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| would like to begin this short memoir by
congratulating the M.Soc.Sc (Counselling)
Alumni Association (AA) for its first mounting
| of a Newsletter before recounting the birth of
~ the counselling programme.

The idea of creating this programme has been a response to
sustain university education in face of substantial budget cut
by the government on tertiary education. Despite its mundane
origin, in September 2002, the programme began with a bang
rather than a whimper, as applicants far exceeded the modest
number originally set, hence, the use of two streams within
one class to accommodate the demand and the diverse back-
grounds of the student population. The arrangement of such a
structure, and a low student-tutor ratio, while financially costly,
has been a deliberate decision to ensure quality in teaching
and learning, so was the choice of recruiting part-time teach-
ers who are practitioners in their own field of expertise, since
counselling is first and foremost an activity intending to opti-
mize the quality of life in individuals, groups, or organizations
through fostering personal strength, growth and development,
and the learning of effective coping skills (British Association
for Counselling and Psychotherapy; The American Counsel-
ling Association). It is the “doing” that can demonstrate if
this activity is helpful to people. Having said that, an immediate
question is of course what makes counsellor training effective?

In the introduction to his book (1964/1986) “ Psychotherapy:
the purchase of friendship” , Schofield warned of the psycho-
therapist falling “unwittingly into the role of moral counselor
or morale coach, and can be seduced into the chronic role of

‘best friend’ " (pp. 2). Indeed, how does counsellor training
turna ‘bestfriend’ into a conversationalist with the ability to
heal human misery? The following information which gives the
rationale for the curriculum is abridged from the programme
proposal written in 2000:

“As the programme is designed to provide education in the
‘Social Sciences’ , four major competency areas are ad-
dressed in the curriculum... :

a) Knowledge in Research: research and data analysis as
reflected through a foundation course in research, practice
evaluation, and the completion of a practice-based project.

b) Knowledge in Counselling: theory and practice in terms of

human development, understanding psychopathology, as-
sessment and counselling theories.

c) Skills in Counselling: practice skills in assessment and
counselling and interdisciplinary communication, focusing on
working with diverse populations (gender, age, ethnicity etc.),
and in diverse settings (welfare, education, and health care).

d) Values and Ethics: understanding the roles and responsibil-
ities of being a counsellor, ethical and personal dilemmas in
practice, Code of Ethics, etc., as reflected in a foundation
course in counselling theories and practices” .

The training model thus emphasized an integration of knowl-
edge and practice that goes beyond technical training, i.e.,
producing technicians who may have the skills but not the
intelligence to use them wisely. This reminds me of a client |
once assessed. He was a driver of public vehicles found to
have hoarded over a hundred traffic violation tickets, all un-
paid. He turned out to have an uneven profile in his abilities,
rendering him being good at technical skills but with very poor
reasoning and judgment. Needless to say, he had been a
danger to the public for as long as he was on the road. As
counselling is a ‘talking cure’ , the person who does the
talking must necessarily be the major variable contributing to
treatment effectiveness. One might think that a poor counsel-
lor cannot be as harmful as a reckless driver, this is a very
mistaken view given damages done to a person’s mental
status can be as irredeemable as a fatal car accident. | was
reminded here of a student who reported she identified so
much with a relative’s tragic life that she gave permission for
the latter to commit suicide when her advice was sought.
Fortunately, the relative survived the suicide attempt. What
goes wrong in this case is that the student has traded all
objectivity for empathy, or reason for blind emotions. To re-
main level-headed, sensitivity and self-awareness are vital for
an effective counsellor in order to guard against transference
to and from the client, whether positive or negative in nature.

There are several features in the curriculum for promoting self
understanding and development. Apart from the weekend long

“self awareness” component in skills training run in a closed
group format, all skill - based electives have also been taught
likewise in order to facilitate self disclosure during the teaching
and learning process. For those students who have been
willing to subject themselves to self examination through ap-
propriate self disclosure, the practicum is yet another training




ground for self growth if the student is willing to be critical of himself or herself. Indeed, a very satisfying outcome from the
programme has been reports from graduates of their change in attitude and outlook in life, for the better that is, having
gone through two years of ‘grilling’ studying in the programme. Some even claimed that self healing took place. As
Socrates says: “Know thyself” . A wounded healer is perhaps the closest to being an effective counsellor.

