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Editors’ Note 

We are excited to announce another release of the Journal of Contemporary 

Narrative Therapy, which will highlight the original work of therapist who actively 

expand the limits of narrative practice. 

In the first article, Lucy Merrill Cotter’s “Breaking the Frame: Aesthetic Encounters 

with Narrative Practices – Part Two” explores the generative intersections 

between art and narrative therapy, drawing on the works of Marcel Duchamp, 

Cecil Touchon, and Andy Goldsworthy to disrupt conventional meaning-making. 

This piece deepens the ongoing dialogue on narrative therapy’s evolution, 

offering innovative ways to challenge inherited narratives and embrace the 

handmade in meaning-making. 

In the second article, “The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart”, Katie Gunning shares 

her work with Shadow, a young client navigating struggles with Mega Ultra Crazy 

ADHD and school-related challenges. Through the use of wonderfulness 

interviews, therapeutic documents, and a Change Story framework, this piece 

highlights the transformative potential of a person’s first attempts at narrative 

and a person’s capacity for change. 

Lastly, Tom Stone Carlson’s “A Literary Means to Pedagogical Ends: A Review of 

Fortuitous Outcomes” reflects on the power of practice stories as a pedagogical 

method in narrative therapy, tracing a lineage of evocative and experiential 

teaching through conversations with David Epston and Michael White. By 

centering literary aesthetics in narrative pedagogy, this piece explores how 

immersive stories cultivate deeper understandings of relational ethics and 

therapeutic possibilities. 



2 

 

 
 

 Narrative Therapy News and Training Opportunities 

Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, May 2025 Release, p. 2-4. 

 www.journalnft.com.

 

Narrative Therapy News and Training Opportunities 

 

Trainings and Workshops 

Save the Date: 2nd Annual Contemporary Narrative Therapy Conference, 

November 6th – 8th, 2025 

Don't miss the 2nd Annual Contemporary Narrative Therapy Conference. We are 

committed to bringing together some of the brightest thinkers and talented 

therapists who are working to reimagine narrative therapy for our contemporary 

times and problems. This unique workshop style conference offers participants an 

in depth look at the latest thinking in contemporary narrative therapy.  

For more information and how to register: 

https://www.socalnarrativetherapy.com/event-details-registration/2nd-annual-

contemporary-narrative-therapy-conference  

JCNT Subscribers can use code “JCNT 2025” to receive a discount. 

 

Apprenticeship in the Artistry of Narrative Practice with David Epston 

Immerse yourself in this unique year-long apprenticeship with David Epston’s 

narrative therapy practice. This is the only place in the world where you can learn 

directly from the co-originator of narrative practice together with his closest 

colleagues. We use a unique pedagogy developed over decades for teaching 

advanced narrative therapy practice. Nowhere else can you experience such 

intensive training that takes place within a very detailed story of your own 

therapy sessions and that of others. 

This is a boutique learning experience, with between 6-10 apprentices in each 

cadre. New group will be starting at the end of May 2025. 

The course will take place in an online learning community made up of like-

minded, skilled narrative practitioners from all over the world. For more 

information go to: https://narrativeapprentice.com/  

 

https://www.socalnarrativetherapy.com/event-details-registration/2nd-annual-contemporary-narrative-therapy-conference
https://www.socalnarrativetherapy.com/event-details-registration/2nd-annual-contemporary-narrative-therapy-conference
https://narrativeapprentice.com/
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Three Interviews with David Epston 

Counterstories, Wondefulness Enquiries, Witnessing Practices, & Possibilities for 

the Future with David Epston & Kay Ingamells. 

This course demonstrated David’s innovative teaching methods to teach the craft 

and art of narrative inquiry training using immersion earning through transcripts 

and internalized other questioning to focus on three interviews: 1) David’s well-

known interview and follow-up seven years later with Sebastian; 2) David’s 

interview with counselor Viola who has met 8 times with 16-year-old Joel, and 

then 5 minutes in, he begins to interview her as Joel; 3) David’s interview with 

social worker Karen as Jane and then as Jane’s son, Tim. Each time, David and his 

close colleague Kay Ingamells review a recorded interview, alongside a transcript, 

paying close attention to questions and reflections. Relevant papers, essays, 

commentaries and opportunities for registrants to contribute are integrated 

throughout the course. 

For more information go to: https://reauthoringteaching.com/narrative-

training/ce-courses/buses-dont-run-yet/3-interviews-david-epston/ 

Books on Narrative Work 

So You Want to Learn Narrative Therapy? Letters to an Aspiring Narrative 

Therapist by Sanni Paljakka & Tom Stone Carlson  

So You Want to Do Narrative Therapy? is an engaging and accessible introduction 

to contemporary narrative therapy practice. Each of the ten chapters is written in 

the series of letters personally addressed to a real student who is learning how to 

do narrative therapy at a narrative therapy agency. Each letter highlights the most 

useful discoveries during the authors’ years of practicing in a narrative therapy 

agency, both as a therapist and as supervisors. Each letter also contains 

transcripts from therapy sessions showing the principles and practices in action 

and ends with a therapeutic poem that was given to the client based on their own 

words from a therapy session. While written for narrative therapists at any level 

of experience, this book is especially useful for graduate-level theory courses in 

therapy training programs in counseling, psychology, social work, and family 

therapy.  

https://reauthoringteaching.com/narrative-training/ce-courses/buses-dont-run-yet/3-interviews-david-epston/
https://reauthoringteaching.com/narrative-training/ce-courses/buses-dont-run-yet/3-interviews-david-epston/
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For more information and to purchase a copy, please visit: 

https://www.routledge.com/So-You-Want-to-Do-Narrative-Therapy-Letters-to-

an-Aspiring-Narrative-Therapist/Paljakka-Carlson/p/book/9781032755120  

JCNT Subscribers can use code “EFLY03” to receive a discount. 

So You Want to Do Narrative Therapy? The Radical Therapist Video Interview 

Dr. Chris Hoff sits down with Sanni Paljakka and Tom Stone Carlson, authors of So 

You Want to Do Narrative Therapy? Letters to an Aspiring Narrative Therapist to 

discuss the inspiration behind their innovative book, which blends real client 

transcripts, personal reflections, and practical guidance into a heartfelt 

conversation for therapists in training. Sanni and Tom explore themes such as the 

role of "unstories," the power of counterstories, and how narrative therapy can 

dismantle oppressive Master Narratives. This engaging episode offers valuable 

insights into narrative practice, inviting listeners to reimagine therapy as a space 

for justice, freedom, and collaborative storytelling. 

To view the full video, please visit: https://youtu.be/Jxwp1poF-

s8?si=G2iYZZ13rTCXrLqy  

https://www.routledge.com/So-You-Want-to-Do-Narrative-Therapy-Letters-to-an-Aspiring-Narrative-Therapist/Paljakka-Carlson/p/book/9781032755120
https://www.routledge.com/So-You-Want-to-Do-Narrative-Therapy-Letters-to-an-Aspiring-Narrative-Therapist/Paljakka-Carlson/p/book/9781032755120
https://youtu.be/Jxwp1poF-s8?si=G2iYZZ13rTCXrLqy
https://youtu.be/Jxwp1poF-s8?si=G2iYZZ13rTCXrLqy
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Breaking the Frame: Aesthetic Encounters with Narrative Practices – Part Two 

Lucy Merrill Cotter, MFT 

 

An abstract alphabet, a bicycle wheel attached to a wooden stool, and the 

patterns of leaves floating on a river's current aesthetically inspire my narrative 

practices. My art background continues to migrate into my work. In “Breaking The 

Frame Part One”, I explored how art can help us see both the strengths and the 

dangers of representation, sense-making, and stories in shaping our worlds. In 

“Part Two”, I begin with the artwork of Marcel Duchamp and Cecil Touchon to 

consider how we are recruited by preconceptions and conventions of ordering, 

overlooking the creative freedom of abstraction and conceptual exchange. I 

experiment with disrupting the seduction of resemblance, the absent but implicit, 

and views of difference and identity. Aesthetic acts of appropriation and collage 

illuminate the conceptual power of contextual migration. Next, my appreciation 

for Andy Goldsworthy's earthworks encourages me to visualize thought as 

process and motion. His free-flowing interactions with the weather, and what is 

found and brought to a landscape, bring energy and spirit to my therapeutic 

conversations. 

Artists co-create with the world and bring imagination to life, valuing the 

handmade, whether through painting, sculpture, earthworks, performance, or 

collage. I am learning how narrative therapists can apply these processes to 

language, difference, assemblage, and therapy itself. Michael White has said that 

the idea of a story as "a map of the 'territory' of life" is based on 

"representationalist assumptions … not on the constructionist orientation that 

accompanies the narrative metaphor" (Bubenzer, West, & Boughner, 1994, p. 72). 

Narrative therapy challenges the notion of a one-to-one correspondence between 

representation and life, as well as reductionist meanings rooted in identity-based 

conclusions. Instead, we actively engage with a vitalized multiplicity, confronting 

ready-made story maps and representation as knowledge bases. White 

emphasizes acts of movement as we scaffold and "zigzag" between territories, 

landscapes of action and identity, problem descriptions and hopes, or multiple 

time frames (Re-authoring Teaching, n.d.). Therapeutic conversations can oscillate 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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between coherence and heterogeneity as alternatives to representational fixity. 

We can move between the actual and virtual, recognizable and surprising, or from 

clients' histories to the unimaginable. 

Years ago, Bennington College's interdisciplinary curriculum fed my desire to 

cross-pollinate ideas from different referential frames. Now, art provides new 

perspectives on the underlying philosophies of narrative therapy. Michael White 

has asked us to question the "reproduction of the dominant culture" in our 

counseling practices (Bubenzer et al., 1994, p. 74). Art can move beyond these 

replications to create handmade and novel encounters. We can defy conventional 

categories and identity descriptions that impose order and certainty at the 

expense of unforeseen connections and aberrant outcomes. The anti-

representational philosophies of Deleuze encourage me to actualize difference 

from a world of immanence and to turn away from inherited concepts. Non-

representations are thoughts without images that escape presuppositions and 

recognizable forms. This aesthetic understanding can remind narrative therapists 

that the goal is not to establish standardized, stable identities, but to elicit 

practices that revitalize our engagement. Artmaking deepens our grasp of process 

over product, and movement over structure. As Deleuze (1995) writes, "Becoming 

isn't part of history; history amounts only to the set of preconditions, however 

recent, that one leaves behind in order to 'become,' that is, to create something 

new" (p. 171). 

David Pare and Jeff Zimmerman have augmented my ideas of the interdisciplinary 

and handmade when it comes to narrative approaches. David Pare (2001) 

identifies counseling as a discourse and invites us to consider how we position 

ourselves in the "conceptual frameworks" of our counseling practices (p. 2). 

Pare's ideas prompted me to reflect on how our visions for narrative relate to our 

worldviews. Although narrative therapy has synthesized various influences, what 

we perceive as possible is often determined by a "univocal tradition," which leads 

to a rejection of the "both/and" that could invite meaning from "multiple 

contexts" (Pare, 2001, pp. 1-8). Jeff Zimmerman (2023) writes of the dangers of 

“Narrative Orthodoxy” and the “policing” of ideas that constrain the evolution of 

narrative therapy and the spirit of the work (p. 3). Epston (2016) noted that 

Michael White “…aspired to live in the Foucaultian notion of ‘movement of 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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thought,’” and critiqued methodology that is “…ruled and regulated by canons…” 

(as cited in Zimmerman, 2023, p. 2). 

Aesthetic means to narrative ends ask us to look at how we assemble and classify 

meaning. The artists Marcel Duchamp and Cecil Touchon's assemblages use 

radical relations that defy conventional ordering. In their work, identity wobbles 

in continuous motion, and the literal gives way to abstract, multifarious 

understandings. Their work teaches strategies to escape known locations where 

the appearance of fixed identities and organizational systems often come at the 

expense of more innovative diversity. These tactics are imperative to the rich 

possibilities within my clients' stories and for a world needing radical change. I 

begin this article with a few examples from Duchamp's work. 

