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A critical investigation of school guidance
counselling in Aotearoa New Zealand

Roberto McLeay

Abstract

This article invites guidance counsellors to examine their role as wellbeing experts in
Aotearoa New Zealand schools. By drawing on critical scholars like McLeod and Wright
(2016), Rose (1999), and Foucault (1995), it examines how the dominant discourse of
wellbeing inspires young people to focus on managing their emotions to become self-
optimising, happy, individualised, responsible, and productive citizens. While this may
appear beneficial, concerns are raised for how wellbeing guides school counsellors to
exercise contested and problematic psy-knowledge that encourages young people to overlook
important societal issues and govern themselves towards ideal neoliberal values and
character. This article concludes by calling for more critical research and professional
development within the guidance counselling profession to ensure our work is informed by

ethical, evidence-based, and socially just theories and practices.
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The wellbeing of young people has been a specific focus in Aotearoa New Zealand over the
past decade (Ryan, 2024), with troubling reports of increasing depression, anxiety, self-harm,
and suicide (Mulder et al., 2017; Sutcliffe et al., 2023). This has led to the development of
various strategies aimed at providing better and earlier mental health interventions, services,
and programmes for young people (for example, see Mental Health Foundation, 2024).
Among these, school counselling has received increasing attention as an essential service for
improving wellbeing, school behaviour, and academic success, as well as preventing mental
health issues (Besley, 2002; Education Review Office, 2013; Gerritsen, 2023). Subsequently,
various counselling initiatives have been implemented over the past decade to address the
needs of young people. These have included trialling counsellors in primary schools (New
Zealand Government, 2020), expanding the scope of guidance practitioners (Hatton, 2023),
and increasing the annual staff guidance budget by $44 million from the original $95 million

(New Zealand Government, 2020; Ryan, 2024).

Yet, despite the funding and advancement of these wellbeing solutions (for other examples,
see Ministry of Education, 2017a), research shows that young people in Aotearoa New
Zealand continue to face significant mental health challenges (Education Evaluation Centre,
2024; Sutcliffe et al., 2023). For instance, a recent report highlighted a rise in psychological
distress, revealing that “one in five 15-24-year-olds... [are] experiencing ‘high’ or ‘very
high’ levels of mental distress” (Ryan, 2024, p. 9). Data collected by the Ministry of Health
(2024) has also raised concern for students, showing that approximately 196,000 young
people have experienced emotional symptoms or problems — such as being “worried... often
unhappy, depressed or tearful... nervous... [or] easily scared” (p. 25). Schools have also
reported an increase in behaviours such as bullying and defiance among students (Education
Review Office, 2024). Adding to these troubling studies, the issue of youth suicide persists
(Ryan, 2024), with organisations like UNICEF Aotearoa (2020) estimating annual rates of
“14.9 deaths per 100,000 adolescents” (para. 5). Medications for mental disorders, like
anxiety and depression, have continued to rise for young people from 165,973 prescriptions
in 2017/2018 to 238,667 in 2021/2022 (Spence, 2023; see also Sutcliffe et al., 2023). These
findings have been closely associated with broader contextual pressures for young people —
such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Webb et al., 2020), cost-of-living crisis (Education Review

Office, 2024), and ongoing issues arising from the colonial history of Aotearoa New Zealand
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(Moewaka Barnes & McCreanor, 2019; Smallwood et al., 2021). The alarming concern
raised by these studies may be best summarised by a national inquiry into the effectiveness of
mental health strategies implemented over the past decade, which concluded that “[m]ental
health concerns are the biggest health issue facing young New Zealanders today” (Ryan,

2024, p. 3).

While this troubling result may seem to justify increasing the expertise and workforce of
wellbeing professionals in Aotearoa New Zealand, the lack of progress in alleviating young
people’s mental health led me, as a counselling practitioner and educator with over 20 years

of experience working in Aotearoa New Zealand schools, to ask the following questions:

e Why, despite our best and increasing efforts in schools, hasn’t the wellbeing of young
people improved?

e [sthere a conceptual or theoretical aspect that has been overlooked in wellbeing
practices?

e What does counselling in schools actually do when we look more closely at it?

e [s there anything that we could do differently?

