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Dr Nic Hooper is an expert in clinical psychology and a senior lecturer at the University of the West of England in Bristol. He has authored many scientific articles, book chapters and books, including The Acceptance and Commitment Diary (published annually) and The Research Journey of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy. Nic is also a co-director of Connect, which is an organisation that offers a psychological wellbeing curriculum for primary school children. In 2017, inspired by his students, Nic began to write a book of life advice to his son, Max, which was to be given to him on his eighteenth birthday. Over time, that book slowly transformed into The Unbreakable Student.


More praise for The Unbreakable Student


‘Nic Hooper has pulled off a neat trick for a professor, essentially creating a long-form lecture that remains engaging and informative to the very end. Equal parts practical, funny and illuminating, The Unbreakable Student belongs on the required reading list for life. Young people everywhere are lucky to have him, in person or on the page’


— Sarah Knight, internationally bestselling
author of Get Your Sh!t Together


‘Going to university is a tumultuous time in any case, but this is doubly true when there’s a pandemic happening. Hooper’s new guide couldn’t be timelier. Drawing on many years of relevant experience and training, it’s a must for any student beginning this next stage of their life’


— Dean Burnett, neuroscientist and
author of The Idiot Brain


‘Going to university is a fantastic opportunity that can transform students’ lives, but we also know it throws up many new challenges. The Unbreakable Student is a very well-written and researched companion, with valuable tools, tips and techniques that will help students deal with these challenges and make the most of their journey. I would recommend it to all students studying at university – and to their parents too’


— Professor Steven West, Vice-Chancellor at the
University of the West of England, and Chair of
the Universities UK Mental Health in
Higher Education Working Group


‘What a useful guide for students! It’s raw, authentic, personal, soulful, entertaining and pragmatic. In my opinion, this is a must-have for young adults in higher education’


— Scott Barry Kaufman, psychologist and author
of Transcend: The New Science of Self-Actualization


‘Nic’s guide to staying sane at university is full of solid, sensible advice, delivered with a smile and a side helping of science. Nic doesn’t just tell you what to do, he tells you why and gives you a whole range of ideas about how. In truth, I wish this book had existed for me to read during my own university adventure’


— Pooky Knightsmith, author and international expert
in child and adolescent mental health


‘Nic Hooper has written such a timely and powerful book! People in this stage of life may feel unseen, confused, overwhelmed and unsure about how to meet their emotional needs. Hooper understands this deeply, and provides them with identification, a caring voice and a road map to resilience and health’


— Jonathan Hoban, psychotherapist and
author of Walk with Your Wolf
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Chapter 1



What You Need to Know Before We Start




Sarah’s story


I want you to imagine an eighteen-year-old sitting in their university room. Imagine them hunched over their desk. Imagine tears slowly rolling down their face because of how overwhelmed they feel.


This scene hasn’t been fabricated to build drama: I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I was called late one night to the room of a student who was considering suicide. When I arrived, Sarah was shaking and crying. She told me that she couldn’t make her negative thoughts and feelings go away. In her eyes, life wasn’t worth living any longer. Those words easily roll off the tongue, but that night I was looking into the eyes of another human being who felt so low that she no longer wanted to exist.


I’d like to say this was unusual, but since that particular incident I’ve spoken to other students whose self-worth is broken enough that they too have considered what Sarah was considering.


Unfortunately, my experiences mirror what’s happening in the wider world. There has been an epidemic in student suicides recently; governmental task forces have discovered that one in three students suffers from a mental health problem; and scientific articles suggest that less than half of the student population report good psychological wellbeing. These findings have made their way into numerous stories in the media. When people read of such developments, it’s probably easy to feel distanced from the human beings who make up the numbers. In my line of work, I don’t get that luxury. I see students struggle. I could see Sarah struggling.


Around two hours later Sarah was sat up, holding a cup of coffee and telling me about her life. Sarah was a person, rich in experience and wisdom, and someone who was so much more than her unwanted thoughts and feelings. I just needed her to see it. I needed her to see possibilities. But what should I say?






