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A Literary Means to Pedagogical Ends: A Review of Fortuitous Outcomes

Tom Stone Carlson, Ph.D.!

The story begins...

As unlikely as it may seem, this review of fortuitous outcomes begins with a story
in a bar. | had just finished giving a presentation at the International Narrative
Therapy and Community Work Conference in 2014 in Adelaide, Australia and
decided to join the other presenters for a drink at a local bar. It was a warm
November evening. A welcome break from the long, looming winter awaiting me
in Fargo, North Dakota (where | lived at the time). As | walked into the bar, my
eyes were taken by the funky atmosphere. Bicycles and carpeted green turf
adorned the walls of the open-roofed room. When | returned from my fascination
with the surroundings, | scanned the table where the presenters were gathered.
To my surprise, the only seat that was empty happened to be next to David
Epston. | paused for a moment, quickly deciding whether | could find an excuse to
leave or to seize the opportunity. Fortunately, | found my courage and took my
seat next to David.

| first met David six months previously in Minneapolis at the International
Narrative Therapy Symposium. David was deep in conversation, but greeted me
warmly and offered to buy me a drink. Resisting the temptation to ask him to take
a selfie and post it on Facebook for everyone to see, we struck up a conversation.
David was curious about my work as a professor and how | go about teaching
narrative therapy in my graduate courses in couple and family therapy. | told
David of my love of the philosophies and theories behind narrative ideas, and my
struggle to find ways to teach that helped my students be swept away by theory
as | had been. “Well, you might be a rare bird Tom,” David said with a smile.
“Most people don’t get swept away in the complicated world of theory.” “How
could someone not get caught up and inspired by theory,” | thought to myself.
And then David asked me a question, “Tom, when you evaluate your classes on
narrative therapy, what do students say was the most meaningful part to
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them? Or when they contact you years later, what do they tell you about what
has stayed with them?” | knew the answer immediately, and the answer betrayed
how | had gone about teaching for most of my career. “To a one, my students
have said that it is the stories that | tell about the ways that narrative ideas have
informed my life and work that stuck with them. In fact, a former student, who
had graduated 10 years ago, recently told me that she can still vividly remember
the stories that | told and that the stories had faithfully shown up in her work
during tough times over the years.” You might think that | would have been
buoyed by such a statement, but somehow, | dismissed the significance of the
effect of my storytelling as secondary to the more important mission of teaching
theory. Still feeling somewhat despairing about my failure to inspire through
theory, | asked, “Yeah but how can | help my students feel inspired by the theory
and philosophy of narrative ideas like | was?” David, knowing what was clearly
obvious to me now from my own telling moments before, gently offered, “Tom,
you already have, and the answer is right in front of you. It is the stories that
inspire, that bring theory to life, that bring the ideas near to their hearts.” And
then David said something that took me by great surprise. “If | had my way, |
would have narrative therapy taught exclusively through practice stories, at least
in the first instance.”

David then went on to tell me about a conversation that he and Michael had
shortly before Michael’s untimely death. In the conversation, both Michael and
David were lamenting the state of narrative therapy practice and what they saw
as the loss of much of the imagination and creativity that had been at the heart of
so much of the development of narrative therapy. At one point in the
conversation Michael asked David, “What have we done wrong? Why does
everyone sound like me and not themselves?” David then told the story about
how he and Michael decided right then and there to “start all over again” and to
find ways to bring new ideas and life to narrative practice in the hopes of
restoring the ‘spirit of adventure’ (Epston, 2018) that was so central to narrative
ideas in the first place. “We even had scheduled our first meeting Tom,” David
said dolefully. “Except the meeting never took place because Michael died three
weeks before then” (Epston, 2019).

| asked David if he had any guesses as to why this spirit of adventure and
imagination had gone missing. David was quiet for a moment and then said, “You
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know Tom, Michael and | resisted giving narrative therapy a name for as long as
we could. We were concerned that once it had a name that it would become a
thing. And that once it became a thing, then there would be all sorts of
enticements such as regulating its practice, claiming that there is some kind of
right or wrong way to do narrative therapy, and creating shortcuts or guidelines
to practice that somehow circumvent the philosophies and spirits that inform
them.”

