PIAGETIAN PRINCIPLES APPLIED

TO THE BEGINING PUASE IN PROFESSIONAL HELFING

By

Henry W, Maier
Professcr
Schoel of Social Mork
University of Washingion

"

Seattls, Yash. 98193

Sl znnad iﬁ" Wedzman., B.. K. 8rewn) ﬁb il {7
_ l!"" _{iﬂ 92'0 fog .
Soushers C—T fornia Vi

u‘;\




e A wiole developmenial phase precedes the full use of

fanguage in tie Tife of each inaividual. Such a vealizalion

taoworth sapdering. b s slgnifican® Lecayse in professional counsaling
ung nepds T recoghize thal considevabie interaction occurs befor verba’
axchangs and mutual comprehension of the Joint tasks actualiy take root.

dhnt ocours In the dipitial phase of profassicnal helplug? Does an
intervyicy, group session, or any other Torm of professional esucounter
really stavt with the first verbal exchange? Mhile the answer s assumed
tu be “no", Yol us examine "how come’ n greater details. I wili do se
in the following pages a3 1 apply Plageiian knowledge of earily 107

dovelopment, the sensorimoitor phuse, o the beginning phase of profassions)

helping.

£ PERSPECTIVE GF HELPING AS A PROCESS OF COMSTANT CHANGE

i perceive human beings To be in a constant process of change in
all diweasions of their functioning. Each person is simultanenusiy
interacting with his or her enviromment, ewmotionailly (affectively),
hehaviorally, and cogndtively. 1 concefve of these ithree dimensions as
interreiotad but nevertheless discrete developmental phenomena. CEach
dimension--affect, behavior, and cognition--must be undevstoud for its
own unique déevelonmenial progressien. Any intzrventive techmiquas
should be designed Tor the developmental progression of the particuiar
dimension {Haier, 1976).

Most important, the professional helpers® (the counselors’, murses',

social workers', teachers', or thavrapisis®,) relationship to the clients
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{unpients o students) stoutd b defined by each halpar’s understanding

of the olient’s actual fooling, doing, and thinking &t the wmomeni. Vhat

such an assessment means te the helpey eveniually defines the helper's
avpraisal and sartnership in the change efforis.

Morenver, human bpeings ave nov only 1n & constant process of change
develoomentally. but they way also function on move than one level of
developnent at cace. This point is particularly pertinent in beglnnings,
in the initial experience of 2 new Tife situation. Being new in a job,
social gethering, or therapeutic sitation means people ave apt to act
as if Vife itself were new to them. They tend to imteract with a most
Timited behavioral reperteire and zhink primariiy within very concvets
modes. Consequentiy, in the initial phase of helping, clients have o
be understood for their overall deveiopmental Tavels of functioning and
their particular processes of functioning within the begiming siluation
itcalf {Theodorsen, Yaiom, Whittakav).

{n the beginnings of a planned helping ancounter, client and nalper
antar jointly into a new and different 1ife experience. This experience,
as in infancy, requires a discovery of what this 'now world' is all
about, The process is much the same as early mastery in sensorimotor

development. I am suggesting that at this poini Ghe natural evelulionary

{epiganetic) processes of develop nwental change can be incorpovated intoe

planned change ventures, such as counseling, therapy, or tutoring.

PIAGETIAN PERSPECTIVES OH PROFESSIONAL HELPING

The opening paragraphs of this chapter alveady prasent several
Piageiian principles. My observation that human beings opevaie simyle

tancously on several levels of human functioning cavvies the asswrntion



that boman beings ave best sevvad by wiltidimensional and reiativistic
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appiroaches. consistert with Piagatian U nking, I have focused upon the
rljent's interacticns as & stepping stone For furghey interactions,

cather than preoccupying myseit with fochnigues Tor creating predetermined
interactions,

Foliowing a Plagatian mode of thought, I apply a noniinear perspective.
A nonlinear perspective aeans that 1 ancicipate interactive acstions
emerging out of the sitention. A more traditional perspective i3 the
linear one in which the -interventive schomes define a priori the situations
to be worked with.