Hi everybody! (said in the voice of Dr Nick from The Simpsons)


Before we go on, it feels important to introduce myself. My name is Dr Nic Hooper (some people call me Dr Nic, some people call me Hoopdog, you can call me Nic), and I work at the University of the West of England as a psychology lecturer and researcher. Picture a middle-aged white guy (because not enough of them are writing books), with scruffy brown hair and a non-designer beard, wearing a tweed jacket, glasses with a thick black rim, and speaking with an accent that you can’t quite put your finger on. I grew up in Wales (that’s a different country from England for those North Americans among you) and attended a good school. My father was a window cleaner and my mother was a primary school secretary by day and a gymnastics teacher by night. We lived in a poor area because, frankly, we were a poor family. But my parents gave me everything they could (love, support and money) and they pushed me to view the world as my oyster. After moving through the education system, I eventually went to Swansea University to study psychology. Seven years later, I left Swansea with a degree and a PhD (and a shedload of debt).


In August 2010, I moved to England to work as a post-doctoral researcher at the University of Kent. However, my dream was to work abroad. By February 2011, I was applying for jobs everywhere and was fortunate enough to be offered the role of Assistant Professor at Middle East Technical University (their Northern Cyprus Campus). My partner at the time (Amy, who’s now my wife) and I saw Northern Cyprus as an opportunity to have an adventure (little did we know how much of an adventure it would turn out to be – I’ll tell you more about that later on). After eighteen months abroad, we returned to the UK (with a former street dog, Dora), got married, and had a baby (Max). Most of you probably don’t have children, but one day you’ll discover that it’s an experience equal in vulnerability and joy.


We’ll come to know each other more throughout this book but I wanted to give you some of my history early on, to show you that I’m not a distant and aloof psychology professor with no understanding of the struggles of everyday people. I’m a real human being who has lived through many of the experiences that normal people live through, and fifteen years ago I wouldn’t have been too different from who you are right now.


What’s this book about?


This book is your blueprint for optimal psychological health. In order to achieve this, the chapters map onto the Six Ways to Wellbeing, a framework first introduced by Dr Geetanjali Basarkod. Through multiple studies, Dr Basarkod showed that there are six behaviours that psychologically healthy people tend to do a lot. If you want top-notch wellbeing, you should:




1. Exercise


2. Challenge yourself


3. Connect with others


4. Give to others


5. Practise self-care


6. Embrace the moment





The point of this book, therefore, is quite simple: to get you doing those things more often. However, there’s a catch, which makes this task not quite so simple. It doesn’t take a genius to understand that those six behaviours will probably be useful for human beings, and yet most of us don’t do them. Why? Well, our minds get in the way. The psychological make-up of human beings is complex and can impact our ability to bring those Six Ways to Wellbeing to life. Consequently, in addition to exploring one way to wellbeing in each chapter, I’ll also be talking about some useful ways of dealing with our thoughts and feelings.
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In summary then, this book is made of six main chapters that will give you the psychological skills to engage in the most important wellbeing behaviours for human beings. Given my occupation, you could visualise those chapters as a series of lectures (the really amazing kind of face-to-face lecture rather than the dull online ones that you’ll no doubt have to endure at some point in this post-Covid-19 world). Think Robin Williams in Good Will Hunting (if you haven’t watched that movie because it was born in the ’90s then I’d urge you to put aside your reservations – you’ll thank me later).


Anyhow, I’ll set the scene to get you in the mood for this opening chapter. Picture me at the front of a university hall, with two hundred students bustling into their seats. The students vary in what they wear (some look like hippies and some are dressed in semi-formal attire) and some of them definitely smell of a hangover. The seats are old, rickety and brown. You’re in the audience, near the middle and therefore quite high up, possibly sitting next to someone that you rather fancy but haven’t told yet (my gut says this happens all the time). You open your laptop ready to make notes and you see me lift up my right hand. The classroom falls silent. You then notice an outrageous thought pop into your head, ‘Wow, what a good-looking man that lecturer is.’ You feel a little weird about having the thought, but luckily that feeling is interrupted when I say the famous words of any self-indulgent academic, ‘I’ll begin.’



Have you noticed how happy dogs are?


