Gestalt Process     Psy. 429      Spring 2012
Instructor: Maria Hess PhD, MFT
Office hrs: Tuesdays 12 – 2, Alt. Wednesdays 12 – 2 and Thursdays 1 – 2
Office phone: 664-2413, private office message: 824-9902
Email: maria.hess@sonoma.edu
Homepage: www.sonoma.edu/users/h/hessm.
Gestalt Website: http://www.sonoma.edu/users/d/daniels
Course Description
The central focus of the class is the Gestalt working process as developed by Fritz Perls and others. By enrolling you agree to be a participating member…there are no “observers.” The class will help you develop a thorough understanding of the conceptual foundations of Gestalt work, its principles of practice, and its relation to early Gestalt psychology and other approaches, by reading, class discussion and mini-lectures.
There are four aspects to our experiential work. One is “microlab” exercises devoted to learning specific psychological skills that are useful as component parts of the Gestalt process. A second that continues throughout the term is the Gestalt working modality itself which involves a deep exploration of issues and concerns which are important for each group member. A third is developing an in depth understanding of Gestalt theory and how it can be translated into practical terms. A fourth, which we may pursue relatively little, or to a great degree, depending on the backgrounds and readiness of class members, is student use of the Gestalt working modality.
Prerequisite: Psy. 307 (Humanistic, Existential and Transpersonal), 319 (Group Process) or 428 (Introduction to Counseling). The main thing is that you feel comfortable disclosing personal material in the group context.
Classroom Environment
A safe environment is necessary for the development of trust and self-disclosure. Mutual respect is one way to nurture a contained and trusting place for learning and growth. If we all work together towards respecting the parameters of the course our experience will be enriched.
* As we will be sharing and developing a close working alliance with each other it is important to be aware of one’s behaviors in a learning circle. You will use your check –in time to practice listening and learning about self-disclosure. During check-ins please do not read, draw, check electronic devices, sleep, or chat with your neighbor. Think about how you want others to listen to you!
*    Laptop use, smart phones, any digital device is ABSOLUTELY prohibited during class.
*    Please turn off your cell phones.
*    You are welcome to bring drinks, but eating is not appreciated during class time.
ALL SHARING DONE IN CLASS AND DYAD SESSIONS IS STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL 
What to Expect in Class
I like to meet my students on a more personal basis, involving the class in a nominal sharing experience is a traditional way of beginning class, using a present-centered ‘check-in’ or ‘go-around’ where I ask you to complete a sentence stub, such as: “Right now I am aware of” [and you complete the sentence by sharing your present experience]. I will often focus on some element of the emergent data that appears to have therapeutic potential. Oft-times I’ll respond to a non-verbal cue and invite you to delve deeper into the emergent situation by engaging in therapeutic dialogue with me. I do this not only to teach or model, but I also know as a group therapist and years of teaching group work that this process helps develop group cohesion and a therapeutic learning environment. 
These interactions are intended as efforts to demonstrate the art form and methods of Gestalt therapy. One of the key skills of Gestalt therapists is learning how to work with emergent data that leads to therapeutic experiences, opportunities for enhancing creative adjustments, and ultimately to good Gestalt formation and a sense of closure. Instead of lecturing, I prefer to utilize “teaching moments” to discuss the more theoretical and methodological considerations of Gestalt therapy related to our class experiences from both my clinical experience and Gestalt education. 
Assignments 
I know of very few students who want less than an “A” in their classes. Doing what I require to earn an “A” in this class might be a unique experience for you because I do not want you to limit your learning experience to doing what you would normally do for a good grade. Instead, or in addition to, I want you to consider doing or creating something that will contribute to your own “growing edge”. 
Regular Class Attendance and Class Participation! 
REGULAR CLASS ATTENDANCE IS IMPERATIVE to accomplish the learning goals set out for this course. Because Gestalt is an experientially-based therapy, participation in class experiments is of utmost importance. “If a picture is worth a thousand words, an experience is worth a thousand pictures.” People seem not to truly know something unless they experience it. And the fuller the experience, the more integrated and retained for future use. Awareness is derived from experience with our person - environment contact. This involves being present with who and what we are -- namely, being authentically in contact with self and others. While this is a dramatic contrast to the traditional approach to teaching in colleges, I hope you can risk the engagements and encounters that make our contact in this class lively and productive. 