 

Bicycle Wheel - Marcel Duchamp, 1913 

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), a French painter and sculptor, was known for 

interrupting expectations. He used the term "ready-made" to describe the 

placement of selected, manufactured objects in settings unrelated to their 

original function. Duchamp's acts of displacement, assemblage, and 

defamiliarization offer valuable ideas for narrative therapists. By "displacement" 

here, I'm referring to a change or movement of location or position. Duchamp 

provides occurrences of appropriation, contextual migration, and the handmade 

within the ready-made. My 1992 MFA art thesis foreshadowed my interest in 

disrupting ready-made givens. I wrote, "My artwork promotes difference and 

contradiction as saviors of a deadening conformity. It is my hope that by 

embracing unpredictable mystery ... we may participate in an organic imagining of 

a more creative present." Artists and narrative therapists are gadflies, eager to 

deconstruct and radicalize. We confront the status quo that naturalizes people's 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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visions and numbs us into automatic responses. Although psychology sees mental 

health “disorders” as deficits, I celebrate the rupture of habitual thought and the 

seduction of resemblance that has us default to known categories. G. S. Morson 

(1991), describing Bakhtin’s ideas, writes: "… the great systems imagine the world 

entirely in terms of what is given and thus leave no room for what is created. The 

result is that nothing is 'surprising' because everything is 'ready-made'” (p. 1071). 

Narrative therapists heed a call to create and challenge normative categories and 

socially constructed “shoulds” that recruit our clients into painful, limiting stories. 

The seduction of resemblance 

Like Magritte, whose artwork I discussed in “Part One of Breaking the Frame”, 

Duchamp disturbs the ways we anchor representation, unsettling the implicit 

concepts inherent to resemblance. His famous artwork, the Fountain, was an 

upside-down urinal, signed "R. Mutt, 1917," and set within a gallery. Through this 

simple breach of placement, Duchamp challenged dominant meaning-making, 

and the urinal's functionality and recognizability became secondary to its role in 

this new setting. In Jon Mann's (2017) article about Duchamp's Fountain, he 

references the "anonymous editorial believed to be written by Beatrice Wood," 

which states, "…  Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not 

has no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so 

that its useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of view—

created a new thought for that object" (para. 5). For me, this repositioning led to 

the kind of "movement of thought" that David Epston (2016) spoke of and Jeff 

Zimmerman (2023) referenced (p. 2). Over time, I have come to consider how 

creating a "new thought" for an "object" might apply to my clinical work, and 

whether readymade concepts obscure access to more radical exceptions (Mann, 

2017, para. 5). 

An awareness of the seduction of resemblance to our ordering of experience can 

be critical to a narrative approach. Narrative's not-knowing, non-expert stance 

goes a long way to dismantle resemblance's lure. Yet, psychology favors mimesis 

and overly generalized meaning-making. As discussed in “Part One”, we tend 

towards methods we recognize and arrangements of experience that support 

storied sense-making, continuity, and emplotment. By renaming the urinal and 

moving it to a gallery context, Duchamp challenges us to reconsider what counts 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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and how we privilege one set of meanings over another. In his use of 

displacement, Duchamp's Fountain became instrumental to the birth of 

conceptual art. I continue experimenting with how it can also be instrumental to 

my narrative practices. Let's turn to an example from my work with my client, 

Sarah. 

The mysterious operations of “OCD” 

Sarah had read books about OCD, and she began our conversations using their 

psychological language, such as “chronic,” “intrusive thoughts,” “recurring 

obsessions and behaviors,” and “excessive fears of contamination.” I asked Sarah 

what felt helpful in the books she had read. She explained, “It’s hard to say ... it 

sort of matches but doesn’t actually fit.” We agreed the language felt too 

conclusive. Although she would refer to her thoughts as “obsessive,” she 

wondered what purpose they were trying to serve. 

Duchamp’s artwork prompted me to think about interrupting the seduction of 

resemblance and questioning ready-made contexts. Sarah and I shared a 

suspicion of the frame and asked each other aloud, “Are we sure we know what 

we’re talking about?” Together, we explored whether recognizable similarities, 

terms like “anxiety” and “need for control,” had led us to locate Sarah’s 

experiences within a predetermined structure, directing our attention toward 

familiar, ready-made meanings. Sarah described “OCD”’s operations. She said it 

“infiltrated and inflamed any given thing.” It appeared to want to take over her 

mind. An increasingly disturbing dialogue would subsume her ideas, as it would 

“co-opt” the thought and run in a “horrific” direction: 

 

Sarah: I was thinking about sweatpants and they became track pants and then 

racing pants. There was a TV episode about a racetrack and I was thinking 

about the horrible things that actor did. Then later, when I think of 

sweatpants I will think of the horrible things that happened to those 

women. Things that are disturbing implant themselves in my mind. They 

bubble up and attach to the thing. 

Lucy:  What is the hope of the thought-association? What is it trying to achieve?  

http://www.journalnft.com/
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Sarah: It ruins the thing and makes it ugly and unpleasant. 

Lucy:  It’s a party pooper? Is that language okay? 

Sarah: Yes, I like that. 

Lucy:  What is the party pooper’s reason for showing up? 

Sarah: It’s tied to other things we’ve talked about. It disturbs me or distresses me. 

Lucy:  Why does the story stop with the assault of women? Are there things you 

would like to contribute to the story if it kept going? Like, an odd example, 

you could send blessings to all the women who suffered harm when you 

see sweatpants. … Do you want to stay passive so that the story appears to 

be at an end? Can it continue towards something inventive and different? 

How have you determined that the horrific part is the endpoint of the 

thought? 

Sarah:  (Long pause) That blew my mind … it’s correlated to aspects regarding my 

own self. There are so many times in my life that it never occurred to me to 

counter it. That I have power. It’s that obedience thing. I’m obedient to the 

thought. I’m acquiescing when the thought is telling me what to do. The 

thought is insisting I’m obedient when the story has the ability to morph 

into something else. The issue stems from the same place. 

Lucy:  Do you think that the associated thought pretends to be conclusive and 

authoritative when it’s actually contingent and can be changed? 

Sarah:  Yes. 

Lucy:  How does it pretend to do that? 

Sarah: (...) I think that I take things at face value and I do what I’m told. I don’t 

necessarily question it and my instincts have been diluted over the years. 

 

Previously, we had discussed how Sarah's passivity had supported harmony in her 

home and work. What was initially labeled "OCD" provided her with a means to 

relinquish her power and abdicate her impulses. Sarah would go from being a 

dynamic thinker to a docile, malleable, and fearful viewer. In contrast, when 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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Sarah began to choose her feelings and agency, the disruptive thoughts would 

take a back seat. As Sarah actively participated in the thoughts' directions and 

endings, the thoughts gradually disappeared. By centering Sarah's specific, local 

knowledge, we released what we knew about "OCD treatment." 

Duchamp's use of displacement and contextual migration helped Sarah and me 

move towards less familiar ideas. I recalled Deleuze's "image of thought," 

discussed in the first part of “Breaking the Frame”. I know to look beyond 

dominant stories, yet the seduction of resemblance can still coax us towards 

standard descriptions and assumptive outcomes of both problems and solutions. 

Together, Sarah and I questioned the preconceptions we used as our starting 

point. Appearances can be deceiving but they can also be interrupted by a 

migration of meaning and context, just as Duchamp's urinal and bicycle are 

forever transformed. 

Displacement, appropriation, and collage 

Duchamp's work provides another lens into how the familiar breeds a sense of 

unalterable belonging, and how our imaginations are circumscribed by what's 

identifiable and expected. We think we know where things fit and how they 

should behave: urinals belong in bathrooms, stools are for sitting, and bicycles 

ride on pathways. The art critic Simon O'Sullivan (2006) writes, "We, and the 

world we inhabit, are reconfirmed as that which we already understood our world 

and ourselves to be." He describes aesthetic acts that disrupt "systems of 

knowledge" and "object[s] of recognition" (p. 1). When we use appropriation, we 

detach and reposition an object into a different location. The object or image's 

new context summons multiple, simultaneous significations. This recycling of the 

thing or image undermines the singular authority of the original and emancipates 

it from a fixed and stable meaning. In this sense, appropriation shares narrative 

therapy's value of re-telling our stories, since each re-telling inhabits a new space 

and time. 

In 1912, Braque and Picasso began using appropriation and collage in Western 

art. Braque included a piece of oilcloth in his work, and Picasso attached caning to 

the surface of his painting. These assemblages simultaneously break the picture 

plane and the conceptual frame that contains them. Picasso described the use of 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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collage elements, saying, "It was never used literally but always as an element 

displaced from its habitual meaning into another meaning" (Gilot & Lake, 1964, p. 

70). As with collage, narrative therapists lift and borrow story elements, freeing 

them from old descriptions and putting them to new uses. Concepts can have 

new lives, performing new roles in their re-presentation, and language can move 

from everyday usage to being re-activated into a “new service” (Bolt, 2004, pp. 

14-16). I have interviewed many problems willing to re-story their job descriptions 

in my clients' current stories. Problems that came to clients' rescue during difficult 

times were eager to transform, such as the problem called "hiding" being happy 

to shift to "claiming space," or when the problem called "numbness" agreed to 

become "feeling feelings.” From Duchamp's assemblages to collages, we learn to 

create movements of thought and transgress categories of cognition, where 

concepts can alter identities in different spaces and times. I think of my love for 

Foucault's (1966/1970) magical description in the preface of The Order of Things. 

He tells of Borges's famous passage, the Celestial Emporium of Benevolent 

Knowledge, and comments on how "strange categories" are not just jarring 

because of unlikely juxtaposition but rather that they fail to comply with the 

codes of a "system of thought" (p. xv). Foucault (1966/1970) writes that Borges is 

"... breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are 

accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things…" (p. xv). He writes: 

 ... 'animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, 

(c) tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included 

in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a 

very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water 

pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies’ (p. xv) 

I hope my narrative clients and I defy categorization and engage with "the wild 

profusions of existing things." I reflect on David Paré and Jeff Zimmerman's desire 

to expand our frameworks for narrative therapy. Rona Cran (2014) writes, 

"Collage is about encounters. It is about bringing ideas into conversation with one 

another" (p. 4). Through interactive conversations, our thoughts become 

collaborative assemblages that remain fluid and in motion. 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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Raphine, Micah Evans, 2015 

Exotic encounters 

Combining prefabricated objects with their form, medium, and history makes the 

known and familiar exotic and handmade. On a 2022 trip to Washington, D.C., I 

viewed Micah Evans' (2015) work titled Raphine, a sewing machine made of 

"lampworked borosilicate glass" from bongs that address the "... changing 

perceptions of tools over time." It is an example of how artists alter the ready-

made meanings that are naturalized and typical of everyday life. I want to 

problematize "form follows function" and engage in new understandings with my 

clients. As Hutcheon (1988) writes, "The act of problematizing is, in a way, an act 

of restoring relevance to something ignored or taken for granted" (p. 229). If we 

presume that form follows function, our imaginations are bound by 

representational certainty, whereas the Fountain, Bicycle Wheel, and Evans' 

Raphine defy their prior utility. These artworks remind me that psychology's 

assessment of dysfunction and function privileges normative standards at the 

expense of individual invention or perception. 

Narrative practices can encourage alloyed forms of repurposing and retelling. 