To abridge again from the programme proposal: “As emotional stress and distress can occur in many situations
throughout a person’s life, a counsellor can help people to identify problems and assist in finding constructive ways to
cope with these situations, such as job stress, family and relationship issues, social and emotional difficulties related to
loss, disability or illness... The early identification of sighs and symptoms of stress and distress can help prevent the onset
of more severe forms of mental disorders. Thus, the counselling programme has been planned to achieve a dual aim: first,
creating a group of graduates in many walks of life who are in positions of dealing with people in need of support, for
example, nurses, doctors, welfare workers, managers, personnel workers, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, etc.
This would extend the network of support services and act as a first line of help and assistance for those under stress
before they develop more severe forms of mental disorders... Second, the programme aims at adding to the armamentar-
ium of social workers and teachers who have already been working for some time in their professional roles and find
themselves in need of further insights in counselling and guidance within their professional work... To achieve a real
integration of the concepts and practices of counselling with the daily work of the students, the programme is run in a
part-time mode... with the practicum taking place in the students’ respective occupational settings...” .

| hope such documentary information given above help to clarify the original aims and purposes of the counselling
programme, and to answer some queries raised by former students, such as the insistence in the use of a closed group
format for teaching and learning, or the practicum being best taken in the student’s own work setting.

To recapitulate, while the counselling programme was born out of the need for tertiary education to survive budget
constraint, it has outgrown this narrow focus, as evidenced by the setting up of AA, the brainchild of Dr. Rico Liu, graduate
of 2005. Assisted by Dr. Tony Lau, former Chairperson, and Ms. Clara Chan, current Chairperson, and committee
members of Council, AA has indeed established itself as a support network for worthy causes, most noticeably the running
of the Sichuan Project. As originator of the counselling programme, | take pride in congratulating AA on its success, and
hope that it will take on the role of a critic of the programme, given their experience ‘surviving’ through it.

| would like to end this stroll down memory lane by paying tribute to my teacher, Rev. Dr. Erik Kvan to whose
memory the Erik Kvan Memorial Book Prize has been established. This prize is given to a graduate each
year to commemorate the life and work of this man. What is his relevance to the programme? | now quote
from a preface | have written for a book of memories produced by graduates of the year 2005:

Professor Erik Kvan knew of the eventual launching of the counselling programme back in 2000 when it

2 was first in the making, as he was still teaching with me then at the age of 83. This ‘graying man’ , as he
Prof. ErikKvan— would like to be referred to, in his usual wisdom, said to me simply, ‘Do something decent’ . When
business in the academic world has become commercialized, thanks to the economic recession in recent years, these
three little words set a direction to which the counselling programme has embarked on. Participants in our annual briefing
sessions might recall my plea: “No monkey business please, you won’t be able to ‘roll’ through!” ...I am thankful for
the support of all colleagues who have contributed to keeping things decent.

As Oscar Wilde said, “Education is an admirable thing, but it is well to remember from time to time that nothing that is
worth knowing can be taught” (The Critic as Artist), what | have learned from my teacher is beyond measure, likewise, |
wish all of you will look beyond mere appearances, and seek wisdom from within.  [HYNG June 23, 2010]

GOOD NEWS p\ X j i

e ACT FAST!! A continuing education activity “ Art Jam ”, to be delivered by Ms. Jackie Li (2006 grad-
uate), will be held on July 24, 2010 at KKL Building, HKU, Rm1302AB. For enrolment or enquiries
please send your name, contact number, year of graduation (or student member) to Vava Kwok at
savava@ust.hk or Clara Chan at clara_wun@yahoo.com.hk.  Enrolment Fee (material cost inclusive) :
AA members $150 (a special rate of $100 for Volunteers of Sichuan Care Project); Non-AA members
$250. Payment will be collected on the day of the workshop and be made in cash or cheque payable
to: H.K.U. Master of Social Sciences (Counselling) Alumni Association or 77tk R E2 il B2 iH -4 A &

* Mr. Stephen Char (2004 graduate and Hon. legal advisor of AA) has been selected as Re-
cipient of the HKU Department of Social Work & Social Administration Qutstanding Alum-
ni Award (2010). Please click onto AA website http://counselling.sw.hku.hk/alumni.htm to
watch a short video clip for some good sharing from Stephen.

Congratuladtions i
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We need your support !!
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2004 Chris Ng | chris_nnl@yahoo.com.hk

2005 Rebecca Ko | rebeccako2003@yahoo.com.hk

2006 Jackie Li | jackieckli@gmail.com

2007 Stella Cheung | stella.rainbow@gmail.com

2008 Wing-yee Kwan | kwingy2004@yahoo.com.hk

2009 Maple Lau | sshmaple@hotmail.com
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Ms. Clara Chan (06)
Dr. Tony Lau (06)

Ms. Peony Chiang (06)
Mr. Stephen Char (04)
Ms. Anson Lam (06)
Mr. Antony To (06)
Ms. Jackie Li (06)

Ms. Rebecca Ko (05)
Dr. Rico Liu (05)

Ms. Stella Cheung (07)
Ms. Trista Lam (09)
Ms. Vava Kwok (06)
Ms. Wing-yee Kwan (08)
Dr.H.Y. Ng

Ms. Angela Wong
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