If you should find yourself in a situation that necessitates missing class , I’d appreciate knowing ahead of class time with an Email message. Also, please contact your dyad partner and ask her/him to let the class know you’ll be absent and why. It is your responsibility to know what you missed, so ask a friend in class to get a copy of any handouts. (You are allowed one absence during the semester after which you will be docked five points off of your grade for each thereafter).

“Dear Maria.” Letters / Comments (5 pts. x 15 wks. = 75 pts.)

I require comments and feedback from you for 15 weeks of the semester in the form of a “Dear Maria” letter. This is a way for me to stay abreast of what you are reading, doing and experiencing. Please double space these letters with 1½ to 2 inch margins. Larger margins allow space for me to write comments back to you. While I do not place a page limit on these letters, I do not expect them to be lengthy epistles.

Be sure your name is on the front page of every letter. Please print and bring your letter with you to class. During and/or at the end of each class session, jot some handwritten notes on the reverse side of the last page to let me know how you are feeling about that class session. I am also interested in knowing of personal experiences you related to during class, reactions or questions that surfaced for you, questions or ideas about Gestalt theory related to the class experience, how you are feeling about me and/or our class in general, strong feelings about or toward certain students in the class, and any ideas or desires for demonstrations or content areas for future classes. 
The major portion of these letters is to be prepared during the week and brought to class. The contents might include: 1.) Important things happening in your life during the week; 2.) Thoughts, feelings and questions lingering on from our previous class session; 3.) A brief report of the Gestalt stuff you’ve been reading and reactions or questions it stirred in you. As the class progresses, I want your letters to include: 4.) Comments about your dyad experience; 5.) How you’ve used what you’re learning about GT in other situations; and 6.) Thoughts and reactions to how GT fits with what you’ve learned and are learning about in other classes. 
Please feel free to include additional comments, personal notes, things that may be troubling you, etc. in your letters. I’m interested in learning about difficulties you may be experiencing with the theory or methods, problems you are encountering in your dyad, any issues about the conduct of class, and your personal and professional life experiences. This information also attunes me to things I should focus on and assists me in planning for the next class session. Again, be sure your name is on your letter and that you write something and turn it in at the end of every class session whether you had time to write any of the other stuff during the week or not. If you miss class, I appreciate your emailing me your letter with a note as to why you missed class – sent to maria.hess@sonoma.edu. 
I do not accept late papers and will not accept multiple letters in an attempt to make this assignment up.

