CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Working with Children, Young People and Families

INTRODUCTION

Are you comfortable? I ask this because you and I are embarking on a journey. A journey across time, into the past. The time of your childhood. We will stop at a point in time that is surrounded by safety. We, the journeyers, are re-searching the experience of being understood or misunderstood by adults.

The remembering begins . . .


I am five years old. I am sitting at a low desk in a large room. Other children, strangers, are moving all around me, sometimes sitting and painting. At other times, rushing forward to the teacher or hiding and whispering in corners. I stare at the paper, hands clasped in my lap, rocking gently, sweat on my upper lip. A groaning ache in my tummy. I put my hand up, the teacher smiles and says, ‘In a minute.’ The toilet signs are all out, I’ll have to wait. I can’t wait.

I’m red faced with shame. I stand outside the nurse’s room waiting for my Dad. He’s been called from work to collect me. I’m frightened. He’s arrived, my Dad, he bends down and takes me in his arms and says, ‘Don’t worry, anyone can make a mistake.’

I have some new pants and Dad says, ‘Let’s go home and get lunch, I’m starving.’

This story represents a familiar childhood experience. Most adults wouldn’t give this commonplace event any thought. However, when adults are asked to remember a time in childhood where they felt understood and misunderstood by the adults in their lives, they remember events such as the one recorded, together with a depth of emotion that surprises them. Adults often trivialise the experiences of childhood, including their own past experiences. This trivialisation effects our ability to engage in what is meaningful in children’s lives.

In order to connect with the events that emotionally reverberate in children, we are required to approach the known anew. The senses we use to approach the world of relationships, events, language and feelings have been blunted by exposure to life events that move childhood experiences into the realm of the taken-for-granted. We are no longer captured by the wonder of the everyday. The imaginative abilities we have do not engage with the beauty, mystery, dramas and brutality of life, which is exposed in every corner of the garden. We are not left reeling from the possibility that one day, one night, perhaps tonight, the spider that hides in a hole on the windowsill will creep into our bedroom, barricading the windows and doors with an intricate and deadly web! We are not intrigued by the knowledge that if we can find the end of the rainbow, we will also find the promised pot of gold.

Children negotiate the complexity of the everyday. Emotions often hang in the air unnamed while saturating every exchange. When we attempt to protect children from the knowledge of difficult or traumatic events, we forget that the emotional shadow remains, sabotaging emotional availability and connection. Children’s attempts to make sense of their experiences within this emotional shadow can result in behaviour and a construction of events that bears little resemblance to the actual worry, experience or event. Consequently adults can struggle to understand children’s out-of-the ordinary behaviour.

Ruth Park, (p.4), in her autobiography A Fence Around the Cuckoo, writes of a memory where she eavesdrops on her Aunt’s conversation. Her mother is taken, critically ill, to hospital and her Aunts are discussing who would look after the children if their sister died. 

She understands too, that her young mother, whom she ardently loves, may not come home again. In the dreams I try to comfort the little girl, to tell her the story has a happy ending. The child is lost in an inexpressible grief that marks her for ever. Not knowing how to live with it, compliant silence. When she does speak, it is with a stammer.

In this memory of a child’s experience, it is the ‘inexpressible grief’ that ‘marks’ her forever. The grief’s inexpressibility renders the experience she has as invisible to the loving adults who surround her. In turn, the love that surrounds her is experienced through ‘the inexpressible grief’. In order to negotiate a knowing of children’s life experiences (including the emotional experiences that have no words), we (the adults) need to present a willingness to engage with and in children’s worlds. (Note 1) Therapy that is mindful of children accords the imaginary world the same respect and interest as adults’ recollections of events and facts. This therapy requires a complete flouting of the rules of adult conversation. 

MEETING CHILDREN/YOUNG PEOPLE IN THEIR WORLDS

Is it possible for a rather worn hippopotamus named George to whisper into a 3–year-old’s ear the ‘stopping thumb-sucking secret’? All else had failed and Jenny’s thumbs were very distorted from long periods of sucking. ‘Yes,’ said George. ‘I know the secret,’ and whispered into Jenny’s ear. Jenny then translated the message to the expectant and rather dubious adults, including the therapist. I supported George’s advice and the parents were willing to try anything. Jenny believed in George’s advice and the thumb sucking stopped.

