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Hey Phil!!
 
Finally!!
 
Attached, in MS Word format, is my #2 Critical Analysis… Am now finalizing my Counseling Model… Am still very unsure of your expectations for
this model so I’ll create it the best I am able and throw caution to the wind.
 
Am looking forward to your feedback and any comments you may have.
 
Gina Turcotte
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Reading Essentials of Chemical Dependency Counseling by Gary and Ann Lawson and P. Clayton Rivers, contributed to my feelings of being able to successfully begin my adventure into the realm of chemical dependency counseling, if I so chose this field. This book gave me an unambiguous preview of all the nuances that must be recognized, embraced, overcome and/or enhanced if I am to become a positive and effective counselor; however, I believe some chapters in this book can be more broadly applied to other areas of counseling. I also feel that the first chapter, Becoming a Chemical Dependency Counselor, is the most important chapter in this book. As I read each section, I was inundated with specific information that must be internalized, and practiced regularly, if I am to excel in this field. However, I believe if one does not pay heed to all the traits described in Chapter One, s/he will not be successful in the field of counseling regardless of how well they practice the skills in all of the subsequent sections.


Lawsons and Rivers begin their quest by articulating the qualities and characteristics of “good” counselors. However, I prefer not to use the word “good”, as this word is subjective, at best, and is laden with scrutiny. I prefer to use the terms “positive” and “effective” as these are much better measured in the greater scheme of chemical dependency, and all other types of,  counseling. That is what we strive for, isn’t it? To be “positive” and “effective” in our desire to help people who feel victimized by, and vulnerable against, such a powerful, extrinsic, and usually intrinsic, force? Yes, I believe that is what we strive for, not only in the field of chemical dependency counseling, but in the universal field of counseling, regardless of each counselor’s forte.


The authors begin their eloquently, and thoroughly descript, guide by stating, on pages 3 and 4, “There are three major areas of consideration for becoming a chemical dependency counselor: knowledge and skills, experience, and knowledge of self. This introductory chapter will consider the last area: the self as used in counseling. Although knowledge, skill, and experience are important for becoming a good counselor, people who are aware of their own values, belief systems, philosophies of life, strengths, weaknesses, and how they, as human beings, impact others will have valuable tools for the art of counseling. It is important for counselors to understand and accept their own selves and the self of the other person in order to create a counseling relationship that facilitates growth. Self-knowledge is also good prevention from burnout.” I believe this paragraph explains the most important trait of a skilled, positive and effective counselor. I also emphatically agree with the authors that counseling is an “art” – not everyone is “cut out” to be an effective and positive counselor. I believe this trait is inherent upon birth and cannot necessarily become a learned characteristic. The authors then continue by listing personal characteristics that have created successful counselors “for the last forty-five years”, based on many studies and extensive research by various scientists. 


As I read the list of eighteen (18) characteristics, I appraised my own characteristics and qualities to determine which ones I may need to strengthen, or create, within myself if I was to enter this career. The authors begin with what I believe to be the most important requirement – “Effective counselors have an identity”. They go on to explain that, “These are people who are not just doing what they think other people want from them. They are people with a solid sense of self, values, life direction, and principles that they live by. They can set goals and achieve them. They possess a certain sense of their own individuation and separateness but are also willing to evaluate their ideas, beliefs and values.” (Lawson, Lawson, & Rivers; pg. 5) What a powerful statement! Not only do effective counselors need to acquire this trait, but everyone who desires to live a fruitful, productive, fulfilling life and career must hone this trait. Too many people enter a career with their primary focus being on earning a financial living – not on acquiring self-fulfillment or their ability to positively affect another’s life. I, however, prefer to go home at night with a sense of intrinsic fulfillment, knowing I have made a positive impact on at least one person’s life. To know that I may have said or done something that the client will be able to tap into when they have the need is the best feeling I can achieve in this field.


The second characteristic, “Effective counselors respect and appreciate themselves” is a requirement that many counselors do not embrace. They work too hard, too long, internalize their client’s misfortunes and cannot respect their own need to maintain a safe distance from their client’s dilemmas. As a result, they allow transference, and counter-transference, to occur and find themselves laden with secondary post-traumatic disorder, and sometimes burn-out syndrome. Thus, the importance of requirement #2 of Lawsons’ and Rivers guide to the world of chemical dependency counseling.


The third trait, “Effective counselors are able to recognize and accept their own power” is a trait that many counselors either fail to recognize, or fail to take caution with, when treating their clients. The media, as well as the medical journals, are overwhelmed by reports of counselors, from all specialties, who abuse their power with their clients in order to gain sexual favors, or other types of favors such as access to drugs, money, financial opportunities or personally selfish and narcissistic needs. No amount of education or studying will curtail the self-serving nature of these “rotten apples” in the counseling field. In order to be a successful and effective counselor, one must always be aware of the impact they always have on their clients. To fail to be self-aware is to predetermine one’s failure in the Chemical Dependency Counseling field, not to mention the universality of counseling. Therefore, the importance of the authors’ passage in this regard is paramount to this book.