Gestalt Practice Dyads 
As stated in my introduction, it is common practice in the training of Gestalt therapists that everyone has his/her own personal therapy. To approximate this, I require everyone to participate in a Gestalt Practice Dyad experience. While practicing with a “peer counselor” for this class is not equivalent to working with an experienced Gestalt therapist, it is a step in that direction. In one of our early class sessions we will organize into pairs (dyads), for the purpose of practicing the Gestalt approach in a one-to-one weekly session. You will meet weekly, beyond class time, throughout the semester in an “experiential laboratory.”  We will also occasionally meet in these dyads during class. I will have a handout for you that is intended to provide guidance in this hands-on Gestalt venture. 
Weekly Discussion About Reading 
This is an experiential seminar. Showing that you have done the reading and making input in the discussion will be included in the grading. Time will be made for all who wish to speak. I recognize that some people can speak out easily in class and others have a harder time doing so. Therefore I often use a discussion format in which we go around the circle, and each one of you simply reads out loud a brief passage that had an impact for you. I have found that even shy, quiet students are able to do this. It may be something your really liked, something you hated or disagreed with, or something you didn’t quite understand.
If you want to add a comment of your own, that’s fine, but not required.  Please mark several passages to choose from in case somebody else has already read one that you thought of reading.  Be prepared to read aloud every week. When you do, I will indicate so in my roster with a dot and these will contribute to your participation evaluation in the end.
Gestalt Therapy Papers
Part A (25 pts.): Select a matter of personal concern. This may be a pattern of interpersonal difficulty, or of past events that have negatively affected your actions in the present. You could focus on a difficulty in awareness and expression of particular emotional states, or of some kind of dynamic that is of interest to you that is not mentioned here. Describe, in autobiographical or semi-literary form, a concrete situation or recurring pattern that illustrates what is central about your concern for you. What questions or dilemmas you experience in regards to it, what kinds of attempts you have made to cope with it, how well you feel you understand it, etc.
Part B (50 pts.): This paper is intended to show that you can apply concepts from Gestalt Therapy to understanding the personal dynamics noted in paper A. Choose a defensive, protective, or coping process of interest to you, drawing from your readings, observations, and dyad experience, to further clarify and elucidate your awareness of the personal concern of paper A. Please explicitly use at least three different Gestalt sources. Use APA format for citations and references.
Your Final Examination (50 pts.)
This will be a Take Home Exam, to be prepared and turned in at our last class session during finals week when we meet to celebrate and close our Gestalt. Your final “Dear Maria” letter should contain the following:
A Written Self-Assessment including how well you did in achieving your learning goals for this course and the grade you believe you deserve. I want you to include supportive evidence for your grade with data on your professional growth, personal development, class participation, dyad involvement and what you hope to use in your life – professionally and personally.
A Written Assessment of Your Dyad Partner (to be shared with each other prior to my receiving them) I am not interested in the grade you think she/he deserves, but rather, formative data such as strengths, limitations, likes, dislikes, highs, lows, contact styles, resistance styles, and what you appreciated and regretted in your dyad relationship.
An Assessment of Maria and Tom and the Gestalt Therapy Course. Here, again, I am interested in both evaluative and formative feedback covering what you view as my strengths and weaknesses, highs and lows during the semester, your satisfactions and disappointments, likes and dislikes, and anything else you want me to know about your experience of me, Tom and the course.
Grading is based on an A-F scale with no incompletes.
1. Dear Maria Letters  = 75 pts.
2. Weekly Discussion  = + or -
3. Gestalt Papers        = 75 pts.
4. Take Home Final    = 50 pts.
Total Points for the class  = 200
Required Texts
A. Woldt and S. Toman.  (AW & ST) 2005. Gestalt Therapy. Sage Publications
Reading Schedule 
1/17/12    Introductions; creating a working container.
1/24/12   AW&ST - Prologue/Foreword; Pre-Text: Gestalt Pedagogy: Creating the Field for    Teaching and Learning; Ch. 5: Gestalt Therapy’s Theory of Change
1/31/12   AW&ST – Ch. 1: The History and Development of G.T; Ch. 2: Classical GT Theory
2/07/12   AW&ST – Ch. 3: Contemporary GT: Field Theory; Ch. 6: GT Methodology
2/14/12   AW&ST – Ch. 4: Phenomenology, Existentialism & Eastern Thought in GT	
2/21/12   AW&ST – Ch. 12: GT in Groups		
2/28/12   AW&ST – Ch. 9: GT with Children	
3/06/12   Review for Mid-Term.  This is an in-class assignment.
3/13/12   AW&ST – Ch. 10: Adolescent Development and Practice from a Gestalt Orientation	
3/20/12   AW&ST – Ch. 11: Family and Couple’s Therapy from a Gestalt Perspective
3/27/12   Spring Break!
4/03/12   AW&ST – Ch. 14: GT in Community Mental Health	
4/10/12   AW&ST – Ch. 15: Gestalt Approaches to Substance Use/Abuse/Dependency; Ch. 7: Cultural Influences and Considerations in GT; Ch. 8: GT and Spirituality	
4/17/12   AW&ST – Ch. 16: Gestalt Educational Therapy		
4/24/12   AW&ST – Ch. 13: Gestalt Approaches with Organizations and Large System	
5/01/12   FINAL CLASS: Take-Home Exam and Final Evaluations Due (described above) 
5/08/12   Pot Luck Dinner and Gestalt Closing 
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