Participation and engagement with children’s worlds and ways of knowing requires an ability to withstand internal and sometimes external scrutiny and criticism. We are affected by the hierarchy that elevates adult ways of engaging over that of children’s. This may encourage us to comply with adult rules regarding reality and meaningfulness, thereby rendering us ineffective in our attempts to move into children’s worlds. The impact of this hierarchy of reality will differ according to the individual therapist’s experience. To reduce its impact, this hierarchy needs to be named. We need to notice the compliance to therapeutic practices that may disadvantage children. Once we notice these practices we can name the practice and re-search its effect on work with children. For example, I remember a time where I explicitly decided to act in a way that I thought could effect my credibility in the eyes of the adults in the room. An 8–year-old girl and her family had returned to consult with me as a result of an incident that had shocked the parents. The telling of the incident by the adults reduced the little girl to silence. I guessed that she was experiencing a mix of shame, humiliation and fear at having the incident reported again. The silence and withdrawal appeared impenetrable. 

At this point in a therapeutic process we are tempted to withdraw into a conversation with the adults or to ask the adults to leave the room. Removal of the adults can result in our feeling more able to experiment with alternative ways of engaging children, such as utilising toys, drawing, books, puppets, and so on. It can also protect us from the possibility of scrutiny and judgement, including scrutiny of the failure to engage the child. Working alone with the child may however be preferable in certain circumstances.

In the above situation I informed the parents that I wanted to spend some time with Sara. I asked them to remain in the room. Sara pushed her body deeper into the sides of the couch, drew her arms up over her head and literally curled into a ball.

I began a running conversation between myself (the therapist), sitting at one end of the room, and the possible ‘Fear’ sitting at the other end of the room. This conversation involved my asking Sara a question and then leaping across the room to whisper Fear’s response in her ear. The voice of Fear said things like: ‘Don’t answer her. If you do, another question will follow,’ ‘If you stay really quiet they’ll give up eventually,’ ‘It’s so embarrassing, you’re best to just forget it.’ This conversation, together with substantial leaping about, continued for some time. Eventually, either as a consequence of finding my leaping about ludicrous or because I was accurately guessing the voice of Fear that was rendering her speechless, Sara began to smile. I then engaged in a conversation with Sara not about the incident, but about ‘the Fear that stops talking from happening’ and encourages disappearing from family members and others.

In reviewing that session I was surprised that I initially felt exposed. Engaging Sara had required physical movement and a playfulness that could have contradicted the parents’ experience of this situation as very serious. It was the possibility of contradicting the parents’ experience that left me feeling exposed. Subsequently I have reflected on a lack of conversation in the therapy/counselling field around strategies, skills and knowings that prepare us to work with validating both children’s and adults’ ways of engaging in the world.

 I was consulting to a therapist (Cate) about the work she was doing with a child and her family. Cate made a decision to separate the parent and the child in order to work with the child individually. I asked Cate the following questions:

· How did you come to the decision to separate the child?

· If you had engaged with the child while the parents remained in the room, what would have happened? What would have changed?

· How could you have set the scene for this possibility with the parents and children?

I hoped Cate’s answers to these questions would inform her of the intentions she held when deciding to separate the child and the parents. Was the decision made in the best interest of the therapy or the therapist?

WORKING ALONE WITH A CHILD/YOUNG PERSON
There are times where I decide to talk with a child without parents or caregivers present. This decision can arise from the following factors:

· Children/young people who have little or no faith in adult words. 

In this context the establishment of a therapeutic relationship is a priority and this may require the following:

—
Activities rather than talk

—
Outside the therapeutic-room ventures. In moving into activities inside or outside of the therapeutic room, the therapeutic relationship understanding comes with us (therapist and child or young person). Every environment offers therapeutic opportunities. However, we do need to be alert for these opportunities. In other words, playing basketball together is a therapeutic opportunity to which we bring  the same dedication and skill as we would to any therapeutic endeavour.

· Children/young people who are trapped within a contradictory environment, where loyalty to a parent or to a significant other creates a silence. 