As someone who learned narrative therapy long before the maps of narrative
practice were outlined, | told David about my own struggles fitting these
newfound maps into my work and how | found myself, all of a sudden, losing my
way and feeling more and more flat in my work. David responded once again with
something that caught me by great surprise. “This is my greatest fear, Tom. When
narrative therapy is taught to students on a one-page, flat piece of paper, it can
have a de-spiriting effect. Students who learn narrative therapy in this way can
easily become concerned with doing it the right way and the shortcut version that
is presented on the one-page map does not require students to think for
themselves or to wrestle with the spirits and ethics that make narrative therapy
unique. My hope is that teaching through stories will have the effect of re-
inspiriting narrative practice and invite students into their own moral deliberation
about its effects on their own lives and the lives of their clients.”

Knowing that | would be teaching a graduate course in narrative therapy in just
two months’ time, David asked if | would be willing to put his idea to the test by
teaching exclusively through practice stories for the first five weeks of the class. |,
of course, agreed. “Tom, if you would be willing to put together a pedagogical
plan for the course, and if it shows promise, | would be only too happy to supply
you with all the stories that you will need.”

Rather than waiting to put something together, | asked David if we could sketch
out the pedagogy together right then and there. Ironically, it was on another flat
piece of paper, on a napkin no less, that we sketched out our alternative
pedagogy for teaching a re-inspirited narrative practice through practice stories.
Here they are:

1) Asvyou are reading through this particular case story, are there any
guestions of the storyteller therapist or turning points in the tale that

/" r1a A Literary Means to Pedagogical Ends: A Review of Fortuitous Outcomes \\“
/—4” Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, May 2025 Release, p. 63-78. ‘R

www.journalnft.com




=

seemed to capture your imagination, which you just couldn’t seem to put
out of your mind and/or heart? If so, can you speculate as to what it was
about these particular questions/turning points that captured your mind
and/or heart?

2) What did the case story teach you about the ‘spirits’ of narrative practice?
How did this ‘spirit’ show up in the therapist's practice?

3) Asyou look back over the past week, by chance, is there anything from the
case stories that has made an appearance in your own practice?

| carefully placed the napkin in my backpack and typed them out into my syllabus
on my flight home from Australia to put this alternative pedagogy to the test. |
put David’s wish to the test in this inaugural class and many other subsequent
classes over the course of the next eleven years. While | have reported on the
initial findings of these ventures in teaching by way of practice stories, the
purpose of this paper is to highlight our quest for a methodological means that
was more befitting of the pedagogical aims of narrative therapy.

With the help of my colleague, Travis Heath (who has also been teaching by way
of practice stories and inviting students and participants of his workshops to
answer the questions outlined above), we have gathered a total of 96 reflections
from students across classroom and workshop teaching formats.

What is a practice story in narrative therapy?

Before | elaborate on our search for a befitting methodology for narrative
practice, what does David Epston mean when he says practice stories? David has
been writing such stories since his very first paper on narrative therapy called
“Marisa...” Since that time, these stories have been referred to by several names,
including case stories, exemplary tales, and practice stories. In a three-part special
issue of the Journal of Systemic Therapies in 2015, co-edited by David and me, we
elaborated on the aims and purposes of writing by way of practice stories. In the
introduction to the special series, we describe a practice story in the following
way.
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Practice stories represent a way of writing about practice that uses an “in the
moment” storytelling approach to place the reader in the mind and heart of the
therapist. It is a style of writing that is intended to be a form of artistic expression
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964) that moves beyond a mere clinical description of practice
in order to “awaken the experiences” (p. 19) of the reader and allows the practice
to “take root in the consciousness of others” (p. 19). The immersive aspect of
practice stories invites the reader into a relationship with the ideas and practices
of the work, which creates a context for those ideas and practices to come to life
for the therapist in ways that would simply not be possible through traditional
clinical writing.

