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ABSTRACT
I work on the assumption that students have all they need to achieve their study goal. Together we reaffirm what that goal is and determine what they need to do to achieve it. We establish what obstacles might be in the way and how to deal with these obstacles. I aim to show the students that they are capable of choosing the path to work through these obstacles. In practice the students demonstrate this to themselves. This work begins with a choice which necessitates a commitment on the part of the student. This commitment requires taking action and we discuss the possibility that some actions are likely to be difficult to undertake. In making a commitment, students soon arrive at a point where it becomes obvious that in order to remain committed, they must continue to take actions that get a task completed. 

Making a commitment to a specific objective involves students in accepting their circumstances; a necessary understanding in order to do what needs to be done to make their study work better. I encourage a particular practice of choice which is distinct from those obstacles. This choice is for a future which is not governed by a particular set of obstacles – a choice not conditioned by the past but by the future.
1. INTRODUCTION

I was asked to present a paper at this conference outlining my methods because of the positive and lasting results I have been getting with students facing difficulties at University. I work only with students who register with The University of Melbourne, Disability Liaison Unit (DLU) and indicate that a specific impairment or health condition means that they experience disability in our academic environment. I don’t usually write about my work – my work with students leaves me little time for actively researching or writing in this field. But, if the principles behind what we do at the DLU are valid and useful, and if others are discovering that similar methods work, then this is a step in the direction of a shared understanding of the best we can achieve with the students with whom we work.

As I’ve said, this is not a research paper, nevertheless, in preparation for this presentation, apart from some seminal works (which I will refer to briefly in this presentation), I have spent some time on the web to get a feel for what methods are being practiced elsewhere. My search terms were: choice, responsibility, and commitment. It was gratifying to see that others are getting the best from their students in ways similar to my own, and those of my colleagues at the DLU, but it would take more time than I have to properly research this in specific relation to students experiencing disability and facing the sorts of challenges I am seeing on a daily basis.
2. THE EXPERIENCE OF DISABILITY
My working definition of disability focuses on the experience of disability, as it does for my colleagues, but I have my own emphasis. At the DLU we often separate out the experience of disability from the impairment or health condition itself. For my own purpose I like to focus even more on that part of the experience that the student can affect. To this end I get students to identify that part of the disability experience for which they can take responsibility. In my work I often find that personal obstacles which prevent students from being able to influence their experience in a positive way stem from habits learned early in life: hence my epigraph.
This is often in the background when students first come to see me: they each come with a set of skills and habits. In extreme cases, they must unburden themselves of their complaints, grievances, woes, all the things that have befallen them. These, incidentally, are no illusion; many of the students I see have strong and legitimate grounds for complaining and, without some kind of interruption, would quite properly continue that way for all of the future available to them. They would be right to do so because genuinely bad things have happened to them, through no fault of their own. And often doctors, parents, family and friends will all uphold these students' rights to continue with this pattern of behaviour, given what has happened to them. And, quite distinct from any ordinarily definable disability, habits dating from early childhood underpin and reinforce how a disability will be experienced.
3. THE INTERVENTION

For the students I see I aim to bring about an interruption or intervention in this pattern of communicating or expressing themselves as helpless, beset with insurmountable obstacles, dealt an unfair hand, and so on. I help them declare their independence from all these legitimate causes of ongoing helplessness, or at least some of them, maybe a step at a time. I never deny the grounds my students have for their experience, it happened, it had consequences. What I aim to achieve or help them in is to become something that happens to what has happened to them. I am to provoke a revolution in the student's experience of disability, and this too has consequences of a radically different nature.
 

Under the 'new regime', choice and responsibility for some (or many) aspects of their experience replace complaint and helplessness. In a real sense I think what I teach is ultimately a communication skill, but of a rather unusual kind. I will return to this. For now let me stress the importance of a shift in the terms I encourage in my talks with students. To distinguish what matters or what will be worthwhile under the 'new regime' (following the ‘revolution’ in their experience of disability) I recommend and use the terms works / does not work, instead of good/bad, right/wrong. This also helps to steer our conversations away from conventional often highly negative (or ineffectively positive) judgements of self-worth. The old terms were not wrong, they were appropriate for an understandably more self-absorbed experience in which the 'good' feels nice and pleasant, and the 'bad' feels lousy. The intervention I aim to provoke has students being able to look beyond their immediate sense of pain or pleasure to appreciate that some things are worthwhile independent of the limiting feelings associated with terms like good and bad. When, for example, a recommended change in study practice works, they (the students) work, toward achieving aims that they could never contemplate as possible when their experience of difficulty had them focussed on how bad they felt, or how good they might feel if somehow the situation magically improved. Eventually they get to appreciate that 'what works' for them, as, say, a study practice, or a habit of communicating with lecturers or peers, and so on, works because they work. 'It works' means it serves its purpose because they are now prepared to serve its purpose, regardless if this involves a lot of effort, or is 'outside their comfort zone'.
But this usually takes time. And before anything can be achieved students must clearly discern where their own choices are going to make a difference in their experience of disability. This is usually a very confronting experience because it’s when students identify areas where they themselves have been the cause of their experience of disability. It is often an emotional moment when the all the costs (so far and to come) of continuing this pattern of behaviour become painfully clear. It is not an easy moment but it is indispensable, for the emotion generated here is only an expression of what will become the motivating force for all the advances that follow. 
Using this technique, I aim to redress the acute anxiety, worry, or depression that impact so strongly on students’ studies, preventing them sitting exams, meeting deadlines, putting pen to paper, or just getting to class. The beginning of this approach is the point at which students are able to see that a choice of their own could make a big difference in the consequences of what they are trying to achieve: removing obstacles – their own behaviour patterns – that would prevent them from going beyond their limits. In putting a stop to these limiting habits and complaints they discover what they are capable of doing and develop the power to act, to devise strategies to go beyond these limits. 