Here another Piagebian principle converges: namely, philosophy
precedes science,! in Tike manner, in professional heiping, our ovientation
to the helping process, and for that matter te life, precedes and detevinines
the nature of ouy interventive activities. Morecver, whatever ig intrinsic
to the helper's basic ovientation determines what he or she sees, hears,
feels, thinks, and above all conveys or does in the initial encouniers

with clients. Thus, the helper is in Tect a phiiosapher-snienﬁist,

BEGINNINGS IN LIFE AHD HELPING

When i study Piagetian developmentat pregressions, 1 am innvediately

2,

struck by the realization that a whole developmenial phase pracedes ©h

b

acauisition of language and vudimentary thinking. fnd then, as I stata
in my opering lines: Just imagine, although we S0 readily conceive of
helping as beginning with verbal exchanges in hunan develcpment, actuaily

a vhole phase has to be passed through before rudimentary whinking and

T a1 oF Plaget's research as well as in his writings, he starts oul
with his conceptual Formuiation in order then to be in a position as
a scientist to zoom in on the task at hend {e.g., Piaget, 1952, 19713},



fangeage coms 160 the forefvent.  In other wowds, the olient will have

o wranseend an antire developmental p@rieﬂ vefore an fnitial hello can

be a v2al and meaningful "helloh® exchenge. Adapting Evic Berne's

phirase:  “What do you say after you say helio?" (Berne}, T ask: What

hias to vecur befove the uiterance of “hello® can hacome & genuwine "HELLOM"?
A review of sessorimotur development {(Maier, 1978; Piaget, 1952,

1954, 1967 veminds us that eavly 1iTe and situational heginnings ‘nvolve

wastery of visuai, tactile, and other hody experisntial knowing upon

which the developmani of subseguent cognitive knowing rasis.
Thase very aarly experiences Tind their veplay in miniziure the

moment we face

2

a now 1ife sityation. 1 viswalize wmysel¥ arviving at
peception in an unfamiliar setiing. The faces are strange and so is the
place. 1 search for a visual Tocus, something to hold onto with my

eyes. My whole movement is toward finding a space and balance for ay

body. 1 am apt to vepeat movoments which I initiated in wy early cncounters
at entry. 1 am thaniful For nuts or drink to hold onto, to have then as
objects I can manipulate. I mey murmur "helle,.” but more &s an aid o enler

ipto the new situaiion than as a sincere gesture of persopal greet-ng.

INTERACTIONS WITHIN THE INITIAL FROFESSIOMAL CONTAZT

Whan 1 think of "beginmnings® in a professional context, whet comes
to mind is the image of childran or adults coming te my office-~Tooking
and groping avound as if they had just arrived in no-man's-land. in
their own thinking, they may see themselves as vather lost. Much of tha
initial interactions in an intarview ov group are comparable to the

reflexive actions of a newborn. In early infancy as in the very baginning



of helping situations, reflexive actions have to become a conscious
predictable experience before a beginning is reaily launched.

In the sarly phase of beginnings in a helping encounter, as in the
sensorimotor phase of 1ife development, refiexive or trial-and-ervor
actions evolve over time into experienced predictabie actions. This
powarful conception may suggest to the helper that he or she serves as
an intermediary acent for creating expevience out of actiens in the
eariy nolping situations. To put it another way, an initial nevfunciory
nod has vet to become an exchange of mulual recognition of each other’s
prasence. The helping agent’s contact oy phone or 1u person only represents
predictable actions when he or she provides personal assistance and
thereby shifts to a persenal encounter. The experiential shift from a

coniact to an encounter is o legitimate example of transformation, which

is at the heart of any developmental process. A Transformation of

experience cccurs within the transactional process of interaction.

REPETITION OF ACTIONS: A FORERUNNER OF PREDICTABILITY

Repetition is one of the salient features of the developmental
process. it is the repetitvion of an interaciion wiich transforys activities
into experience of these activiiies. From such experiences comes a
sense of relisbility, a sense thai somathing is Vikely to be oblaiaed
in the fuiure, Through vepetition the chance actions of the pasi necome
vital encounters for re-experiencing in the future,z

Let us cite a few illustrations of the above. The vepeated squesze

in a handshake or the repetition of an authentic smile of welcoire

7 RE Tals point, Piagetian and Skisnerian findings coincide (Plaget,
1971, pp. £55-255).
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or the adapting of a chair (ovr cuskion} in crder to make a persown
genwinely comfortakle: all these ave cases in poini. These vepeiitive
experiences, in turn, contribute voots for locating predictabilily énd
stability for the initerventive processes. The experience of nredictabitity
sets the stage fovr further developwment within therspy and hopefully

within the client's 1ife.