These ‘stories’ tell the story of a therapist’s work with a client in an evocative
style, taking the reader inside the mind and heart of the therapist and inside the
therapy room with the therapist and client, giving the reader an experience of
being a fly in wall, observing and experiencing everything that is going on. An
essential aspect of writing by way of practice stories is that the
therapist/storyteller refrains from explicating their work in theoretical or
technical terms, in favor of describing what happened in vivid and evocative
detail. Because the reader is not being taught anything, they are invited into an
unusual space where they are required to use their own minds and hearts to infer
for themselves the spirits and practices that the therapist/storyteller is using in
their work. As with any good story in literature, the reader is asked to “fill in the
gaps”, so to speak, and engage directly with the text in a way that calls upon their
“imaginative know-how” (Marsden, Markham, & Espton, 2015).

Practice stories ask the reader to be more than a passive recipient of knowledge
but rather an active participant in meaning-making and knowledge construction.
As a reader of good literature, | am sure that you know what it is like to be swept
away in a moving drama in both a felt and intellectually imaginative way. When
we are immersed in a good drama, our imaginations take flight and the details
and settings of the scene are powerfully evoked—we see the scenes in our mind’s
eye, as if we were watching a movie. From the special vantage point afforded to a
reader of story, we see the connection between the protagonist’s actions and
motives, and their moral character and ethical purposes for living are made
powerfully visible to us. When we write practice stories, we don’t tell the reader
why we are doing what we are doing, we show them by way of evocative
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storytelling and leave the reading of our motives and ethical purposes as
therapists up to the reader. Hannah Arendt writes, “a good story reveals
character without making the mistake of defining it” (Arendt, 1970). Such is our
purpose in writing practice stories. Just as we would do in our work with clients,
we seek to tell a compelling story that links the protagonist’s actions across time
and according to a particular plot and ask the client to step into the role of a
reader—of the motives, desires, and moral purposes that were driving their
actions. The reading of these motives is considered a sacred space in narrative
therapy—a space that is the client’s right to claim and should not be trespassed
by the therapist to make the claims for them. This sacred right to meaning-making
related to clients’ claims for living has been a central part of narrative therapy
from the onset and is made explicitly clear in Michael White’s Statement of
Position Maps where clients are invited to evaluate (position #3) and justify
(position #4) their position related to the effects of problems in their lives, and to
situate their position as it relates to their own values and ethical purposes for
living. We rely on the same ethical principle in the writing of practice stories as it
relates to the reader of the story. We invite them into a position as active
participants in the story, whose right and responsibility it is to engage in active
meaning-making of the story, to infer the moral and ethical principles that are
guiding the therapist/storyteller, and to make knowledge claims of their very own
as it relates to the principles and practices of narrative therapy. For more
information about using practice stories as a pedagogy for teaching and learning
narrative therapy, see our three-part special issue in the Journal of Systemic
Therapies (Epston & Carlson, 2015) and our recently published book,
“Reimagining Narrative Therapy Through Practice Stories and Autoethnography”
(Heath, Carlson, & Epston, 2022).

And now, back to our search for a pedagogy...
Finding a methodology: A literary means to pedagogical ends

When | say “outcomes,” | should be clear that we were not looking to simplify or
reduce the kind of learning outcomes that might take place through the reading
of these stories. It was not our intention to fit student learning into accepted
boxes of learning outcomes. Given that our hopes for the effects of such writing
on readers were more literary and aesthetic in nature, we decided to search for
alternative theories and methods that could more accurately articulate these
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hopes. It should come as no surprise, then, that we turned once again to literary
theory and the intended hopes and effects of evocative writing on the reader. We
found Max van Manen’s work on evocative writing in qualitative research
particularly useful for our purposes. Van Manen (2014) calls for an evocative
“poetic form of writing” (p. 241) that asks the text to “speak to us so that we may
experience an emotional and ethical responsiveness, that we know ourselves
addressed” (pp. 240-241). Van Manen goes on to say that in such writing, “There
exists a relation between the writing structure of a text and the evoking effects
that it may have on the reader . .. The more vocative the text, the more strongly
the meaning is embedded within it, hence, the more difficult to paraphrase or
summarize the text and the felt understandings embedded within it” (p. 241). Van
Manen here is calling for a genre of writing that requires more of the writer than
the mere reproduction of the content in summary form on the part of the reader.
He is calling for a kind of writing that resists such summarized or rote learning; a
kind of writing that demands something of the reader; a kind of writing that has a
transformative effect on the reader and invites them to consider the moral and
ethical demands of the text in their own lives. Evocative writing creates a
resonance where “the reader recognizes the plausibility of an experience even if
he or she has never personally experienced this particular moment or this kind of
event” (van Manen, 2014, p. 240). When speaking of the criteria for evaluating
good evocative writing in phenomenological research, van Manen proposes the
following: “Does the study offer us the possibility of deeper and original insight,
and perhaps, an intuitive or inspirited grasp of the ethics and ethos of life
commitments and practices?” (p. 356). We can’t think of a better criterion for
evaluating the effects of our proposed pedagogy than this. Do our stories offer
readers an intuitive or inspirited grasp of the ethics and ethos of narrative
practice?