Deleuze and Guattari describe an orchid and wasp's encounter in A Thousand 

Plateaus, where representational identities are blurred, and the orchid and wasp 

form an assemblage (von-Douglass-Ittu, 2008). Like Deleuze's orchid and wasp, 

artists can create assemblages that hover between each object's original 

identities as shared acts of becoming. Their relational interactions let us escape 

resemblance altogether and gravitate toward encounters that resist closure. As a 

client recently stated, "I want to say how I feel without it having to be one thing 

or another." In agreement, I wonder about the boundaries between concepts and 

how to embrace a hybrid multiplicity that celebrates what another client calls "in-

http://www.journalnft.com/
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between spaces." How do we create language as assemblages that blur 

conventional boundaries? The reified categories of thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviors rob us of amalgams of meaning-making and trap us in stock 

descriptions. Conventions tell us we are irrational when “overly” emotional, or 

that theory is intellectual rather than driven by passion, political fervor, or 

metaphysical expansion. I want to practice a different form of listening where 

words like awe, protest, relief, excitement, or adventure remain undivided by 

mind, body, and spirit. We can foster a witnessing that invites simultaneous, 

multi-faceted versions of experience. 

We've seen how Duchamp's artwork re-orders our spaces of knowledge by 

moving a familiar object or concept to a brand-new territory. I think of Derrida’s 

(1978) idea of "bricolage,” where we form heterogeneous, improvisational 

constructions from disparate parts. Like Duchamp's ready-made, the bricoleur 

uses what's at hand, arranging the material world without pre-conceived plans (p. 

285-288). My clients benefit from juxtaposition and shifting between different 

frames to create surprising encounters. This meaning-making shift is critical to 

developing novel solutions and exceptions as building blocks for alternative 

stories. My client, George, provides an example, describing his relationship to 

"learned helplessness" after years of abuse but stating that he would be the first 

person to jump up if someone were in danger on a bus. In time, we borrowed 

George's impetus toward helping others and moved it into the context of self-

advocacy. 

Narrative therapists share the heart of the bricoleur and artist, collaboratively 

appropriating and reassembling story elements into crafted acts of creation. We 

can honor distinctions of difference while engaging radical interrelatedness. The 

mixing of codes and contexts leads me to reconsider narrative therapy's practice 

of the absent but implicit. 

The absent but illicit 

Michael White (1999) writes the practice of the “absent but implicit” draws on 

ideas from Gregory Bateson and Jacques Derrida, who “sought to challenge the 

myth of ‘presence’” (p. 36). The “absent but implicit” helps clients engage 

unspoken story elements that illuminate clients’ preferences within their 
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experiences (p. 37). As an artist, what I've viewed as a contrast between 

background and foreground, absence and presence, become opportunities in 

narrative therapy to bring forward less dominant meanings. An example of the 

absent but implicit is evident in my client Ivy's statement, "I learned how I liked to 

be treated based on how I don't like being treated." In this case, Ivy and I had a 

rich conversation about the specific knowledge they gained while, unfortunately, 

experiencing acute trauma. In another example, a client, Liam, and I made 

meaning by looking at a bully's taunts in contrast to what he implicitly knew about 

themselves. Liam described having "lost himself" because of a bully's 

misrepresentation, yet he actively defended himself based on an implicit sense of 

who he knew himself to be. I wondered aloud about Liam's agency and strength 

in his expressed responses. 

However, the danger of the absent but implicit is that what we see as present 

becomes the origin of what we see as missing. Foucault (1966/1970) describes 

the tendency of classical science toward isomorphic systems, ones where we 

make analogies between similar forms. These knowledge spaces depend on 

proximity and conceptual similarities, pointing to fixed geographies rather than 

ongoing deliberation processes. As is written in the foreword of The Order of 

Things, they "ignore the extreme diversity of the objects under consideration" (p. 

xi). Deleuze (1994) writes of representation that "… difference is subordinated by 

the thinking subject to the identity of the concept…" (p. 266). Although useful, the 

absent but implicit may lure us towards alternatives that depend on resemblance, 

binary pairings, or essentialist conclusions (May, 2021). Examples of these ready-

made associations might include "being stuck" and "getting unstuck" or "conflict" 

and "harmony." The absent but implicit is at risk of inverting problems to discover 

seemingly implicit solutions based on the identity of the original idea or 

"triggering presuppositions" that lead the reader to comply with and perform 

insidious assumptions (Bruner, 1986, pp. 27-28). 

I want to share an addition to the absent but implicit that I think of as the absent 

but illicit. We can make space for forbidden, less customary sense-making that 

escapes our common associations and analogous ideas. The absent but illicit 

invites less familiar, less legitimized options that don't belong to the set and that 

liberate us from implicit meaning-making. To overthrow problems or create 
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novelty, we must search for outliers that are disqualified, unstable, or difficult to 

imagine. We can see an example of the absent but illicit with my client John, who 

believed that he "won't get the girl." Using the absent but implicit, we explored 

John's value of connection and, later, at social discourses that fed the problem, 

such as happiness requiring partnership. John's relational abilities were 

exceptions that assisted in creating a counterplot. As our conversations expanded 

to include the absent but illicit, we moved to divergent contexts from the 

anchoring concept of the story, discussing John's desire for polyamory and his 

need for solo time. These newly named desires could not have been predicted by 

the conceptual frame of the problem as it was first described. 

The idea of reaching beyond referenced identities connects me to Deleuze, who 

asks us to consider a dynamic process with the virtual, rather than allowing the 

constraints of a single, dominant actualization or organization. Deleuze's “lines of 

flight” are concepts that break free of known territories. The absent but implicit 

may block us from accessing “lines of flight” to tangential, less identifiable spaces. 

As another example, Alice described the problem of “insecurity.” Although we 

meaningfully discussed “security” and “confidence,” Alice found her appreciation 

of “freedom” to be the key to alternative outcomes. Vital to these conversations 

about the absent but implicit are the contrasting ways we can look at difference, 

and how philosophical notions of difference each can make a different difference. 

Our narrative approaches can explore a few variations of difference and their 

alternative effects on clients' hopes, histories, and intentions. 

News of a different difference 

When I was young, I was intrigued by the philosophies of Heraclitus and 

Parmenides and their alternate concepts of identity. For Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 

500 BCE), identities are in flux and based on "processes," known by the 

paraphrase, "You cannot step into the same river twice" (Cisney, n.d.). On the 

other hand, Parmenides (b. 510 BCE) viewed identity as eternal and fixed, and 

change as a mere illusion. Bateson, Derrida, and Deleuze provide contrasting 

ideas about identity that make an alternate difference in constructing narrative 

practices. The philosophers Todd May and Vernon Cisney have been instrumental 

to my learning here. 
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Gregory Bateson's idea of the "news of difference" is integral to narrative 

therapy. Bateson (1979) writes, "…there must be two entities (real or imagined) 

such that the difference between them can be immanent in their mutual 

relationship" (p. 76). We can listen keenly for “news of difference” and “double 

listen” to discern what lies outside of the problem description (Bateson, 1979, p. 

29; White, 2000, p. 41). To recognize differences based on contrasting 

representational identities provides meaningful elements for reauthoring stories. 

However, representational thinking comes at a price. When we represent words 

and things, our grasp of "difference" is built on concrete, objective identities and 

a definable world. Our open spaces for invention become “images of thought,” or 

designated, constrained spaces of revision. Like Deleuze (1994), narrative 

therapists can critique differences based on identity, analogy, opposition, and 

resemblance (p. 29). Michael White explicitly challenges essentialist conclusions, 

celebrating multiplicity and deconstructing identity as property. 

We have noted narrative therapy's appreciation of Derrida's ideas of difference 

based on absence, presence, and the remaining perpetual traces. What adds to 

my excitement for narrative practices is the ways Deleuze escapes the limitations 

of representational thinking that are based on identity and reliant on negation 

(Cisney, n.d.). Todd May (2005) writes that Deleuze’s “concept of difference… 

shows that there is more to the world than meets the eye” (p. 125). Rather than 

comparing similarities and differences between known essentialist elements, 

Deleuze proposes the virtual, a difference-in-itself, where forces, potentials, and 

univocal intensities are becoming and are in process. 

I think of David Epston's (2016) and Michael White's engagement with the 

"movement of thought" and the possibilities of self and world in acts of 

transformative creation (p. 84). There is a connection to the 1960s Fluxus art 

movement, influenced by Duchamp, which emphasizes experiment, process, and 

impermanence over product. In “Breaking the Frame Part One”, I discuss how art 

shifts away from the perspective of the seer-subject to a fractured world picture, 

eventually including an escape from the picture frame altogether. Barbara Bolt 

(2004), in her book Art Beyond Representation, helps me see how thoughts 

release from fixity into motion, and how artmaking can transmute from 

representation to "bodies in process" (p. 14). In narrative therapy, we are not 
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looking to conclude, discover cause and effect, or arrive at singular, predefined 

outcomes, but instead to hold things lightly, maintaining ambiguity and 

continuous meaning-making. Deleuze writes, "The theory of thought is like a 

painting: It needs that revolution which took art from representation to 

abstraction" (Deleuze, 1994, p. 276). A release from fixed identities and forms to 

differences based on emergence and fluidity connects my love of narrative to my 

appreciation for aesthetic abstraction. Let's briefly look at the work of Cecil 

Touchon to celebrate the deliverance of language and imagery from conventions 

of ordering and structure. As a narrative therapist, artist, and bricoleur, Touchon 

motivates me to reactivate ready-made language and psychology's codes into 

handmade, generative assemblages. 

 

Type Token ~ Cecil Touchon, 2009 

Cecil Touchon (born 1956) is an American painter, collagist, and performance 

artist who explores abstraction within typography and liberates language from its 

sites of origin and meaning. As a "visual poet," he states, "My work is a challenge 

to the difference between representationalism and abstraction because language 

in general has always been used in modern times as a representational medium" 

(Artscope, 2014, para. 3). He adds, "… I'm releasing the forms from their task of 

being the bearers of meaning. The meaning becomes something completely 

different … it's like I'm freeing the letters from their work" (Touchon, n.d., para. 

4). Touchon deconstructs the literal for us to create handmade abstractions that, 

like Duchamp's artwork, rupture language's foreshadowed roles and contexts. I 

hope for the freedom of abstraction that becomes possible when we move away 

from the customs of language representation to re-access the virtual and 

difference-in-itself. 
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Handmade language vs. Ready-made language 

Art can transport us beyond words, beyond the body, beyond articulation itself. 

To articulate means "having or showing the ability to speak fluently and 

coherently," adhering to the rules of logic and recognizable language. Yet art has 

taught me to value incoherence, disorganization, garbled mutterings, silence, and 

visual forms of meaning that may more accurately capture specific experiences of 

everyday life. We may purposefully struggle with language to keep it in process 

and to zigzag between intelligibility, mystery, disruption, and flow. I'm curious 

about Deleuze's (1997) appreciation of stuttering and stammering at the edges of 

language's stretched limits (pp. 107-114). Barbara Bolt (2004) describes this in 

Paul Cézanne's painting, writing that he "... sets in motion perpetual 

disequilibrium, which makes the whole visual system heave. It makes it ‘stutter’” 

(p. 46). We can experiment with disequilibrium in narrative conversations by 

impeding closure and identity conclusions. Deleuze (1997) writes, "... one can 

reach the limits of language itself and become something other than a writer, 

conquering fragmented visions that pass through the words of a poet, the colors 

of a painter, or the sounds of a musician" (p. 113). 

Touchon's artwork prompts me to free language from the field of psychology and 

facilitate handmade meanings. In narrative therapy, we privilege clients' language 

and can challenge psychological jargon that defaults to normative assumptions. 

