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Specialist teachers will know that in a “support” session it is impossible to separate a person from their feelings.  Illustrations of this are the dyslexic student who finds it easier not to write anything than to write something that may be wrong, or a dyspraxic student with a Dickensian school history who shakes and sweats every time he is obliged to write anything by hand.   For a neurodiverse adult, particularly with previously unidentified condition(s), beginning to work with a specialist tutor may be the first time they have really felt understood.  McLoughlin, Leather and Stringer (2004:85) say,
 “It is inevitable, therefore, that the relationship which develops is such that dyslexic people will feel that they can unburden themselves.  They will wish to talk about their anxieties and frustrations, as well as other personal problems.”  
It becomes a judgement call for the tutor as to where the boundaries lie in this respect, whether to refer on to a counsellor or whether specialist knowledge of Neurodiversity is necessary to addressing the issue.   It makes a difference to know that your student will be seeing a counsellor who is well-informed about Neurodiversity issues (as recommended in the Singleton Report, 1999:133) 
“…every HEI should have at least one student counsellor available who has specific knowledge and/or experience of dyslexia counselling…”
However, fulfilment of this recommendation seems to be happening slowly.   We are not in favour of specialist tutors attempting to take on the role of counsellor; the ideal scenario would be a system that combines assessment, study skills/literacy training and counselling (Scott, 2004:225).  There is common ground between the work of the specialist teacher and the counsellor and this is in the nature of the relationship that is developed between the “helper” and the student.  This is the area that will be explored in this paper.  The ideas and experiences expressed refer to the context in which we currently work, i.e. one counsellor (Paul) and one specialist teacher (Jacqueline) providing mainly one-to-one support at a Higher Education Institution.  
Paul writes: In my work as a student and staff counsellor at Loughborough University, I try to follow a simple set of principles derived from the philosophy and theory of the person-centred approach (PCA), founded by Carl Rogers in the United States in the 1940s and 50s.  Rogers’ stature and his contribution to the fields of psychology and psychotherapy are widely recognised.
“My interest in psychotherapy has brought about in me an interest in every 
kind of helping relationship.  By this term I mean a relationship in which 
at least one of the parties has the intent of promoting the growth, 
development, maturity, improved functioning, improved coping with life of 
the other.  The other, in this sense, may be an individual or group.  To put 
it another way, a helping relationship might be defined as one in which one 
or more of the participants intends that there should come about, in one or 
both parties, more appreciation of, more expression of, more functional use 
of the latent inner resources of the individual.”
(Carl Rogers.  1961, pp 39/40) 

Rogers founded a new method of helping, which began as the establishing of a new therapeutic orientation called client-centred therapy (Rogers, 1951).  As the implications of the model began to be assimilated, it evolved over time into a ‘system of helping’ (Barrett-Lennard, 1998) with wider applications, far beyond the initial form of one-to one therapy.  This expanded vision of what in 1975 became known as the ‘person-centred approach’ sought to do justice to Rogers’ radical and highly original formulations.  His influence beyond the realms of therapy in education, social work and other helping professions and beyond, though not always acknowledged, has been hugely significant throughout the second half of the twentieth century.  

Although the theory itself is elaborate and was developed primarily to focus on the one-to-one therapeutic situation, Rogers’ goal both as a pragmatist and an empirical scientist was to determine what really worked in the typical therapy situation.  Gradually, he and his research associates discovered, through ground-breaking research and through their own clinical experience, that the helping relationship could be most effective when characterised by certain definable qualities or attitudes, genuinely held by the helper in relation to the person being helped. Thus simple helper attitudes, not sophisticated techniques were the characteristics which for Rogers defined the effective helping relationship.

One of Carl Rogers’ lifetime achievements was to isolate the ‘conditions’ of the successful or effective helping relationship and to apply them to various contexts.  This can be (over) simplified by stating that it is crucially the development of three attitudinal conditions (or qualities) on the part of the helper, which is viewed as responsible for growth or change in those being helped.  Simply stated, these qualities are genuineness, empathy and acceptance.  Although these so-called ‘core conditions’ are often quoted, they are also usually misrepresented or only superficially understood.  When deeply held and sincerely expressed by the helper in whatever helping context - together with respect for and trust in the person who seeks help - they become a powerful agent for growth and forward movement.  When viewed correctly as fundamental relational conditions these attitudes can form the basis of a productive, collaborative relationship where both partners may emerge with new-found knowledge and respectful understanding.  Typically, the person-centred helping relationship is an attempt to restore dignity to those who have been hurt, ignored or misunderstood.  It is a relationship characterised by mutuality and trust.  By eschewing the role of ‘helper as expert’ it disturbs the power balance of the typical helping relationship where one partner is seen as more knowledgeable and seeks to impart that knowledge and the other is viewed as basically deficient in some way.  In other words it is a move away from the usual ‘subject-object’ relationship, based on a fundamental inequality.  This is not an attempt to deny expertise, but by valuing both partners’ vital contributions to the undertaking, it is a subtle attempt to break down the usual barriers that create inequality and ultimately separate one from the other. 

One of the foundational theoretical concepts of the person-centred approach is that of the growth or actualising tendency inherent within each human being.  Thus, according to this view, the main task of the helper becomes that of helping to free or release the  latent potential (trapped) within the person.  By the creation of an acceptant non-judgemental space, an interpersonal climate is created which gently encourages the person to express themselves more spontaneously and more fully.  That means a genuine attempt to communicate an (unconditional) acceptance of the whole of the other person, together with an empathic understanding of his or her life situation, including all its inherent joys and frustrations.  