Given the shared aims of our practice story writing and that of van Manen’s
aesthetic imperative of evocative poetic writing, we have decided to borrow his
vocabulary as a theoretical and methodological lens through which we might
interpret the effects of reading and learning through case stories, as reported by
those who have participated in our classes and workshops. In his book,
“Phenomenology of Practice: Methods in Phenomenological Research and
Writing,” van Manen lists several intended aims for evocative writing and their
effects on the reader, which | have abbreviated into the following four categories:
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(1) Lived Throughness/Nearness (2) Intensification, (3) Appeal, and (4) Epiphany.

If our writing is, indeed, intended to be evocative and to bring out a more
aesthetic and inspirited learning on the part of learners, then it should produce in
the readers of our stories something similar to what van Manen proposes above.
And if narrative therapy, as it was proposed by David Epston and Michael White
(1990), is intended to be a literary means to therapeutic ends, then perhaps it
makes sense that narrative teaching and training use literary means to
pedagogical ends with express literary effects on learners. Perhaps, through the
evocative writing and reading of narrative practice stories, learners might come to
a more experience-near understanding of the ethics and spirit from which
narrative therapy practices are centered.

Given our interest in the literary effects of our pedagogy on the lives and work of
learners, we engaged in a retrospective reading of the comments from those who
participated in learning narrative therapy by way of practice stories, in an attempt
to see if they might fit with van Manen’s four vocabularies. In what follows, we
provide a summary of each of van Manen’s aesthetic categories, along with
learner accounts that fit within them.

Aesthetic category #1: Lived throughness/nearness

Van Manen’s first vocabulary is “lived throughness.” Through the evocative use of
language and the descriptions it provides, the writer “attempt(s) to bring back
experience vividly into presence” (p. 242) so that the reader is able to get inside
the story. According to Gadamer, “This is a special quality of description and
narration such that we ‘see before us’ so as to speak what is not as such seen but
told” (Gadamer, 1986, pp 158-163). It is through descriptions of lived experience,
according to van Manen, that “we may bring experience vividly into presence, to
fasten a hold on nearness” (p. 242).

Similar to lived thoroughness, nearness is a method of writing that gives words
their full value so that layers of meaning get strongly embedded in the text. “This
‘speaking’ of language gives us the sense that we are brought ‘in touch’ with
something and thus ‘see’ something in a manner that is revealing of its
experiential sense” (p. 249). Put another way, nearness allows for what van
Manen refers to as “feeling understanding,” in that it produces a closeness and
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intimacy with the text and the characters and storylines within it.

Bochner and Ellis (2017) state something similar, “We should be taking our
readers through a journey in which they develop an experiential sense of the
events we are depicting and come away with a sense of what it must have felt like
to live through what happened... and produce ‘an experience of our experience’
that would make it possible for readers/audiences to see others in themselves or
themselves in others” (pp. 68-60).

Several students spoke of the ways in which the case stories had an effect of
inviting them into the immediacy of the moment, as if they were somehow in the
room with the therapist and clients. This heightened their attention by bringing
the questions and the practices embedded within them to life. Listen to the
comments below that relate to the student’s experience of lived throughness.

And even though | had never met the family, | found myself caring for them
in ways that surprised me.