These questions prompted the investigation presented in this article, in which I draw on
critical scholarship to examine: (1) the dominant discourse of wellbeing, (2) the educational
context in which counsellors operate, and (3) the role of guidance counselling. Although I
raise a number of challenges and concerns in this article, I conclude by offering suggestions
for how we, as guidance counsellors, might further enhance our work with young people in

schools.
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Exploring the development of wellbeing

The vision for the strategy is: New Zealand is the best place in the world for children and
young people. (The Department of the Prime Minister & Cabinet, 2023, p. 1)

The statement above from the Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy (The Department of the
Prime Minister & Cabinet, 2023) illustrates the contemporary positioning of wellbeing as a
firmly established national goal. Although the vision of this strategy, which was designed to
direct mental health services, programmes, and professionals across Aotearoa New Zealand
(Ryan, 2024), appears positive and logical, the document’s lack of a clear definition for
wellbeing serves as a helpful place to begin the critical discussion presented in this article.
While practitioners might be inclined to dismiss this issue as a mere academic concern,
scholars have warned that the use of vague definitions of wellbeing has allowed problems
with its conceptualisation, approaches, and practices to be concealed or ignored (Dodge et al.,
2012; Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019). As a result, the concept of wellbeing is often assumed as
sound and unquestionably “good” (Davies, 2015). Thus, the following subsections critically
examine the development of the contemporary discourse of wellbeing to ensure that our
engagement with young people in schools is based on robust, ethical, and socially just

concepts (New Zealand Association of Counsellors, 2020).

“The good life” of wellbeing

The idea of the “good life” is one of the central ideas readily associated with the discourse of
wellbeing (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016) and appears in national policies via statements
like “all children and young people deserve a good life” (The Department of the Prime
Minister & Cabinet, 2019, p. 1, emphasis added). While well-intentioned, critical scholars
highlight some important issues to consider with this conceptualisation of wellbeing. For
instance, by tracing the discourse of wellbeing back to the 1980s, Sointu (2005) illustrates
how the term was initially used to report on tangible aspects of societal life — such as the
affordability of and access to quality housing or food (see The Department of the Prime
Minister & Cabinet, 2019). However, with the rise of popular psychological concepts — like
“authentic happiness”, “self”’, and “personal flourishing” (see Seligman, 2002, 2011) —
Sointu (2005) observes how the discourse of wellbeing has gradually shifted to focus more on

the internal, intangible, personal life of an individual.

A critical investigation of school guidance counselling in Aotearoa New Zealand

Roberto McLeay



Published 23 November 2025

Although this change from the body politic towards the body personal has been promoted by
psychologists as a positive and progressive step that allows for greater consideration of
individuals (Seligman, 2002), Sointu (2005) explains that this development encourages
people to reconceptualise what makes a “good life” as being increasingly about their inner-
personal feelings, attitudes, and conduct (McLeod & Wright, 2016). Subsequently, wellbeing
has been recognised as a deeply individualising process (see Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002),
which tactically guides young people to turn their gaze inward and conceive their struggle for
the good life as being an internal, individual issue (Kristidnsson, 2007; McLeod & Wright,
2015). The guiding of an individual’s gaze here does not rely on overt tactics that negatively
restrict individuals from looking outwardly at societal issues (Rose, 1998). Instead,
practitioners may actively exercise positive humanistic concepts such as autonomy (McNay,
2009) and agency (Ecclestone & Brunila, 2015) to subtly encourage individuals to monitor

themselves consistently.

Other psychological discourses — such as those on risk (Kelly, 2000), child development
(Rose, 1999), and positivity (Binkley, 2014) — have also been identified as central to the
development of young people’s wellbeing (also see McLeay, 2025a; 2025b). According to
Ecclestone and Hayes (2019), these discourses have gradually guided young people to view
themselves as inherently vulnerable individuals who are consistently at risk of not achieving
the “good”, “positive” life. Although focusing on the young person rather than broader
societal issues is more conducive to producing manageable, immediate “solutions” and
treatments (McLeod & Wright, 2015), Ecclestone and Rawdin (2016) observe that the
developing discourse of wellbeing encourages individuals to believe they are unable to
change the economic, social, cultural and political structures that impact them. As a result,
young people learn that they must seek help to ameliorate and manage themselves in order to
attain the “good” and “positive” life (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019). The goal to improve
wellbeing (see The Department of the Prime Minister & Cabinet, 2023) is, therefore, not a
mere neutral aim, as our understanding of what constitutes “the good life” has changed and
been profoundly shaped by political aims and tactics (see also Brossard & Chandler, 2022).
Although the scholarship presented in this subsection raises concerns about the notion of “the

good life”, it also highlights the need to investigate another popular concept, happiness,
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which is widely used as a synonym for “the good life” and is recognised as an essential

component of wellbeing.