Words like cognitive distortions, coping mechanisms, treatment plans, resistance, 

evidence, assessment, and outcomes often reduce language to conclusive, 

generalized meaning at the expense of local descriptions and extraordinary 

understandings. Our habitual interpretations link to larger systems, such as the 

word "codependence," which is discoursed as an individualistic pejorative rather 

than a relational strength. Instead, when narrative therapists externalize and 

rename problems, depression can become a "giant fog," distraction may be a 

"hummingbird," and fighting can be an "amoeba,” a “slippery slope," or a "visit to 

Alice in Wonderland." Dorothea Olkowski (1999) writes that "... problems come to 

us in the form of ready-made language" (p. 89). Yet, narrative therapists 

overcome language constraints by crafting figurative, imaginal vocabularies that 

can be innovative and playful. Our stories can reach beyond resemblance, and our 

words untether from their worn-out identities. As Solnit (2020) writes, "The 

http://www.journalnft.com/


20 

 

 
 

 Breaking the Frame: Aesthetic Encounters with Narrative Practices – Part Two 

Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, May 2025 Release, p. 5-28. 

 www.journalnft.com 

 

names of the colors are sometimes cages, containing what doesn’t belong there … 

We need the words, but use them best knowing they are containers forever 

spilling over and breaking open. Something is always beyond" (p. 8). I think of my 

client who once said, "Suddenly the whole night is about this feeling… the idea of 

'let me just chase it' becomes part of what the story is about." As with this client's 

experience, our incomplete, figurative descriptions are ongoing and alive. 

There are times when words are insufficient, and others when we need more 

vocabulary. I'm indebted to somatic practices that include embodiment, affect, 

mindfulness, and visual expressions. Years ago, my student, Marjan, conducted an 

independent study on the limitations of English compared to Farsi (Moradzadeh 

Miller, 2011). We discussed how language shapes our thinking, from word order 

to syntax, intonation, and style. Marjan explained that there are many Farsi words 

for love, and that Farsi has a rich vocabulary for nuanced feelings. I will never 

forget the poetic imagery of her mother's words for motherly love, which 

translates to "I orbit around you." 

The philosophers Roland Barthes, Richard Rorty, and Mikhail Bakhtin provide 

strategies to overturn ready-made meanings. Bakhtin (1981) galvanizes my 

narrative conversations to include vital language with overlaps of space and time. 

He uses the word "heteroglossia" to capture the diversity of language that is 

"multi-leveled," "like mirrors … each reflecting in its own way a piece, a tiny 

corner of the world" (pp. 414-415). Roland Barthes maintains a plurality in 

language, disrupting words from submitting to conventional systems. The theorist 

Terry Eagleton (1983) explains that to Barthes, a "'healthy' sign … draws attention 

to its own arbitrariness" and that, at "the very moment of conveying meaning, 

communicates something of its own relative, artificial status..." (p. 135). Barthes 

instructs us to participate in texts that move away from the habitual, contrasting 

“‘readerly’ texts” and passive, ready-made meanings with “writerly” texts that 

engage the reader in the text's production (Bruner, 1991, p. 9). Richard Rorty 

(1989) teaches that novelty is vital over copies or "final vocabularies" (p. 74). 

Rorty writes, "To create one's mind is to create one's own language," and that we 

use words in ways "…they have never before been used" to "escape from 

inherited descriptions" (pp. 27-29). To me, abstraction frees us from fixed 

identities and representational conclusions. 
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To actively participate in the construction of handmade language, we can ask who 

the language belongs to, and whether our words are part of a problem story or 

serving the influences of power. In ready-made language, words masquerade as 

single-storied prototypes that erase other perspectives, whereas handmade 

language is unique, carrying abstract meanings from multiple frames. 

 An example can be seen in my client Nell's use of the word "Meta" as a 

mantra for inspiration. I asked Nell to teach me about the word: 

 

Nell:  I got the word from a meditation retreat, but I have a different experience 

of what the word means. It is all-encompassing love … I must love myself in 

a way that is globalized. We are all worthy. Like reaching out for the 

existing love in the universe and bringing it into myself. 

Lucy:  Symbolically? 

Nell:  Effectively. 

Lucy:  Because you can put it into action? 

Nell:  That’s a good question. For me, I’ve decided that self-love is a good answer 

to my issues and a good way to find self-love is accessing the energy of the 

universe and bringing it to ‘self,’ instead of ‘I’m great.’ 

 

I asked Nell to explain what she meant at the end of our previous session when 

she said the word “Meta” was “part of self-efficacy.” She explained the 

relationship between Meta-love and the ability to cultivate self-trust. 

  

Nell: Self-trust is the basis for self-efficacy. This is not a finished thought. 

 

This statement had me think about Nell’s creation of handmade language as still 

contingent, in process, and in motion. It connects me to my love for the artwork 

of Andy Goldsworthy and to my understanding of unfolding conversations that 
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are active, fluid, and unfinalizable. I aspire to this de-centered, organic vitality and 

continue to learn from Goldsworthy’s influence. 

 

Andy Goldsworthy, Rivers and Tides Movie Clips, 2002  

Andy Goldsworthy (born 1956) is a Scottish artist whose environmental 

sculptures, earthworks, and photographs use interactions between space and 

time, ephemeral materials, and the land. Goldsworthy's work challenges our 

assumptions of art as an object by engaging the idea of "deliberate 

impermanence" as part of many earthworks (Woods, 1999, p. 133). His 

remarkable film Rivers and Tides (2002) shows that his artworks transition from 

product to process, from being to becoming. Goldsworthy arranges natural 

objects such as stones, branches, icicles, and leaves to co-create with time, 

nature, the seasons, and transience. The world poetically transforms as art 

intersects with life and the artist converses with the land. I have chosen two 

Goldsworthy quotes that capture the movement of thought and the animation of 

form that invigorate my narrative approach. 

In the first quote, Goldsworthy writes, "When I work with a leaf, rock, stick, it is 

not just that material itself, it is an opening into the processes of life within and 

around it. When I leave it, these processes continue" (The Art Story, n.d.). 

Goldsworthy's art and words evoke the dynamic ripple effects that reach beyond 

the temporal events of our narrative conversations. 

In the second quote, Goldsworthy (2000) writes about his 1999 Nova Scotia 

artwork: “I thought of the wind as a problem until I realized … the wind would 

take the snow on a journey … It felt as though I was releasing the spirit from the 

snow" (p. 110). Goldsworthy's art and language make me think of narrative 

therapy's ideas of "migration," "transport," and "lines of flight." John Winslade 

(2014) states that "… to have a sense of difference, … we need a sense of 

movement … across territories of space and time (p. 2).  
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I aim for therapeutic conversations that achieve the equivalent of releasing the 

"spirit from the snow." Our imaginations act in spatial and temporal flux, not as 

static observers of objects with stable positions or identities, but where the world 

and our perceptions change simultaneously (Keunen, 2010, p. 36). Our talks are 

an interplay of voice, position, and perspective, as we animate the life force in our 

words and dynamic intentions. We share the tributaries and eddies that move us 

through storied experiences with our clients. 

The artist Paul Klee writes, “Form is the end, death,” whereas “Form-giving is 

movement, action … life” (Klee, 1973, p. 269). We look to practices and the 

genesis of performance, rather than representation, as our basis for knowledge. 

Like Goldsworthy's art transfigured by the weather, narrative therapy zigzags 

between various spaces, times, forces, the formless, and the formed. I think of a 

brief portion of a client conversation where Julie describes her way of seeing a 

"platform" to launch her new life chapter: 

 

Lucy:  What visual would be a vision of the new platform? What would it look 

like? 

Julie:  You could swim out to it, a swimming platform, free-standing and solid. 

Lucy:  What does the water allow? 

Julie:  Not cement on the ground. The water allows movement, creativity, 

flexibility, and change ... It can evaporate. It can freeze. It can flow. 

 

Foucault (1984/1991) writes, "What strikes me is the fact that in our society, art 

has become something which is related only to objects and not to individuals, or 

to life. … couldn't everyone's life become a work of art?" (p. 350). To achieve 

Foucault's concept, we must maintain awareness of identity as a verb and engage 

in aesthetic processes and motion (Combs & Freedman, 2016, p. 3). 

In this time of upheaval in the world, art can stir our imaginations toward 

solutions beyond the restraints of worn-out utility and prior function. As 

bricoleurs, we assemble from what we find and what we co-create. As artisans, 
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we must generate new concepts and take a stand. In our therapeutic 

conversations, aesthetics may liberate us from outdated ideas and images as we 

collaborate with our clients in the co-construction of new stories that are 

aesthetic acts of becoming. 

To be continued … 

I am grateful to artmaking for challenging the seduction of resemblance and the 

conventions of ordering and logic. An interdisciplinary approach to narrative 

therapy brings an exchange from different referential frames and breaks free of 

singular, fixed assumptions. Shifting from concrete forms to unfinalizable 

abstraction has taught me about “movement of thought” and handmade 

languages. Art has shown me how new contexts and encounters can alter my 

notions of identity and difference. Prototypes become events, and creative acts 

reveal and disrupt the neutrality of their production. I invite the handmade over 

the ready-made into my narrative work, learning from appropriation, collage, and 

assemblages to create new concepts, locations, and connections. 

In the final article in the series, I will look at the artwork of Yayoi Kusama, Pipilotti 

Rist, Mark Bradford, Robert Smithson, and Ana Mendieta, investigating story 

geography and the ways art illuminates space, time, history, and self in the co-

construction of therapeutic narratives. I intend to recontextualize client 

conversations as multimedia performances that are a part of, rather than divided 

from, the larger world. 
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The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart 

Katie Gunning, AMFT 

 

Meeting Shadow 

I was about six weeks into my practicum experience when I met Shadow1. I had 
spent the last year of my master’s program learning theory and practicing in role 
plays, and I was excited to start working with actual clients. Alongside the 
excitement of this new role, I couldn’t help but feel nervous, wondering how, and 
even if, I would be able to help the young people and families I would be working 
with. I remember this same mix of feelings as I looked over Shadow’s referral and 
called the family to set up our first appointment. 

Shadow came to our office with his father to begin my agency’s assessment 
process. He was nine years old at the time and a few months into his 4th-grade 
year. I saw his eyes widen as he entered my site’s playroom for our session. He 
moved slowly to the couch, taking it all in, before he perched on the cushion next 
to his father, continuing to study the mountains of toys and games the room held. 
You could almost see his mind racing through the possibilities, making a list of all 
the toys he wanted to play with. As soon as he was given the okay, he eagerly 
began the process of digging through the bins of toys, marveling over and 
exclaiming about each of his new finds. 

As we went through the assessment process, Shadow’s father painted a picture of 
the struggles that Shadow and his family had been facing. He described his son’s 
tantrums, which would happen several times a day, last for extended periods of 
time, and include quite a bit of screaming, cursing, throwing things, and slamming 
doors. Shadow was not doing any schoolwork, was getting into fights with 
classmates, and had been suspended multiple times. He had a habit of running 
from the classroom and hiding from school staff in the bathroom. Shadow’s 
school seemed to be on their last straw and had asserted that Shadow needed to 
be on ADHD medication. Shadow had repeatedly told me that he had no friends 

 
1 All names and identifying information have been changed. Shadow was given the option to choose his own name 
and was very excited about the name Shadow. 
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and would make comments about wanting to kill himself. 

While his father shared these concerns, Shadow continued to move around the 
room, digging through the bins of toys, occasionally stopping to play with an item 
briefly or to show his father what he had found. He was so focused on his 
exploration of the room that it would have been easy to think he was distracted 
by the toys, but Shadow made it apparent that he was taking in every word. 
When certain matters were discussed, Shadow responded with protests, 
attempting to overrule the discussion by yelling over his father and begging him 
to stop speaking. At some point in the session, he discovered a toy accordion and 
quickly learned that, if he played it loudly enough, the ruckus this instrument 
created made it almost impossible for the discussion to continue. He used this 
strategy several times when the topic seemed to become too much. 

Shadow’s response suggested to me that he had heard these lists of concerns 
many times before, and his embarrassment was such that he didn’t wish for me 
to know his father’s concerns. When questions were addressed to him, they were 
often met with a simple, “That’s classified.” Despite some of these challenging 
topics, when the session ended, Shadow didn’t want to leave. I felt confident that, 
if nothing else, he would be back for the toys. 

As a novice clinician, I wondered if I might be able to help Shadow and his family 
in some way. Fortunately, I already had some ideas in mind. 