I felt like | had an “in” — that | was somehow inside the room with the
therapist and clients and that | could see narrative therapy through the
hopeful and loving eyes of the storyteller therapist. As an insider to the work
of the therapist and the families in the stories, | felt like | had an intimate
experience with the ethics and practices of narrative therapy.

The stories became companions to me in my work with my own clients. In
fact, the stories and the people in them seemed to show up when | needed
them most. The funny thing is that | didn’t have to do anything to conjure
them up. | carried them with me in my heart.

When sitting with a client in their moments of devastation, rather than
feeling despair, the stories that | had read gave me hope and
encouragement. Rather than feeling at a loss for words or struggling to find
the right question to ask, the questions just seemed to come. In those
moments, the case stories that | had read seemed to flash before my mind.
The stories, and the people whose lives were within them, became my
companions.

I have never felt so close to the practice of a skillful practitioner. | have

/" r1a A Literary Means to Pedagogical Ends: A Review of Fortuitous Outcomes \\“
/—4” Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, May 2025 Release, p. 63-78. ‘R

www.journalnft.com




=

always felt distanced from them, even when they come to discuss case
studies with the class.

When | read the case story, and others that | have followed up on, | find
myself thinking as if | am in the room; | find myself feeling close to the client
despite not knowing them personally.

The case story offered a nuanced glimpse into the art of therapy, and more
broadly, the art of human experience. Where conventional teaching targets
the pragmatic training to prepare students for a system bent on empirical
data and third-party billing systems, this method of teaching through
exemplary tales creates space to see theory applied.

Aesthetic category #2: Intensification

Van Manen argues that a poetic language is necessary if word is to become
image, and this takes place through “literary or poetical allusive power” (p. 262).
Words, therefore, must be intense, memorable, and quotable. Through
intensification, “An image presents meaning immediately; we grasp meaning
directly by an act of intuition” (p. 263), as if we somehow “find memories that
paradoxically we never thought or felt before” (p. 241). Through, “the expressive
quality of sound in giving voice to words” (p. 264), readers can experience the text
with the same “captivating effect of a compelling musical score or even a catchy
tune. Like musical tone, so textual tone may leave visceral and corporeal tracts.
We are literally impressed by it and affected by it; we cannot let go of its
enchanting quality.” (van Manen, 2014, p. 267).

Several students spoke to the beguiling and captivating effect that the stories had
on their feelings and senses. They described being “hooked”, “spellbound”,
“enthralled,” and “moved to tears” as a result of reading the stories.

| was hooked. | can still remember almost every detail of Sasha’s story. | was
spellbound as | was reading her tell the story of her work with the family. |
couldn’t wait to find out how things would turn out for them.

To say that | was moved by Sasha’s story would be an understatement. In
fact, the story itself changed me.
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The case story caused something to take root in my consciousness that
would not have if it had been a conventional clinical account. | immediately
found myself enthralled in the way in which the therapy was being
conducted—amazed that something so true to how | have always viewed
the human condition was being used therapeutically. It has been weeks
now—over a month, actually—and | am still throwing myself into narrative
articles, discussions, and wonderings every free chance.

The story allowed me to generate mental images of every scene, which
helps remembering the story itself. Images are very powerful in storing
concept and ideas, and you really can’t have stories without images and
symbols. In fact, the way Kay describes the situation so vividly in the paper,
almost as if it was a short story, creates a lot of images which ensures that |
will remember this particular paper far better than most of the scientific
literature that | normally read.

Aesthetic category #3: Appeal

Here, the aim is for the text to possess the “empathic power to appeal, so that its
meaning speaks to and makes a demand on the reader,” (van Manen, p. 267),
inviting them to be sensitive to the experiential, moral, ethical, emotional, and
personal dimensions of the story. The attempt is to try to reveal a knowledge in
the actions of the practitioner that are grounded in the sensual, atmospheric, and
felt aspects of experience, knowledge that cannot be simply translated back into
cognitive knowing. Such writing intends, in fact, to invite the reader to ‘discover’
what we know in how we act, thereby revealing simultaneously what it is that
they don’t know that they already know. Van Manen asserts that this rather
unusual knowing of what one does not already know is possible because
evocative writing “lets one experience what one does not know” (p. 261), and it is
through this felt experience of what the writer knows that it comes to be known
by the reader. Bachelard’s thinking on the reverberative power of the poetic
image is helpful here. He states,

