sense of the experience. Frantically, they seek explanations to
make the bad experience go away. “How could my gran possibly be dying? How could my dad possibly
have lost his job? When I wanted to succeed and worked so hard, how could I possibly have failed?”
We have no right to happiness. We can’t earn or buy it. And yet there’s a widespread assumption that we
should be happy; that if we’re not happy then it must be someone else’s fault. “Why is this happening to
me? Why have things gone wrong? Why is no one making my life better?”
The ‘positive thinking’ industry has a lot to answer for. Think positively, they say, and your problems will
vanish. Think positively and you’ll feel better. Think positively and your dreams will come true. Think
positively and your cancer might even go away!
It’s complete nonsense. Real determination makes a difference but ‘positive thinking’ alone actually
makes some people feel worse according to recent research. I think we need to remind ourselves and
young people that life is short, bad things do happen and people do die. There are times when I sit with a
young person in counselling and there’s nothing to say, nothing to do. There are times when life really
does stink. (Young people have their own ways of saying this!) Only when we admit as much can we begin
to move on and enjoy all the good things in life. They’re only good because they don’t last forever.
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The Meaning of School
Everyone has strong feelings about school. Everyone has stories to tell, opinions to argue, theories to
propound. Yet five people talking about a particular school can sound as if they’re talking about five
different schools because the idea of ‘school’ is so personal, evoking for each one of us an experience of
childhood, of parenting, of hope and disappointment, of what we’ve come to believe about ourselves and
other people.
I sometimes wonder whether there’s no such thing as a school and whether ‘school’ only exists in the eye
of the beholder. I wonder whether we create a school in our heads and have a relationship with that
school, rather than with the one we attend every day.
When students talk about ‘school’, it’s never simple. They love school, hate school, look forward to school,
worry about school: “This school is really doing my head in!” But the school they mean is often a far more
personal one than the one they travel to each day. For them, ‘school’ can be a metaphor meaning ‘mother’
or ‘father’ because the experience is so similar: the experience of being looked after, of authority and
rules, of consistency and inconsistency, of rivalry and love. When students talk about ‘school’, they’re
sometimes really talking about those things. Sometimes ‘school’ means a part of themselves or a dilemma
that they’re struggling with. Sometimes talking about ‘school’ can even be a way of talking about death
because ‘school’ is so much about getting older and wondering what’s-the-point, about saying goodbye
and wondering whether we’ll be remembered.
Teachers go to great lengths to ensure that all students have a positive experience of school. But
sometimes – secretly – ‘school’ is about something else.
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The Meaning of ‘Things’
It’s hard to get Simon to talk about anything other than computer games about which I know nothing. I
try to stay patient because I think this is his way of making a relationship with me but I’m looking for
opportunities to get him talking about his family which is where I think his anxieties really lie.
Simon happens to talk about computer games but other young people talk equally passionately about the
‘things’ filling up their lives. In the run-up to Christmas, they’ll list the many expensive, unnecessary things
they’re going to be given by their guilty-sounding parents and step-parents. And during the rest of the
year, they’re forever describing to me the new things they want and will usually be given. Having all these
‘things’ never seems to make them happier, though.
One way of understanding our conversations about ‘things’ is that the things preoccupying young people
represent ways of staying safe, in the same way that bits of mouldy blanket or teddy bears help small
children to feel safe. They’re what counsellors call ‘transitional objects’, desired as fervently as a baby
desires a nipple. ‘Things’ might be clothes, bikes, audio equipment or - in Simon’s case – computer games.
They might be phones. “My phone is my life!” says one girl. “Without my phone, I’ve got nothing!” Young
people check their phones as often as an exploring child checks to see whether its mother is still there.
So I’m stuck with Simon talking endlessly about computer games as I’m trying to shift him onto talking
about other things. Then one day he comes in and it’s all different. This time he talks about how low he’s
feeling, how miserable and friendless. Suddenly, it’s as if the whole computer games gambit has failed
and as if all his underlying feelings are tumbling out: feelings about people not liking him, people not
wanting to meet up with him, people trying to boss him about. At last, we’re in business and it occurs to
me that I could have been doing things differently all along…. I could have been asking what it would be
like not to have the games. I could have been asking what exactly he’d miss…. Then we might have got
onto this underlying stuff sooner.
Whether we’re parents or counsellors, it’s always worth wondering about the meaning of the latest musthave ‘thing’. What exactly does it represent for the young person? What does it protect the young person
from feeling? Without it, what’s the anxiety?
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The Meaning of Uniform
We love it or we hate it. We want to make it much stricter or we want to get rid of it altogether…. In
schools, enormous amounts of time are taken up with ‘uniform issues’ because ‘uniform’ represents
something much more important than shirts and ties and shoes: ‘uniform’ is about uniformity and we all
have strong feelings about that. How much am I the same as other people and how much am I different?
How much do I want my children to be the same as other children? How much do I want them to be
different? What we say about uniform says a lot about what we feel about uniformity and about our own
schooldays. We can’t help being reminded of teachers who listened and teachers who didn’t, teachers
who recognised our individuality and teachers who didn’t.
All schools have fights about uniform just as all families have fights about what’s acceptable to wear for
weddings or funerals or visits to relatives. Even schools without any official uniform at all still find
themselves having arguments about what’s acceptable for students to wear in school because the
underlying issue never goes away: how can we have things in common with each other (‘standards’),
whilst also being proudly individual, different, unique? At times, politicians will argue that everyone must
be the same, studying the same subjects and taking the same exams. At other times, they’ll argue that we
need much more individualism – entrepreneurs, risk-takers, inventors.
Young people are forever wrestling with the issue, wanting to be like other people but not the same as
other people. However happy they may be with their school uniform, most will find ways of individualising
their appearance through the way they wear that uniform, through the tiny bits of jewellery they display
or through their choice of rucksack. The issue never goes away: as we get older we just get better at living
with the competing needs inside us for sameness and difference.