Happiness for being “well”

The contemporary focus on happiness in Aotearoa New Zealand can be seen through the
Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy — which aims to ensure “[c]hildren and young people are
happy” (The Department of the Prime Minister & Cabinet, 2019, p. 1) — as well as other
national studies (see Office of the Children’s Commissioner & Oranga Tamariki, 2019).
Although the works of ancient philosophers, such as Plato (Thabrew et al., 2023) and
Aristotle (Western & Tomaszewski, 2016), have been used to promote “happiness” as the
ideal state of wellbeing and the good life, critical and historical scholars have observed that
its meaning and uses have changed over time and been shaped by particular political, cultural,
and professional interests (Binkley, 2014; Davies, 2015; McLeay et al., 2023; Watt Smith,
2015). For instance, during the 18th century, English lawyer and philosopher Jeremy
Bentham (Plant, 1975) utilised the political beliefs of utilitarianism and hedonism to reshape
happiness into the morally “correct” feeling that all citizens must constantly strive to attain
(Cabanas, 2016; Davies, 2015). This transformation not only demonstrates the
reconceptualisation of happiness — from its original social and cultural context (see Watt
Smith, 2015) to a normative idea of the “correct”, “positive”, and “well” individual (Binkley,
2014) — but also illustrates a strategic approach to shift inner-private knowledge into the
public eye (Ahmed, 2010; Berlant, 2011). As a result, happiness shifted from a personal
experience that was privately felt as a consequence of one’s context or circumstance (Watt
Smith, 2015) into something public that must be openly observed and “translated into a

calculable form” (Rose, 1999, p. 25).

Positive psychology is one discipline that has built upon this wider societal drive to
understand, measure, and manage individuals towards achieving happiness (Carr, 2011;
Davies, 2015). Drawing on psychological discourses of “emotions”, “self”, and “authenticity”
(see Binkley, 2015 and Hyman, 2014), positive psychologist Martin Seligman (2002, 2011)
further shaped the discourse of happiness by framing it as something that everyone can and
should learn how to attain, regardless of their dispositions, material conditions, or

background (Davies, 2015). The belief that everyone must learn how to be happy for their

A critical investigation of school guidance counselling in Aotearoa New Zealand

Roberto McLeay



Published 23 November 2025

own “good” illustrates the strategic process of responsibilisation, in which the responsibility
to achieve happiness is shifted from society onto each and every individual (Cabanas, 2016;
Rose, 2012). Hence, young people are led to internalise happiness as a personal duty, rather
than something for which broader social systems may bear responsibility (McLeod & Wright,
2015). This also guides young people to develop a character of reflexive prudence (Trnka &
Trundle, 2014), where they learn to evaluate, judge, and adjust their actions according to the
“appropriate” moral expectations, such as being happy (Cabanas, 2016), as part of taking

responsibility for themselves.

Thus, critical scholarship highlights how the developing discourse of wellbeing has
transformed during the 20th century into an obligation (Binkley, 2014; Davies, 2015; Sointu,
2005) and a unique strategy that drives young people to pursue the “good” and “right”, “well”
and “normal” character of happiness (McLeay et al., 2023; McLeod & Wright, 2015). The
reconceptualisation of happiness has also been observed to posit certain emotions, such as
calmness and optimism, as strengths of the positive character (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Park
et al., 2004) while simultaneously producing “not-happy” feelings — like sadness or worry —
as inner-individual problems to be addressed (McLeod & Wright, 2015, 2016). Thus, critical
scholarship indicates that the redevelopment of happiness, much like the concept of “the good

life”, has strategically shaped the discourse of wellbeing to focus on cultivating a particular

personal identity in young people, which I will discuss in the following subsection.

Cultivating young people’s character

While developing an identity of independence, autonomy, and responsibility appears as an
important hallmark of wellbeing (McLeod & Wright, 2015; McNay, 2009), scholars have
also noted how these qualities serve to cultivate the character of the accountable individual
(Ecclestone, 2007; Rose, 1999). For young people, this accountability is reflected in their
capacity to engage in self-surveillance and reflexive prudence, which in turn motivates them
to pursue self-knowledge, self-management, and self-improvement to attain happiness, the
good life, or rather, wellbeing (Binkley, 2014; McLeod, 2015). In school, these accountable
young people seek out wellbeing services and experts, like counsellors, to gain specialised
psy-knowledge and practices that support them in directing the conduct of their bodies,

minds, and souls to be increasingly well behaved — happy, calm, positive, focused,
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successful, and productive in work and school (Education Evaluation Centre, 2024;
Seligman, 2002). While this may be argued as essential for developing the character needed
to survive or thrive in contemporary Aotearoa New Zealand society, critical scholars offer a
number of important considerations for conducting wellbeing work that cultivates young

people’s identities.

