
Therapy at 
The School of Life

A Five Step Process
T  he school of life’s  therapy service is here to help  

you grow into the best version of yourself, someone free  
from excessive anxiety, ready for positive relationships,  
less struck by shame, connected to others, confident,  
creative and resilient.

We believe in five different kinds of therapeutic intervention; we call 
them our five steps to change; think of them like distinctive exercise 
machines in a gym that together ensure your overall health.
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 1  psychotherapy

  The bedrock of personal growth lies in a chance to enter  
into a dialogue with a kind, insightful and highly experienced 
psychotherapist. In the presence of one of our team, this is  
an opportunity to process – and overcome – what might be 
challenging, confused, worrying or painful and to chart a  
course towards greater freedom and possibility.

We offer

 – Psychotherapy

 – Couple and Other Relationships Psychotherapy

 – Career Counselling

 – Business Coaching

 – Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)

 2  therapeutic groups

  An essential part of well-being comes through regularly 
connecting at depth with other people. Our therapeutic 
groups run online every week and are a chance to talk to  
other participants at The School of Life – in the presence  
of a gifted therapist-moderator – about whatever might  
be on your mind. 

  Groups can be ideal if you suffer from:

 – Shame

 – Shyness

 – Isolation

 – disconnection

  We run regular groups, every week day – moderated by a 
highly empathetic therapist from The School of Life. See our 
website for more.
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 3  mind & body

  We believe that much of the healing we need has to happen not 
just through our minds, but also our bodies. We can do this through 
a range of sensory bodily therapies.

 We recommend Mind & Body therapies for:

 – Bodily inhibition

 – Low mood

 – Creative crises

 – Underconfidence

 – Shyness

 – Trauma

  Consider booking a session alongside psychotherapy, therapeutic 
groups, emotional education classes and personal study. 
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we offer

 – Art Therapy

 – Body Therapy

 – Psychosexual

 – Writing Therapy

 – EMDR

 – Dance and Movement Therapy

 – Music Therapy



A Five Step Process

 4  emotional education

  Understanding how emotions work (why we feel as we do,  
how childhood shapes us, where anxiety comes from) is central  
to becoming a mature, free, contented person. Our emotional 
education classes are a guide to a number of psychological ideas 
that can unlock our potential. Alongside therapy itself, these 
classes equip us to be active participants in our own development.

  See our website for more information on our classes, all of which 
happen online.

 5  personal study

  A lot of the therapeutic work we need to do in order to heal 
can be done by ourselves. To complement our therapies, we 
recommend regular periods of personal study – and to this 
end, we have built a varied set of tools – including a library  
of books – that help us to ask the right questions, to find 
inspiration, recover calm and make optimal decisions.

 See our website for a full suite of our books, articles and films.
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What  
Therapy  
Could  
Offer You

Seeing  a psychotherapist can be one of the most significant  
and rewarding investments we ever make in our mental well-
being. Time with a therapist can give us fresh insights into our 

challenges, can liberate us to make new beginnings, can make us  
feel richer in options and freer to plot a different course – while also 
lending us a hugely affirming sense of being properly heard and 
attended to.

However, as we at The School of Life are the first to recognise, going  
to see a therapist can be a daunting step (congratulations for making 
it this far). As newcomers, we may have a lot of questions about the 
process: What is one meant to talk about? What is the etiquette? 
What is it ‘right’ to say or not say? How should one behave? What 
should one’s expectations be? Psychotherapists can forget just how 
peculiar therapy will be to most people; at The School of Life, we never 
overlook this for a moment – and therefore strive to make our therapy 
service exceptionally welcoming, human and inspiring.

We know that therapy can involve a very large financial and time 
commitment – and think that every session should be proportionally 
valuable.

What follows are a few thoughts about how you could best approach 
therapy in order to get the most out of this properly wonderful 
innovation.