Recali Piaget’s observations of his own children’s attempis (o wmake
the vattla ratile {(Piaget, 1952). In technical lapguage, in the begimning
is the R--the vesponse--which stimulates and shaves the stimulus, thus
animating and propelling subsequant Vife experience (Piaget, 1971,

n. 8).

In twn, at the helping scene, to the extent that ciients experience
responsiveness to theiv First actions (theiv enivy, inquiry for help,
waiting %o have a turn, etc.), the voots are formed for the ciients o
Tocate influence and emerging power. This power represents their stake
in making things happen.

As in sensorimotor development, so in the beginning of intervention

the discovery of a sense of predictiveness and permenency for this new

Tife experience is important. One can see then that, Tov instanca; a
child's disvuptive or militant bzhavior in an early interview might move
Tikely be & randam behavior, a veaching ¥for predictiveness vather than
an organized challenge of the helping person. In other words, a shild'e
"shenanigans" early in an interview or when a new situation subsequentiy
arises reflect more the child's desperate search for ways io manage the

unfamiliar circumstances than an effort 1o embarrass or test the adulis



at hand. DBeginnings are notable for dnhavent shifis from random &o
ponTangon behaviors.3

We can sum up then that in baginnings the cognitive efiort of
finding pradictability is paralieled and interlaced with the affect

developnent toward certainiy and the behavioral davelopment toward

greater manageability (that is, do-ability). Although our focuys is
essentially upon cognitive development, these intertwined bul separate
processes of human deveiopuent have te be ket constantly in minrd [Maier,

1976, 1677).

ASSIMILATIVE PREDOMINANCE

As in the senscyimotor phase, 0 in e beginning phase of helping,

assimilative processes shape the novice's thinking. A sitwation is

appraised in tevms of previous conceptions. Fyents are immediately
understocd in the context of ona's own nresens2 and civcumstances, as
will be reviewad later on in this paper, The patiern of thinking reflects
a high degree of egocentric raasoning. And alove all, interactions are
more readily pursued which demand assimilativ: rather than accomnodative
afforts. 1t is common kpnowledge that {n be)inning siiuations, w2 “end
to be better genuine talkers than accurate istencrs. People vind it
easier tc retzll an event in terms of their yw superience than o
report the event objectively. In groups, on her exampie wouid be
where maintenance activities, that is, interpirsonal concerns, take
predominance over task activities. The preo:upation with content and
objectives of the group illustrates the impo-tance of assimilative

processes over accommodative ones in the begiwning phase of a group,

§ T Protescor Hy Resnick of the University of dushington intvoduced we 1o
this heipful formulation.



Moreover, 1% would follow that in the beginring of heliping, as
in the sensorimotor phase, activities requiring assimiiative adaptiveness
are more in tune with the evniutionary processes of development. For
example, the sharing of life werspectives, expectations, and perceptions
about that which provides certainty and predictability, ave good bheginnings.
Activities which center on democnsiration, tutoring, and performance will
be more successful at a later time in the group.

A recognition of the primacy of assimiiation ia the beginaing
phase raises serious uestions about the appropriateress of interactions

demanding essentially accommedative pvocesses such as review of procedural

i

factors, goal setting, and contvacting. Contracting, for exampie,

requires a full comprehension of the whole and iis paris, that is,

cognitive processes of veversibility and conservation. Thaese are stiil
considerably beyond the lev2l imherent in the beginning phase. Contracting,
therefore, at this stage is api 1o be only a helper's insurance prlicy

in fine print, but beyond the full comprehension of the contraciee.

PLAY 1IN SUPPORT OF ASSIMILATION

Play, as & major vesource for assimilative zctivities and a meating
ground Tor individuals on an assimifative level, allows enildven lor
aduits) to create a place for themselves in new and strange setitings.
Play allows and encourages individuals o express theiv individual ways
of thinking, Teeling, and doing.

