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Introduction


As a future counselor working in the school system, I have to assess my theoretical orientation keeping in mind the limits that are placed on school counselors. Although many longer-term theories of counseling influence my thinking of human nature and the healing process, I recognize that most of my encounters with students will be brief. Therefore, my theoretical orientation is mostly Solution-focused and Cognitive-Behavioral, with some elements of Adlerian, Reality Therapy, Family Systems and Existential in the background. I will cover how these theories influence my view of the counseling process.  

The Nature of People


I have mentioned that Existential therapy influences my view of human nature. That is because I believe that people need to have meaning and purpose to live their lives well. I would not agree that life is in itself meaningless, but I do believe that people spend their lives searching for meaning (van Deurzen, 2009). I want to work with adolescents and this is a time when individuals are searching for their identity, trying to figure out their purpose in this world (Vernon, 2009).  


I do not view clients as being “sick” and in need of someone to cure them. I believe that all human beings possess the ability to live well and make choices. Adler’s concept of social interest also affects my view of human nature. Adler believed that mental health could be measured in terms of one’s social interest, which he defined as “the willingness to participate in the give and take of life and to cooperate with others and be concerned about their welfare” (LaFountain, 1996). I agree with Adler that there is healing power in helping others. When people stop looking inward at their own problems and begin to look outward, they find they have a wellspring of resources with which to help others. This serves as a boost to their own self-concept, while also connecting them with others.

The Nature of Problems


I believe that the majority of problems are the result of our perception of events (Corey, 2009). True, our families influence the course of our lives. They influence what type of financial environment we grow up in, what schools we go to, and what expectations are set on us to succeed. All of these things affect whom we become and what potential problems we run into. It is important to keep this view of the family in mind when working with adolescents because the adolescent may see their family as the sole cause of their problems.


It is important to help clients to see that while external factors (family, traumatic events, etc) influence the way we feel about ourselves, we also contribute to our problems with our perception of them. Clients need to be able to take ownership of their emotions to be able to handle them more effectively. Once they see that no person or event can “make” them feel a certain way, hopefully that will empower them to better handle their problems in the future. My idea of the nature of problems is most congruent with Reality Therapy and also Family Systems.

The Process of Change


 The most important element of counseling is the therapeutic relationship. The therapeutic relationship should be characterized by equality between two individuals. That way the client is free to draw his own conclusions as to what he needs to change. The course of action to be taken must come from the client’s own ideas of what needs to be done, not the counselor’s ideas. No counselor can change a client who does not want to change (Schmidt, 2008).


I do believe that insight is an important step in the process of change, but I don’t think therapy is over once the client has had insight into his problems. Insight and action should go hand in hand. Action must come after insight if the therapy is to be productive, but also insight must come before action for the action to be meaningful and lasting. I think it is important to understand why we behave as we do and then do something to change it for the better. My view of the process of change is most congruent with Adlerian Therapy.

My Theory in Practice


The way I would put my theory into practice is mostly influenced by Solution-focused and Cognitive-Behavior therapy. I think it is very useful when working with children and adolescents to take a positive outlook on their situation, while being careful not to disregard the reality of what they are feeling. I would make use of some of the techniques from Solution-focused counseling, such as looking for exceptions to the problem and asking the miracle question (LaFountain & Garner, 1996).


I think those techniques work well for individuals who are fairly insightful and are motivated to change. However, when there are clients who are not as insightful and are involved in more distorted thinking patterns, as with depression, I think that Cognitive-Behavioral techniques are helpful. A counselor can help the client recognize what he is saying to himself and replace negative comments with positive ones. This can be especially helpful to adolescents because they get much of their self-worth from their peers (Vernon, 2009). The counselor can help the student separate what their peers say about them from who they really are. The counselor can also use behavioral homework to ensure that what is learned in the counseling session is transferred into action outside the session (Corey, 2009). 

Multicultural Considerations


Having multicultural competency while working as a counselor is essential. It is important to assess one’s own worldview as well as learning about the views of others. Among all the differences between people, I still believe the nature of people is the same. We are all searching for meaning. However, while it is good to learn about different cultures, in the counseling session it is helpful to take a “not-knowing” stance (Vernon, 2009). This means letting the client teach the counselor about his or her world without the counselor assuming things. Each person is unique and may not follow the mainstream views of his or her culture. 


I also need to recognize that my theoretical orientation is based on a very individualistic worldview. For clients coming from a more collective/indirect culture, this may come off as confrontational and insensitive. I will need to adapt my methods and become a little less directive to be more sensitive to working with these clients (Hays, 2009). Also, clients from other cultures may be facing very different problems relating to acculturation. I need to be aware of what level of acculturation they are in to best help them adjust to this culture (Vernon, 2009). 

Summary


As I have discussed, I take a somewhat eclectic orientation. However, I think the theories most influential to the way I would practice therapy are Adlerian and Solution-focused. I discussed that I believe all people need to have meaning in their lives, that problems arise out of our perceptions of events, that the therapeutic relationship is key to change, that it is helpful to take a positive outlook as in Solution-focused with adolescents, and that multicultural competence is essential for all counselors. 
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