OK – that subhead might have thrown you – so it feels important to put in a disclaimer here. In these early pages, the information I present may seem like the incoherent ramblings of a buffoon, but I promise you that it all leads somewhere. You see, before we get into your blueprint for good psychological health, we need to talk first about what bad psychological health is and how it happens. Here goes.


Every so often, I sit on the sofa, see my dog in her bed, and think that I’d hate to be a pet. I mean, what’s there to do? Staying inside for most of the day, going for a little walk and being fed dog food would be bad enough, but imagine just lying around a lot of the time, not achieving anything, life basically amounting to diddly-squat. I respect Dora Hoopdog, because if I were her, I think I’d be depressed. But she isn’t. When I feed her, walk her or smooth her, she wags her tail in a way that makes me think she’s happy. In fact, when she settles down for an afternoon snooze, it’s impossible for me to describe just how happy she looks, wrapped up with a blanket, in front of the fire, surrounded by her bones.


Yes, I spoil my Dora, but I want to draw your attention to something curious. You and I, in all likelihood, already have what Dora has. Nope, I don’t mean brown fur, a bed under the stairs or an affinity for chasing squirrels. I mean that we exist in a world where our basic needs are met (food, shelter, love and warmth). For Dora, having those needs met is enough.



Have you noticed how happy human beings are?


My experience is that toddlers tend to be much the same as dogs. Sometimes, I wish I could return to my childhood and look around. I think I’d have been a lot like Dora. For example, when lining up my Thomas the Tank Engines, eating pancakes, watching TV and visiting grandparents, I would have been a happy little sausage. Don’t get me wrong – I’d have been unhappy every now and then (for example, when my brother kicked the Thomas the Tank Engine lines across our living room) – but these experiences would have been short-lived. What I’m saying is that, in my eyes, a toddler is a less hairy, less smelly (sometimes) and slightly angrier version of a dog. Give them food, shelter, love and warmth and they’re generally happy.


However, soon this all changes. While dogs continue to live contentedly, human beings gradually lose their grip on this thing that we call happiness. This happens because although dogs and toddlers can be the same in certain respects (how little they listen to me being another major similarity), in other ways they’re very different. Specifically, from around three to five years old, children develop cognitive abilities that are far beyond the abilities of any dog that has ever existed. Yes, even Marley (Marley And Me), Baxter (Anchorman), Samantha (I Am Legend), Max (How The Grinch Stole Christmas) and Pit Bull (John Wick) aren’t as smart as your average four-year-old human being.


These newfound cognitive abilities, and the development of language in particular, allow younger children to do many things, three of which are notable when it comes to happiness:




• Firstly, they now understand that they have their own minds (and can make their own decisions) and that other people have minds that are separate from their own.


• Secondly, this theory of mind (that’s what it’s called in the psychological literature) makes them more aware of their own thoughts and feelings. While dogs continue with their daily routines, children develop the ability to recognise and label their own emotions, and the emotions of others.


• Thirdly, children can now time-travel. That is, they can remember times when they’ve felt happy, or predict times when they might be happy, and compare it to the feelings they experience in the here and now.





Our cognitive abilities continue to develop from toddlerhood (I’m not convinced that’s a word but I’m going with it nonetheless), to childhood and right through adolescence into adulthood, and they’re supremely useful. For example, these abilities are probably the reason why human beings are the dominant species on this planet: language has allowed us to work together to overcome threats from animals that are stronger, faster and more appropriately equipped for hunting than us (e.g. sharper teeth and claws).


Think about it. Human beings are pretty rubbish physically when compared to other animals, but we have the key to the world because of the fact that one human being can say to another, ‘You go this way, I’ll go that way, you distract the sabre-toothed tiger by flossing [the dance rather than practising good dental hygiene], and then I’ll shoot this arrow into his head.’ In fact, the greatest achievements in the history of mankind have happened only as a result of our advanced cognitive abilities (think of controlling fire, the pyramids, the steam train, music, literature, walking on the moon and, of course, the umbrella hat).


