How Driver Behaviour can be contaminated to effect barriers to learning

It is my understanding, that as individuals, we all grow and develop throughout our lives although much of who we are is determined during our earliest formative years of development. In essence, it is those adults around us when we are developing through childhood that has the most influence over how our presenting behaviour is developed and shaped, especially in relation to our responses to things that affect us in every day life as we get older. 

Children differ from each other in relation to the rate they develop and in their levels of intelligence and academic ability at any given age. However, the sequence of the developmental stages from birth to maturity i.e. the order in which each stage is arrived at and moved through to the next, is the same,  irrespective of their social status or ethnicity.
It is therefore easy to predict, within certain limitations of course, how at specific stages individuals are able to perceive events around them and what reactions, responses and measure they need to take to ‘survive’ emotionally and physically. In essence, it is not the event that is important but the way it is perceived by the individual, or rather, the way they perceive and interpret their experience. However, one major determinant factor of how an individual interprets and perceives experiences, both positive and negative, is based on the child’s level of intellectual functioning.

The level of intellectual functioning of any individual is of course, related to the early developmental experiences which have in some way, been controlled by the adults (and older siblings) around the individual child. Their interpretation of what to do to ‘survive’ in what they perceive as a potential hostile environment, is therefore determined by how others around them operate.

In trying to understand what effect parents and older siblings have had on the developmental stages of individuals, having an understanding of Driver Behaviour (as postulated by Transactional Analysis) may go some way to helping practitioners develop their working approach, to both individuals and individuals within groups.

It is acknowledged, that Transactional Analysis is not the ‘be all end all’ of psychoanalytical theory, but rather that it helps us to understand how certain individuals behave. 

Within Transactional Analysis, there are five major Drivers that govern our everyday presenting behaviour: 

BE STRONG, BE PERFECT, TRY HARD, HURRY UP & PLEASE ME/OTHERS
We develop Drivers in our infancy as we learn about how we should behave in order to get the approval, love and recognition, that we feel we need from others, usually parents, family members etc.

These messages taken in during our infancy can be particularly powerful in shaping later behaviour especially when as infants our “thinking” argues that our very survival could be at risk unless we have the love and approval of  caring  ‘adults’ around us. In essence, we take on board those messages* about what we must do to please  ‘adults’ and in particular, ‘parent’ figures.

*These messages can be either verbal or non-verbal in origin.
In later life, we develop and shape our own behaviour by ‘modeling’ from such adult/parent figures that we have come into contact with during our formative years, in addition to the ideas we develop about life from the rewards and punishments we have received whilst growing up. This of course, includes love, attention, identity, status within a family and inter-personal relationships and experiences, both positive and negative.
The overall process is not just about internalising what is said or done to us  as we make sense of the messages and input we believe we received from adults, but also after drawing our own conclusions about how to behave in order to get approval and, about how to be a good or effective individual.

However, for those young people who have experienced childhood sexual abuse, Driver Behaviour is distorted not least because they have mixed and confused messages about what ‘love’ means [in their family (world), it may mean sexual activity with adults which may or may not be painful, upsetting and distasteful] and what their worth is to adults and in particular, their own parents where one or both (or more) family members are the abusers. 

Irrespective of whether or not an individual has been sexually abused as a child, in reality, individuals rarely fit into nice neat boxes as each of us have personal patterns which involve all of the driver characteristics, and which of course,  may be very similar in design (presenting behaviour), to that exhibited by victims of childhood sexual abuse. 

For example, whilst our preferences for how we choose to behave may be  dependent on the strength and interpretation of the messages we received in our childhood, there may well be many similarities in the messages we may have interpreted from our adult carers, i.e. both victims of childhood sexual abuse and those non victims. 

Let us look briefly at the following example:-

Jenny and Sue are both 14 years of age. They have been taken into care because of their behaviour which is seen as ‘being at risk’  in that both refuse to come in at night, both refuse to go to school and both are mixing with older men who give them alcohol and drugs and allow them to stay in their homes.

Jenny was one of three daughters (the youngest). All three sisters were sexually abused from birth by their father and whilst their mother was not directly involved in the sexually activity, they knew what was going on and chose to do nothing about it in order to keep ‘her man’ at home.

In order to be able to tolerate the abuse, Jenny learnt that not fighting against her father’s attentions, meant that the sexual activity was over quickly as apposed to being a long drawn out activity when she argued with him or refused to comply with his sexual demands. During a long personality evaluation, it was clear that jenny had a distorted Please Me/Others Driver, in that she believed that all she was good for was pleasing males with her body. Jenny worked hard to please men, often strangers, in the belief that to do so would earn her the recognition she so desperately craved for and, get her the ‘love’ that she never got from her own father whose sexual abusive behaviour was built on the belief that sex had to be painful for the child and she was never allowed to be sexually satisfied herself.