Firstly, striving for wellbeing has been noted to increase pressure and produce a growing
sense of angst and need amongst young people, as they become increasingly aware and
concerned for their potential inability to maintain a state of happiness (Ecclestone & Hayes,
2019; McLeod & Wright, 2016). This may lead young people to view themselves as being
constantly on the edge of having a weak character, which then drives them to continually
access self-help and self-improvement technologies to ensure their emotions and actions
adhere to the dominant conceptualisation of being well (McLeay et al., 2023; Rose, 1999). A
therapeutic culture can be seen to emerge here, as individuals and populations become
increasingly captivated by therapeutic interventions to improve themselves (McLeod &
Wright, 2016). From within this increasingly therapeutic society, critical scholars like
Binkley (2014), Davies (2015), Cabanas (2016), and Illouz (2017) have observed how
companies, as well as professionals, have utilised wellbeing to inspire young people to
become entrepreneurs of their identity, actively guiding them towards consuming various
happiness services and products in an endeavour to attain wellbeing (see also Rose, 1999;

Sointu, 2005).

The process of individualisation and responsibilisation has also been observed to encourage
young people to conceptualise their struggle for wellbeing as their own fault and the result of
their failing internal self (Kristiansson, 2007; McLeod & Wright, 2015). Not only has this
been recorded as a way to direct blame onto individuals (Crawford, 1977), but it also
disregards important social, economic, cultural, and political structures. By taking this
approach, practitioners may also encourage individuals to ignore important contexts that
influence young people’s mental health (McLeod & Wright, 2016) and are often outside of
their own making or control (Taylor, 2011). This illustrates a depoliticising process (see
Crawford, 1980) within wellbeing that directs young people to pursue an identity that will
think, feel, and act “well”, while encouraging them to ignore wider collective issues.

Wellbeing, critical scholars argue, can therefore be seen as an important strategy of
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neoliberalism (see Harvey, 2005) that trains young people to internalise self-responsibility
and view themselves as competitive, self-reliant, accountable individuals who must
continually optimise and manage themselves towards productive ends (Ecclestone, 2007,
McLeod & Wright, 2016; Rose, 1999). Thus, by positively promoting the responsibility,
autonomy, accountability, and management of each and every individual, wellbeing serves as
a unique strategy of social control that allows for the effective management of populations
(Cabanas & Illouz, 2019; Rose, 1999; Wright, 2014). Here, shaping young people’s character
to adopt dominant neoliberal values highlights how wellbeing may serve as a subtle tactic
that sustains the problematic neoliberal discourse within Aotearoa New Zealand (see also
Rose, 1999). Although other issues with directing individuals towards being mentally and
emotionally well have been raised (for examples, see Brossard & Chandler, 2020; Timimi &
Timimi, 2022), the critical scholarship offered in this section invites us, as guidance
counsellors, to examine how wellbeing has shaped the educational approaches, practices and

context in which we work.
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Understanding therapeutic education
for young people in schools

Education plays a critical role in promoting and supporting the wellbeing of children and
young people. (Ministry of Education, personal communication, October 18, 2024)

Although the statement above illustrates the central positioning of wellbeing as a key
objective for contemporary education in Aotearoa New Zealand, further emphasis can be
seen through the increased reference to wellbeing in national legislation, for example an
increase from four times in the Education Act 1989 to 24 times in the Education and Training
Act 2020. Critical scholars have noted that the focus on wellbeing in legislation and policies
has emerged from the growing concern for young people (McLeod & Wright, 2015), the rise
of therapeutic culture (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019), and the global movement for happiness
(Devey, 2023). From within this social context, schools — with their long support of public
health imperatives (Gard & Pluim, 2014) and therapeutic approaches (Wright, 2014) — have
sought to help young people’s mental health by providing what scholars have termed a
therapeutic education. Described as the incorporation of “psychological knowledge and
therapeutic imperatives” into schools (Wright, 2014, p. 142), therapeutic education is
particularly evident in the intensified focus on social emotional learning and emotional
wellbeing within Aotearoa New Zealand (see Education & Training Act 2020; Ministry of
Education, 2007, 2023). Scholars such as Ecclestone (2007) and Hyman (2014) have
observed that the discourses of personal learning and self are central to therapeutic education,
guiding young people to increase their engagement with emotions and encouraging them to
develop key educational competencies of self-management, self-awareness, and self-
regulation (Ministry of Education, 2007, 2017b). Hence, the aim to ensure students take
responsibility for understanding, monitoring and managing their own wellbeing (also see
Dalley et al. 2023; McLeay, 2025b) — as outlined in the New Zealand health and physical
education curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) and the early childhood curriculum, 7e
Whariki (Ministry of Education, 2017b) — highlights how educational directives may

reinforce individualising processes in the lives of young people.

While happiness appears as an important outcome of social emotional learning and wellbeing

education (The Education Hub, 2025), Ecclestone and Rawdin (2016) note how this positions
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other emotions, like sadness and worry, as vulnerabilities to be strengthened or improved (see
also McLeod & Wright, 2016). Consequently, critical researchers have observed how
wellbeing education directs young people to learn that they are “well” if they are “happy” and
that they need help if they are not (see McLeay et al., 2023). For Ecclestone and Hayes

(2019, p. 158) this highlights how “[t]he search for happiness and emotional wellbeing are
the apogee not only of therapeutic education, but of therapy culture itself”. However,
teaching young people that certain emotions are indicators of being well has been argued by
scholars as problematic and confining (Foucault, 1988a). For example, Manderson (2005)
and McLeod & Wright (2015) identify how feelings of sadness, worry, and anger, are
important emotions that demonstrate wellbeing and an individual’s ability to function while

navigating social injustices (see also Ahmed, 2004, 2010; Binkley, 2014).