For the record, I went to a school where we wore long, navy blue cassocks, white cotton bibs under our
chins, knee-length breeches and yellow stockings…. So there!
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The Myth of Anger Management
I’m often asked to provide ‘anger management’ for young people who lose their tempers or seem to be
in a state of perpetual rage. Everyone seems to have heard of this thing called ‘anger management’ and
everyone seems to think it’s great. By the sound of it, it’ll sort everything out. It’ll make family life happy
again. It’ll stop young people being excluded from school by turning them into loving, obedient, grateful
sons and daughters. A few young people (not quite understanding) come to see me and when I ask what’s
the matter they say, “I’ve got anger management!” as if they’ve got a disease. I’m supposed to be
Dumbledore with a magic potion called ‘anger management’.
The potion comes from North America where a lot of people make a lot of money peddling it. They get
away with it because, in North America, a lot of life’s most difficult problems get simplified and
medicalised. If someone’s unhappy, then give him a pill. If life’s complex, then pretend it’s simple. If
someone’s angry, then find a magician to give him a dose ‘anger management’ and he won’t be angry any
more.
Young people have reasons to be angry. Usually they’re angry because they’ve been hurt, because painful
things have happened in their lives and because those things have been unfair. They get angry because
they care. If they didn’t get angry I’d be worried because anger is healthy. It’s the opposite of depression.
It means being alive, committed, energetic, creative. Nelson Mandela was angry. Jesus Christ was angry.
Over the centuries, the world has only improved because people got angry.
Of course, what we do with our anger, the way our anger is expressed matters enormously. Hitting people,
swearing at them or damaging their property are absolutely not acceptable ways of expressing anger.
But anger itself isn’t the problem. The problem is when no one listens to anger expressed as words. When
adults won’t listen to young people’s words (usually because they’re so angry themselves), young people
are obliged to turn those words into actions in order to be heard and get attention. Unfortunately, that’s
when all hell breaks loose and Dumbledore is summoned.
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The Necessity of Failure
Marcus is devastated. He’s twelve and was expecting to be chosen for the rugby team. Now it turns out
that he’s not even on the substitute’s bench. Seventeen-year-old Sophie is equally devastated, having
applied to five top universities and been rejected by all of them.
Perhaps ‘devastated’ is too strong a word. But I suspect that, at the time, devastated is how it feels when
we set our hearts on something and don’t succeed. It feels like the end of the world, like nothing else
matters. We’ve failed and no consoling words can alter that fact.
Of course, nobody wants to discourage young people but all of us have to find a way of living with failure
in our lives. Not fudging it. Not pretending that failure hasn’t happened. But acknowledging that, in any
human endeavour, failure is possible and that we will fail sometimes whether we’re twelve years old or
seventeen years old. It’ll happen.
Acknowledging the brute fact of this is helpful. Then we can cry. And rage. And curse. And move on,
perhaps with renewed determination to succeed or with the useful knowledge that we do have
limitations. Endlessly protecting young people from any experience of failure is unhelpful. It means that
failure becomes shameful, incomprehensible and much harder to bear when it finally happens. Now
Marcus says that he’s thinking of giving up rugby altogether. Sophie says that she might not bother going
to university at all.
I suggest to each of them that giving up would be a shame but that, yes, failure does hurt when it happens.
In ‘Worstward Ho’, the writer Samuel Beckett has a nice way of responding to failure: “Ever tried. Ever
failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”
I suggest to Marcus and to Sophie that – eventually – they may be admired for their achievements but
never loved for their achievements. Rather, they’ll be loved for who they are.
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The Pink and the Black
I’ve noticed it several times: a girl whose hair is held by one pink scrunchie and one black scrunchie;
another girl with black trimmings around her pink schoolbag; another with a pink stud in one ear and a
black stud in the other.
No one ever admits to planning these things. And they don’t – these choices are largely unconscious
communications – but they’re still communications: communications about the way we see ourselves,
the way we’d like to be seen by other people, the kind of people we’d like to be…. Young people will
always find ways of using their appearance to say important things about how they see themselves or
would like to be seen. It might be through small bits of jewellery, wristbands, watches or stickers on bags.
The way we look is always a statement and we hope that other people will understand our statement in
the way that we intend them to.
Colours can mean different things - white might represent purity but might also represent peace or
surrender or emptiness; red might represent love but might also represent anger. The cultural significance
of colours changes from country to country and from decade to decade. But in the UK, pink currently
represents girliness, innocence, light-heartedness; black represents fear, depression, death….
Pink and black pull young people in opposite directions. “How can I be girly and silly and have fun while
also being deadly serious and angry about so many things in my life? How can I enjoy my life now while
knowing that I’ll die one day? How can I manage to stay innocent when a part of me wants to know
everything? How can the pink part of me co-exist with the black?”
Some young people respond to this problem by splitting the world into things that are good and things
that are bad, people who are good or bad, experience which is brilliant or awful. It’s as if the pink and the
black can’t co-exist. A pink bedroom starts to feel out-of-date and childish, so it gets re-painted, entirely
black. “You’ve changed so much!” say her horrified parents. “You’re not like you used to be!”
Their daughter smiles, thinking, “Good! You’ve noticed!”
Being able to be pink as well as black is an achievement. I sit with a girl who’s come to see me for
counselling. She has a pink sweatband around her wrist. Sure enough, imprinted on the sweatband is a
black skull-and-crossbones.
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The Problem with Hard Work
“I know my parents work so hard because they only want the best for me. It’s just that…. Oh, I don’t
know!”
We pride ourselves on working hard and most jobs urge us to work even harder. We complain about being
overworked but, at the same time, we’re proud of it. We complain of ‘stress’ but wouldn’t be without it
for fear of not being seen to be working as hard as the next person and not living up to the ideal of the
overworked, stressed-out parent, sacrificing everything for the sake of the children’s future.