W e  begin with our therapists themselves. Very often, when 
people go into therapy for the first time, the therapist can 
be an extremely intimidating figure, something of a cross 

between a senior doctor and a forbidding teacher. Many decades 
ago, it was common for therapists to adopt a detached, aloof manner, 
which it was felt might help the therapeutic process along. Nowadays, 
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most therapists understand that a key part of successful therapy  
is that a client should to learn trust and relate positively to their 
therapist. Therapy won’t be able to happen – or at least not happen 
very well – unless this is in place. That’s why at The School of Life, you 
will always find our therapists to be welcoming, humane and kindly.

They have a very broad-minded approach to questions of politics, 
sexuality, race and beliefs – and avoid oppressive clichés of all sorts. 
They also try to be flexible about any health conditions or impair-
ments you might have.

That said, they are professionals, guided by a strict code of ethics and 
very alive to boundaries that must be maintained at all times between 
therapist and client. A therapist is not – crucially – just another friend. 
They are a highly trained and skilled individual who will be warm and 
curious – and yet also always able to stand back a little in order to 
offer the right kind of insight and assistance. 

If you are having couple therapy, you will find our therapists  
to be strictly impartial; they are working, ultimately, for your relation-
ship, not – as it were – necessarily for either of you.

At the end of a successful course of therapy, most clients have got  
to know their therapist’s mind very well and will feel a great bond with 
them – and yet they might not know anything practical about their 
therapist’s life and would never see them outside of therapy. It’s all 
unusual, but things are structured this way because that’s how the 
best results can be assured.

Many clients come to therapy with certain preconceptions about who 
their therapist might be. One common view is that the therapist is able 
to know everything about them; and that they can ‘see into their soul’. 
Fortunately (or not!), no one can do that; we are all in the end the 
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foremost experts on ourselves. What the therapist is best imagined as 
is a very thoughtful and kindly person who is going to do their utmost 
to help us try to understand aspects of our lives that they might have 
a fresh or alternative perspective on, by virtue of standing outside of 
us. They very much need our help – and so the more we can tell them 
about ourselves, the better they will be able to do their job. At the end 
of the day, this is team work. 

It’s  common to worry a lot about how much one can say to a 
therapist. In ordinary life, it can take years, even decades, before  
we entrust certain secrets to our friends. We fear judgement and 

condemnation. Seeing a therapist is very different. Therapists don’t 
judge as others do. They are by definition people who have heard 
many things that never get discussed in ordinary conversation; they 
know about how wonderfully unusual, complicated and different we 
all are. They don’t expect us to be ‘normal’; in fact, there is no such 
thing as ‘normal’ in the vocabulary of therapists. We could therefore 
mention certain things to them – small and large things, embarrassing 
and impressive things, stray things and central things, and things that 
we have perhaps not shared with anyone else before but that might 
be a real burden for us to continue to keep to ourselves. There is no 
point trying to get the therapist to think that we are ‘just like anyone 
else’. We’re not – indeed, no one is. Therapy is a safe space in which 
we can properly disclose what life is really like for us, and what truly 
goes on inside our beautifully diverse minds.

Many of us want to please other people, it is a natural human impulse. 
But one of the joys of therapy is that we really don’t have to ‘please’ 
the therapist. We don’t have to smile if we don’t feel like it, we don’t 
have to speak in a particular way if that’s not our thing, we can be 
natural and ourselves, whatever that happens to mean. What matters 
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is to be ‘real’. It would be very sad to spend a lot of time in therapy 
saying the sorts of things that one thinks a therapist might want to 
hear – while suppressing what’s really on our mind. A central point of 
the exercise is to try to be open. This can of course be very hard, and  
it won’t be possible all the time, but that’s at least the idea – and your 
therapist will be on hand to help you feel and be as real as you can.  
It might be a new feeling, but hopefully a properly interesting and 
liberating one as well. 

One  of the issues that sometimes comes up when people go  
to therapy is how much they should ‘prepare’ for a therapy 
session. Some people make a long list of things they want to 

discuss. Others show up and just see what happens when they start 
talking. There aren’t any rules about this, but we would suggest one 
thing: most people come to therapy because, in one way or another, 
they want to change (even if ‘change’ means, in the end, coming to 
accept oneself just as one is). There is something in their life that they 
would like to move away from – and probably something that they 
want to move towards. It can be helpful to keep this overall mission in 
mind and check in with it occasionally. Therapy can be meandering, 
full of surprises and unforeseen byways, but it can also hold on to a 
central mission which you and your therapist both know about and 
refer to as the weeks go by.