Pilay then is not conceived of as a specialty of therapy; play is a
natural tngredient of helping. With Piaget’s concepis as backdrop, in

whai batter world than play (ouiside of dreams and vantasy) can an



individual practice and enjoy vrepeiitivaness in order to expericnce a
sense of pradictability. In play, a client can perform for the pleasure
of the activity, for "meke-beilieve.” and for experimenting and davring
with new forms of behaviors and thinking. A client can play "for fun or
Tor keeps® as children tend to put ¢ so wisely. In play, the helper

can be right with the client in joiming and introducing novel experiences,
After all, play is assimilative and accommedative with each leap and
bounce. Play opens a spectrum of opportunities for the helping porson

to relate to children {or adelis) within their worid, and eventualily to

ge bavond thelr play worlds fo that “worid® which brings them togzther.

BODY EXPERTENCE

Body experiences are at the cove of sensovimovey develspuent., In

the beginning of interpersonal helping, it would foillow theb bady experisnce
tends to say it all. For example, the first hello, regardless of the
words employed, 15 experienced through the messages that the client’s
pody and senses absorb, Thus 1t s important that helpsr znd ciiani
intevact in ways which communicate on the Jevel of physical experienca.
It is a contradiction to say. “you are waicowe,” while offering a havrd
straightback chair. The veperioire of activiiies of the sensitivity
encounter programs are in contaxt and in step with the experience

inherent in the Tirst Plagetian stage of development.

RHYTHMICITY AS VERIFICATION OF PREDICTIVENESS AND A SENSE OF ORDER

The gqualitative experience of repetition {Plaget’'s circular reaciions}

ses its importance on the probability of achieving a sens2 of phythmicity,
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and theraby a sense of ordev and orderliness. A sense of welilbeing is

o

rhe patural outcome. In fack the hallmarks of “baby stuff” are ratties,
Tuetlabies, twirling tops. strakable Tuzzy-furry things, all of which
provide vapeaied movements and vaythnicity. Rhythmicity craates, then,
a state of satisfaclory being and constitutes rhe most essential ingredient
in infant play and toys. A baby zplashing, spiashing, and spiashing iu
zhe water, and a client curling, curting, and curling her hair or his
heard, are really similar manifestations. Repetition of expevience
which leads to the experience of vepetition in fact is vhythmicity. The
introduction of shoved rhythiric activities in the beginping phase may
help to join the two spheres of the ~lient's and the helper's war?ds,4
An example which occurs spontaneously is the client and heliper ergaging
in a joint vhythn of nodding theiv heads.

The foundation of rhythnicity also provides a tempovary state of
equilibration whet equitibration is vequivad on an anergency basis
(Piaget, 1977, p- 253, 1in ouy own 1ives we often vesort o rhythnic
activities when we ave netuck.® I myself click @ batipoint pen, dangle
my giasses, or drum @ rhythm with my ¥Tingers. Others hum. rock, vub
their beards or fingers or she strap of their purses. what do you dov
Rhythmicity, then, cen ha a vecouvse to a temporary statn of batance

£
3

when events sean sharply oul of hatance, It is & kird © Y omeraency

kit when a person Tears a 10§ of equilibration {Piaget, 1967, p. 15).

T Bervy T. Brazelton's vesearch prings out clearly that parent and child Find
each ather when they merge sheir interaction patterns ints & joint vhythm.
{Brazeiton, 1972, 1974)



REYTHMICITY SOCIALLY ENGINEERED

Rhythmicity in cssence creates an incremenial experience for
vecognizing @ sense permanency awnd prediction. These factors are partic-
ularly periinent in the beginrning of interpersonal helping. Yet most of
the rhythimic act ons tend to be autorhythmic, while for interpersonal
intervention the helper sirives for joint rhythmicity. A helper can be
alert ©0 instan:s where he or she can join a client's rhythm, be it im
the buiiding-i of a slap-each-other’s-hand exchange, rocking on a
swing, exchan)y of volties in table tennis, or exchange of glances, body
movments, pe-allel Ticking of an ice crsam cone, OF playing with a
bzi1. In &l. of these joint activities, involvement within the rhyth-
micity also helips o link up movements of orderliness, as well as to
provide opp:rounities for introducing a change in rhythmicity and new -
variations © some pattern of Hiving.

tatey (4 in the treatment, once client and worker have found their
comson spha'@, rhythmicity remains wmportant as an axtra cement for
Tinkage. Dytrnicity may alse occur in such actions or thoughis as in
the bantering  jokes or ideas, vap o brain-storming sessions,
Frequently soi: of these experiences with repetitioa and vrhythaicity
hecoms instit (ionalized as part of the helping sessions’ rituals. AL
these vhythni: axchanges or eventual rituals validate ciienty and helper

within one splire of predictable reliabiiity.