Hard work is a mixed blessing. It gets things done. It gets good things done. But it also potentially shields
us from family life, from intimacy and from important relationships at home. Because of working so hard,
we become too busy, too tired to talk. We crash out in front of the television. Sometimes I wonder
whether we end up playing the poor, overworked martyr at home because (secretly) it suits us. With all
that overwork and stress as an excuse, we can then avoid the messiness of relationships with those people
at home about whom we say we care the most.
Young people are loyal. They say “I know my parents work so hard because they only want the best for
me” but they say it with no enthusiasm. Instead there’s a sadness, a bafflement and a questioning, “Why
does my dad spend most of his time away from us if we’re the most important things in his life, like he
says? How can my mum always be there for us, like she says, if she’s never actually there?”
Young people learn about relationships from their parents. They watch and they copy. The extent to which
their parents are willing to engage with the ups and downs of family life will considerably affect the way
young people themselves approach family life in the years to come. If parents avoid difficult, unglamorous
family relationships, then their children will be inclined to do the same.
It’s easy for our hard work to get in the way and yet, when we die, our children won’t remember the
money we earned or the professional status we achieved thanks to all that hard work. Rather, they’ll
remember the times we spent with them, the closeness, the fun. I think it’s important to be honest with
ourselves and ask, “Why exactly am I working so hard and for such long hours? And, if it’s because the job
demands it, then to what extent did I choose this job? When it comes to working flat out and being away
from home such a lot, why exactly am I doing this?”
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The Problem with Inspiration
It’s a word that’s used a lot: “I was inspired! She was inspirational! He badly needs someone to inspire
him!” It sounds so simple, as if young people just need to meet up with some truly amazing person and –
hey presto! – their lives will change for the better: laziness will vanish; confusion will turn to clarity; apathy
will become a thing of the past. All this will happen if only they can meet one of the inspirational people
out there!
It’s nonsense. Of course it’s exciting to meet famous, successful people and, of course, a few people will
say that they were inspired by Jessica Ennis or by Stephen Hawking. But for most of us, the source of our
confidence and self-belief will be found much closer to home. We’ll get our ‘inspiration’ from parents and
teachers, from other family members and from friends. These are the people whose example matters
most because these are the people who know us and care about us.
A few years ago, a television documentary followed the fortunes of Jamie Oliver’s ‘dream’ school. Famous
people were recruited to ‘inspire’ a collection of young people who’d been expelled from normal school.
How could these young people fail to be inspired by such a wonderful collection of famous, ‘inspirational’
human beings?
The famous people failed miserably. They didn’t know how to teach. They had no empathy with the young
people and, in some cases, no interest in them. Useful things only happened when a famous person took
time to get to know a young person and dropped the stuff about “I started with nothing and look at me
now! I’m proof that every one of you can be a success if you want to be!”
When things are going badly, it’s tempting to believe that, as carers and professionals working with young
people, we’re not enough. It’s tempting to doubt our own importance in the lives of the young people we
love and tempting to think that there must be someone better out there. But casting around for people
from outside our normal lives misses the point. It’s the people closest to us who give us real confidence
in ourselves. Or take it away.
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The Real Me
“They’ve got absolutely no idea what I’m like! They don’t know the real me!”
Young people are constantly striving to become this person called ‘the real me’ - a unified,
understandable, unchanging version of themselves with no contradictions. But ‘the real me’ doesn’t exist.
All young people are able to be different things at different times in their lives and these things keep
changing. So when they complain that other people ‘don’t know the real me’, I sometimes feel like saying,
“And nor do you! Nor does anyone really know themselves!”
Typically, young people bring to counselling a problem or a part of themselves with which they’re stuck:
for example, “I’m not speaking to my dad!” or “I hate the way my mum treats me!” They expect me to
have the answer and I don’t. What happens is more subtle: we talk and discover that there are other
problems and other parts of this young person as well – a loving part as well as a hating part, a resilient
part as well as a fragile part. We discover that the young person can be sensible as well as reckless, cruel
as well as kind, loyal as well as disloyal, hostile as well as friendly. We discover that other people are
probably also a mixture. And slowly, as the weeks go by and as we keep talking, life starts to feel easier
because the young person is no longer stuck with a simplified version of themselves. Other problems may
have emerged but at least “Me and my dad are talking now,” or “I’ve been getting on better with my
mum.”
‘The real me’ isn’t a helpful idea. It limits and frustrates us, implying that we can be reduced to some
quintessence whereas, in fact, we’re changing all the time: parts of ourselves constantly emerging and
submerging, becoming active and becoming dormant. ‘The real me’ is a wonderfully complex and elusive
idea. So instead of saying to a young person, “You’re selfish!” or “You’re beautiful!” or “You’re lazy!”,
implying that the young person is reducible to a single characteristic, it helps and is more accurate to say,
“Sometimes you’re selfish” or “One of the things you are is beautiful” or “A part of you is lazy”. Young
people are more likely to listen and take note of this, knowing that their whole personality isn’t being
judged and simplified.
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The Secret Purpose of Rows
Because rows can be hurtful, we usually do our best to avoid them. But there’s sometimes a secret
purpose to our rowing which isn’t so bad and which gets overlooked….
We’re born instinctively seeking to attach to other people in order to be safe. We make a relationship (an
attachment) with at least one parent as quickly as possible because then, protected by that relationship,
we can begin to relax and feel safe. After that, we get on with the slow task of growing up but, whenever
we feel unsafe, our instinct remains the same: we attach to whoever or whatever will keep us safe – to a
friend or a gang or a partner or a pet or a knife or a drug or an attitude. Young people can’t go up to their
mum or dad and say, “I’m feeling afraid – please look after me! Please protect me!” because that would
sound childish. So one of the ways in which they get the attachment they need when they’re feeling
unsafe is by having a row. Rows don’t look like attempts to attach – quite the opposite – but often they
are. By having rows, young people get themselves noticed; they get other people’s time; they get
themselves heard in all their furious, wild-eyed panic. Above all, they get attention.