T here  are moments in therapy that can feel like huge revelations. 
Suddenly, while talking, you may suddenly see things in a wholly 
new and insightful way. These are moments that may stick in the 

mind for a long time. Then again, a lot gets forgotten too. There might 
be some great ideas or moods, or important feelings (positive or 
negative) that come out of a session – and so you might want at  
some point after the session (it could be that night or later that week),  

to write them down somewhere, so that they can stay more securely  
in the mind and you could come to them at another point. This is only 
a suggestion, and it might not be right for you, but you might want to 
get a notebook in which you note down a few things from therapy,  
for example:

•  Commitments you want to make to yourself in the wake of certain 
sessions.

•  Insights that you want to keep fresh in your mind and come back to.

•  Reminders to yourself.

•  Things that might occur to you between sessions that you want  
to remember to discuss with the therapist.

•  Some of psychotherapy is about our histories: especially our 
childhoods. Often, the clues to who we are today lie in what 
happened to us in the past. What we think of as important, what  
we dare to try and what we don’t dare to try, what scares us and 
what interests us, who we’re attracted to and who makes us feel 
cold or afraid, these things can frequently be traced back to our 
earlier histories – and times that we might not have thought very 
much about until we actually went to therapy. It can be worth 
logging these moments when they come to us, so that we slowly 
build up  
a portrait of ourselves as we became who we are over long years.

Therapy works well whenever we are bringing material that is psycho-
logically alive and relevant. We shouldn’t be embarrassed or shy 
about exactly what this might be. There are no particular rules here; 
as ever, it’s our reality that matters. 
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•  It could be very interesting and fruitful to show a therapist a picture 
that somehow got us intrigued or motivated. 

•  We might want to tell the therapist about a dream that we have had.

•  We might take them back to a first memory.

As ever, be guided by your intuitive sense of what matters to you.

A fter  a while, a particular concern of certain clients can be 
around what the therapist might ‘really think of them’. What  
do they think their problem actually is? How do they interpret 

their personality? What do they think the issues are?

If this is of interest or concern to you, once again, we encourage you 
to ask this directly of the therapist. 

Therapists are not interested in withholding judgement, and they will 
be happy to invite you into their assessment of your position and to 
make you an ally in your therapeutic journey.

During some sessions, you might want to step back with the therapist 
and simply discuss how you feel you are getting on with your aspira-
tions; they might single out ideas that they think are crucial in their 
eyes, and you might in turn review where you have reached in 
therapy. Together you are allies in making life more manageable. 

A s  you’ll be picking up by now, one of the things therapists care 
a lot about is trying to ensure that things feel ‘real’ and ‘true’. 
There can be a danger when we talk about our lives that we 

sometimes skate a bit too fast over things so that the emotion that  
we once felt in relation to them gets lost. We can end up describing 
things in a slightly short-hand and factual style – just because that’s 
the way most people want us to do it. But this can work against  

a good therapy, which really wants us to relive moments and situa-
tions with as much vividness as possible.

So, for example, we might summarise that we ‘had a very difficult 
childhood…’ or that we ‘find work boring’ or ‘aren’t getting on so well’ 
with our partner or ‘don’t like our mother’.

It can be hugely helpful at this point to try to slow the story down  
a bit and try to feel it rather than just, as it were, tell it.

You may want to work with your therapist to explore certain moments 
in depth and to let the full range of emotions that are there emerge 
properly into the daylight. They might say:

•  Perhaps you could tell me more about what that moment felt like? 

(You’ll feel that they don’t want to rush here, they’re giving you all the 
time you need.)

Or they may say:

•  What comes to mind when you think of X?

Or:

•  Imagine yourself back there, what was it like?