Meeting the Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD 

In my coursework, I had been drawn to the practice of Externalizing 
Conversations, primarily those I had read in Michael White’s book, Maps of 
Narrative Practice. I remember being moved to tears by the story of Jeffrey, 
featuring a young boy who had been diagnosed with ADHD (White, 2007, pp. 10–
23). I was excited about the possibility of trying out this practice with Shadow, but 
I found myself feeling nervous to jump right into such a conversation. To remedy 
this, I decided to simply share the story of Jeffrey with Shadow. I had a feeling 
that Jeffrey’s story might resonate with Shadow in some way, and that it might 
help me figure out what I wanted to do next. 

I knew Shadow was a big reader, so in our second session together, we settled in 
with some Legos, and I started the conversation by asking if he had read anything 
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interesting lately. This question led to me receiving an interesting lesson 
regarding a story Shadow has read about spiders that can breathe underwater. 
Then, I took my opportunity2. 

Katie:  You know, I was just reading a cool story.  

[This was very true as I had just been nervously re-reading the story in my office in 
preparation.]3 

Shadow: What was it about? 

Katie:  It was about this kid named Jeffrey. 

Shadow: Jeffrey. 

Katie:   And he was probably about your age.  

Shadow: Oooh. 

[While Shadow continued digging through a large bucket of legos, I could tell that 
I had his full attention - or at least most of it.] 

Katie:  And he had- Actually, kind of some similarities.  

[Here I acted as if I had just realized the connection to add some intrigue. It 
seemed to work.] 

Shadow: Really? [Shadow sounded surprised.] 

Katie:  He had been diagnosed with ADHD. 

Shadow: Does he go crazy like me? [Shadow laughed mischievously and then as if 
to make sure I got the joke, repeated himself.] Does he go crazy like me? 

Katie:  I would not say that he goes crazy. He goes to see this therapist. And the 
therapist asks him what kind of ADHD he has. And it turns out that- 

 
2 Some sections of the transcript have been edited slightly for readability, though I have tried to stay as loyal to 
their original version as I can. 
3 During sections of the transcript, I am using brackets and italics to symbolize thoughts interjected in real time, 
while the regularly formatted text means that I have moved forwards in time in the transcript. 
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Shadow: No way he says the same thing as me. 

[Shadow was fully invested now.]  

Katie: The same thing as you? Well, what would you say? We can see if it's the 
same. 

Shadow: No way. A Mega Ultra Lot Ton Crazy ADHD or something like that. 

[Shadow said the name slowly, seeming to wonder how many adjectives he could 
string together to accurately describe such a powerful entity.] 

Katie: Okay, can I write that down? [Searching around for my notebook and pen] 
That's really good. Okay. 

[I brought attention to my notes intentionally, as this is an important practice I 
had learned in narrative therapy. I wanted to bring attention to the importance of 
the specific words that had just been shared. I also had not expected us to get to 
this point so quickly, but, in what came to be a common experience I had with 
Shadow, he was way ahead of me.] 

Shadow: Mega Ultra Crazy Mega ADHD? Well, that's what I call it.  

[I noticed how quickly Shadow had taken the role of an expert about his ADHD.] 

Katie: That's what you call it?  

Shadow: Mhm. [Still workshopping the name.] A Mega Ultra ADHD. 

Katie: Okay I gotta get it exact. 

[With my notebook and pen finally in hand, I began saying the name slowly, and 
as I wrote, Shadow began repeating the final version just ahead of me.] 

Katie: Mega… Ultra… 

Shadow: Crazy… ADHD [Shadow giggled]. Wait, why are you writing this down? 
I'm confused.  

Katie: I just like to remember when you say cool things.  

http://www.journalnft.com/


33 

 

 
 

 The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart 

Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, May2025 Release, p. 29-62. 

 www.journalnft.com 

 

Shadow: That's cool? [He sounded surprised, but excited.] 

Katie: Yeah, Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD. That's pretty cool.  

 

Our conversation took many twists and turns, but I found opportunities to weave 
Jeffrey’s story into our discussion and to see how Shadow might resonate with 
certain aspects of Jeffrey’s experiences, while also taking the time to see the 
differences that came with Shadow’s Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD. 

 

Katie: So anyways, this therapist and Jeffrey, they find out that this ADHD is 
making all these problems for Jeffrey-  

Shadow: That's what my ADHD is doing! Dumb, stupid ADHD. 

[Shadow’s face scrunched in anger as he muttered his condemnations.] 

Katie: Yeah? You think it's causing problems? Well, do you want to know what 
Jeffrey did next? 

Shadow: What? 

[He asked this casually, perhaps as his attention moved from the story to his legos. 
But his interest was about to peak again.] 

Katie:  So, Jeffrey and this therapist, they worked together. And they figured out 
all the things that Jeffrey's ADHD was doing to cause problems and it was 
things with his parents, things at home, things at school… And they realized 
that they could outsmart ADHD because they- 

Shadow: They what? 

[Shadow looked at me like I had just said something absolutely preposterous.] 

Katie: They realized they could outsmart ADHD.  

Shadow: That's cap. 
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Katie: That's cap? 

Shadow: Mhm. 

Katie: That means that's cool, right?  

[My slang was wrong. Luckily, Shadow corrected me.]  

Shadow: There's no way. 

Katie: There's no way? 

Shadow: It's impossible.  

[He said this with conviction, almost scoffing at such an unfathomable possibility.] 

Katie: It's impossible? 

Shadow: It's zero point zero zero zero zero chance. 

[He emphasized each zero, adding more and more conviction to his strongly held 
idea that an ADHD was unbeatable.] 

Katie: Well, what if I told you they did it? 

[I said this with a hint of challenge, wondering what Shadow would think about 
the possibility that another boy, somewhere, had once outsmarted an ADHD.] 

Shadow: No that's- that's- no way. 

 

I had noticed this theme of near defeat in Shadow’s perspective several times. It 
seemed he believed this Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD to be all-powerful and 
insurmountable. I was sure that he had good reasons for believing that this was 
true, and I was curious to find out what those reasons were.  

 

Katie: So can I ask you about this Mega Ultra- What was it- Mega Ultra Crazy 
ADHD?  
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[I took a moment to check my notes, giving Shadow one more chance to confirm 
that this was the exact right name. It seemed we had found it.] 

Shadow: Yup. 

Katie: Do you think it- [I stumbled a bit with my words, realizing I had countless 
questions about this Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD. I settled on one.] What do 
you think it's like? 

Shadow: [Responding quickly and rapidly] It just takes control of me and then I 
don't know what happens.  

Katie: Oh, it takes control, it like steals your memory? Wipes it away? 

[This addition included a guess from something he had said earlier in our 
conversation.] 

Shadow: Yep. And I don't remember anything after.  

Katie: Yeah? [asked as a question, as if to say, “Really?”] 

Shadow: Well, sometimes I do…  

[Shadow trailed off. I noted his willingness to not let the Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD 
take all the blame.] 

Katie: So it takes over and what kind of stuff does it do when it takes over? 

Shadow: Uhh... get mad and stuff like that.  

Katie: Your ADHD4 gets mad? What does it look like when it gets mad? 

Shadow: Starts screaming and stuff like that. 

Katie: Yeah. 

Shadow: Sometimes I do it without the ADHD.  

 
4 In watching this session back later, I realized I had missed an opportunity to say “The Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD gets 
mad” here, rather than “Your ADHD.” 
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As our conversation continued, Shadow laid out the misdeeds of the Mega Ultra 
Crazy ADHD for making him do “bad stuff,” like screaming, yelling, getting mad at 
his parents, and running away from his classroom. We also learned that the Mega 
Ultra Crazy ADHD loved TV and “has so much fun that he never wants to stop,” 
often refusing to give back the remotes no matter what consequences they might 
face or how much his parents pleaded with him to do so. Shadow told me that his 
parents “would give him the world, if they could,” but that the Mega Ultra Crazy 
ADHD was getting in the way of that by always getting him in trouble. When I 
asked Shadow what the Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD’s goals were, Shadow said, 
resolutely, “To make my life miserable.” 

The plan 

As I walked away from our session, I knew we would need something powerful to 
counter this particularly strong Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD and the problems it was 
causing for Shadow. I had learned about wonderfulness interviews in a narrative 
therapy seminar course and had been both moved and impressed by their 
potential. Among other things, wonderfulness interviews can have the effect of 
restoring a child’s “reputation” and move them into the position where they are 
an agent of change, capable of responding to situations with intention (Marsten 
et al., 2016). A wonderfulness interview “replaces ‘the generalizable child,’ who 
can be spoken of in the broadest sense…with a young agent who lives according 
to a particular set of values and is capable of responding to events by specific 
means” (Marsten et al., 2016, p.45). 

I had a suspicion that this might be just the thing we needed to learn a little more 
about other sides of Shadow, without the Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD getting in the 
way. With my next steps in mind, I made a mental note to work with the family to 
plan a time so that both of Shadow’s parents would be able to attend such a 
session.  

Two sessions later, when I opened the door to the lobby for my next meeting with 
Shadow, I was surprised to find Shadow sitting5 with both his parents. No 
scheduling needed. Before they saw me, I hurried back to my desk, found a small 

 
5 Or, more likely, playing basketball with our wicker basket and whatever other items in the lobby he deemed 
throw-able. 
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sticky note with the steps of a wonderfulness interview I’d prepared, and went 
back out to greet them, asking if Shadow’s parents were willing to join us. They 
happily agreed. 

Meeting the Boy Who Acted Out of Heart 

Once everyone had settled in, with Shadow’s parents on the couch and Shadow 
kneeling on the floor, diligently working on a Pikachu coloring page, I opened up 
the conversation. As this was my first wonderfulness interview and first time 
asking such a question, I struggled a bit with my words, but was able to get to the 
heart of what I was asking. 

Katie: So, what I wanted to ask you guys is, it's kind of a little bit different than the 
assessments we've already done- It's like a different approach to that. It's 
to tell me a little bit about Shadow’s wonderfulness- meaning, what makes 
him so wonderful. And one way that you can talk about this is thinking 
about if I was trapped on a desert island with Shadow, what would be the 
thing that I would come to notice about him or would rely on him for?6 

[Before I had even finished the question, Shadow jumped in with what I’m 
guessing is a comment he’d heard more than once.] 

Shadow: Most annoying person in the whole entire world. 

[Fortunately, his Mom was quick to counter this.] 

Mom: No. You would be so brave. You'd see a thing and you'd say, “Mommy.” 

Shadow: I would shoot it. Pew pew. 

Mom: No, you would probably be, you know, ready to save me. Right? 

[Shadow’s Dad was also ready to jump in with a theme that would come up again 
and again.] 

Dad:  He likes to share. 

 
6 One of the practices I have taken up as I’ve learned about narrative therapy is asking this question in several ways 
and taking up some time so that by the time I’ve finished forming the questions, parents and caregivers are ready 
to answer right away, typically with a long list of ideas. 
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Shadow: Really?? 

[Shadow sounded shocked - as if his father had just made a truly absurd claim.] 

Dad:  Yeah. 

Mom: Yes you do.  

Shadow: [Sounding almost incredulous] No, I'm the opposite!  

[It appeared Shadow had taken on some unfavorable views about the person he 
was.] 

Dad:  No, Pa7. 

Mom: No, you do.  

Shadow: When was the last time I shared? 

[Shadow threw out this question like a challenge as if he knew without a doubt 
that he had just stumped his parents with an impossible task. He had also taken 
the words right out of my mouth. I waited with anticipation to hear what example 
they might come up with, and I was excited to find that they had no difficulties 
conjuring up stories of Shadow’s generosity.] 

Mom: When your cousins come- like, Ethan. You always like to share your toys. 

Shadow: Yeah, but that's because if I don't he's gonna start crying and then Javier 
will get mad at me. 

Mom: [Sounding skeptical] Oh, really? 

Dad:  That's not true, Pa. 

Shadow: Yes, it is! 