We talk scornfully about young people ‘just needing attention’ as if that was the worst thing in the world
and quite beyond our comprehension. But we all need attention. I think it’s helpful to think of young
people needing attention as young people really needing attachment and the way young people’s
attachments are made is rarely straightforward. Rows often start about the smallest things but are usually
about far more important things:
“Who ate the last slice of bread?”
“Why? Are you saying it was me? That’s typical, you’re always accusing me!”
“Well, maybe that’s because you never seem to care about the rest of us!”
“Why should I care about you when you never care about me?”
Of course rows can be hurtful but rows can also move things on when we’re stuck. When we row, things
get said. And making up after rows can feel wonderful because, weirdly, it’s as if the row has brought us
closer together. I’m not advocating rows as the solution to all our problems at home or at school. I’m just
suggesting that rows may not always be what they seem. If we didn’t care, we wouldn’t bother having
rows.
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The Stories we Tell
No sooner has something happened to us than we begin to tell a story about it. We tell the story in our
heads and, if there’s occasion and need, we start telling it to other people as well.
Some of our stories are about the unusual or funny things that happen to us. But the stories that we tell
repeatedly and with most passion are the ones in which we’ve been wronged. In these stories, we replay
events and conversations, emerging every time more wronged than before, but with increasing moral
authority. In these stories we re-invent the world as we’d like it to be, taking revenge on our persecutors,
saying things more precisely and more cuttingly than we could ever have done in real life. In these stories,
we’re more thick-skinned, more courageous, more witty. In these stories, we always have the final word.
Whether they’re individual autobiographies or national histories, the stories we tell are ways in which we
deal with our anxieties. The more extreme the anxiety, the more vehement the story is likely to be. So
insisting to a young person that his heartfelt story is wrong or doesn’t add up is unlikely to change
anything. If anything, the story becomes more entrenched. Only once the anxieties driving the story have
been understood can the story be amended and other perspectives added. And the anxieties driving the
stories will be anxieties of humiliation, stupidity, failure, cowardice; they’ll be anxieties about being
unlovable: all the experiences that we dread most.
Young people emerge well from their own stories because they’re afraid to emerge badly. But as we listen
to their stories, particularly the ones told with passion, it’s always worth wondering what anxieties these
stories conceal and how best we can help to acknowledge and assuage these underlying anxieties.
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This Family
We might claim that “This family’s really close” or that “This family’s falling apart”. Either way, we talk
about ‘this family’ the way we talk about ‘this school’ – as if we all know what we mean. But families are
amorphous. If they’re healthy, they’re always changing and therefore mean different things to different
members at different times. Everyone tells a different story. Trying to establish a single narrative is always
a doomed enterprise and yet we keep trying because we like things to be simple.
The idealised family story might go, “We all get on well together….” or “We all love each other….” or “We
all look forward to seeing each other….” This idealised story refers to a golden age of ‘this family’ that
never actually existed but, as a story, it’s what we’d like to believe and it serves to disguise the many
differences and difficulties in the family.
Because young people are very good at noticing and commenting on the difference between how their
family behaves in public and how it behaves in private, their comments usually challenge the idealised
family story. But people who aren’t buying into that story, people who don’t believe it become a threat
and must be punished. So when young people challenge the idealised story, they’re ignored or derided or
punished by the guardians of the story who are usually the ones with most to lose.
A second story emerges. It’s called ‘The Problem With This Family’. In it, young people feature prominently
because it turns out that they’re the problem! Apparently, they’re the problem because they get angry,
challenge authority, do things differently and, above all, refuse to recognise the official family story. If it
wasn’t for them, family life would be loving and harmonious, the way it always used to be!
This second story is also a simplification. By picking on one young person, it ignores all the problems that
the family won’t recognise: problems like alcohol, infidelity, violence, depression, bullying and the things
that happened a long time ago….
The idealised story gets adapted. Now it goes that ‘this family’s really close’ but ‘the problem with this
family’ is that so-and-so (the young person) refuses to do as he’s told or is argumentative or
disrespectful…. Or whatever.
Young people hate being blamed for whatever’s supposed to be wrong with their family. They have two
choices: either to fight their hardest against being blamed or to deliberately become whatever it is that
they’re accused of being.
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Tidy Up Your Mess!
Usually it’s about bedrooms but sometimes it’s about other messes around the house – shoes left lying,
underwear dropped, washing up not done, schoolwork sprawled across the sofa…. “Tidy up your mess!
I’m not having that mess in this house! I don’t know how you can live with it!”
Human beings are messy: emotionally, sexually, philosophically and in many other ways. Perhaps that’s
why so many young people feel so passionately about rain forests, even when they’ve never visited one,
because rain forests are messes – huge, beautiful, unplanned, creative messes, with no one controlling
them or tidying them away. Perhaps mess is at the heart of the world and perhaps young people are more
comfortable with it than adults.
Certainly, creativity emerges from a degree of mess, from not knowing exactly what’s going to happen,
from not having everything neatly planned out. But creativity also requires structure: the apparent mess
of a rain forest can be analysed and reduced to a series of ecological principles.
The shame is that we get so frightened of our messiness and frighten young people about theirs. Some
young people respond to this by being as deliberately messy as possible (“It’s my bedroom! I didn’t ask
you to come in!”) while others go to the opposite extreme, obsessive compulsive in their tidiness,
cleanliness, attention to detail.
Learning to live with a degree of mess as well as a degree of structure and control is part of growing up.
After all, life is messy; there are some things that can’t be tidied away neatly; some things just spill out
and the more we try to cram into our emotional cupboards, the more they do spill out. Healthy
relationships are rarely neat and tidy.
“I’m in a mess!” says Femi. His latest mess seems to have been caused by telling his ex-girlfriend that he
still loves her and by his current girlfriend then finding out.
I suggest to him that he might be quite enjoying the mess.