You might want to shut your eyes and take your time to answer, doing 
so in a way that’s different from the speedy, very direct way that you 
employ in day to day life. This is a chance to speak in a free, perhaps 
more dreamy, associative, profound way. There are a lot of feelings 
that are, as it were, trapped inside us. One way to think of it is that  
a good therapy lets us feel many of our unfelt things.
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It  can sometimes feel as though, when you’re in therapy, your 
therapist is now in charge of your mental development or progress 
or exploration – and all you need to do is sit back and watch the 

process unfold.

But at The School of Life, we tend to find that it’s better to think of 
therapy as a route to self-discovery and (perhaps) liberation that 
should, in fact, go on all the time, even away from the sessions 
themselves. 

The therapist could be thought of as a very friendly and helpful 
assistant on a journey, but not the overall commander of it. This may 
empower us to work with the therapist as opposed to giving up the 
reigns to them in a passive way. They are – after all – only with us  
for a limited number of hours per week or month. But their voice can  
be in our minds for far longer and the chats we have had with them  
can linger within us for the rest of our lives. A lot of the progress that 
people make in therapy occurs – paradoxically perhaps – between 
sessions, not in the sessions themselves (although it’s these sessions  
that have partly helped to make these other moments possible). 

When we are not in therapy, we could also assist matters by doing 
some reading around psychological themes – and The School of Life 
has much material in this area. 

T he  point of therapy is that it can, above anything else, be 
helpful. It should make a difference. So, it may be worth getting 
clear in your mind some of the ways in which therapy actually  

is helpful (some ways may ring more bells with you than others).  
The clearer you can be about what has made you feel better, the  
more you and your therapist can discuss what you want more or  
less of going forward:

•  Unlike so many people in daily life, the therapist listens closely;  
you feel heard. What you say matters. That can be a basic and 
enormous source of help.

•  The therapist also interprets what you tell them in a kind way.  
Often we are very tough on ourselves about what has happened. 
We can have very rigid ideas about what ‘success’ or ‘failure’  
mean in different areas. The therapist is an outsider who you let into 
some very private zones and who can there see things in a way that 
might sharply differ from the way you see them, and you might find 
you appreciate this new perspective very much.

•  Though it can seem as if the therapist will only locate the causes  
of your distress in your own life, they may end up taking a great 
interest in the wider familial and societal setting in which it takes 
place.

•  The therapist can be logical and rational around an area where 
you’re in danger of losing perspective. That can be massively 
valuable too. Our own minds can spin off into contortions and 
delusions if we leave them to it. Checking in with another mind  
that’s calm and clear can be a vital source of assistance.

•  A therapist can sometimes help with practical advice. Don’t be 
afraid to use the therapist as a sounding board. In a sense, the 
therapist is an expert in emotional life – but the dividing line 
between emotional topics and broader topics is sometimes very 
small or even non-existent. A conversation with the therapist might 
unblock thoughts around your career, money or procedural aspects  
of relationships.
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•  At other points, a therapist can go through an issue with you  
to remove fears and apprehensions around it. 

These are some of the ways in which therapy helps. 

I f  you have reservations about how your therapy is going, as with 
everything else, tell your therapist. There’s no need to suffer in 
awkwardness. Discuss why the change you might want seems to  

be slow or tentative or why you feel ‘nothing is happening’. Therapists 
won’t be defensive or annoyed, they know about the journey – and 
your thoughts may spark some hugely interesting conversations and 
insights. Remember too that not everyone clicks with every therapist. 
That is fine too, but do take time to work through issues between you,  
as there can be very rich and rewarding material precisely here (one  
of the difficulties some of us have is bottling up problems with others  
and not having faith that they can be resolved – even if they can be).  
Still, if after a while the click is really not occurring, there is no need 
for embarrassment or shame. Keep in mind that The School of Life has  
a whole team of therapists. Perhaps another person might be better 
suited to you.

We hope that therapy proves to be an interesting journey for you – 
and want to congratulate you on its beginning. Not very many people 
have ever got as far as you in terms of looking into themselves.  
You deserve congratulations – and we wish you the very best.
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