[Shadow wasn’t convinced. He appeared to be ready to debate this 
characterization of his generosity to the bitter end.] 

 
7 Shadow’s parents often referred to him with this nickname. 
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Mom: No, you have always shared and you even give him some of your toys. 

Shadow: Because he keeps begging and begging and begging… 

Dad:  Or when we go to Costco and get a big thing of ice cream. 

Mom: Yes, of ice cream or something- You're always offering us. 

Dad:  You offer.  

Shadow: Because you always ask me to. [Shadow’s dad laughed] 

 

It seemed that at each turn, Shadow had a reason to believe that these actions 
he’d taken were not of his own volition, that he was simply doing them because 
someone would be upset if he didn’t. I set out to find an undeniable example. 

 

Katie: So there are times when you do share even when you haven't been asked?  

Dad:  Yeah.  

Katie: Could you tell me about one of those times? Of the many that you could 
choose from? 

Shadow: [Still unconvinced] A million years ago. 

Mom: Oh, like I said, always when he gets something like food or something, he's 
like, “No Mommy you have it, you have it.” Right? 

Dad:  Yeah. 

Shadow: Yeah, whenever there's like a last piece of something I'm always like, 
Mommy you have it, have it. 

[Shadow seemed to find this example indisputable and was forced to concede this 
point.]  

Mom: No that's at the beginning, Pa. 
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[Shadow’s mother was unwilling to let Shadow downplay his generosity.] 

Shadow: Oh, yeah. Because you never eat. 

[Shadow has a knack for quick comebacks.]  

Mom: Oh, that's why you offer me? [Mom and Dad laughing] 

Shadow: And well, because I have to be nice. 

Dad:  No, he does. You could tell that he's doing it out of- 

Mom: Out of heart. 

Dad: Out of heart. 

[Shadow’s parents seemed to settle on this description easily, refusing to declare 
Shadow’s generosity as anything but pure-hearted. But Shadow couldn’t help but 
throw out at least one more contradiction.] 

Shadow: I sometimes do it for the iPad... 

Dad:  Oh so he's telling us everything now [chucking] so I guess he's disclosing. 

Mom: Which I don't really believe that. 

Dad:  No. 

Shadow: [Speaking a little softer] Yeah, I'm trying actually.  

[As much as Shadow loved the debate, here he again had to concede.] 

Mom: You're always being so sweet. 

Dad: Yeah, he's very sweet. 

 

This is it, I thought. I had been told all the mayhem and struggle surrounding this 
boy, but now I was hearing about another side of him. We had a boy who cares 
deeply about his toys yet shares them with his cousins. A boy who loves food, yet 
offers the first bite to his mom. And he does it all out of his heart.  
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Hearing his parents share these stories, I started to view this young man in a 
different light, but I could also tell that Shadow wasn’t fully convinced. We 
needed to learn more. I continued to search for a story that would be undeniable. 
At one point in our conversation, his parents shared a story about Shadow at a 
recent flag ceremony in his Young Marines program, reporting how he was 
focused and disciplined, marching with his flag and standing at attention. Shadow 
filled in some details, revealing that he was making faces with a friend when no 
one was looking, though it seemed most people didn’t notice, as they thanked 
him for a job well done. Then, he got to help with boxing donations for Veterans, 
and his dad had a lot to say about Shadow’s love of helping others. 

 

Dad:  They were doing community service. And he loves doing that. He enjoys 
helping. Like when we ask him to do stuff and he's pretty good. “Can you 
help us with cleaning the tables outside or can you help us with...?” And he 
also offers some, some things he wants to do but it's- 

Shadow: Why are you saying such nice things about me when I barely even do any 
of that stuff? 

[I jumped in.] 

Katie:  Well, I'm hearing a lot of cases where you do it.  

Shadow: [Sounding shocked] Really? 

Katie: Yeah. 

[And again, Shadow’s mom swooped in with a story.]  

Mom: Remember when we went to Father Owen's birthday? 

Katie:  What happened there?  

Mom: [To Shadow, prompting him to tell the story] What happened? Remember? 
After the party? 
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Shadow: Nope. [Pauses, thinking] Uhh... 

Mom: What were you doing there? You were one of the first kids to help do 
what? 

Shadow: [Still thinking] Uhh... 

Dad:  Remember? 

Mom: You were picking up what? And they were heavy. 

Shadow: [With enthusiasm] Oh yeaaah! Oh my god! And I encouraged everyone. 
There were like these cardboard big piles. They're like this [gesturing with 
arms], this wide and then like up to here, and they were like so heavy. 
They're like- Oh, let's see… [searching for the right words].  

Dad:  It was flooring. 

Shadow: As big as this [gesturing to the large coffee table he's coloring on].  

Mom: Bigger than that. 

[I watched as the discussion changed from a debate between Shadow and his 
parents to the family working together to tell me a story of Shadow’s altruism. 
They were rightfully determined that I comprehend the magnitude of his 
contribution.] 

Shadow: No no no, yeah, bigger than this [still gesturing].  

Dad:  Twice as big. 

Shadow: It was as heavy as this [gestures again to the coffee table]. It was as 
heavy as this.  

Mom: And what were you doing?  

Shadow: Only, I was like... there was only like adults doing it. 

Mom: Mhm. And you were helping, right? Yeah. And until everything was gone.  

Shadow: Yeah. Some kids came over because they were like, “Hey, you want 
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some help?”  

Katie:  Wow so you were setting an example for them, huh? 

Shadow: Yep. 

 

This story continued, adding details about how Shadow inspired the other kids to 
help, began breakdancing and entertaining the crowd, followed by a story about 
how he and his mom would hide behind corners and jump out to scare each 
other.  

We spent the full hour sharing stories of Shadow’s many wonderfulnesses. Much 
of our conversation was centered around Shadow’s generosity and care for 
others, but the family also told stories of Shadow being almost fearless in the 
ocean, of everything except manta rays, and riding roller coasters over and over 
again. However, Shadow explained that sometimes his instincts would kick in and 
tell him that something was either too high or too dangerous.  

I collected these stories, taking notes and bookmarking thoughts. I knew we had 
struck on some powerful themes and felt honored to have these stories shared 
with me so that I could get to know Shadow in this new light. 

Follow up 

Thanksgiving break was coming up, and it would be a few weeks before I would 
see Shadow again. In the meantime, I spoke with Shadow’s dad on the phone. He 
reflected on changes he had seen since our last session, and how things were 
somewhat smoother at home. He mentioned that, since the interview, Shadow 
would often exclaim, “Look I’m sharing!” and “Look I’m helping!” Instead of 
working to debate his wonderfulnesses, Shadow was now invested in promoting 
them so that he and others wouldn’t miss them.  

In the meantime, I started work on a therapeutic document for Shadow and his 
family to share in our next session together. The practice of creating and sharing 
therapeutic documents with clients has a rich history in Narrative Therapy. I first 
learned of this practice through the many amazing examples featured in the book, 
Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends. Then, through the work of Sanni Paljakka 
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and the Calgary Narrative Collective, I learned about the practice of poetry writing 
as a therapeutic document (Green et al., 2021). In this practice, the therapist 
crafts a poem from the session, pulling themes, using clients’ words, and adding 
elements to build on in the next session.  

I had seen countless examples of this powerful practice and I decided I wanted to 
attempt something similar. I was excited to see how Shadow might be affected by 
hearing his story in this way. 

The reading 

In our next session together, I met with Shadow first. I wanted to surprise him, so 
I caught his attention by telling him I had read an interesting story and wanted to 
share it with him. He settled in with a coloring page while I began reading him the 
following poem, entitled, The Boy Who Acted out of Heart. 

 

I heard a story 
The other day 

About a boy with special powers.  
 
The story tells of a boy who acted out of heart,  
One who shared whenever he got the chance 
 Offering the first bite of his Costco ice cream 
 Or the last piece of his coconut donut. 
With little ones, this boy was gentle and sweet 
 Sharing his toys and video games 
 And helping the little ones beat the big boss. 
 
This boy had a love for entertaining, 
 Often breakdancing for a crowd 
 And telling his jokes whenever he could. 
If you didn’t watch out, this joker might scare you 
 When he jumped out from around a corner  
  And yelled “Boo!” 
  Just like his mom. 
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But this boy could be serious too - 
 Military Serious. 
In Young Marines, he would get in position 
  Standing at attention 
   Marching his march 
But, when no one is looking, 
 You might catch him entertaining, 
Pulling faces with his friend, 
Before snapping back in position. 
 
I heard this boy had a special skill for helping. 
 When it came time to help around the house 
  He would often jump up, without hesitation 
 Once at a birthday party he was even the first kid to help out 
  Moving heavy panels until everything was gone 
 Encouraging everyone,  
 So that the other kids wanted to help too. 
 
Rumor has it that this boy was brave. 
 He was always on the lookout for spiders,  
  Protecting the rest of his house. 
 In the ocean, he showed no fear. 
  If it weren’t for the manta rays, 
   He would go all the way in. 
 And on roller coasters, he wouldn’t hesitate 
  He’d run right back up to get on the ride again. 
 
But even this boy,  
with his special powers,  
Knew his limits. 
His instincts were strong 
 And would let him know when to stop 
 When it was dangerous 
 When there was something he didn’t like. 
 
I heard this story,  
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And it made me wonder what else this boy,  
 With his strong instincts, 
 His helping and sharing, 
 His skill for entertaining, 
 His bravery and heart, 
Might be capable of. 
 

 

A few stanzas into the poem, Shadow exclaimed, “This sounds exactly like me,” 

with a tone of voice that suggested he was a little confused but also invested, and 

later, again with surprise and interest, “Wait, this is actually good!” 

When I’d finished reading, I passed the paper over to him. As I started to ask a 
question, he picked up the paper and quietly read the entire poem out loud again 
to himself. He said, “This story is actually really good. You should publish it.8” 

Later in the session, Shadow’s parents joined us. Shadow readily agreed with my 
suggestion that his parents should hear the story as well, and asked me to read it 
to them. They were clearly moved by the poem and were excited to show 
Shadow’s older sister. Shadow’s mom told him that she would put it in a box 
where she kept all of his childhood memories. 

Fast forward 

Shadow and I continued to meet every week or so and shared many interesting 
conversations. It wasn’t long into our work together before I started to hear 
about changes in Shadow’s life. Just before the Christmas holidays, Shadow’s 
parents told me how their home was becoming more and more “tranquil,” and 
how Shadow and his family were able to “enjoy each other’s company again.” 
While there were ups and downs, I repeatedly witnessed Shadow making huge 
bursts of change over and over again.  

As the months went on, Shadow regularly provided evidence that things were 
changing in his life as well. In one session, he delighted in how he had “shocked” 
his classmates when he reacted calmly to matters that would have provoked a 

 
8 Thank you Shadow, for this idea. 
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more explosive response just a few months before. He started doing schoolwork 
again and was excited about math. In one meeting, he told me that he had exactly 
one thousand friends.  

As the summer approached, it was becoming clear to me that Shadow would soon 
be ready to graduate from therapy. Now that he was more connected to his 
special talents and abilities, he seemed more than capable of continuing to make 
changes to his life on his own, to go out and live the life he wanted to lead. But I 
also knew this readiness might be somewhat more apparent to me than it was to 
Shadow and others in his life. 

I started to come up with an idea for a special therapeutic document to highlight 
the ways Shadow had chosen to live his life and to share those changes with those 
connected to him. In order to make this document, I would need to gather 
testimony from some eyewitnesses to Shadow’s changes. Witnessing interviews is 
a powerful practice in narrative therapy (Marsten et al., 2016; White, 2007; White 
& Epston, 1990) and can serve many functions, including strengthening and 
connecting people to preferred stories. I decided to start with an interview with 
Shadow and his parents that would serve as a follow-up to our wonderfulness 
interview. This time, we would focus on changes Shadow had made since our 
previous interview, about his stronger and deeper connection with The Boy Who 
Acted Out of Heart. I prepped some questions and ideas in advance, and invited 
Shadow and his parents for a special session. 