HELPER IWTIJ/ENTION AT THE TIME OF CLIENT'S SENSE OF BEING THE CENTER

it ic .ypical for the beginning of 1ife and in new sitvations that

P

ipdividual comnceive of themselves as the center of 1ife. Plaget terws

it Figkirely: “mavcissism without Maveissus® (Piaget, 1967, p. 161},



Mast tmnoriant, Placel stresses thal <he cupavionng CGui
actions (inciuding maturationa? acquisitions) seentually Yeads o an

awarentss of others as co-aciors.

With such a perspective, the nolper iries o be preseni in the
slieni’s actions as a partner to mwtwal activities vather than as an
TngHvidual {0 a vole-defined set of achions. AL the “worbkbench of

tregoment” this means that the helper saters the clents' doings. their

)

space, olay, 1ife svents, or stories. When 1 Jnin & boy in his vrhavihmic
but wild scribblings, I have a betier chance of introducing and woving
with hiln to new variations at a later time, beyvond his temporariiy
complately assimilative absorpiior.

This same approach is vefiected when 2 helper besomss engagnd in
the clients® content of thinking in order to pove eventuaily with them
bevond their ongoing conceptiions. In thess instances, the practice of
miryoring back--the major fateractive tool of iz Ragerian ciient-
centered approach--is opportune for its stress upen vepetition. IT 13
inportant to pote that it is the client's subsequent vepetition rather
than the helper's restating actions which constitute Lihwe essential
experience. Curiously, in wivroring back o paraphrasing, repetitien
goours in the worker®s rephrasing and in the Tacl thet when ihe pevson

confirms the corrvactness of the repetition h2 or she ends ¢ raveat it

once more, This in part is to confirm the corraciness of the peraphvasing,

but also to assert that he oy sha is the one and not the worier who
peally said it!
Some of the concerns which have been vaised throughout this chapter

thus far, have dealt with the beginning phase of treatment. Wany of



thege factors vemain velevani throughout the helping continuuin at Uimes
when ¢lients function cognivively helow Plagetian concrete ievels of
operation. It might be poinited out alse that many of the traditicnal
techniques of thevapeutic interveniion vreally meke sense only ¥or those
who have reached at least a beginning cogaition of reversibility and
conservation. A separate account would be needed %o deal with these

ssues. Yet to be beief, such commoen practices as role playing, fepd-
back, TV-playback, speiling out of role axpectations, interpreiation, as
well as baselining ard comtingency schaduling, arve favr heyond cognitive
raquirements in beginnings, and for some clients beyond their levels of
operation. For most persems during the initial phase, it nay bz quite
some time before these specific practices efforis become move than

wasted words.

ISSUES RELATED 7O THE PERSPECTIVE PRESEMTED

My vemarks have been Vimited to expericnces associated with the
first phase of cognitive deveiopment. Picture the sensorimotor phase as
a short horizontal baseline, topped by Tour additicsal Tines, each

longer thar and parallel to the ones below.
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rach Tipe represants an ncooagingly Tutler and wope o plen cognitive
structurel process of acuuisitions, whicn inciudes the previocusty asquived

stegoturas and are experienced Trom a nove and move advaniagesus position
(Mater, Y478}, This wodel of cogaitive development, which has {he
visual shape of en inveried trapezoid, depicts Piaget’s conceniion of
Guman development for its anwnlineay pvuqve«swon.~ Although Fiagei's
wiritings viewed in summary sugyest that development is Tipear, in a move
caretul anziysis of bis Findinus we note that the sctual cognitive
developmental processes proceed in a noniinsar Ffashion. The prograssion
is eltiptical (Piaget, 1973, p. 22¥). 1 have strassed an eliiptical [eov
oscitiative} progression within the preceding pages. For instenct, when
2 situation is very unfamiliar, the individual is apl €o vespand within
assentially sensorimotor cognition apd subsecusatiy on wore advanced
ievels of cognition as he Oy she experisnces the new situation.