However, the unfortunate thing about these cognitive abilities is that they also allow us to get better and better at comparing, analysing, remembering, imagining, predicting, judging, reflecting and mind-reading, which are skills that are likely to be at the heart of psychological troubles. And this, regrettably for us human beings, is why happiness is a feeling we’ll struggle to keep hold of.


It gets worse . . .


But that’s not the end of the story. The kick in the teeth here is that, over time, our struggle with happiness will be made even harder by the nature of life. To paraphrase Forrest Gump (another great ’90s movie you should watch if you haven’t already), whether we like it or not, shit happens. I was reminded of this recently when taking a jog down memory lane. A good friend of mine lost his dad suddenly when he was young. I remember it. I remember the hurt that jumped out of his eyes. He reacted with strength, which no doubt helped his lovely mother and his younger sisters. This strength grew in him. He continued to care for various members of his family and played rugby to a high standard. Then, when he was just about to begin university, his mother was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour. She died four weeks later. I saw him shortly after the funeral in a pub. While I sat opposite him, his face said nothing. It was numb. At such a young age, my friend had no father, no mother and two sisters to look after.


When I think of that friend a chill runs down my spine. To think of the psychological pain that he has endured really gets to me. However (and I would never say this to him because of how hurtful it might sound), his pain is far from uncommon. His story is one of a million stories just like it. I would go so far as to say that almost every person I know has experienced psychological pain of some kind due to the nature of life.


Whether they’ve lost a loved one, live with a physical ailment, have developed an addiction, find themselves in occupations that are unfulfilling or in situations where they feel they have no control, whether they’re unhappy with their outward appearance, have broken contact with family members, have lived through a traumatic event, whether they happen to find themselves in the middle of a world-changing pandemic or whether they experience isolation or ostracism or failure or frustration or disappointment or exhaustion or injustice, or even if they grapple with spirituality and the meaning of life . . . The list of psychologically draining experiences that human beings can go through is a pretty long one.


The silver lining


I know all of this isn’t really an uplifting start to a book about positive psychological wellbeing, but there’s good reason to talk about it. I tell you these things because I want you to have realistic expectations about the inner worlds of human beings. They can be dark places at times. Whether we like it or not, due to our cognitive abilities and due to the inevitably difficult nature of life, we’ll spend much time swimming in the seas of sadness, guilt, anger, worry, anxiety, stress, paranoia, fear, shock and many other difficult emotions.


Crucially, given that we can’t stop our complex cognitive abilities from developing and given that we can’t stop the difficult nature of life, those emotions are absolutely normal for human beings. What I’m saying is that even though you may see lots of people walk around with the words ‘I’m fine’ tattooed on their forehead, the truth is that if you struggle psychologically at some point in your life that won’t make you part of the minority: it will make you part of the majority. It’s important to pause and appreciate this fact when we get caught into thinking that we’re abnormal for having mental health struggles.
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Let me say this another way in the context of your context. Although university is painted to be all fun and games by people out there in the world, the truth is that it can be hard. You may be in a new or foreign environment, you may have tricky people to navigate your way around, you may have difficult assignments to put together under pressure, you may have the stress of exams, you may have to cook for yourself and manage your own finances, and you may have to do all of this while being away from your loved ones. It’s a monumental transition. Therefore, if you ever go through some stuff during your university adventure, it’ll be down to the fact that life has become a little harder, and not because there’s any major abnormality inside you. In other words, you’ll be experiencing totally normal emotions given the change in situation. Unwanted, yes – abnormal, no.


I’ll just not think about it


However, the fact that it’s normal to have anxious, worrisome and depressing thoughts and feelings at university (and in life more generally) tells us very little about what to do with them when they visit us. This issue is an important one to explore because if we do the wrong thing with these standard inner experiences then we can very quickly find ourselves in psychological trouble. The go-to strategy is avoidance; many of us will try to avoid our unwanted thoughts and feelings.


‘Why?’ I hear you ask. Well, unwanted thoughts and feelings aren’t nice, so it makes sense to try to get rid of them in the same way that we might try to avoid many things that aren’t nice. Not only that, but we see the message of avoidance all around us. For example, when the people we know feel down or stressed they tend to drink alcohol, take drugs, gamble, have casual sex, isolate themselves, eat ludicrous amounts of ice cream or binge-watch Netflix. We see those behaviours and figure that that must be the way to manage unwanted thoughts and feelings.