Psychological and critical investigations on happiness and social emotional learning have
also identified issues with the validity, reliability, and efficacy of the measures used to assert
an individual’s wellbeing (Bond & Lang, 2019; Craig, 2007; Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019;
McLeay, 2025b). Moreover, scholars continue to note that the dominant discourse of
emotions, like wellbeing, has shifted over time due to social, cultural, and political influences
(see Burkitt, 2014, 2019; McLeay & Powell, 2022; Watt Smith, 2015). Despite these
concerns, therapeutic education continues to advance in Aotearoa New Zealand, utilising its
narrowing effect on emotions to guide individuals towards developing the ideal neoliberal
character — one who attends the work/learning environment more, accepts authority, and
becomes increasingly compliant (see also Cohen, 2016; Rose, 1999). Thus, therapeutic
education helps young people learn the art of producing themselves as “entrepreneurial”
individuals (Ministry of Education, 2007) who employ wellbeing tactics to therapeutically

increase their work productivity and academic achievement (Ministry of Education, 2017a).

Although preparing young people’s character for their future work may seem “beneficial”,
critical scholars raise further concerns for how therapeutic education can foster troubling
individualistic cultures (see Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) that produce individuals who are
increasingly self-focused, self-absorbed, and concerned with their own self-improvement
(Binkley, 2014; Wright, 2014). Therapeutic education has also been noted as a unique
strategy that supports the management of populations, encouraging students to positively

attend to their emotions while overlooking wider social welfare issues that impact their
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feelings, thoughts, and actions — such as class, cultural, or socio-economic structures
(Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019; McLeod & Wright, 2016). Thus, by promoting wellbeing
education, schools in Aotearoa New Zealand may find themselves operating within a liminal
space — seeking to uphold the founding national treaty document Te Tiriti o Waitangi (see
Orange, 2023), while simultaneously reinforcing dominant, individualised, western
discourses that reshape Indigenous people. The concerns raised about wellbeing and
therapeutic education by critical scholars in this article call us to critically examine our roles
as wellbeing experts in Aotearoa New Zealand schools. Accordingly, the following section
critically analyses the central role and practices of guidance counsellors, who aim to support

young people with their wellbeing and mental health.
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Critically examining guidance counselling

In their counselling roles, they [guidance counsellors] assist students to deal with a variety of
personal, social and/or behavioural issues that have the potential to put a student’s well-
being, learning and school achievement at risk. (Manthei et al., 2020b, p. 616)

The statement above, from a recent national study entitled “Exploring Counselling Outcomes
in New Zealand Schools” (Manthei et al., 2020b), illustrates how the wider societal
movement of therapeutic education and concerns about young people have guided
counsellors to focus on the wellbeing of young people in schools. Today, as Manthei et al.
(2020b) note, guidance counselling is a diverse role that draws on a wide range of theories
and practices — such as “person-centred, narrative and eclectic/integrative... solution-focused,
cognitive behavioural, mindfulness or any one of another 12 approaches” (p. 616) — to
support schools with their aim to guide young people towards wellbeing (Ministry of
Education, 2017a). Although this diversity makes examining the specific workings of
guidance counsellors challenging, the following investigation looks at three broader elements
central to our work in schools: namely, building a therapeutic relationship, assessing

students’ wellbeing, and delivering wellbeing interventions.

Building a therapeutic relationship

Forming a therapeutic relationship has been identified as one of the most important factors
for successful counselling with young people (Everall & Paulson, 2002; Midgley et al.,
2017). Subsequently, guidance counsellors have sought out and developed a wide variety of
relational strategies, skills, and individual qualities to enhance the bond they share with
clients (see Hughes, 1971; Kaul & Wilson, 2020; McLeay, 2025a). Power is one essential
consideration for the counselling relationship and, as Kaul and Wilson (2020) demonstrate, is
often conceptualised through the psychological idea of “an inherent power differential” (p.
44) that must be ameliorated, redistributed, and balanced in order to produce a “safe [as well
as trusting] therapeutic space” (p. 45). While this guides school counsellors to focus on
tactics that enhance a young person’s individual agency, responsibility, and autonomy (Kaul
& Wilson, 2020), critical scholars such as Rose (1999) and Besley (2002) offer an alternative
perspective by suggesting power may be consistently exercised through an exchange of
knowledge, understandings, and expertise within the counselling relationship (also see

Foucault, 1995). Thus, the aim to form strong, trusting, safe relationships that encourage

A critical investigation of school guidance counselling in Aotearoa New Zealand

Roberto McLeay
13



Published 23 November 2025

young people to willingly “open up” about inner-private feelings can be understood as a
distinct strategy of counsellors that intensifies their capacity to exercise power and dominant

discourses of wellbeing within counselling (Midgley et al., 2017).