Sue on the other hand, was presenting similar behaviour to Jenny although she was never sexually abused as a young child. Instead, her parents wanted a boy  and was far from happy when their first and only child turned out to be a girl (Sue). They denied her any love or attention, refused to give her an identity within the family circle, and always called her ‘the nothing child’.   
Sue was desperate to be loved, to be wanted and to be accepted for who she was, a girl who had no choice to be born who she was or to the parents who did not love or want her. In order to get the love and attention she wanted, unlike Jenny, she adopted a Try Hard driver in that she would try so hard to make people like her that her over powering and controlling behaviour did the opposite, i.e. drove them away from her. 

This in turn fed her self fulfilling prophecy that she believed she was un-loveable, un-likeable, worth nothing to anyone and without hope of ever keeping a friend.**
Clearly, both these cases demonstrate how contaminated Drivers can ‘drive’ not only everyday behaviour, but also shape the personality and character.

These Drivers then, operate as working styles, or helps shape an individual’s  preferred approach to life.  It should be remembered, that each Driver has both strengths and weaknesses although when contaminated, both these sides are affected. However, when we become stressed, we feel compelled or “driven” to behave in a particular way or manner.  Driver Behaviour is therefore rather like a superstition: i.e. we will operate as if certain styles of behaviours will ward off problems and earn us the respect and ‘love’ of others.

Unfortunately, we can never do quite enough of what any particular Driver calls for and in seeking to be more and more as we think we should be, further  problems are created. We can become stressed and so we put even more effort into Driver behaviour that once again, creates even more problems leading to even more stress. In this scenario, the cycle is complete and unless the individual can be helped to break this cycle, it will dictate their lives forever. 
However, before this can even be attempted, it is important that the individual has some understanding of their Driver behaviour. It therefore follows, that the practitioner who has some understanding of Drivers, may be in a better position to help the individual alter their contaminated Drivers, or even adopting new ones that are uncontaminated from the outset.

Given that ‘normal’ driver behaviour can be attributed to ‘normal’ childrearing experiences, it is not too difficult to see that when child/adult inter-personal relationships are built on abuse, pain, hurt, mistrust, betrayal and inappropriate child/adult physical contact, the inevitable outcome for the child is a learning formula which leaves them confused about their sexuality and identity, unable to differentiate between adult abusive power and ‘normal’ adult emotional and physical interaction/contact.

Such individuals may well set out to attempt to recreate their understanding of power and control through trying to exercise such power and control over adults. This will of course, take place in establishments where there is regular contact between themselves and adults who will be in positions of power, authority and control - residential child care homes, schools, youth clubs, and out door activity centers/field study centers etc. 

These adults then, by the very nature of the young persons driver behaviour matrix, are vulnerable to allegations and complaints as they do not know the rules of the ‘game’ the young person is trying to play.

Research also tells us that young peoples understanding of inter-personal relationships with adults, can be confused, chaotic and inappropriate, having been built on a corrupt and abusive power base. This in turn can be potentially dangerous for the adults working with them, their own welfare, and the welfare of the organization/establishment they are currently at.

It is at this point that we should take a look at what is seen as ‘Normal Driver behaviours’ paying due regard to positive traits as well as negative traits, to general language and appearance, how drivers influence the individual as a ‘supervisor’ at any level, i.e. at any activity that the individual has some apparent authority over someone else (babysitter, employee, law enforcement etc etc).

So where does all this fit into the experiential education and learning arena and the instruction/teaching of ‘students’ especially in an outdoor educational/ adventure environment?

In essence, it is an extrapolation of the acceptable norms of ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ of individuals as adopted by some ‘educational’ [learning] establishments where the andragogy style of learning approach is embraced rather than the pedagogy. 

Andragogy is the style of learning attributed to how adults learn best as apposed to how children and young people learn [pedagogy]. In this context, andragogy is defined as the approach of helping adults learn which is based fundamentally on the following characteristics of adult learners:-

· as a person grows and matures, their self-concept moves from one of total dependency to one of increasing self-directedness;

· as an individual matures, they accumulate an expanding reservoir of knowledge and experience that causes them to become a growing ‘rich’ resource for learning;

· adults tend to have a problem-centred approach to learning.

On the other hand, looking at the pedagogy approach, we note that children on the other hand, are more dependent on others to learn, by nature and definition are more immature and less experienced than adults, and, are subject-oriented in relation to learning.

Given that we know that adults who were victims of [sexual] abuse during their childhood, find it difficult to behave independently as well as having a tendency to retrace their childhood memories over and over again almost to the point of being pre-occupied with their childhood feelings and emotions relating to their abusive experiences, it is clearly in the first learning approach (andragogy), that the victim of childhood abuse will find barriers to their learning ability and processes.

Similarly, when we look at Kolb’s learning cycle, we note that all “learning begins in concrete experience which is then reflected on. Out of this reflective process comes the abstract thought and concepts which in turn allows us to test out our concepts against reality”.   Gray, Griffin and Nasta (2000). 