Our history of avoidance


Arguably, however, a bigger contributor to the popularity of avoidance in our society comes from an interesting place – mainstream ideas about mental health. When we take a closer look, many mental health approaches have the basic aim of trying to help us to get rid of our unwanted thoughts and feelings. These approaches, which started a long time ago and continue to dominate the treatment of human suffering, view these unwanted thoughts and feelings as abnormal events (almost like viruses) that need to be gone before we can live a proper life. Let me give you a brief but fascinating history.


In the 1700s, Benjamin Rush (one of the chaps who signed the United States Declaration of Independence) helped people to avoid their psychological troubles with blisters, water therapies, purges, emetics, spinning therapy and the famous tranquilliser chair (if you’re wondering why such treatments were used, it was because Rush guessed that mental health problems were caused by abnormalities in the blood vessels). Later on, physicians tried to help people avoid unwanted thoughts and feelings with cathartics, bloodletting and physical restraints like straitjackets and cribs (here, mental health problems were thought to be caused by worn-out nerves). If I’d lived in those days, I’d have been telling no one about the inner workings of my mind.


By the late 1800s, lesions in the brain and defective germ plasm were thought to cause mental health problems and in the early 1900s, our kidneys and livers became the prime suspects (hydrotherapy units were developed to help in this regard). Next, patients were injected with animal hormones and suffered horrific side effects as a result (here, hormonal glands were thought to be at the heart of psychological troubles). After this, a bunch of other explanations for mental health problems led to the development of more and more extravagant interventions. Physicians removed various parts of the human body (I’m not kidding, the most popular bits were the teeth and ovaries), patients were given malaria treatment, frozen treatment, insulin coma therapy and metrazol convulsive therapy.


Nowadays, it hasn’t really got a whole lot better. For example, lobotomies (cutting out parts of people’s brains) and electroconvulsive therapy (electrocuting people’s brains) are still in use, both of which can have dire consequences for human functioning (these treatments assume that mental health problems are caused by brain abnormalities). Even many talking therapies and anti-depressants have the explicit aim of helping people to avoid feeling down or anxious or stressed (and they ‘work’ by correcting thinking patterns and by rebalancing chemical hormones respectively).


But has avoidance worked?


So, it makes sense that people view unwanted thoughts and feelings as abnormalities that need to be avoided. Intellectually, we don’t want to stay in touch with things that we find distressing, and the message of avoidance is, and has always been, popular with both lay people and mental health experts. However – and this is the crucial thing to get from our walk through history – it might appear that the list of treatments I’ve just described, delivered over the course of a few hundred years, are very different, but they’re tied together in three important respects:




1. None of the treatments has any real clue, or solid evidence, about what causes mental health problems in the first place. It might be unsettling to read that, but psychological and medical science just don’t have an answer to this question yet.


2. Each approach involves trying to help people avoid thoughts they don’t want to think and avoid feelings they don’t want to feel. They each try to help people run away from their demons.


3. Whether the avoidance takes the shape of layman interventions (alcohol, drugs, isolation) or professional interventions (lobotomy, ECT, anti-depressant drugs) none of them has really worked too well. That’s a bold statement, I know, but if there were an approach that really worked, that reliably cured people of the unwanted thoughts and feelings that come with mental health problems, then mental health wouldn’t be such an issue in modern-day society.





What not to do after you’ve been dumped


Psychological science puts forward a compelling account of why avoidance-based approaches may not work. Even though our experience tells us that we can solve problems by avoiding threatening stuff, avoidance of our thoughts and feelings isn’t the same thing as the avoidance of danger out there in the real world. For example, if a hungry hippo is running through your university, then go and hide somewhere to avoid the danger. But what if that hippo actually represented depression, anxiety or worry, and what if he was running not through your university but through your own mind? Could you hide from your own mind? I doubt that you could, and I’d bet that the more you tried not to think about something the more you would come to think about it (there’s oodles of research on thought suppression that supports this idea). What I’m saying is that the problem-solving strategy of avoidance, when applied to our unwanted thoughts and feelings, won’t work, because the human mind is too complex to allow us to hide from our demons.