Having a good relationship with the school guidance counsellor has also been identified as an
important factor for young people in Aotearoa New Zealand (Education Evaluation Centre,
2024). Whilst this enables them to view the school counsellor as an ally rather than an
authoritative figure (Dimic et al., 2023), forming a strong relationship also invigorates
students’ receptivity to the counsellor’s knowledge, expertise, and guidance (Hughes, 1971).
Therefore, the therapeutic relationship may be conceived as stimulating a positive and
productive power that enhances the sharing of knowledge between the young person and the
counsellor (for further details, see McLeay, 2025a). Although forming strong therapeutic
relationships may serve to strengthen contemporary psy-discourses in schools, the
relationship between student and counsellor has also been noted as essential for another

crucial aspect of our wellbeing role: assessment (Ministry of Education, 2017a).

Assessing students

Whilst school-wide mental health and wellbeing surveys have become an increasingly
popular assessment tool of therapeutic education in Aotearoa New Zealand schools (see
Thabrew et al., 2023 & Ryan, 2024 for examples), the work of guidance counsellors involves
a more personal, intimate, level of assessment that relies on open dialogue and discussions
(Hughes, 1971; Midgley et al., 2017). Given that counselling is not mandatory, the
therapeutic relationship serves as a crucial tool that motivates young people to voluntarily
open up to the school counsellor’s assessing gaze (Hughes, 1971; Snook, 2003). Hence, by
empowering students to share their inner, private feelings and thoughts, counsellors may
begin to formulate particular understandings of the difficulties, challenges, and characteristics
young people bring into the guidance counselling space (Kaul & Wilson, 2020). The
dominant psy-discourse of wellbeing is an important pillar for assessment here, as
counsellors inspect young people against the norms of character — such as happiness,
positivity, and optimism — to determine if their feelings signal issues of emotional disorders,
vulnerabilities, or weaknesses. Risk, development, and care (Kelly, 2000; McLeod & Wright,

2015) are also key discourses for the school counsellor’s benevolent assessment, as they
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enable young people to be framed as vulnerable, underdeveloped, individuals whose
wellbeing must be reformed, managed, and improved (McLeod & Wright, 2016; Tyler,
1997).

However, the assessment of a student’s wellbeing is not simply based on the counsellor’s
expertise or views. Rather, by sharing their concern for unwell or disordered feelings, young
people illustrate how they have also been shaped — through the dominant psychological
discourse of wellbeing (also see McLeay et al., 2023) — to take responsibility and
accountability for their inner-private feelings. For example, by equating happiness as “being
good [well]” (McLeay et al., 2023, p. 351), students demonstrate how their self-assessment of
their emotions is shaped by the normative discourses of wellbeing. Consequently, this also
leads young people to shape other “non-happy” feelings like “sadness” as something that is
“... bad [unhealthy] for you” (McLeay et al., 2023, p. 348), which must then be corrected by
benevolent counselling experts in schools (McLeay & Powell, 2022). Assessing a student’s
wellbeing may therefore be seen as an art-like process that exercises and strengthens
dominant psychological discourses within the therapeutic relationship. This process not only
produces young people as increasingly observable, calculable, and knowable subjects (Rose,
1999), but also opens them up to various strategies and interventions, like those discussed in

the following section, employed by the professional counsellor in schools.

Wellbeing interventions

Although guidance counsellors are recognised for utilising a wide range of psychological and
therapeutic practices (see Manthei et al, 2020a; Ministry of Education, 2017; Ryan, 2024),
this section examines two popular, yet contrasting, examples of counselling interventions that
are often promoted for enhancing and supporting student wellbeing: mindfulness and
psychoeducation. While the practices and beliefs of mindfulness may be traced to Eastern
origins (Binkley, 2014), its modern use in therapeutic education has been noted by a range of
scholars as a unique strategy that focuses on managing the character of young people. In
particular, researchers like Davies (2015) observe how techniques — such as breath control,
mindful pauses, and noticing bodily sensations — serve as individualising practices that

encourage young people to become increasingly accountable for exercising their minds,
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bodies, and souls towards the norms of the dominant psy-discourse of wellbeing (see also

Reveley, 2016).