He admits that it does have its attractions: lots of gossip, excitement, attention. Having a nice, clean,
straightforward relationship with his girlfriend wouldn’t be half as interesting.
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Trying to Understand
Young people are busy trying to make the right choices. Parents are busy trying to find the best solutions.
Everyone’s busy giving everyone else advice, telling each other what they should do, often without
listening to the problem in the first place.
Our need to be understood never goes away. When someone understands us – really understands – life
feels bearable because we no longer feel so alone. Another person’s advice never affects the way we feel
inside. Their understanding does.
For example, a child runs crying into a parent’s bedroom. “I’m having a horrible nightmare! They were
chasing me! They were going to kill me!”
“Okay, okay,” says the parent calmly, “tell me all about it.”
The child tells the story, all about being in the dark place, all about being trapped, all about no one coming
to the rescue. The parent listens carefully, understanding how frightened the child is feeling. The story
finishes. The child feels better and agrees to go back to bed.
With most things in life, there’s no obvious solution, no quick fix. We have to work things out for ourselves.
But nightmare situations begin to feel bearable when someone takes the time to listen and understand
what it is that we’re going through, what our life feels like, without butting in with advice or starting to
talk about themselves.
Being a good parent involves trying to understand a son or daughter. Being a good friend to someone
involves trying to understand, not just the happy stuff, but the dark, shameful feelings, the cruelty and
longing, the sadness and rage. When we know that we’ll be understood eventually, we don’t panic, we
don’t despair, we don’t lash out, we don’t start trying to control everyone else and we don’t give up.
Of course, understanding someone doesn’t necessarily mean agreeing with them. Most people can cope
with disagreements as long as they know that the other person understands.
Perhaps the things that we find hardest to understand in other people are the things that we find hardest
to understand in ourselves!
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Turning Over a New Leaf
“From now on I’m going to work hard…. I’m not going to get into trouble…. I’m not going to let myself be
distracted…. I’m going to do all my homework as soon as I get in from school…. From now on I’m going to
be good!”
We want to be good (or at least better) - we really do - but we get stuck in our ways and then when people
constantly remind us of how we’ve been in the past, when they constantly remind us that we’re supposed
to be turning over a new leaf, it’s easy to stay stuck. “Well if you think that’s what I’m like, then I’ll be like
that!”
What helps is when people keep giving us a fresh start every time they see us – from day to day at home
and from lesson to lesson at school. It helps when they don’t hold grudges, when they don’t refer to our
past misdeeds, when mistakes aren’t always a big deal and when we don’t have to feel self-conscious
about starting to do things a bit differently.
Developmentally, it goes like this. We love our parents. Then we hate them. Then we try to make up for
having hated them because we never meant it. Not really. Well, we did at the time but that doesn’t make
us bad people. We want to start over again and be good this time. Having done bad things, having
misbehaved and let people down, we want to turn over a new leaf. But it’s hard. Hard when people can’t
forgive us. Hard when they can’t forget.
Lots of young people will take the opportunity of a new school or a new school year to start again, to do
better. But starting is the easy bit. The hard bit comes when mistakes are made and old reputations are
revived. That’s when young people need the support, not in escaping punishment, but in being reminded
that doing a few bad things doesn’t make a person bad.
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Understanding Anxiety
I meet with lots of young people who say that they’re suffering from ‘anxiety’, that they’ve had panic
attacks, that they can’t sleep, that they’ve been to the doctor and that the doctor says they might be
‘depressed’. To begin with, I know nothing about their relationships at home or what might have be going
on in their lives. I do know, however, that when young people say they’re ‘anxious’, they’re usually
describing a conflict - often an unconscious conflict - between how they feel and how they must behave,
between wanting to remain a child and having to grow up. ‘Anxious’ usually means having mixed feelings.
It’s worth thinking about a panic attack as an eruption of strong feelings, of feelings stored up inside until
they can’t be stored any longer and spill out in various inarticulate, physical ways. Panic attacks say, “I’m
feeling bad inside! You probably don’t know what I’m feeling bad about, but I need you to realize that
something’s up!”
Young people coming to see me about ‘anxiety’ often expect me to prescribe something. So I could
suggest breathing exercises, listening to calm music, thinking about happy things…. But this is all common
sense. Young people know this stuff. They’ve tried these things already and nothing has changed because
most of them have good reasons to feel anxious: they’ve got exams to do and a lot’s expected of them;
they’re trying to manage a whole stack of things that are changing their lives; they’re dealing with friends
and enemies and parents and siblings and worrying about the future…. Their anxiety makes sense.
Because of all the things that are happening, lots of ‘anxious’ young people are understandably angry
young people. Sometimes they’re also scared young people: understandably scared about what they can
and can’t control. I sometimes ask, “I wonder what you feel like saying to all people in your life?” and out
come the feelings, the mixed feelings: the anger, the fear, the longing.
When we’re anxious, the worst thing is being told that there’s something medically wrong with us. In fact,
we feel anxious because there’s something right with us!
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Using and Abusing Praise
Young people, parents, teachers, counsellors…. We may pretend otherwise but, really, we’re all praisejunkies. We love it! We want more of it! Sometimes we want to be praised for our achievements but,
more often, we want to be praised for our everyday qualities like being patient, keeping going, dealing
with setbacks, facing up to situations, being kind - all the unnoticed, normal things.
Like schools, parents stand accused of only being interested in one thing: “You’re not bothered about me!
You’re only interested in my grades! You only ask about school to see if I’ve had any more stupid tests!”
Research shows that praising people for their achievements tends to make them fearful of not achieving
in the future whereas praising them for their efforts is likely to be more motivating.
Having done well, young people will sometimes claim not to want a fuss, “Please don’t say anything!
Please don’t embarrass me!” They fear the expectations that might accompany any public recognition of
their achievements. They have well-trained antennae, listening for false, manipulative praise: the praise
that’s a means to an end or a sneaky way of pushing them to work even harder. They long for
unconditional praise, praise with no strings attached: the simple, generous recognition of who they are in
all their sometimes irritating, baffling, disappointing wonderfulness.