4. SARAH
Sarah first came to see me with severe anxiety disorder and social phobia. At this first meeting she came with both her parents. She was greatly distressed, was missing classes, and didn’t have any idea of her assessments. Despite being awarded a scholarship for an Engineering Degree Sarah felt this wasn’t the right course for her. She had agreed to come and see me as she thought that I could tell her what to do and set her on the right path.
In short, Sarah came with a complex set of conditions, each one legitimising her experience of disability. In our first and subsequent interviews Sarah revealed patterns of indecision. She insisted on being told what she should do.

I asked Sarah to tell me in her own words how her condition impacted on her studies. I do this for a reason: I want students to talk about what they do and don’t do and what the personal impact is of this way of being for them, that is, what is their experience of disability here at Uni. She responded: “I haven’t been able to leave the house by myself for years. I get really stressed going out in public. I usually panic. That’s why I haven’t been to any classes. I thought it was going to be different, you know a new place and everything. But after I missed the first class I just couldn’t get to any of the others, I’d just draw attention to myself and we know what that would do. At first it was just one class but then, as each week went by, it got harder to come to Uni. I did VCE by correspondence – this meant I didn’t have to go to any classes or see anybody. Can’t I do uni that way? I’m just stressing out thinking about uni.”
Sarah did have options, one of which was leave-of-absence. We also considered re-negotiating her work schedule with academic staff. Sarah refused to choose, “I came here for you to tell me what to do, what do you think I should do?” Sarah’s habit was to rely on other people to choose for her, this had worked well for most of her life – she wasn’t responsible for her decisions. 
5.  CHOICE AS RESPONSIBILITY: THE LIFSPAN OF A CHOICE
The philosophy of free will and determinism is a wide field. I draw from it a simple and pragmatic concept of choice, which is, that a choice determines a future in important ways other than what would have happened without it and in doing so; a choice constitutes a self-imposed constraint. It is in specific identifiable ways, independent of the past. In Sarah’s case, it is a break with tradition or ‘historical rupture’ with a pattern of helplessness – a small revolution. 

I managed to get Sarah to confront what would happen if she didn’t choose either of these options. “Things won’t change, I still won’t go to class … I’ll fail the semester … They might not let me continue. I’ll lose my scholarship”. When I asked how this would make her feel, she responded with “hopeless”. At this point, with the reality of her situation becoming more obvious, Sarah chose to take a leave-of-absence. She doubted herself at the time (old habits), but she saw what would happen if she did not choose. She gained some control over her life. She also chose to maintain a regular working communication with me during her leave in which I could propose to her further options and develop the skill of choosing.

A pattern of dependency is not going to be a cause of change. We break the pattern while at the same time allowing alternatives to crystallise as something possible for the student. We, together, become allies of the opening up and disrupting of this pattern. I simply affirm the existence of alternatives students themselves can see. The circumstances of a particular impairment or health condition may not change in themselves, but what is possible to be achieved undergoes a radical change.
For some students this process can begin not as a request for action but be as simple as offering them a choice to turn up to a specific class, or to complete some required reading. (More often than not, these are the things they feel others take for granted: like leaving the house by themselves, catching a train, talking to someone, asking a question in public). 

Unlike some conventional notions of freedom, this kind of choice is a discipline, a self-imposed constraint. This is not the same as the freedom to do what we want when we want – an aim often voiced by students. Fundamental to this notion of choice is the staying power, or integrity, which is the only guarantee that a choice will have a long life.

