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Gill Whitfield combines
teaching and counselling in
a secondary school.

I was amazed at
the number of
children with
problems that
the teachers or
school nurses
had been
struggling with,

If you ask me if every school could do with a connsellor, then ny answer is an emphatic Yes.

Gill Whitfield talks to Anne Wise

‘Even though I don’t want
thanks, 1t’s nice to get it.”

Could you provide a little bit of background to
your work as a school counsellor?

I started off life in school as a science teacher.
After 23 years of doing this I had the opportu-
nity to do a one-year full-time postgraduate di-
ploma in counselling at Edgehill College,
Lancashire. I came to my present school in 1997.

Devon has had counsellors since the early
1960s, encouraged by the late Josh Owen, who
was Director of Education at that time. Money
was available and a number of schools taok the
opportunity to appoint a counsellor.

At the time I came we had a good support
network, facilitated by the Senior Clinical Psy-
chologist from the local hospital. These sessions
were paid for by the LEA. Supervision is consid-
ered to be critical.

My job in Exeter was quite an unusual post,
as I spent about half my time working in four
feeder middle schools and the other half in the
secondary school — an age range of 5-16. [ was
amazed at the number of children with prob-
lems that the teachers or school nurses had been
struggling with, oftenreally out of their depth.

That was some time ago?

Yes, and it lasted until LMS came in. There was
less money available: my secondary school was
given the equivalent of 0.22 of me instead of 1.0.
At that point the head wrote to the four feeder
schools to ask if they would like to contribute so
as to keep receiving my services, but they also
had less money, and only one of them felt able to
keep me on, which amounted to half a day a
week for a further two or three years.

The support network disappeared as well,
butI managed to put up a sufficiently good case
for some INSET money to enable me to find a
supervisor, whom I met initially on a monthly
basis, although the budget has now cut these

meetings down to about one a term. Of course |
have plenty of support at the end of the phone,
so I'm not as isolated as it may sound, but it is
nice to have somebody who you know is skilled
at supervision.

The cut-back left me without full-time work,
but as it happened a science teacher left the sec-
ondary school, and as this is what I had
originally been trained for I became a part-time
teacher and a part-time counsellor in the secon-
dary school and counsellor in a combined
school. I don't feel that being a teacher and a
counsellor is a satisfactory situation; my teach-
ing workload has increased, which doesn’t help
the counselling, and I don't think being a coun-
sellor helps the teaching,

Could you say something about the problem of hav-
ing to wear two hats?

Ithink, in fact, [find this more of a problem than
the children do. I have a youngster I'm always
having to tell off when I teach her — she’s quite
bright and her work is all right, but she's very
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I do feel that
counselling lower
down the age
group is
particularly
valuable.

I always tell
children that have
been referred by
other people that
they don’t need to
see me if they
don’t want to.

silly, and starts squealing for no reason, which
annoys everybody. But when she comes to see
me as counsellor she’s a totally different child —
her problem is that her father lives abroad —
and although she can't look at me as a teacher,
as a counsellor I'm all right, and [ think it counts
as a sort of success both for her and for me.

There are children who ask: “Who can I use
as a counsellor, because you teach me?” 1 have
to reply that there isn’t another counsellor in the
school, so they could go to a teacher they get on
with, orjust give me a try and see how it works.
Certainly I do counsel a lot of the children I
teach, although I only teach Years 8 and 9; as I
mentioned earlier, I think I find it a bigger prob-
lem than the children do, but certainly the ideal
situation would not involve having to be two
different people.

If you had a choice, what would you do?

The ideal would be for me to go back to full-time
counselling, preferably partly in the middle
schools and partly in the secondary school.
Many of the children that moved up to the com-
prehensive functioned better as a result of the
counselling they had already received — I've
got testimony to this effect from teachers, and
particularly from parents, so I do feel that coun-
selling lower down the age group is particularly
valuable.