However, that won’t stop us from trying, and this sentiment leads us to consider something else about avoidance: not only will it not work, but it can also make things worse.


The first way this happens involves how we avoid. Sometimes, we avoid in relatively harmless ways (exercise, watching TV, going for a dog walk) but sometimes we don’t. For example, we might distract ourselves with a bunch of other things that do us no favours in the long term, some of which I listed earlier on. I’m sure it wouldn’t take you long to think of a time when you did something stupid in an attempt to rid yourself of some unwanted thought or feeling (I’ll never forget the hangover I had after my first dog died). And, of course, when we wake up in the morning, our problems come flooding back to us anyway.


The second way that we try to avoid is even more harmful. We soon learn that if we want to increase the chances of successfully escaping from certain feelings or thoughts then all we have to do is avoid situations where they’re likely to occur. In other words, in order to avoid unwanted thoughts and feelings we tend to stop doing stuff, and this will take us further away from the sort of life we’d like to be living.


I’ll give an example that in no way resembles an event from my own life. It definitely doesn’t resemble an experience I had following a whirlwind holiday romance as a sixteen-year-old. Imagine going to the cinema is an activity that I like to do. One day I meet a lovely young girl who I fall in love with. We go to the cinema every Saturday (for the sake of the story let’s say that our first film was Coyote Ugly). Then, one day, my honeybunch dumps me for an older boy who has a car, shattering my heart into little pieces, leaving me troubled, unhappy and sobbing uncontrollably. I really don’t want to experience these feelings so in the weeks that follow I try to distract myself by playing computer games. A little bit of time goes past and I’m doing OK when I get a text from a friend asking me to go to the cinema with him. I immediately decline the invitation because going to the cinema will bring up the sadness and the pain that I’ve been trying to avoid. By doing this, I’m narrowing my life (in a way that can sometimes be almost unconscious or automatic), and as we can be reminded of painful experiences so easily, soon I’ll have to avoid the world in order to avoid my feelings. If I do this then what sort of life would I be living? Not a great one (I’d assume).


I’ll give you another example (again, this one isn’t based on me, I promise). Imagine, like most people, I value friendship. I want to build relationships with people. Unfortunately, however, I feel I’m socially awkward. One day I’m invited to a party and I muster up the courage to go. On my way to the party, I start experiencing some awful feelings. I feel anxious, inadequate and imagine myself to be different from everyone else. If I want to avoid those feelings, then the easy way to do that is to turn around, go back to my room and watch Netflix. In doing so, despite feeling happier (‘relieved’ is probably a better word) immediately following the retreat, I would have moved away from something that mattered to me in the long term: making friends. My life would have narrowed as a result of the avoidance.


How this might play out at university


Those two scenarios are pretty good examples for you to think about given the stage of life you’re at. Firstly, if you find yourself with a romantic partner at university and that relationship breaks down, would you let that event impact the things you do and the places you go? Would you avoid stuff to (1) avoid the discomfort of seeing your ex and (2) avoid the feelings of pain that certain places bring up in you? Secondly, university is a social environment and making friends is important. When you get invited on a night out with new people, there’s every chance that you’ll feel some anxiety about it – but would you avoid the event in order to avoid the anxiety?


As you can imagine, avoidance behaviours can play out at university in lots of other ways too, but let me describe the one that I find particularly common. Presentations. Research suggests that the most severe fear people have is public speaking. Do you know what comes in at number 2? Death. So, when you get asked to do a presentation in university, it’s likely that every inch of your body will want to avoid it. What would you do? If you avoid the presentation then you’ll avoid the anxiety-provoking activity, but if you avoid the anxiety-provoking activity then your life has become smaller.