So how do we find occasions to recognise that wonderfulness without creating unrealistic, scary
expectations? Some people try to give other people at least one compliment a day: “I like your earrings….
Well done for washing up…. By the way, you’re lovely…. Thanks for being so nice to him last night…. I’m
impressed that you understand computers….. It sounds like you tried your best…. Congratulations on
surviving today…. I like your friends….”
There’s a belief that praising young people makes them big-headed and complacent. It doesn’t. More
often than not, the real reason why we withhold our praise isn’t out of concern for the size of the other
person’s head but because we’re jealous. Starved of praise ourselves, we’re reluctant to let other people
have any. Why should we praise them when they don’t praise us? The challenge for parents and
professionals is to find ways of celebrating young people while feeling overlooked and taken for granted,
starved of praise ourselves.
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What’s the Point of Siblings?
The point of siblings is to remind us that we can’t have our parents to ourselves; that we have to negotiate
with the world, giving and taking. We quarrel endlessly with our brothers and sisters until our parents
intervene and say, “You’ve got to learn to share!” And of course they’re absolutely right but it’s a hard
thing to do. Sometimes we try to control the family with puffed-up grandiosity (‘I’m the boss of this family!
I can do anything!’). At other times we try abject surrender (‘I’m the family slave! I’m never allowed to do
anything!’). Neither strategy works for long. Instead, we have to find a middle way, a way of sharing power
and control with our siblings and sharing our parents with our siblings.
“How come he always gets his own way?”
Growing up, we spend a great deal of time with our siblings, protecting and caring for them, arguing and
fighting with them. At times we feel loyal towards them and at other times we wish they were dead. We
love them and hate them but, ultimately, they’re always reminders of our parents. They came from our
parents, and, annoyingly, it’s our parents who still seem to love them despite our best attempts to prove
how undeserving the brats really are. Attacking our siblings, we unconsciously attack our parents. Making
up with our siblings, we make up with our parents, unconsciously.
“You’re always letting her do what she wants!”
The interesting thing is that, for all the fuss and bother at home, young people in counselling spend very
little time talking about their siblings. Most of their time is spent talking about their parents because any
sibling who happens to be around and happens to be difficult is only ever a symptom of his or her parents.
“Why do you always listen to him? You never listen to me!”
And what of young people without siblings? Are they any different? Not really. They have exactly the same
developmental tasks to accomplish. In the absence of brothers and sisters, they use friends to practise
the same dilemmas about sharing power and control. Young people without siblings may have their
parents all to themselves but that’s always a mixed blessing because ‘only’ children still have some big
questions to answer…. Why only me? Was I an accident? Was so wonderful that I was more than enough?
Or was I so awful that you couldn’t bear to have another one like me? Whatever our parents reply, the
anxieties never entirely go away.
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When are you Going to Grow Up?
Young people know that there’s nothing they can do about growing up. They can pretend it’s not
happening; they can try and stay cocooned in childhood but, secretly, they know that what the adults are
saying is true: that they’re not babies any more; that they will have to work hard to do well; that they do
have to take responsibility….
It’s just hard! The philosopher Nietzsche points out that, when we’re about to take a big jump, we take a
few paces back before running and jumping. That’s precisely what young people do. When they know that
a big jump is coming (they’re about to leave school or deal with some big family change, for example),
they go backwards. They start behaving as if they were much younger. They regress.
“When are you going to grow up?”
“I am grown up!”
“Well, start behaving like a grown-up then!”
“I am!”
“Huh! You could have fooled me!”
Regressing is like revising for an exam, like going back over old ground and checking, making sure, checking
that we’re still loved, that we still matter and that we can still go back if things get too difficult. It’s like
curling up small in bed when we know that we’ve got something difficult to do today. We know that we’ll
get out of bed and get on with it in a minute. It’s just that we wish we didn’t have to, and so, for a brief
while, we bury ourselves under the duvet, wishing that somehow it would all go away and we didn’t have
these scary responsibilities.
Adults are no different. When do adults ever really grow up? We’re always regressing in the face of the
latest change, the latest daunting challenge. Faced with these things, we feel temporarily helpless, deskilled, unable to cope. And we need other people to understand our fears and bear with us, trusting us,
not criticising us all the time but realising that it’ll be all right, that we’ll come through in the end. It’s just
hard.
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When Someone Dies
I’ve worked in schools where the death of anyone – a student, a parent, a teacher – is the cause of general
panic. The School Counsellor is sent for (and sometimes counsellors from outside the school whom
nobody has ever met before) because the fact of death suddenly seems too much for ‘ordinary’ people to
bear. “What do I say? What if I say the wrong thing? What if someone starts crying? What if I start crying?”
When someone dies, we need our ordinary relatives, friends and colleagues around us. We don’t need a
bunch of so-called ‘experts’. Of course, counsellors contribute to the quality of everyday life but so does
everyone else who isn’t a counsellor. And death is ordinary. It’s terribly sad and especially shocking when
a young person dies but, in a way, it’s as ordinary as birth, as growing up, as getting old. It happens.
It’s really important that young people are able to think about death and dying without adults pretending
that somehow none of us will ever die. When someone important dies, young people need to know the
facts of what happened and why. They need to be allowed to react in their different ways which include
pretending that nothing has happened. There are no standard or ideal responses. Young people need to
be able to talk about death so that it doesn’t become something unmentionable and frightening. And,
wherever possible, they need to be allowed to attend funerals, even though funerals are so sad. Someone
dying is a chance for the rest of us to learn, to question, to be reminded of what really matters, to mourn.
And not be scared.
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When Things Go Wrong
From time to time, things go wrong in counselling. I’m late for the session because of traffic, for example.
Or our normal counselling room has been double-booked. Or someone’s left it in a mess. Or the firm alarm
interrupts our session.