In the often narrow and introspective world of therapy and despite their often considerable differences in emphases, there now seems to be a convergence of opinion amongst most serious models of counselling and psychotherapy in acknowledging the absolute centrality of the relationship in the helping context.  Although this might seem like stating the obvious, it has taken a long time to establish the simple ‘truth’ that it is only in the context of a truly helping relationship that significant change or forward movement for the client is generated.  In fact, research indicates that the two most important indicators of success in therapy are the quality of the relationship between therapist and client and the client’s (internal and external) resources. 

What relevance has all this to the field of neurodiversity and to those who work in close proximity, attending to the educational needs of students diagnosed with dyslexia, dyscalculia, etc?

Many of our clients in counselling have been psychologically affected by criticism and negative judgements and are badly damaged.  As human beings we learn to ‘internalise’ some of these negative experiences and blame ourselves for being stupid, strange, different, wrong or lacking in some significant way.  Feelings of shame, inadequacy, helplessness and so on ensue.  In this way we may form a negative and inaccurate ‘self-concept’ which helps us to cope with life but severely limits our potential.  

When someone feels fragile or vulnerable in some areas of themselves, or in their day to day or moment to moment experience, they can feel an enormous sense of relief when someone can meet them empathically on their level.  When they can relax their ‘self-protective’ systems long enough and begin to open up, many relational possibilities can emerge.  Without exaggeration, to be met at this level of ‘relational depth’ can be a profound and transforming experience.  When someone is used to criticism or ridicule they are already on their guard - their concept of self has been eroded through countless negative experiences and they may have developed certain behaviours when feeling under threat or when their sense of self is under attack.  A sustained experience of feeling respected, accepted and understood may lead to a shift from suspicion or distrust to gradually building confidence in the context of a consistently supportive relationship.  As the working relationship becomes more secure and more open it gradually acquires more meaning and purpose on both sides, with little need to conceal vulnerability or weaknesses.   A working trust in these concepts may allow the helper to let go of the need to control the outcome and trust the natural growth or directional process to find expression.  

Jacqueline writes:  Let’s consider Paul’s remarks in the context of the helping relationship in working with neurodiverse students.  First of all we have to let go of the idea that as teachers we know all the answers regarding what is best for the student.  We may have a pretty good idea, but the student is still the person who knows him/herself best, although this knowledge may initially be hidden even from them.  We are all familiar with the complexity and interrelationship of different neurodiversities, sometimes including mental well-being issues.  We have no choice except to accept that, while there may be similarities, each student is different and unique.  The difference may lie in their neurodiversity, their previous experiences in life or in education, the demands of their current studies, personal or social lives, or other factors.  An acceptance that we as practitioners may be experts on the neurodiversity, but the student is the expert on himself or herself enables genuineness, empathy and acceptance and so facilitates a two-way communication and partnership in moving forward, both in learning and in self-understanding – which actually go hand-in-hand.  As Herrington (2001:173) writes,
 “They [tutors] must work to re-connect learners with their own resourcefulness and to develop their own ‘voices’.”

Week after week we are shown evidence of the power of the teaching relationship, in the disclosures of students who have internalised negative self-images.  Jo, a 22 year-old student, described how at school the teachers “put me aside”.   She seemed to be left with the persistent feeling that she was not really worth bothering about and she should not really be taking up anyone’s time.  Robert, a 35 year-old mature student who found his way to Higher Education by a circuitous route, described with tears in his eyes how when he was fifteen his teacher told him he might as well leave school and join the army as he would never amount to anything.  Unfortunately, Robert’s parents believed the teacher and so reinforced his negative “self concept”.  Following much unhappiness, soul searching and despair Robert found his way back to education, found out about and gained an understanding of his dyslexia and moved on to academic success.  Contrast this experience with Matthew’s: Due to his learning differences, Matthew had a difficult transition from school to university; the culmination of this was being informed by his academic tutor that he should leave,as he would never make it in Higher Education.   With the support and encouragement of his family, Matthew went on to graduate (a year late).  He then proceeded to collect four post-graduate degrees.  Matthew said, “I know he will never know about it, but I suppose I had to prove that I could do it.”   Such is the power of the teacher; our comments can still hurt twenty or more years later.  

Scott (2004:265) tells us that it is estimated that a dyslexic child will receive up to twenty-five negative and critical comments a day from school, parents, friends and siblings.  In these circumstances it is not really surprising that a teacher’s comments have such power to undermine self-esteem.  The converse ought to also be true and we, as teachers, should have the power to help an individual build self esteem too.  While it is not difficult to find literature in the field about negative experiences and their effects on our students, there seems to be much less written about positive helping relationships, how they work and why. What is absolutely clear is that it is not a simple matter to help re-build self esteem, and even academic success does not necessarily do the trick (Szumko 2004); one positive experience does not neutralise one negative one.  Our contention is that a warm, professional relationship where the student feels respected, understood, valued and accepted for who s/he is can help the student recoup their own resources and move on in life with greater confidence.  Offering this possibility is as much part of our job as teaching how to structure essays or how to make sense of this semester’s timetable.

To conclude, in this paper we have begun to explore ‘helping relationships’ and have identified the following  to be key factors:
· Sharing control in the relationship validates each person’s worth
· Helping someone identify their own inner resources is a collaborative task
· Genuine warmth, acceptance and understanding are the most powerful and effective of our helping tools.
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