While this may initially appear helpful, the effectiveness and benefits of mindfulness for
young people are contested. Montero-Marin (2022) observes how promoting mindfulness as a
“one-size-fits-all” approach can lead to adverse effects — like increased angst or distress — as
it ignores an individual’s unique character, circumstances, and wider context. Moreover, a
robust investigation of mindfulness studies by Taylor et al. (2022) found that reports on and
measures of these practices tended to downplay the negative experiences and effects of
mindfulness practices in favour of promoting the benefits. Although these studies may lead
counsellors to argue the usefulness of mindfulness as a case-by-case issue, both Montero-
Marin (2022) and Taylor et al. (2022) raise concerns about how mindfulness contributes to a
narrow focus on an individual’s body and self-regulation, which overshadows structural and
societal factors that impact mental health, such as poverty, inequality, or systemic stressors
(see Davies, 2015). Thus, mindfulness illustrates how counselling interventions for wellbeing
support processes of individualisation and responsibilisation that coerce young people to

develop the character of “wellbeing” (also see Reveley, 2016).

Psychoeducation is another popular and integrative approach school guidance counsellors use
to improve wellbeing (Manthei et al., 2020b). Here, counsellors focus on encouraging young
people to exercise specific psy-concepts, such as attaining emotional wellbeing through
controlling their bodily nervous system (Porges, 2011). Consequently, young people learn in
counselling how to conceptualise their feelings as the functioning of the human brain and
nervous system (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Midgley et al., 2017) and to see
certain emotions as signs of vulnerability, physical bodily malfunction, or “illness” (McLeay
et al., 2023). This, Greco (1993) notes, demonstrates how the discourse of wellbeing sustains
the pathologisation of young people, as their bodily inability to adhere to the dominant
discourse allows them to be conceived as emotionally unwell and neurologically disordered

individuals (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; McLeay, 2025a).

Although intended to support young people with the troubles they face, critical scholars raise
a number of concerns with the use of psy-knowledge of emotions and mental health in

education (McLeay, 2025b). For instance, Cohen (2016) highlights significant issues with the
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validity and reliability of diagnosing mental disorders in young people (also see Timimi &
Timimi, 2022). The popular “chemical imbalance” theory used to describe moods, feelings,
and mental disorders (Merry et al., 2012; Ministry of Health, 2020) has also been criticised as
too simplistic and significantly misleading (Ang et al., 2022; Kemp et al., 2014). Similarly,
scholars like Chalmers (1995) and Szasz (2000) highlight how the concepts of “mind” and
“consciousness”, which are used to produce psy-knowledge, concepts, and discourses of
wellbeing (McLeay et al., 2023), are intangible, unmeasurable, philosophical, social, cultural,
and political constructs (see also Horgan, 2023). Despite these issues, psychoeducation has
continued to be practised in school counselling as a favourable wellbeing approach. Thus, the
practice of counselling, according to Rose (1999), epitomises the unique decentralising tactic
of psychology, converting young people into proxy psychologists who may then promote this
problematic knowledge of emotion and wellbeing and exercise it on themselves and others.
While there are a range of other therapeutic approaches and interventions used by guidance
counsellors, the scholarship in this subsection raises concerns for common practices and
techniques used with young people in schools. Although these practices and techniques are
well-intentioned, this scholarship calls us to question our role as wellbeing experts in the

therapeutic education setting and the impact of this role on young people.
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Discussing counsellors as wellbeing experts
in schools: A critical reflection

Although school guidance counsellors have a long history of supporting young people in
schools in Aotearoa New Zealand (Besley, 2002), the critical scholarship in this article raises
concerns for how our role, as wellbeing experts, is complicated and may not simply be about
addressing the unmet mental health needs of young people (Ryan, 2024). For Rose (1999),
the focus on cultivating a specific identity — to be increasingly self-responsible, self-
reflective, self-evaluative, self-optimising, and accountable — highlights counsellors’
positions as “engineers of the human soul” (also see Rose, 1992). By drawing on a range of
psy-knowledge, practices, and approaches, school counsellors meticulously work to shape
young people’s attitudes, beliefs, and conduct towards the dominant psy-discourse of
wellbeing. According to Manthei et al (2020a), the successful use of wellbeing interventions
and practices in counselling, such as mindfulness or psychoeducation, can be observed in
students who report feeling “better” and are able to demonstrate increased compliance with
school authority and improved school attendance, homework completion, and focus on their
future career in the workforce (also see Education Evaluation Centre, 2024; McLeay, 2025a;
Seligman, 2002). Thus, by uncritically drawing on the dominant discourse of wellbeing,
guidance counsellors may engage in shaping young people’s characters to become
increasingly productive in their learning and work (also see Cohen, 2016). For Foucauldian
scholars like Besley (2007) and Rose (1999), this highlights the role of school guidance
counselling as a technology of the self (see Foucault, 1988b), which guides young people to
develop techniques of self-responsibility, self-reflection, and self-evaluation, effectively
turning them into individuals who will continuously work on themselves as “self-help

projects”.