The interview 

When Shadow and his parents had all settled in for our interview, I told them that 
I would reread the poem, The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart, and gave them the 
following instructions:  

 

Katie: I thought we could kind of go through it [the poem] a little bit and think 
about some times that we've seen The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart 
recently. I think we've been seeing a lot more of him lately.  
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Shadow: Oh wait I went to Knott's Berry Farm9! 

[I didn’t realize it until later in the session, but Shadow was already answering my 
question. He had clearly remembered the section of the poem that told of his 
bravery on rollercoasters.] 

Katie:  You went to Knott's Berry Farm?  

Shadow: Yeah. You know how the Manta Ray10 always scared me?  

Katie:  Uh huh.  

Shadow: That's like a baby ride for me.  

Katie:  Oh, because we talked about roller coasters in this right? [gestures to 
poem] 

Shadow: “If it weren't for the manta ray he would go all the way.” Something like 
that.  

[Here I realized that Shadow was quoting a line from the poem that I had read to 
him over six months before, a line about his bravery. I was amazed that the details 
of the poem had stayed with him in this way, that the poem had made this strong 
of an impression.] 

Katie: [sounding impressed] You remember that part? Okay. Okay, so I'll go ahead 
and read it. And as I'm reading it, just kind of think of any times that you 
might have seen this or if there's anything else we've learned about the Boy 
Who Acted Out of Heart. 

[Shadow, rightfully, wasn’t quite done with his story.] 

Shadow: [Speaking rapidly] Oh wait, I went on the fastest roller coaster and every 
single roller coaster and I wasn't even screaming at all. We even did the 
scream one when we were, at least like 100 feet in the sky. And my mom 
was the one that was screaming. 

 
9 This is an amusement park a few hours from San Diego with many large roller coasters. 
10 Shadow had mentioned this rollercoaster at SeaWorld in San Diego a few times in previous sessions. 
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Mom: I was screaming for who? 

Shadow: Me. 

Mom: Yes. [In mock screaming voice] “My Shadow, ohh.” [they laugh] 

 

I began to read Shadow and his family the poem. As I went, Shadow interjected 
here and there, with comments like, “Dang that rhymes,” “It's so catchy,” and 
“That’s actually true.” With the final line, where I had wondered what else he 
might be capable of, I once again presented my question. 

 

Katie: So that last bit was the part that I was kind of thinking of. I think when I first 
met you, we could see all these things that you might be capable of. And I 
feel like now we've gotten to see you actually enacting a lot of those. So I'm 
curious, I think we'll start with your parents, if there's anything in 
particular, looking back at that [gestures to poem] and kind of where we've 
come from and where we are now, if there's anything that stands out to 
you of recent stories where you saw The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart or 
saw some of the things that he was capable of? Does anything come to 
mind?  

[Shadow’s mom answered immediately.] 

Mom: Capable now of getting onto the scariest roller coaster. Once he got on the 
first one. He couldn't stop. Right? [Dad nods in agreement] 

Shadow: Dang I went on the- I went on the second fastest one that almost made 
me throw up. And then I went on it again. 

Mom: So brave now, right? 

Katie: So is this something, what's this- Is that the Manta Ray? At Sea World? 

Mom: No, at Knott's Berry Farm. 

[It was the story Shadow had been trying to tell me at the start.]  
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Katie: At Knott's Berry Farm. 

Shadow: And you go like upside down… 

Mom: Scream. The Scream. 

Katie:  Oh okay.  

Shadow: And you go like upside down and everything. 

Dad:  That was the first one he got on- 

Shadow: [becoming more and more excited about his story] The orange one, wait 
wait wait, and then the orange one and then the other one that you keep 
on going upside down and upside down and then vroom vroom vroom. And 
they go super fast. And we were in the front. 

Katie: Ohh, okay. 

Dad: Yeah, the first one I think that finally broke or made- I guess… broke his fear 
of getting on a roller coaster. The scream, that's like, I don't know, like an 
80-foot drop. 

Katie: Oh, yeah, I think it's 205. 

Mom: It's like a free fall. Or something like that. And then all of a sudden, Pew! 

Dad: They drop you… Anyway, he got off and he ran over to me. He's like, "Daddy, 
Daddy, I got on and I'm not scared of roller coasters anymore."  

 

When it felt like we had moved through the story of Shadow breaking his fear on 
the biggest roller coasters at Knott’s Berry Farm, I went back, seeking more 
stories. 

 

Katie: Okay, so- We have the story of Knott's Berry Farm. Any other times where 
you feel like you've seen some of his special powers or any new powers 
that you might have seen? 
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Mom: Oh, yeah. At school. 

Katie: At school? 

Mom: He's doing a lot better. He went on a field trip on Tuesday.  And the teacher 
said it was a pleasure having him.  

Katie: It was a pleasure having him? 

Mom: Yes. [To Dad] We were kind of worried, right?  

Dad:  Yeah, we were. 

Mom: They went to, um... 

Dad:  Cabrillo National Park. In Point Loma, yeah. 

Mom: And I was like oh my god. He’s gonna jump over or something…  

 

They took some time to set the scene for me, sharing how the park sits on a hill 
overlooking a view of the bay and downtown San Diego. Then they continued the 
story.  

 

Mom: So yeah, the teacher was like, “I'm so excited,” and, “It was a pleasure 
having him.” We were, like, “Oh my God they’re gonna call us to pick him 
up.” But they didn't… And I guess she took a lot of pictures. And he was in a 
lot of them. Which before we wouldn't see him that much in pictures. 

Katie:  Oh, like he's too quick for them or…? 

Mom: No because I guess he's always like, Oh, go do this, you know, like over 
here, you know, but... 

Katie:  But he was in... in the mix.  

Mom: In the mix.  

Dad:  He was in the mix. 
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Shadow went on to tell me more about his field trip, excitedly sharing the history 
of the park and the monument there, as well as all the cool lizards he’d seen, 
particularly one that was green, blue, and yellow. 

Throughout the rest of the session, we spent time on more stories about The Boy 
Who Acted Out of Heart. Shadow and his parents talked about him making friends 
at math tutoring and being sweet with his cousins. They shared how things were 
different at home and how other people in their lives had commented on the 
changes they had witnessed in Shadow. 

Next steps 

Before I could begin the therapeutic document for this session, I had some other 
interviews to do. Throughout our work together, I had spent many sessions 
discussing Shadow’s changes with him and his parents. In these interviews, they 
mentioned comments from many other important adults in Shadow’s life, even 
the staff on lunch duty, who commented on his leadership abilities. In particular, I 
heard a lot about his 4th-grade teacher, who had been a witness to all of the 
changes I had been hearing about in our many months together.  

I was able to experience some of these comments firsthand when, a few months 
into our work together, Shadow joined the art group at our office. After a rocky 
first session, the clinicians who ran the group started telling me about the 
changes they saw in him. Over and over, they caught me in passing moments, 
excited to tell me new stories. They shared how Shadow would jump in to help 
other group members, without being asked, as well as how he showed kindness 
and empathy, especially to those younger than himself. I was moved by these 
stories and quickly realized that, as much as I loved hearing them, it was more 
important that Shadow heard these stories. 

I wanted to make sure that the stories held by these witnesses would not be lost, 
that Shadow would have a way to stay connected with them, even after leaving 
therapy and moving on to the next grade. I refined the questions I had prepared 
for the interview with Shadow’s parents and set up interviews with Shadow’s 
group leaders and teacher to create an archive of these stories. The questions 
took the form of the following interview framework, which I began to refer to as 
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Shadow’s “Change Story.” 

 

Change Story framework 

Identifying Changes 

• What changes have you noticed in [name] in the past [period of time]? (a 
few weeks, months, since you met him, since starting therapy, etc.) 

Storying Changes 

• Can you share a story that illustrates the changes you have observed? 
(name specific changes that have been shared, ask for multiple stories as 
needed) 

Effect on view of the person / Landscape of Consciousness Questions 

• What do you think inspired [name] to make these changes?  

• What have you come to know about [name] that has helped to make these 
changes possible?  

• What effect, if any, have these changes had on the way you view [name]? 

• What do these changes show about what [name] cares about or values?  

Effect on view about the world 

• What has been the effect, if any, of [name]’s changes on your own life?  

• Have their changes had any effect on what you know/believe about the 
world/what is possible?  

• If [name] has made these changes, what do you think that shows about the 
world/what people are capable of? 

Interviews 

Over the next couple of weeks, I interviewed Shadow’s art group leaders and his 
teacher using this framework. They readily and excitedly shared stories of 
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Shadow’s amazing strides. His group leaders spoke to his values and growth, as he 
helped others in the group, especially with other members he may have clashed 
with in the past. They talked about how working with him helped them feel like 
the work they did was meaningful, which was a sentiment I certainly shared.  

His teacher spoke of how their relationship had grown over the school year and 
how he had started making meaningful connections with his peers. I even got to 
hear her glowing review of their field trip day firsthand. I couldn’t help but notice 
her bringing up the same green, blue, and yellow lizard Shadow had been so 
excited about.  

I took these amazing stories and created a special therapeutic document, a 
newspaper article11 compiling eyewitness accounts of Shadow’s changes over the 
last nine months of his life into one clear and coherent story. 

The reading 

The reading of this article just happened to fall on Shadow’s last day of 4th grade, 
meaning we had been working together for about 8 months. When I saw him and 
his mom in the lobby, I couldn’t wait to share the story with them. 

Always wanting to keep the element of surprise, I told Shadow I had an article to 
read to him and quickly flashed him the document so he could see that it looked 
exactly like a newspaper. After Shadow joked about how we were “going back to 
the dark ages” to “invent the lightbulb,” I began reading the following article: 

 
11 The idea for this particular format came from a couple of places. Shadow had once told me in an earlier session 
that I was interviewing his parents “like a reporter.” I also had worked on my school newspaper in undergrad, 
writing feature stories about students with interesting stories. And Shadow’s story was definitely an interesting 
one. 
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I had barely gotten through the first sentence of the article when Shadow jumped 
up from his chair and came to look over my shoulder at the article. He quickly 
exclaimed, “I know what you did!” And, to his mom, “Oh my- she put a lizard 
photo right there and a Knott’s Berry Farm photo!” I couldn’t help but laugh when 
it dawned on him that the document was all about him. 

After Shadow and his mom had settled in with their own copies to read along, I 
started again. Luckily, there were more surprises in store. When I came to the first 
quote from one of Shadow’s group leaders, Shadow stopped me with a, “Wait 
what?” and I simply replied, “Sounds like she got interviewed too.” With each 
introduction of one of the important adults in Shadow’s life, he was shocked, and 
his biggest reaction came when he realized I had interviewed his teacher. 

After reading Shadow’s article to him and his mom, I passed them an envelope 
with over 30 extra copies to share with anyone they deemed fit12. Shadow 
immediately exclaimed, “I know exactly who I’m giving these to!” and began 
naming all the other kids in his art group, which he would be attending after our 
session. I later saw that one of Shadow’s group leaders had pinned a copy above 
her desk. 

Wrapping up 

Shadow and I only met a few more times before my internship ended. At one 
point, he told me that the Mega Ultra Crazy ADHD was gone. Though, in our next 
session, our last session, he amended his previous comment to say it was still 
there, but only when he needed it, “Like when I need to talk really, really fast, like 
this!” he said at top speed as he rushed out the door to meet his friends for his 
final group. 

Epilogue 

A little over a year later, I got the opportunity to meet with Shadow and his family 
again. Shadow had completed his 5th-grade year and was getting ready to move 
on to middle school. I had sent them the paper and wanted to hear their thoughts 
on the journey we had taken together. I was excited to have Shadow’s older 

 
12 This idea also comes from reading about therapeutic documents in Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends. It is a 
way to share these stories with other important people in clients’ lives in cases like these when there are many 
people who may need to hear these stories in addition to Shadow and his parents. 
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sister, Grace, who was 14 at the time, with us as well. Shadow’s parents had 
already read the paper, but Shadow and Grace had not yet read it.  