After the original reverberation, we are able to experience resonances,
sentimental repercussions, reminders of our past. But the image has
touched the depths before it stirs the surface [of our being or self]. And this
is also true of a simple experience of reading. The image offered us by
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reading the poem now becomes really our own. It takes root in us. It has
been given us by another, but we begin to have the impression that we
could have created it, that we should have created it. It becomes a new
being in our language, expressing us by making us what it expresses; in
other words, it is at once a becoming of expression, and a becoming of our
being. Here expression creates being” (1964b, p. xix).

Such resonances and reverberations that readers experience in the reading of an
evocative text would not be possible unless the reader had not already had
similar experiences—real, felt, or imagined. And when these images take root in
the reader, it is experienced as if it were their own, and then it becomes their
own.

The appealing effect of these stories is evident in the students’ comments about
the ways that the stories moved them emotionally, bringing them to tears,
guiding them to a stirring in their hearts, but perhaps more importantly, this
movement was in the direction of their ethical and moral responsibilities in their
relationship with themselves and their own clients.

As | was reading the story, | felt something stirring in me and | was moved
to tears. | remember being so swept up in emotion that | stopped trying to
understand what | was reading and just let myself feel and experience it. It
was like my senses took over and the ideas found their way inside of me. |

still can’t quite explain it.

Somehow the family in the story had moved me and | felt a sense of
responsibility to honor them in my work with others.

I loved reading the stories because the people in them inspired me and
helped me to see what was possible in therapy. And | need to say that the
clients in these stories inspired me as much as, or more than, the therapists.
The stories were written in a way that invited me to be in relationship with
people whose lives were in them. | cared about them. | was moved to tears
by their struggles and their courage.

One of the surprising effects of reading these stories was that they created
a sense of urgency in me to do more in my work. This was in no way a
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burden and did not bring about a sense of my own shortcomings. On the
contrary, the stories had a freeing effect and inspired me to see what was
possible in my own work if | stayed close to the spirits that were so clearly
guiding the work of the therapists in these stories.

The stories affected me in unexpected ways. They were, of course, moving
emotionally and | felt an affinity with the people in the stories. But what |
had not anticipated is the ways in which my affinity with them called me to
consider my own ethical obligations to my clients and to treat them with the
same respect and care that the therapists in the stories treated their clients.

Aesthetic category #4: Epiphany

According to van Manen, another literary effect of writing is that the reader is
stirred up and challenged primarily in the realm of the ethical. Such writing
intends to “provoke a transformative effect on the self of the reader” (van
Manen, p. 292), so that they might think/feel very differently than they might
have by other means if they should find themselves in situations that parallel
those embedded in these stories which, predictably, are not easily forgotten.

Van Manen suggests that evocative stories are intended to “makes us think, and it
makes the world address us and call upon us to think our feeling in the broadest
and deepest sense of the term” (p. 295). When the reader of a text is transformed
through an epiphany, those transformations cannot help but reverberate into
their lives and future work with others.

Students reflected on several transformations or epiphanic moments that
transpired as a result of reading the case stories. Some of these transformations
included the way in which the narrative therapy ideas came to life for them in
embodied ways, as well as having a freeing effect on their own practice.

Every exemplary tale that we read had a transformative effect on my
experience of myself and what seemed possible in therapy. And while | had
learned a bit about narrative practice earlier in my training, the exemplary
tales captured me and | felt as if | was learning narrative therapy in an
entirely different way. As | was reading the different exemplary tales
throughout the semester, it felt as if narrative ideas were becoming a part
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of my own heart and spirit. And | could even feel my own life being
transformed along with the lives of the families who were portrayed in the
stories. | somehow felt lighter.

Reading the case stories and learning how to map them was incredibly
freeing. Through the mapping of my own work, | could now see that the
very spirit and heart of narrative therapy was alive in my own practice. |
became aware that | had been freed from following a scripted or step-by-
step method of how to do narrative therapy.

