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Respectful coexistence in action

The University of Brighton has challenged the traditional antipathy between person-centred and psychodynamic counselling by creating a course with shared elements of study and points of dialogue. By David Bott, Pam Howard, Lorna Marchant, Lawrence Suss

Developments in counselling and psychotherapy
In an earlier paper published in this journal, John Lees1 addressed the merits of training based on one theoretical approach against the integration of more than one theory, raising again the integration versus purism debate. In a subsequent paper2, Bott, referring to systemic and person-centred approaches, argued that it is possible to maintain the integrity of a particular modality while avoiding the tendency to take a hostile position in relation to other approaches. This opens the possibility of learning across modalities while challenging the tendency towards orthodoxy that arises when adherents of a particular approach claim ownership of therapeutic truth. 

Attempts to establish theoretical supremacy are unsustainable in an era where counselling and psychotherapy have come to be profoundly influenced by ideas that might be grouped under the broad heading of postmodernism. While retaining a critical position in relation to the impact of these developments on counselling and psychotherapy3–6, aspects of the critique it presents cannot be ignored. 

There is not the space here for a detailed and systematic exposition of postmodernism. In essence, a position is taken that rejects the enlightenment or modernist view that that there are objective truths, which can be discovered through the process of scientific progress. This follows from the impact of principles arising from the development social constructionism in North America and French poststructuralism. 

At the same time, to give up the claim to the 'truth' of a theoretical approach is not to give up on knowledge and should not open the way to atheoretical eclecticism2. Fundamental philosophical and theoretical differences will remain between modalities. But there is now a convincing body of research that privileges the relationship over adherence to any particular modality7. Undoubtedly, the current state of psychotherapy research suggests that therapeutic alliance is the single most important predictor of positive outcome8.

However, this research also tells us that this is predicated on the practitioner having a coherent and consistent framework within which the relationship is understood9. This proficiency, for example, is a strong predictor of a therapist's capacity to repair ruptures that occur within the relationship, which in themselves have been shown to positively alter outcome. Not surprisingly, there is a strong correlation between a therapist's experience and a positive outcome. More interestingly, perhaps, this is generally understood as being the result of having the confidence to be flexible in one's approach and not remain rigidly linked to a set of techniques. 

This paper provides an account of the way in which the Counselling and Psychotherapy Group at the University of Brighton set out to address the tension between integrity and integration, while attempting to avoid the pitfalls of orthodoxy on the one hand and eclecticism on the other.

The context for this was the introduction of a psychodynamic course, which had previously been taught at the University of Sussex, alongside Brighton's long-standing person-centred programme. The Group took this as an opportunity to challenge the traditional antipathy between the two modalities by creating a framework within which there would be shared elements of study and points of dialogue.

A framework for encouraging cross-modality respect 
In developing this new framework it has been necessary to keep in mind the BACP criteria for accreditation10 and the requirement that courses should have a clear core theoretical model. 

A course with a person-centred core model that teaches some TA and Gestalt is relatively unproblematic in this respect, since, while there are theoretical differences, these approaches share a common humanistic paradigm. However, person-centred and psychodynamic theories take fundamentally differing positions concerning the nature of human distress and how best to intervene and do not lend themselves to cross-theoretical integration. 

One response to this is to be found in the course at Edinburgh University, which offers a dialogic approach to training based on both the person-centred and psychodynamic models11. 

The University of Brighton Group took the view that therapeutic competence is a function of an understanding in depth of a given modality. At the same time, adherence to an approach does not require that other theories and models should be dismissed out of hand. Indeed, each may well have a contribution to make to the other; not least in providing a position outside of therapeutic orthodoxy from which to critique one's own approach. The challenge was to create a framework of counsellor training and education which met BACP requirements while at the same time allowing for an open and critical discussion between trainees following person-centred and psychodynamic modalities. In designing the curricula it has been necessary to establish:

· those aspects which were essential to each specific modality but would be of only passing interest to students on the other course. In thinking about this, the Group had to recognise that a two-year part-time course offered limited time and that there were essentials on each course that needed to be covered (in terms of both content and process); 

· those aspects which were essential to both trainings and which might profitably be taught jointly. While joint sessions result in economies of scale in terms of teaching costs, this could not be the motivating factor. The Group took the view that it was at the very heart of postgraduate work that students should be able to learn about their chosen modality and at the same time take an informed position from which to critique it. An introduction to another modality and the experience of working alongside students following it, offered the opportunity of developing a unique learning community. 

With the above in mind, the courses were designed in such a way that students would be able to develop a firm grasp of their own modality. At the same time, 'key points of dialogue' between the groups have been identified, with a view to providing cross-modality theoretical and experiential input together with the opportunity for reflection and critical thought. These include syllabi in: 'Human Growth and Development', 'Professional, Social and Ethical Issues in Counselling' and 'Psychopathology'. A week long block in the summer period is shared by both groups, as are parts of weekend workshops at the beginning and end of the training. Other less structured time is also taken as a whole community group.

The experience of teaching across modalities
A number of issues have emerged during the first year. Firstly, the teaching team has been reminded rather sharply of the differences in teaching and learning styles associated with the two modalities. Person-centred training tends to take a more inductive approach to learning whereas the psychodynamic lends itself to didactic and deductive methods. In bringing the two groups together for the 'points of dialogue' it has been necessary to deal with differences in learning cultures in our teaching style. It has not always been possible to predict how the whole group would respond to a particular approach to a topic. This has been compounded by a tendency of students to identify lecturers with their particular modality and therefore a particular way of teaching. Lecturers adopting a different learning and teaching style have been regarded as acting 'out of modality'. On occasion, students have been uncomfortable with this. A collaborative teaching team willing to engage in an open and creative discourse about learning and teaching has been essential in responding flexibly to these challenges, whilealso modelling cross-theoretical respect.

Initially, during the joint teaching, students showed a tendency to remain firmly within their own approach, possibly through fear that alternative ideas might be a threat to their newly emerging psychodynamic/person-centred self. As things progressed, supported by adapted teaching styles, 'joint' sessions began to be increasingly characterised by greater flexibility of thought and less defensiveness within the student group. 

Given the very issues which this initiative has been set up to address, there has been some understandable scepticism within the local counselling community (from both the person-centred and psychodynamic camps) as to whether students would be able to develop a firm grounding in one modality whilst at the same time being introduced to another. Against this, the Counselling and Psychotherapy Group at the University of Brighton has maintained the position that, while there are clear philosophical and theoretical differences between the two modalities, each has a contribution to make to the other. Psychodynamic theory provides an understanding of process which is, arguably, under-theorised within the person-centred position. By the same token, the core conditions of the person-centred approach may be viewed as embedded in contemporary psychodynamic intervention but 'taken for granted'.

Conclusion
The above has outlined the response of the Counselling and Psychotherapy Group at the University of Brighton to contemporary developments in counselling and psychotherapy that challenge rigid adherence to theoretical orthodoxy. The need to provide training in depth, combined with fundamental differences between person-centred and psychodynamic approaches, rules out the possibility of trans-theoretical integration. 

The Group set out to open up dialogue across modalities while modelling cross-theoretical respect for difference. These developments need to be viewed as 'work in progress' and will be subject to a more rigorous examination through formal research once the first cohort has completed.
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