First, we spent some time discussing how things were before Shadow had made 
these changes in his life. The family shared details of their experience and the 
steps they had taken, going back to when Shadow was in 3rd grade. They shared 
details of Shadow’s suspensions and isolation at school. Below are summaries 
from Shadow and his mother. 

Mom: One of the days he ran out of class I came to pick him up and they said to 
keep him home the next day. That was the first time he got suspended. 
Another time they had me keep him home for a week. Then the next week 
they said to keep him another, and then another, and it went on like that 
until the end of the school year. It got to this point where anything that 
happened was seen as his fault. Teachers and staff were seeing his 
progress, but he still had this reputation. This past school year, they started 
to realize when other kids were causing issues, not just Shadow.  

Shadow: Back then I wasn’t allowed to do recess for two months straight and had 
to eat lunch by myself. I was so sick of it, but it was also normal for me at 
that point. Then I got to do lunch and recess again and now it’s all 
unsupervised.  

 

I then asked the family what had happened after reading the newspaper article 
about The Boy Who Acted Out of Heart. They had told me they had shared the 
article with extended family, but I was curious to hear what effects the article 
might have had.   

 

Mom: We shared it with his grandma, his teacher, and my sisters. They see it in 
him too, that he’s growing up. They’re so proud. His grandma got teary-
eyed. 

Dad: My mom was so happy. And I was talking with my brother-in-law this 
weekend and he was saying how much Shadow has grown up. 
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I then took advantage of the fact that we had Shadow’s sister, Grace, with us for 
the conversation. She had never been to a session with us before but I asked her 
to speak to her experience of watching Shadow go through this change and how it 
had affected her. She was immediately ready with answers.  

 

Grace: He’s much calmer now. He still gets mad but not as much. If he does get 
upset, he’ll catch himself and apologize right away. Before when I would 
say something to him he would get mad, but now I can just talk to him. 
There’s no screaming or yelling. He used to say that he hated school and 
didn’t want to go but now he’ll say, “Oh I can’t wait to go to school. I can’t 
wait to see this person or that person.” And on Fridays he’ll say, “I can’t 
wait to go back on Monday.” Sometimes now he’ll want to be close with 
someone too, like he’ll just get up close to Mom. He used to not be as 
cuddly. He hugs me more and sticks up for me. He’s like my bodyguard. As 
soon as he’s calm he’ll want to play with you, almost to the point that it’s 
annoying but in a good way. You can tell that he used to have anger issues 
and struggle in school, but now he can do everything the other kids do. He’s 
not singled out anymore. 

 

I then asked the family to cast their minds into the near future, perhaps the next 
school year, and think about what might happen in terms of his continued 
maturation.  

 

Mom: I picture him going to school and getting his work done. I’ve seen that he’s 
able to do it. He’s smart and intelligent and has the ability to even get 
ahead.  

Dad: There will be some challenges going into middle school, like needing to 
change classrooms every period and keeping things organized. But he really 
enjoys the work now and is excited to learn more about Math and History.  

Grace: All my friends at middle school can’t wait to meet him. And I’ll be there to 
show him around. I think it’ll be easy for him. We have these awards they 
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give out for when you’re doing well and you get gift cards and stuff. I feel 
like he’ll be good at getting those awards.  

 

As we wrapped up the session, I prompted the family to reflect on some of the 
things that were different now at home. The family had been sharing Shadow had 
started singing all the time. 

 

Dad:  He’s been singing a lot lately - in the living room and his room. Or he’ll be in 
the car, singing. 

Mom: I heard him singing in the shower. I love his voice.  

Grace: Sometimes he’ll be in his zone and he’ll just start singing. We’ll just listen 
and let him do his thing. At first he was kind of embarrassed to sing, but 
he’s been doing it more and more. He’s happier now. 

 

I wondered aloud to the family, thinking about how before the home was filled 
with yelling, screaming, and slamming doors, and now it was full of singing. 
Shadow’s mother said, “Yes, exactly. That’s exactly it.” 

I had asked Shadow some questions during the session about what advice he 
might give to a 4th grade boy who was up against some of the obstacles he had 
faced in his fourth-grade year. At that time, he was not ready to answer. 
However, a few weeks later, after he had read the article, I met with him one-on-
one and posed the questions again. This time, he had a little more to say. Below is 
a summary of our conversation.  

 

Katie: So if you were to meet a 4th grader who was up against similar things that 
Shadow was up against, what do you think you would say to them? 

Shadow: I don’t know… Be like me. Read my paper. And then I’ll give you my 
autograph. 
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Katie: So you would think that they should read your story? 

Shadow: I guess.  

Katie: And then you’d autograph it. 

Shadow: And sell it for 50 bucks. [We laughed.] 

Katie: If they were to read your paper, what would you want them to see or get 
out of it? 

Shadow: I don’t know. 

Katie: Do you think it would have any effect on them? 

Shadow: Not really. Who says they would listen to an 11-year-old. They wouldn’t 
listen. I know kids. 

[A fair point. I tried another angle.] 

Katie: Last time we met, you and your parents were sharing a little bit about what 
your school situation was like at the time. They were saying how it was 
almost like people were at this point where if even one thing happened, 
you’d get in trouble. Do you remember us talking about that last time? 

Shadow: Yeah. 

Katie: If they were to read it and see that there might be a way out or an end to 
what’s going on in that moment, what do you think that would be like for 
them? 

[Here, Shadow took my question to be about if teachers read this article, which 
turned out to be a much more interesting conversational route.] 

Shadow: They’d believe in their students.  

Katie: It would help teachers believe in their students? 

Shadow: Yeah. They would. 

Katie: Do you think your teachers saw that side of you much? 
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Shadow: No. Only Mr. E because he was like me as a kid13. 

Katie: He was able to see that side? 

Shadow: Yeah. 

Katie: So for teachers who haven’t had that experience and don’t know what it’s 
like, what do you think the effect of reading it would be for them? 

Shadow: That students have a hard time… and you need to give them a break. 

Katie: It would have the effect potentially of them understanding that kids 
deserve a break and have a hard time? 

Shadow: Yep. 

Katie: So the story could have an effect on teachers in that way. And if there were 
a 4th or 3rd grader that was having a hard time, what effect would reading 
that paper have on them? 

Shadow: They’d maybe want to be like the kid. 

Katie: They’d want to be like Shadow? In what ways? 

Shadow: In every single way. 

 

As we had been talking, Shadow had invented a new game using a fidget cube as 
a die. We went on playing this game for a while before wrapping up our session.  

Final thoughts 

As I reflect back on the time I was able to share with Shadow and his family, being 
now just a few months shy of completing my third year as a therapist, I am filled 
with gratitude for their time, their wisdom, and their openness. When we met, I 
had only big ideas I was eager to try, with no way of knowing what the result 
might be. Shadow taught me countless lessons about what is possible in this 

 
13 Shadow told me previously that his 5th grade teacher, Mr. E, had shared that he also has ADHD and related to 
Shadow’s experiences. 
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world. I carry these lessons with me to the young people I continue to meet, who 
benefit again and again from his expertise. In sharing this story, I can only hope 
that his influence will spread even further. I share these experiences, these first 
attempts, with the hope that other therapists, especially those at the beginning of 
their journey as I was, may be inspired to take up the practices that speak to them 
- that they may also be moved by what Shadow has to show us about what is 
possible.  
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A Literary Means to Pedagogical Ends: A Review of Fortuitous Outcomes 

Tom Stone Carlson, Ph.D.1 

 

The story begins… 

As unlikely as it may seem, this review of fortuitous outcomes begins with a story 
in a bar. I 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 I lived at the time). As I 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 I returned from my fascination 
with the surroundings, I scanned the table where the presenters were gathered. 
To my surprise, the only seat that was empty happened to be next to David 
Epston. I paused for a moment, quickly deciding whether I could find an excuse to 
leave or to seize the opportunity. Fortunately, I found my courage and took my 
seat next to David.  

I 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 I go about teaching 
narrative therapy in my graduate courses in couple and family therapy. I 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 I 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,” I 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?” I knew the answer immediately, and the answer betrayed 
how I had gone about teaching for most of my career. “To a one, my students 
have said that it is the stories that I 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 I told and that the stories had faithfully shown up in her work 
during tough times over the years.” You might think that I would have been 
buoyed by such a statement, but somehow, I 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, I asked, “Yeah but how can I help my students feel inspired by the theory 
and philosophy of narrative ideas like I 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 I had my way, I 
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). 

I 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 I 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, I told David about my own struggles fitting these 
newfound maps into my work and how I 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 I would be teaching a graduate course in narrative therapy in just 
two months’ time, David asked if I would be willing to put his idea to the test by 
teaching exclusively through practice stories for the first five weeks of the class. I, 
of course, agreed. “Tom, if you would be willing to put together a pedagogical 
plan for the course, and if it shows promise, I would be only too happy to supply 
you with all the stories that you will need.”  

Rather than waiting to put something together, I 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) As you are reading through this particular case story, are there any 
questions of the storyteller therapist or turning points in the tale that 
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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) As you look back over the past week, by chance, is there anything from the 
case stories that has made an appearance in your own practice? 

 

I 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. I 
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 I 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 I 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, I 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 I say “outcomes,” I 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 I 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 I had never met the family, I found myself caring for them 
in ways that surprised me. 

I felt like I had an “in” – that I was somehow inside the room with the 
therapist and clients and that I 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, I felt like I 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 I needed 
them most. The funny thing is that I didn’t have to do anything to conjure 
them up. I carried them with me in my heart. 

When sitting with a client in their moments of devastation, rather than 
feeling despair, the stories that I 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 I 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. I have 
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always felt distanced from them, even when they come to discuss case 
studies with the class. 

When I read the case story, and others that I have followed up on, I find 
myself thinking as if I am in the room; I 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. 

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

To say that I 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. I immediately 
found myself enthralled in the way in which the therapy was being 
conducted—amazed that something so true to how I have always viewed 
the human condition was being used therapeutically. It has been weeks 
now—over a month, actually—and I 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 I 
will remember this particular paper far better than most of the scientific 
literature that I 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 I was reading the story, I felt something stirring in me and I was moved 
to tears. I remember being so swept up in emotion that I stopped trying to 
understand what I 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. I 
still can’t quite explain it.  

Somehow the family in the story had moved me and I 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 I 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. I cared about them. I 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 I 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 I felt an affinity with the people in the stories. But what I 
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 I had 
learned a bit about narrative practice earlier in my training, the exemplary 
tales captured me and I felt as if I was learning narrative therapy in an 
entirely different way. As I 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 I could even feel my own life being 
transformed along with the lives of the families who were portrayed in the 
stories. I somehow felt lighter. 

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

The more stories I read, the more I 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. I 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 I had never felt 
before. 

The stories that I had read during the class gave them new life for me in my 
work as a therapist. When I first heard about narrative therapy from one of 
my professors, I immediately knew that there was something special about 
it. It felt as if I had found a kindred spirit. Then, when I learned that there 
was a map that I 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. I 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 I 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 I was a beginning therapist in my very first practicum setting, I found myself 
struggling to know what to do with the dilemmas that my families brought to me. 
I was working in a residential treatment setting for adolescent young women, and 
I noticed that many of the families’ lives were beset with addictions. In a 
supervision meeting with one of my professors, I asked, as any new therapist 
might, “Do you have anything I can read about doing family therapy with families 
who struggle with addiction?” To my surprise, my supervisor retorted, “I do, but I 
won’t give it to you.” I was a bit taken aback by his response but then came the 
words that I would never forget. He said, “What theory are you using, Tom? I 
don’t want to give you tips and interventions, I want more for you. If you 
understand the theory well enough, the theory will tell you what to do.” While I 
was admittedly perplexed at his words, I 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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