I also hold the view that the fourth, fifth and fifteenth traits are just as important as the previous three: “Effective counselors are open to change”, “Effective counselors are expanding their awareness of self and others” and “Effective counselors are able to reinvent themselves”. As counselors, regardless of our specialty, we are essentially modeling for our clients the ability to acknowledge our weaknesses, embrace Who We Are as fallible human beings, accept that we are, by far, not perfect, that we DO have the inherent strength and ability to reinvent Who We Are, and that, given the appropriate amount of desire, motivation and self-discipline, we can make significant, and sometimes mind-blowing, transformations in every facet of our lives. 

Clients look to us for strength, insight and the ability to incorporate self-discipline when it seems virtually impossible, given our personal plights and various challenges. If we, as counselors, are unwilling, or unable, to infuse faith and trust in our clients about our willingness and ability to look at ourselves, accept our weaknesses and challenges, and to model for them the desire and self-discipline to look candidly and honestly at ourselves, without, of course, revealing too much about ourselves throughout the process, they will be inspired to follow suit and eventually experiment with the suggestions we make for their own growth and evolvement. Thus, the paramount importance of traits #4, #5 & #15 in Chapter One of Essentials of Chemical Dependency Counseling.

Continuing the critique of this book, I focus my attention on traits #9, #10, and #12 – “Effective counselors feel alive, and their choices are life oriented”, “Effective counselors are authentic, sincere and honest”, and “Effective counselors make mistakes and are willing to admit them”, respectively. I can’t even begin to explain how important I believe these traits are in the counseling field. Given most clients’ hyper-vigilance about non-verbal cues, cosmic energy, and their ability to perceive the virtually unperceivable, we would be doing our clients, and ourselves, a grave disservice by NOT being authentic, sincere and honest with them at all times. Additionally, one cannot become an effective counselor if s/he does not feel completely alive and view their choices as life-oriented. How would one facilitate change in their clients if s/he does not have a solid, loving grasp on the nature of Life and BEing all that one can be?? Because we, too, are fallible human beings, and because our clients know this fact, we MUST be willing to admit when we do stumble and fall. The ability to admit when we have made a mistake is character, and integrity, building – not only for ourselves but for our clients as well. When a client is able to see that an “authority” figure is able to make mistakes, accept that we made a sometimes significant mistake and are able to laugh at ourselves for our foolishness, they too are empowered to make mistakes without self-criticism and degradation – the very thing that has compelled them into our office.

Notwithstanding the above-referenced traits, the remaining nine (9) traits are also important in order to become positive, effective and successful counselors. However, I feel that the above-referenced traits are absolutely paramount if one is to even remotely consider entering the field. Without these traits solidly in place prior to delving into the field, the probability is great that one may do more harm than good when embarking on this journey with their vulnerable, and influential, clients.

In the words of the clients who were interviewed about the positive and negative traits of effective, and ineffective, counselors, their descriptive words are very succinct and clear: (positive traits) understanding, concerned, caring, experienced, honest, certified, good listener, streetwise, easy to talk to, direct, open-minded; (negative traits) asshole, can’t relate, dishonest, treat like children, uneducated, bullshitter, rude, foul mouth, show favorites, unfair. Their descriptions affirm the traits that were explored in the previous passages – their importance is obviously paramount as these clients’ previous descriptions were agreed upon by all the clients surveyed.

Although Essentials of Chemical Dependency Counseling consisted of more than the first chapter, I browse through the subsequent chapters and find that I am less passionate about the inherent need for these remaining skills, techniques, styles and processes as I am about the skills described in Chapter One. This being said, my position is such because the remaining chapters consist of information that can be learned, practiced, refined and enhanced through education, diligent practice and clinical supervisions. For example, Chapter Two describes the Legal and Ethical Issues in Chemical Dependency Counseling. Specifically, “ethics often deal with principles that ‘ought to’ govern human behavior in gray areas and moral decisions” (Lawson, et al, pg. 26) Given that fact, if one refers back to Chapter One, specifically referring to traits #1, #2, and #3, the counselor usually will not encounter legal, or ethical, issues within their counseling practice if s/he is steadfast and vigilant with his/her client and the client’s needs. Thus, again, the importance of Chapter One.

Regarding Chapters Three through Ten, the same principles apply as they do to Chapter Two – all of these skills, styles, processes and abilities need to be learned by ALL counselors. I believe there are NO counselors who exist that are able to immediately employ these skills without first acquiring education, employing significant practice, having an inherent desire to learn, incorporate faithful utilizations of clinical supervisions, and embrace the natural and necessary trial and error experiences. I do not believe there is any one counselor who can open the doors to their practice and have the skills and processes described in the remaining chapters already solidly in place without the need for refinement at some point.

Summarily, this book, Essentials of Chemical Dependency Counseling, is an absolutely necessary text for those who are serious about delving into this very difficult, and sometimes frustrating, facet of the helping professions. My understanding is that most books, such as this one, do not cover the Spiritual aspect of the “Art of Counseling”. That is to look at the Self as the most important component in order to affect positive, effective, successful and long-term transformations in the hearts of those that we touch. To ignore, or take lightly, the points asserted in Chapter One is a sure indication that counseling is not the field to enter.
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