5.1. Locus of control 
In practice, I work with students to form and strengthen what J B Rotter (1954) calls ‘internal locus of control’, or the belief we have some say in our future. Recent researchers (Maltby et al. 2007) suggest that greater internal locus of control makes us less prone to depression and learned helplessness and creates a higher tolerance of ambiguity. I feel that non-judgemental language creates a supportive environment in which to develop greater internal locus of control. This kind of communication makes it safe to do the things that are hard to do. In my office we use language in a very specific way. Very early in my dealing with any student who comes to me, I establish a framework for our communication sessions that also reinforces their academic work (as a form of communication). In that framework we agree to set a powerful and effective bond between word and deed. I state clearly that I will be asking things of them – that they will be making choices – and initially I ask if that can be the basis of what we achieve.
As we saw with Sarah, the language of helplessness is not a language suited to referring to possibilities and responsibility for her. If we recall the mode of reference for Sarah: she was unable to discern through language anything outside her pattern. This is a mode of speech that communicates helplessness.
Complaints are another use of language unable to break radically with what is and has always been wrong, what caused it, how it feels. Complaints are not dispensed with mercilessly, far from it. None of what we achieve with students is possible if conducted judgmentally. Indeed, my insistence on less loaded terms like works / doesn’t work aims to cultivate a non-judging foundation on which students can stabilize their fledgling locus of control. Nevertheless, part of my agreement with students is that we don’t progress beyond that pattern through the complaints which are part of that pattern. In other words, what’s “not working” in this entire story or narrative of what is wrong, “what a terrible course this is,” “my parents made me,” “what a bad decision,” etc.
6. AN UNUSUAL COMMUNICATION SKILL
I said earlier that what I’m teaching students is a communication skill, and of an unusual sort. The theory of it is still a work in progress. A full understanding of what happens when my students discover how their own choices affect their experience, and affect others, will involve an appreciation of the value of giving one’s word and keeping it. What I propose to my students is that when they are making choices and taking on responsibility for the consequences of those choices, for the lifespan of the choice, this must involve them personally and profoundly in their manner of speaking about the future. This is simply because, until they are realised, their intentions, plans, and goals, must circulate in name only; they must exist in this way, for the students themselves and for the others who care about them. I can only begin to describe the exhilaration students experience when they realise how their choices involve their manner of expressing themselves as well as who they are being. 
Sarah, for example, got to experience what it was like to make a decision and own the choice she made and to be responsible for actions which have a future. By the following semester she was able to choose a more appropriate course, leave home by herself, drive to University, eventually take the train by herself each day, turn up to all her classes. She got to feel the satisfaction of being able to complete her assessment on time, complete a semester, then a year, and so on.
Returning to the discussion about choice then, it is important at the end of the very first session that students have the opportunity to choose to work with me. Unless they have specifically requested to work with me, I ask this outright with the proviso that they can always choose to change their minds – I’m not the only staff member.
It is also necessary to bring students as soon as possible to the confrontation I referred to before, in which they can gauge their complicity in the difficulties they experience. We discuss how they participate in life.  What are the impacts of the way they think and act on things that matter to them? What are the impacts on others? How do they deal with stress? I try to show them these behaviours are survival skills. Do their survival skills work in every situation? Are they a strategy for abdicating responsibility for themselves? In this way I give students the opportunity to gauge or “feel” how life is going:  What is going to happen in your life if you don’t do what you need to do or what you said you would do?  How are you going to feel if you don’t take this action?  How would you feel if you could take this action?  Who’s in charge of your thoughts and feelings?  Do you know what happens to your body when it reacts to stress?  How do you deal with stress?  Do you know how you learn and how learning takes place? During exchanges such as this I can expect the confronting moment I referred to earlier to occur. It is acutely uncomfortable, but also a great relief. 
What I aim to identify is a radical alternative to the overly defensive, fearful self-critical or generally judgemental values that underpin and reinforce the common pattern of complaint and helplessness. Through this kind of discussion students quickly determine that some of the things they normally do don’t always work. Through the questions above, I get students to pinpoint what they don’t do and what happens when they don’t act in relation to a voiced aim, wish, want, or need. They get to imagine a future that might happen if they do do these things. They learn how to break these habits that are not working, that are getting them nowhere. So, habits are broken, and new habits are formed. 

What happens in my office is that we raise a possibility that must circulate first in “name only” but in a strong sense; because it engages more of what students bring of themselves when they give their word or make a promise. The form of speech we engage in, in this way, declares that the student has the very abilities that make the promise real, now. They begin instantly to be apart from the patterns of helplessness in how they speak. In this it is agreed – they agree – to work with me, at first, in accepting to make significant changes in how we talk with each other and how they speak of and to themselves. This is essentially where students learn the skill of obeying themselves, to be their own disciplinarians, as though they are taking orders from who they will become…by taking these orders.
7. CONCLUSION

A large part of my work with students is conversation, aimed to inculcate this skill. Through discussions around what is or isn’t working, and what someone is or isn’t doing, is a language oriented towards enabling a person to take charge of their future. It’s a conversation in which the student’s abilities to go beyond their limits are given a name, put into circulation, and refer to something that exists now. It is a methodology that can work with anyone and is applicable to all students who have something standing in the way of them doing their best. This skill is a quite extraordinary use of language in that it refers not to what is or has been but specifically to what will be radically other than what has been. In this way future possibilities become presently discernible and can be addressed as such to others. They do not of course become forgone conclusions. In a way, a part of the future becomes present, in the form of a choice for it, as well as in the commitment and integrity required to bring it about. 
8. REFERENCES
Rotter, J. B. (1954) Social Learning and Clinical Psychology. New York: Prentice Hall

Maltby, J., Day L. and Macaskill, A., Personality, Individual Differences and Intelligence. Harlow: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2007. 