This nonlinear reiativistic concept (Kuhn) challenges thevapy
approaches in which clients are viewsd and desciribad in static Tedger
fashion for their "strenglhs® and “weaknessas" or for being "more” ov
“less,” as if human Tiving cou'd be truthfully poiirayed ard revicwed on

singie balance sheet {Maievr, 1977). Above aill, a rodativistic perspec~
tiva challenges the common dichotomous notion of diagnosis and trealment,
as if professional Intervention were a TV western with the epither
"Have diagnosis; will frealh” The idea of development as an ongoing

c3¢itlation leads to an understonding of helping as an intervention 1o

be constantly reassessed and created withiu the scone of praciice

iteelf.

B Lnecial credit to my colleague and feliow copbtributor o inis velwe,
Fatth N, Smith, Seattie, Hashington, For bringing his Jiagrimmatical
o

rmilation to my atiention.



Sunii & SLancs and praciiod I tond ne with Plavetian methodeiogy

. and with the Plagetisn knowiadge devived from his vesearch.

Tomw

of rasesvs
This parspaeiive creates havoc with the rendency to vely upch therapy
sochnigue seiection as the boart of treatment. M praocespalion with
wechniques 1s grounded in Tinear thinking, whiie a noaliuwenr ov velativistic
approach reguires that snperventive techoioues be 'wade iu tyaatment.”

As in Yife, so v trealment, Lo axperience and 1o ynoerstand means
to reiavent what has been expar%enc@d.ﬁ This last statewment suns up
much of Plaget’s peroepiion of development and the observations we Can
make when we wateh children in their development. Fov 2 ioddlsr meking
Wi or per Tivst steps, it is ag 1F ket child were the Tivst cne who
aver did it. So far as the enitd is concerned, s/he did invent 1. The
child is the vioneey in his oy har 1iTe history. Similariy in Treatment,
the child conceives him(herjself as the first one wiw has fo mesi the
particular complications and to deal with them togather wilh Tae soynselor
in the course ol treatment. Thus 1n treatment, which dtsel? is & starkiy
new 14fe situation, it follows that each vital new ewperience 15 move akin
to the novel encounter of a pioneer than to those of a continuous wanderar,
Egr each, c¢lieat and counselor, these new expevienges antail ihe First
"happenings” of a new beginning.

in ossenca, I maintain that as @ whole period of developnetd {movre

-
i

el opnent.

than a year of impactful iife experiences) pracades Tangu
Simitarly, a whole pragrassion of interpersonal axperisnce av the beginning
oF the helping continusum influences the progressicn of the helpisg

process. These beginnings always pracede @ wmove gefinttive assessment

and trectment undertaking. ,

RS Concencion has powertu? implications For education as Plaget summed
it up well in the title of one of his books on educztion: 7o Undersianc
1s To iavent: New Vo, Grossman Publishers, 1973, In ihis conuecticu,
Piaget conptinues an oriehtation owiginally introduced by John Deway.
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How can o helper Tink ais or her waderstanding of planned change
procasses with the natural evoluiionary processes of developrantal
change? What ave the acteel experieanas of a cilent in tharzpy, and how
de these experiences mesh with the erdinavy processes of developnent?

vhat are the assential features of eariy davelopreat which § can
rranstate into actions in any situvation whers planmed hbeloing ts desivad?

i

in addition, 1 ask mveelf: What ave ihe Tacets of intopvention wiich I
can iucorparate into the experisnce in ovder that the client and T can

-

progress naturally and therapeuticaily? Fov the lailer I have ao

particular techniques to advocate. or 2ven 0 Uohow and teiTF as a

[#

preferred approach. I can only add one nore question: What are e
clent's veactions when helper and client meat? These Jatter astiong

sy

contain the directions how and with wiat to proceed.

Astar struggling with this sevies of questions, 1t ccours {0 2
that in the helping situation, the process of becowdng fully engacsd 1s
anchored in the beginning of the interpersonal helping situaiion, it is
as the ciient begins to comprehend the natura of two-way Iniavaction

that the helper is able %o discern the client’s thinking. Thnus we do

(]

not actually know the client Tully until we are well intv the process of

working together, and once again we ave faced with another Lo s T v .

HU/ jbh
/77

o
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