It’s tempting for counsellors to throw up their hands in horror when these things happen. Consistency
matters so much, especially for young people who haven’t had much consistency in their lives. But
although I much prefer to have the same room every week, there are occasions when this simply isn’t
possible. Nor is it always possible to warn young people about any changes.
“I’m very sorry,” says the Receptionist, “but I’m afraid you can’t use the room today because there’s an
exam going on. Did no one tell you?”
The young person is watching. If I throw up my hands in professional horror, cursing under my breath,
glaring at the poor messenger and – in all sorts of other ways - indicating my disgust, then the message to
the young person is that untoward events like these are catastrophic and that any untoward things
happening in that young person’s life are also likely to be catastrophic. But if I accept that these do things
happen, that they’re not ideal but – hey – we’ll survive, we’ll cope, then the message to young people is
that they too can survive, they too can cope. So what if we sometimes have to meet in a different room
which is untidy and a bit cold and not entirely sound-proofed? Big deal! After all, it’s our conversation that
matters, not the room in which we have the conversation. This message to young people is vital:
counselling might be very helpful but some things in life will still be unfair and will still go wrong. The
important thing is that when they do go wrong, as they inevitably will, we won’t panic and we won’t lash
out. Instead, we’ll make the best of a bad situation.
Things that go wrong at school and at home are important learning opportunities. We learn either that
they are complete disasters or that they are difficulties to be overcome calmly. The lesson we learn
depends on the lesson we’re taught.
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Whether the Weather
Sunny days after a long, hard winter…. How we feel about the weather is usually related to how we feel
about our lives. We see our good or bad fortune reflected in the weather – a sky that smiles back at us
because we’re loved and lucky, or a sky that glowers and spits, hating and cursing us with illness and bad
luck. The weather seems to have meaning, telling us something about what we deserve or must endure.
Centuries ago, people looked for portents in the weather, worshipping the weather-gods, and in parts of
the world today the weather still has god-like status, affecting people’s chances of staying alive or dying.
It’s as if, between ourselves and the weather, it’s personal. We look outside first thing in the morning,
knowing that the weather will have some practical effect on our day. Then we head off, greeting other
people in terms of the weather, “Cold today…! Wish it would brighten up…! Nice bit of sunshine…!”
The stubborn fact, of course, is that we can’t control the weather which reminds us of all the other things
in our lives that we can’t control. We can plan our big occasions – spending vast amounts of money,
inviting lots of people, looking forward to having a wonderful time - only for the weather to mess things
up and there’s nothing we can do about it.
Young people don’t talk about the weather but they’re aware of it and it affects their behaviour. Every
teacher knows that bad weather will make for difficult behaviour, partly because students will be cooped
up indoors all day, and partly because the weather will affect everyone’s mood. Bad weather can feel like
being picked on; good weather can feel like being rewarded.
Most young people have begun to accept that they’ll always be partly in control and partly not in control
of their lives; that power will have to be shared with other people and with the environment. But there
are times when they lose confidence and revert to a more primitive position, falling back either on
frightened paranoia (“That’s it, I give up! I’m powerless and completely controlled by other people!”) or
on swaggering grandiosity (“I’m in charge and I can control everybody!”). Parents might recognise their
sons and daughters swinging loudly between “Just tell me what to do!” and “You can’t tell me what to
do!”
It’s a slow process, learning how much we can control our own lives and how much we must share control
with other people. Sometimes young people thunder around angrily for a while until eventually the clouds
lift, the skies begin to clear and, occasionally, life’s a breeze.
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Why Looking after Ourselves is Sometimes our Best Gift
to our Sons and Daughters
Lydia comes to see me, concerned about her son, Danny. We talk. It emerges that she’s already doing all
sorts of sensible things to support him. The trouble is that she can only do so much: there comes a point
where she has to let him make his own mistakes. And that’s the agony, made worse by the fact that her
own mother is always so critical of Lydia as a parent and Lydia feels so angry with Danny and angry with
his father for contributing so little. She feels lonely, she says, despite having lots of friends. And all these
feelings somehow get in the way when she’s trying to think clearly about her son, causing her sometimes
to over-react, to panic and despair. And then Danny thinks she hates him and then she hates herself
because she never set out to be like this. “I wonder,” she says, “could you see him for counselling?”
I ask if she’s mentioned it to Danny.
She hasn’t.
“Would he be interested?”
“I doubt it!”
I say that there’s no point forcing him. He’s dealing with life in his own way. But I ask whether she’s ever
thought of getting some support for herself. Counselling, perhaps.
“Do you think it would help?”
“It might! Not necessarily to get lots of advice,” I say, “but to think with someone about your own life –
your disappointments, your anger, the people who don’t support you.”
“It’s funny,” she says, “but Danny reminds me so much of myself at that age!”
Sometimes we need to look after ourselves in order to look after our children. Not by giving ourselves lots
of presents or holidays but by getting some proper support for ourselves because being a parent can be
a lonely job. We rarely feel that we’re getting it right. We’re expected to be experts on our own children
when we can’t be - at least, not all the time. We’re learning as we go along, making mistakes and never
getting any praise for all the good things we might be doing. “It might feel good having someone to talk
with about how you’re feeling,” I say. “It might help to keep things in perspective.”
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Wind-Ups
Sometimes we get other people to feel our feelings for us…. For example, I’m in my counselling room with
an (imaginary) young person called Debbie. I ask her how she’s feeling.
She says nothing, looking miserably at the ground.
I try again. “What’s been happening this week, Debbie?”
“Not a lot, really.”
“How are things at home?”
“Bad.”
“Bad because….?”
“Don’t know, really.”
I like Debbie and we get on well but I find myself feeling irritated. I continue, offering her simple questions
so that she can start talking but, at every turn, she blocks me. I find myself feeling increasingly frustrated
and angry.