Given that most victims of childhood abuse continually reflect on their abusive experiences well into adulthood, this prevents any cycle of learning from taking place as they are unable in part, to get past the reflective stage and if they do, they are ‘tripped up’ at the third stage when they try to implement any new concepts into real experience due to their unresolved feelings and emotions surrounding their abuse of which guilt is a major issue, or, as a result of their distorted understanding of the world around them and more to the point, their place within it. 

In addition to feelings of ‘guilt’ about their abusive experiences, they may harbour feelings of unworthiness, that they are undeserving of enjoyment and happiness, and, somehow ‘different’ from others. All these unresolved issues acts as barriers to learning and unless overcome, will prevent the individual from increasing their own ‘life’ experiences. In essence, they will become stagnated in their restricted world of knowledge and immaturity.   

Therefore, it is my belief that if we are to allow every individual to have the same equal opportunity to participate in experiential education and learning, irrespective of whether or not it is through adventure experiences, then we need to be constantly aware of the barriers that can exist for some clients. Similarly, if we choose to adopt the andragogy [adult learning theory] approach to any learning/educational experience, then to take into account the need for utilising other approaches to learning such as the pedagogy approach, not as a means to be condescending or patronising to individuals but to be a more effective teacher/instructor. 

Child sexual abuse is not a new phenomenon nor is the understanding of how such experiences can distort and contaminate ‘normal’ child developmental stages. 

Research over the past few decades in both the United States and Europe have clearly highlighted some major issues and consequences that befall victims of abuse of which those that pertain to this workshop, is listed below in no order of importance:-

· A distorted understanding of their own sexuality and/or gender.

· Difficulty in making and sustaining inter-personal relationships.

· Psychological/psychiatric disorders.

· Self-harming behaviour.

· Feelings of guilt or self-hatred.

· Behaviour disorders.

· Anti-social/criminal behaviour.

· Alcohol/drugs misuse.

· Personality disorders.

· Inability to function within groups.

· Medical and/or physical problems.

· Paranoia, fear and mistrust of adults, especially of the opposite gender.

Clearly, when an individual harbours varying combinations of the above consequences of childhood abuse, it is clear that their learning styles will be so contaminated that it will stand out as being different from the ‘norm’ of the rest of the group. {possible onset of someone being isolated, excluded, disenfranchised or segregated from others in the group context!}

Given that adventure activities and experiential education is planned to be undertaken with groups rather than the individual, learning will take place on many different levels within the group. If the desired end result is a group outcome or recognised target, is it likely that this will be achieved if one or more of the group is a victim of earlier childhood abuse, and if so, to what degree of personal satisfaction for that individual? 

Among the many complex and interlinking issues that can and do arise for victims of sexual abuse, during their early developmental stages and later on in life as an adolescent/adult, is the issue of gender and sexuality and which plays an important role in forming an individuals understanding of sexual signals, adult interactions and responses, and, interpreting adult responsive behaviour.

Normal developmental learning for young people within this area, is usually based on growing and developing in a non threatening, non abusive environment and through not experiencing any distortion of their learning processes. However, when this is interfered with which often happens when sexual abuse occurs, it is at the expense of this ‘normal’ developmental process. Fear in its many forms becomes the operative word for the individual of sexual abuse:-

· Removal from the family home/friends/school etc.

· Being disbelieved if they tell.

· Rejection from their family and friends if they do tell.

· Abandonment from a colluding parent.

· Feeling ashamed and guilty at the same time.

· It continuing into adolescence and adulthood.

· Being different than others.

· Being punished for what has happened.

· Of the sexual component/activity.

· Being thought of as ‘gay’, odd, bad or mad.

· Being blamed for their own abuse (the ‘it’s my fault’ syndrome).

· Stigmatisation from the community/from peers.

Given the many issues and consequences any young victim of child hood sexual abuse has to face during their developmental years, it is not surprising that many become ‘stuck’ both emotionally and educationally. As learning is dependent on an individual being able to concentrate for reasonable lengths of time, on them being able to keep external distractions to a minimum by compartmentalising issues around their lives, and, being able to be free from negative thoughts and memories, it is clear that many young victims of childhood abuse in fact are not able to learn. 

Taken to its fullest conclusion, we see that when an individual is unable to experience a positive educational learning environment, they resist all future opportunities to learn as an adult. Many of these individuals become homeless, unemployable and consequently, subjected to living in poverty. 

Clearly, to put appropriate financial resources into a programme at an early stage so as to assist the individual victim of childhood sexual abuse overcome their barriers to ‘learning’, would in the long run save Governments a great deal of money that is spent on addressing homelessness, unemployment and poverty when the ‘child victim’ becomes an adult. 

It is with this thought in mind, that we should consider giving due consideration to the importance of Driver Behaviours, as this may well go some way to addressing this issue. However, the author acknowledges that there are other barriers to learning such as dyslexia, dyspraxia, aspergers, tourettes, ADD, ADHD in addition to other neurological issues which are present at birth, and which of course, also require addressing before Drivers can even be given due consideration as being relevant.  
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