We've talked about the job and the constraints.
Could you now say something about the counselling
process itself?

Well, there has to be some sort of referral to start
with. The most unusual referral [ ever had was
from the leader of a troupe of drum majorettes,
who realised that one of her girls came from my
secondary school; she suspected that the girl
was being abused, and it turned out that she
was right, so I was able to alert the appropriate
agencies.

However, referrals usually come from teach-
ers, other children, or parents; social services
also refer children to me, as well as the police,
school nurses, and the school doctor. But the
best referrals of all are from the children
themselves.

The self-referred children always seem to
come to my room and sit down and start off by
saying “It’'s silly, really”. My reaction to that is
always “If you think itis worth seeing me about,
it is not silly”. If something is bothering them,
then they have done the right thing. On the
other hand, teachers, when they refer children,
are usually concerned that something has
‘changed’ — they may have become more noisy
(or less noisy), or they’re not doing homework,
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or if the teacher knows the child well they could
just sense something is wrong,

I always tell the children who has referred
them, unless it's their parents and they have
particularly asked me not to. I also tell children
that have been referred by other people that
they don't need to see me if they don’t want to,
I've only had two refusals. One was a girl who
said “mind your own business”, and she went
on to get herself into deep, deep trouble, and [
often regret that I gave her an option, but then
counselling has to be a voluntary activity,

Currently I'm dealing with a boy who is
experiencing difficulties because he comes from
a different culture. I find this absolutely fasci-
nating, and if I had the time I would like to
study cross-cultural counselling. The boy I'm
seeing at the moment keeps on saying how .
much I've helped him, and even though [ don't
want thanks it’s nice to get it. Then I also see
other very sad children, who are just victims.
Whatever they do, they're going to get bullied.

Is all your work done on a one-to-one basis?

Oh no. I do quite a lot of group work, both with
bullies and victims, and with very shy children,
even with children that swear — younameit, [
can run a group for it! I usually take these
groups, of 4-6 children, for onelesson a week for
about four weeks. They have to miss a subject
lesson, but it's a different one each week.

I never mix the sexes, because I find it just
doesn’t work in this particular school, though it
might elsewhere. Currently the big thing is
‘anger management’.



8 Education and Health

Vol. 18 No. 1,2000

A couple of the
children I see are
extremely smelly,
but I don’t open
the window while
they’re there.

Gill Whitfield may be
contacted through the Unit.

How does your role as an ‘official’ counsellor fif in
with the ‘friendly adult’ support provided by teach-
ers?

There are some teachers who quite often have
children going to them, but as soon as they feel
out of their depth they pass them straight on to
me. Things like pregnancy and drugs, or home
breakup, come into this category, and I always
feel how glad the children are to have someone
who can offer the right sort of support.

To say that1’do” things would be wrong, but
if I can contact parents or talk to staff on behalf
of children, I do. My supervisor always says she
loves the way I ‘nurture’ the children by lend-
ing them books, records, or cassettes — 1
haven'tlent anybody a CD yet — orI'll get them
addresses, and so on, because this kind of thing
makes the relationship between myself and the
young person that much better, and the rela-
tionship between the two people involved in
counselling is very, very important.

How would you sum up your value fo the school and
its population?

My principal aim is to put children at their ease
and encourage them to talk to me, and they
often say something like “I'm pleased that I've
been able to talk to you — I feel better just for
talking.” That's when I haven't done anything
constructive, except be there for them — the
unconditional positive regard. A couple of the
children I see are extremely smelly, but I don’t
open the window while they're there, although
I certainly do as soon as they've gone!

I love counselling. You might ask how I can
experience ‘job satisfaction” when I get nothing
but problems, but when I get a parent ring up
and say “I don’t know what you've done with
our Mary, but she’s certainly a much happier
person,” then I go home at night feeling I'm
doing a worthwhile job. If you ask me if every
school could do with a counsellor, then my
answer is an emphatic Yes.