I know that some young people find it hard to talk. I know that sometimes they really don’t know what to
say or what they feel. And I know that adults sometimes have to hang in there when the going gets tough
in order to prove that they’re committed to the relationship. But, in Debbie’s case, I think she’s getting
me to feel her feelings for her. I think that she’s frustrated and angry but, for some reason, can’t allow
herself to feel those feelings so she gives them to me.
This is an unconscious process called ‘projective identification’ which happens between people all the
time. Debbie doesn’t plan it and doesn’t even know that she’s doing it. It’s a way of protecting herself.
Young people would call it a wind-up: Debbie winds me up.
When we’re with someone – a son or daughter, for example - and notice ourselves feeling strongly, it’s
always worth wondering whether what we’re feeling is actually what the other person is feeling, even if
they’re showing no sign of it. Noticing a wind-up gives us useful information about how the other person
might be feeling and means that we don’t have to start enacting the feeling ourselves. Rather than start
shouting at her, I start wondering how I can help Debbie talk about her frustration and anger.
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You Can Trust Me!
“You know you can trust me!” says a best friend, hoping to hear a nice, juicy secret.
“You can always trust me!” says a parent, wanting to make up for having been so unreliable in the past.
Young people talk a lot about trust: who they can trust and who they can’t; who they can always trust
and who they can never trust. For them, trust is something that should be absolute and yet trust can never
be that: trust is always relative. What I mean is that there are degrees of trust and that, if we’re sensible,
we never dare to trust anyone or anything absolutely. We learn to live with the possibility of betrayal.
Our longing for absolute trust probably comes from a memory. Once upon a time, before we were born,
we probably did trust absolutely in a lovely warm, watery womb. But then everything changed and, since
that time, nothing’s been the same. Coming to terms with this is a preoccupation for young people. Why
can’t things be as they were? Why can’t things ever be perfect like we want them to be? Why are other
people always so disappointing? Why does everything have to be so difficult?
“I can totally trust her!” says the best friend who, in six months’ time, will complain bitterly about being
stabbed in the back.
“I know I can trust my dad!” says the daughter who knows perfectly well that she can’t.
Longing for absolute, enduring trust is longing for a lost world that can’t be recaptured. Growing up means
learning to live with disappointment and we don’t do young people any favours by continuing to promise
them relationships of absolute trust.
“I know I can trust you!” says the girl who’s known me for 26 minutes.
I’m flattered but not seduced. “You don’t know that for sure,” I say. “You might trust me in some ways
but not in others. You’ll have to get to know me a lot more and then you might trust me a lot but never
completely.”
She looks downcast.
“That’s normal,” I continue. “No one trusts anyone completely. We’re always slightly on our guard. That
doesn’t mean that people can’t care about each other and love each other. It just means that they’ve
learnt to go carefully.”
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You Can’t Always Get What You Want
The theory goes that, in the very beginning, a baby can’t tell the difference between itself and the world
around it until, little by little, it begins to separate from other people. Gradually, it learns that it can
certainly have a degree of control but can’t control the whole world. It learns that there’ll be times when
it’ll be frustrated.
The way in which a baby experiences frustration is important. If it grows up controlled by its parents, then
it never learns to control itself because someone else is always doing the controlling. And if there’s no
control at all from its parents, if the baby learns that it can dominate everything, then that’s no help in
the long run either. There are babies who grow into children and young people still expecting either to be
controlled entirely by other people or to control everything and everyone around them, furious when
they find that they can’t actually control their peers, their parents, their teachers.
Under pressure, some young people revert to old, childlike behaviours, once again expecting either to be
controlled (“Just tell me what to do!”) or to do the controlling (“You can’t tell me what to do!”). Once
again, they have to be reminded that the world won’t be controlled; the future won’t be controlled; death
won’t be controlled. To rage and scream and despair might be a five-year-old’s response to the frustration
of all this: a five-year-old inside a fifteen-year-old’s body.
The way that adults respond to young people’s frustration – not with fear and panic but with kindness
and firmness – will ultimately determine how young people respond to frustration themselves. Adults
have to help young people to muddle through, helping them to tolerate a degree of frustration as
inevitable, helping them to understand that life isn’t deliberately picking on anyone.
Frustration teaches us some of our most important lessons. Being told that everything is possible, that
everything is achievable, is unhelpful when life has taught us that this just isn’t true.

November 2015

85

Counsellors Corner Collection

You’re a Nightmare!
Ask anyone about their adolescence and they’ll tell you stories. They’ll have all sorts of strong feelings
about those times – about the times that were good and the times that were bad. And there’ll be plenty
of stories that they don’t tell – the shameful, embarrassing ones, but because they’re trying to set a good
example, they don’t mention these things, hoping that their sons and daughters will never do anything so
stupid or dangerous or spiteful.
Whether we like it or not, living with young people reminds us of those adolescent times. We can’t help
but compare the way things were then with the way they are now. We compare ourselves at that age
with the young people now eating, sleeping, brooding and quarrelling with us under our roof.
They remind us of ourselves, and sometimes that’s not something we want to be reminded of. Sometimes
they don’t seem to be like us at all (or at least we can’t remember ever being like that) and then we don’t
know what to do. Surely we were never so shy or so lacking in confidence or so rude or so reckless? Or
were we?
Young people seem to have more opportunities than we ever had (we envy them). They’re more confident
than we ever were (we envy them). They’ve got more friends (we envy them). They get more support and
better teaching at school (we envy them). They’ve got more money, more freedom…. We envy them all
these things.
The parts of young people that we struggle with are usually the parts of ourselves that we also secretly
struggle with – our anger, our vanity, our discontentedness, our tendency not to listen, our inclination to
say one thing and do another, our longing to be allowed to be irresponsible sometimes.
Young people mirror us back to ourselves. They’re our own dreams and our nightmares. In energetically
praising or punishing them, we’re often praising or punishing the parts of ourselves that we see in young
people rather than the actual young people with whom we currently live. There’s an important difference.
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