Becoming a behaviour analyst (not like the kind in Mindhunter)


Given how avoidance can creep into our lives so easily, going forward it will be important to think about whether avoidance is powering some of your decisions. But how can you do this? Well, you can improve what a psychologist would call your behaviour analysis skills (sounds cool, right?). In other words, improve your ability to break down situations and figure out what’s really going on. You’ll obviously need to do this with a focus on your own behaviour in time, but you could start off practising on your friends (though be careful with this, as it will be a weird and uncomfortable interaction if they find out what you’re doing).


I’ll give you an example. Imagine that your friend Chloe arrives home from university, picks up the controller for the console and plays games all night. On the one hand, this behaviour might be perfectly acceptable – perhaps Chloe just loves spending her time doing this. On the other hand, something else could be going on. Perhaps she’s been having trouble in university with a classmate, has come home and just wants to distract herself for a bit. Sometimes, it’s easier to do this sort of thing than it is to deal with the world. She wakes up the next morning, goes to university, and realises that she has forgotten to complete an assignment. Is it possible that Chloe was trying to avoid feeling certain feelings or thinking certain thoughts by playing the game for hours? Is it possible that she avoided doing her assignment because it would remind her of the stress from university?


The trick is figuring out when avoidance is pushing someone around. When Harry comes home and listens to music for hours, is that happening because the activity is valued, or because he’s trying not to think about something? When Narik gets drunk on cheap cider, why has he done that? The only way to determine what’s going on in such situations is to talk to your friends and gather information. Then you must trust what your intuition says about why they’re doing the things they’re doing. If you suspect avoidance, is there a way to highlight the potential pitfalls of taking this approach?


If you can manage to do this type of behavioural analysis on your friends, then soon enough you’ll be able to do it on yourself too. That is, you’ll be able to spot how attempted avoidance of unwanted thoughts and feelings is prompting you to make decisions that aren’t in your long-term interest, and that will be a wonderful skill for you to have.


The lecture finishes. I turn off the projector. I gather my things. I run back to my office and sit in a daze for seventeen minutes before getting on with the rest of my day.


The take-home


In my working life, students often ask me the following question, ‘What’s wrong with trying to get rid of our unwanted thoughts and feelings – surely that’s how we can be happy?’ And in response, they get the lecture that I’ve just given to you. My hope is that they, and now you, understand that happiness is not the default state of affairs for human beings and that chasing it by trying to avoid our unwanted thoughts and feelings is the quickest way to psychological trouble. ‘OK,’ I can imagine you saying with a frustrated look on your face, ‘but if not avoidance, then what?’ Well, that’s the purpose of this book. As I said at the beginning of the chapter, I’m going to teach you about the Six Ways to Wellbeing and about better ways of dealing with your unwanted thoughts and feelings. And this nicely brings me to my next point.


As you read the previous paragraph, I doubt that you began to jump up and down with excitement. There’s at least a chance you didn’t have the following thought, ‘Wahoo, I can’t wait to sink my teeth into this bad boy.’ I know that reading a book about psychological wellbeing might not seem that important (chances are that you didn’t even buy this book yourself but instead were given it as a gift by your parents, who are basically terrified of you being in university by yourself), but let me try to convince you that this endeavour will be worth your time.


Firstly, if you find yourself struggling at university, you’ll want to know your way around psychological wellbeing, and this book can be your guide. However, I think I can go one step further here. If you happen to be someone who doesn’t generally struggle psychologically, then this book can still matter for you. You can use the information within it to help your friends, you can use the information within it as a protective tool for yourself, and you can use the information within it to move from a neutral wellbeing position to a place where you understand how to flourish in this game of life.


Secondly, this book will not be dry. There are plenty of word-heavy, preachy, turn-your-life-around type books written by people with great academic articulation. I’d rather stub my toe than write another one of those. Nope – this book will be entertaining. Seriously. I’ve been teaching students for over a decade now and I know how to make them laugh. I swear way too much, I call them out on their shenanigans, I point out deflection tactics when they don’t know the answers, and my ability to recognise a hangover and play on it is something special to see. And before you tell me that my students probably laugh out of pity for an old man, I can assure you (1) that I’m not old (although my ever-growing bald patch might disagree), and (2) that their grades don’t depend on them laughing at my jokes (most of the time).