The more stories | read, the more | realized how alive Narrative Therapy can
be. To me, narrative therapy became a living, breathing entity that we, as
therapists, can become part of. Narrative Therapy was no longer about
asking a specific set of questions or following a specific map. | believe it is
this epiphany that allowed me to be a narrative therapist rather than simply
doing it. It was completely freeing!

Learning how to map the work of others, rather than just learning to follow
an existing map, provided me with a sense of freedom that | had never felt
before.

The stories that | had read during the class gave them new life for me in my
work as a therapist. When | first heard about narrative therapy from one of
my professors, | immediately knew that there was something special about
it. It felt as if | had found a kindred spirit. Then, when | learned that there
was a map that | was supposed to follow, that kindred spirit started to get
lost. This backwards approach to learning narrative therapy through
exemplary tales was like a reunion of sorts. | could now clearly see how the
practices that were used by the storyteller therapists were born of their
deep care and concern for others.

Some final thoughts on pedagogy

When it comes to the practice of teaching learners to become therapists,
pedagogy or theories of learning have been a bit of an afterthought. Surprisingly,
very little attention has been paid, to the various disciplines that oversee the
teaching of future therapists, to the question of how someone comes to learn the
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art and craft of becoming a therapist. It seems that the assumption has been that
learning to become a therapist is not different than learning any other profession.
Any attempts at coming up with a pedagogy for learning to become a therapist
have been chaotic at best—combine a bit of didactic teaching, experiential
activities, and case consultation related to learners’ clinical work, and there you
have it. One ideology that has permeated the various therapy disciplines is
outcomes-based education. While | wouldn’t call this a pedagogy by any means, it
is informed by neoliberal ideologies that promote the idea of learning as a
product or commodity that can be achieved by the learning of facts, the mastery
of general competencies, as well as the ability to follow steps and interventions
prescribed by a particular model. The push toward outcome-based learning has
been driven by the so-called evidence-based paradigm, where fidelity to following
a model in a stepwise fashion takes priority over the philosophy, attitude, ethics,
or spirit that is the driving force of any theoretical orientation. As a consequence
of this obedience orientation, therapists are required less and less to rely on their
capacity as thinkers and puzzlers of complex human dilemmas. As a consequence
of this obedience orientation, therapists are not required to do the heavy labor of
thinking alongside their clients when every effort and every attempt at change
has failed them. As a consequence of this obedience orientation, therapists are no
longer required to do the intellectual labor of understanding their theory well
enough to tell them what to do “when the chips are down” (Arendt, 1970).

When | was a beginning therapist in my very first practicum setting, | found myself
struggling to know what to do with the dilemmas that my families brought to me.
| was working in a residential treatment setting for adolescent young women, and
| noticed that many of the families’ lives were beset with addictions. In a
supervision meeting with one of my professors, | asked, as any new therapist
might, “Do you have anything | can read about doing family therapy with families
who struggle with addiction?” To my surprise, my supervisor retorted, “I do, but |
won’t give it to you.” | was a bit taken aback by his response but then came the
words that | would never forget. He said, “What theory are you using, Tom? |
don’t want to give you tips and interventions, | want more for you. If you
understand the theory well enough, the theory will tell you what to do.” While |
was admittedly perplexed at his words, | am forever grateful for the wisdom of
my mentor and what he was trying to teach me. A theory is not a set of steps to
follow, but a guide that is based on concepts and principles that tell us who
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people are and what kind of life is possible for them. As my mentor would say, “A
theory is not its interventions and interventions are not a theory.” It is not until
we come to know a theory inside and out; it is not until we come to an intimate
understanding of a theory; it is not until we, we enter into a living relationship
with a theory that the theory can tell us what to do in the unique and particular
predicaments and dilemmas that our clients are faced with in their lives. It is our
hope that our literary means to pedagogical ends, through the writing of practice
stories, can play a part of helping the ideas and the politics and the spirit of
narrative therapy come to life in such a way that our readers will know what to do
when “the chips are down.”
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