While education has long focused on shaping young people’s identity (Ari¢s, 1962; Barcan,
1993; Durkheim, 1973), the ways psy-knowledge and humanistic values are used to
encourage young people to conform to the discourse of wellbeing and neoliberal values
reveals how school counselling contributes to the art of modern government in Aotearoa New
Zealand (Besley, 2002; Foucault, 1988b; McLeay, 2025b). By uncritically encouraging
young people to view their emotions as inner bodily problems to be made well (McLeay,

2025a; McLeay & Powell, 2022; McLeod & Wright, 2016), counsellors in schools may
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support students to overlook important wider societal issues that influence their feelings and
thoughts (McLeod & Wright, 2015) in favour of locating issues within themselves. This
illuminates a central depoliticising function (Crawford, 1980) in the guidance counsellor’s
role that may also lead students to develop attitudes of self-blame and helplessness (Wright &
McLeod, 2015). These attitudes, combined with an increasingly accountable and responsible
character, may then motivate young people to seek the support of expert guidance counsellors
in their continuous pursuit of wellbeing, happiness, and the “good life” (also see Binkley,
2014; McLeay et al., 2023). This illuminates how the discourse of wellbeing also governs
guidance counsellors, as young people demand they share psy-knowledge that reinforces the
authority of the happiness and troubled person industries (Davies, 2015; Harbusch, 2022).
Although counsellors in Aotearoa New Zealand schools may draw on various cultural models
of wellbeing, such as Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie, 1994) or Fonofale (Pulotu-Endemann,
2001), the persistent emphasis on an individual’s own emotions, body, and conduct highlights
how the psy-discourse of wellbeing confines (Foucault, 1988a) knowledge and subtly guides
young people to conform to neoliberal expectations and western ways of understanding and

seeing (McLeay & Powell, 2022; McLeod & Wright, 2016; Rose, 1999).
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Conclusion

In this article, I have investigated the evolving discourse of wellbeing, examining how it has
transformed, infiltrated, and shaped the role, approaches, and practices of guidance
counsellors in Aotearoa New Zealand schools. Despite increased funding and the
implementation of initiatives aimed at improving youth mental health, including the
expansion of guidance services, rates of distress, mental health issues, and suicide have
persisted (Ryan, 2024; UNICEF Aotearoa, 2020). Thus, I have looked more critically at how
counselling in schools serves to support young people’s wellbeing issues in Aotearoa New
Zealand. A key issue raised by the critical scholarship for guidance counsellors is how the
contemporary wellbeing discourses serve to direct practices and approaches that depoliticise
young people’s struggles, framing them as personal issues to be enhanced or improved
through psy-expertise. This highlights how wellbeing discourse may govern counsellors to
serve as a technology of modern government, guiding students to overlook systemic issues
that impact them (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019) and coercing them to foster a character of
wellness that adheres to neoliberal values such as happiness, individualism, self-optimisation,
accountability, and productivity (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; McLeay et al, 2023). Going
forward, we need to think more about how the guidance counselling role, practices, and
therapeutic relationship may exercise problematic discourses, norms, and knowledge of
emotions that inspire young people to conform to the authority of psy-professionals (Cohen,
2016; Rose, 1999). To this aim, I call on guidance counsellors to engage further in
sociological and critical research that examines the key concepts used to conceptualise young
people's struggles, such as health (Crawford, 1977), mental illness (Brossard & Chandler,
2022; Timimi & Timimi, 2022), wellbeing (Ecclestone, 2007), and emotions (Illouz, 2018;
McLeay, 2025a, 2025b; McLeay & Powell, 2022; McLeay et al., 2023). Future research that
investigates how Te Tiriti-based and culturally grounded frameworks may be shaped by —
and could in turn reshape — dominant Western discourses and practices of wellbeing is
essential (also see: Kopua & Skirrow, 2023). In doing so, this research may assist guidance
counsellors in enhancing their practice by providing more culturally informed knowledge and
approaches for supporting tamariki, rangatahi, and Pacific learners in Aotearoa New Zealand.
Guidance counsellors in schools should also engage in specific professional development that

draws on critical scholarship — such as labelling, Marxist, feminist, or colonial theories (see
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Cohen, 2018; Harbusch, 2022) — to examine their practices and underpinning theories. The
value of bolstering critical thinking and scholarship in guidance counselling is that it may
invigorate practitioners to develop and adopt a more critically reflective and aware stance that
ensures their work is credible, ethically sound, culturally sensitive, and attuned to the unique
needs and contexts of young people in Aotearoa New Zealand (New Zealand Association of

Counsellors, 2020).
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