Actually, this being entertaining thing is a truly important tool when I teach. Why? Because if my students feel entertained then they’ll learn without even realising that they’re learning. It’s like a Jedi mind trick. This book will do that for you – you’ll learn about how to achieve better psychological wellbeing without really knowing that I’m teaching you about it because you’ll be entertained (unless you happen to be a fan of word-heavy-preachy-turn-your-life-around type books).


So, in short, take this journey with me. You won’t regret it. One other thing: at the end of each chapter there are a couple of tasks for you to complete in your own time, which will illustrate some of the concepts I’ve taught you about. With that in mind, I hope you enjoy what follows.


 




Chapter 1 Tasks




Task 1 – Spotting avoidance


Whether it’s depression, anxiety, stress, relationship troubles, anger, addiction, psychosis or worry, most people have psychological troubles at some point in their life, and most people employ avoidance tactics to deal with such troubles. In an ideal world, I want you to see this for yourself. To that end, next time you’re in a conversation with someone who happens to be particularly unhappy, stressed or annoyed, I want you to take notes in your mind. Try to dig at:




• Why the unwanted feelings developed.


• How they tended to be dealt with.


• Whether such strategies were successful.





Quickly, you’ll see the temporal sequence of events (the context that led to the unwanted thoughts and feelings, how they were managed, and the result of employing such an approach) and you’ll see how avoidance, in its many forms, can be harmful.


Once you’ve had this conversation, I’d like you to record your thoughts about the experience of doing this task (and your thoughts about this chapter more generally) on the notes page of your smartphone. Save this page with the knowledge that we’re going to keep updating it throughout the book. Of course, if you’re old skool, then feel free to etch your thoughts onto a stone, or write them into a paper journal instead, whatever works.


Task 2 – Giving avoidance a try


There’s a story written by Leo Tolstoy (he was a famous Russian writer) about two brothers. I can’t remember the exact details, so I’ll tell the story how I hope it happened. The older brother, somewhat annoyed by the little brother (probably after years of having his Thomas the Tank Engine lines kicked all over the living room), wanted to figure out a way to stop him from being such a pain. He called his little brother over and said something like, ‘Little brother, let’s play a game. I want you to stand in the corner until you can stop thinking about a white bear.’


During my PhD, I spent many hours investigating whether it’s possible to suppress our thoughts (of white bears and various other things). Rather than making you believe it with my words, I’d like you to give the exercise below a go:




[image: Illustration] Put a timer on your phone for five minutes.


[image: Illustration] Picture a romantic partner (potential or real) wearing a mankini.


[image: Illustration] Press start on the timer and for the five-minute period don’t think about the romantic partner you just pictured.


[image: Illustration] If you do think about them then put a tally mark somewhere.


[image: Illustration] Write your experience of the exercise onto that notes page of your smartphone (or the stone/journal if you’ve gone old skool).





In the story, by asking his little brother to not think about something, the older brother guaranteed himself a fair amount of peace.


How did you get on? Most people tend to think about the thing they’re not supposed to be thinking about many times, and in doing so they see that it’s really difficult to suppress their thoughts. In other words, trying not to think about something that’s bothering us probably isn’t the best strategy.








[image: Illustration]Do not think about this bear





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents







		Chapter 1 What You Need to Know Before We Start



		Chapter 2 Exercise



		Chapter 3 Challenge Yourself



		Chapter 4 Connect with People



		Chapter 5 Give to Others



		Chapter 6 Practise Self-care



		Chapter 7 Embrace the Moment



		Chapter 8 What You Need to Know Before We Part



		Further Reading



		Acknowledgements



		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/f014-01.png
3

connect
with
others

6.
embrace
the

moment







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE
UNBREAKABLE

STUDENT

6 RULES FOR

STAYING SANE
AT UNIVERSITY ‘

&

\
DRNIC HOOPER

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL





OEBPS/images/f039-01.png





OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/f022-01.png





OEBPS/images/tit.png
THE
UNBREAKABLE

STUDENT

6 RULES FOR
STAYING SANE
AT UNIVERSITY

DRNIC HOOPER