The child/young person may take up a silence position, or she/he may be trapped within the silence generated though the unavailability of language that represents lived experience.

· Children/young people who take up a loyalty position in response to either:

— A profound absence of a biological parent. In this situation, the biological parent may have acted unreliably, such as promising holidays, meetings, presents, while not meeting these promises. The child/young person, however, clings to the fragments of memory that holds the possibility that ‘this time it will be different’. In order to protect the more fragile relationship from disappointment, the child will often direct the hurt, anger and frustration he/she feels at the parent who is reliable and consistent.

or,

—  The requirement for a taking up of sides in a parental separation. This is powerfully constructed when parental needs for loyalty from the child/young person are constructed within declarations of love.

Connecting Through A Third Party

Children/young people who are trapped in contradictory complex relationships and understandings often need an enquiry medium that generates a tentative exploration through a third party. This third party can be generated through storytelling such as ‘Someone told me’, ‘I heard this story from a boy your age’, or ‘There’s this book, TV programme, movie, do you know it?’ ‘A story has just come to mind, you might find it interesting’, or through drawing and painting, using clay or making things, puppets, the construction of small worlds through miniature people, animals, buildings, trucks, cars, and so on. By using these mediums we are attempting to:

· Engage with the child/young person.

· Extend our knowledge of the dilemmas the child/young person faces and his/his strengths.

· Experiment with the possibility of constructing change by building on the strengths, resources and abilities of the child/young person, while finding ways to address the dilemmas. Researching these resources, abilities and strengths frequently provides knowledge that can be used to begin to address the dilemmas the child/young person is experiencing.

· Gathering support for change from family members, school, friends, therapy.

· Setting the scene for experimentation and discovery rather than success or failure.

Whenever I engage with a child/young person on my own I always negotiate with the child/young person what we will bring back to the parental and/or family conversation.

The success of the therapy is determined by the ability we have to weave the discoveries we make one-to-one with the child/young person into a new contextual understanding that is supported in the family.

Talking With Parents
The new contextual understandings we’ve (therapist and child/young person) developed provide a platform to explore and renegotiate the ideas and practices that are held by family members. At times I decide to talk to parents/caregivers without the child/young person present. This decision can arise from the following factors:

· The presence of substantial parental conflict with regards to parenting differences and/or relationship injuries.

· The presence of a threat to the possibility that the child/young person will experience belonging in the family.

— The child/young person reminds the parent of another person. This memory is one where the parent has experienced injury and/or powerlessness through the relationship with the other

— The problems are seen as deeply embedded within the person of the child/young person — ‘She’s evil, bad, mad’

— The problems have worn away at the threads of belonging, to the point where the parent feels emotionally unavailable to the child/young person

— The child/young person embodies a legacy of the past, such as the conception occurred through sexual assault or incestuous rape, the conception was unwanted, the conception was unwanted and resulted in deprivations or loss of a partner, the conception occurred through betrayal, such as sexual relations with someone other than the partner

— The child/young person reminds the parent of her/himself in a way that brings forward strong, negative emotions, such as disgust, hatred, fear. These strong, negative emotions could be linked to past sexual, physical or emotional abuse of the parent as a child.

In these discussions with the parents/caregivers, I’m attempting to negotiate and discover the contextual environment within which the child/young person and the family members are immersed. I am also attempting to negotiate the following:

· The parents’/caregiver’s willingness to experiment with different ways of relating to each other and the child/young person.

· Ways to articulate, hold and experiment with these different discoveries.

· Strategies to catch the old patterns of relating as these ways emerge or are provoked by circumstances or habit.

· Experiment with the ways of languaging and experiencing belonging (such as tentative or fragile belonging), while also acknowledging the effect of the past. The critical element of this is languaging the effects of the past in such a way as to liberate the child/young person from culpability or responsibility. This is only possible if parents have had the opportunity to fully and emotionally articulate the effect of the past events on them. 

WORKING WITH THE FAMILY
I was inspired by the early family therapist’s interest in ‘the ideas of circularity’, (Hoffman, 1981, p.5). These ideas, of circularity privileged context, communi-cation and relationship, and in this environment clinicians prioritised meeting and talking with all family members. (Note 2)

The family therapy practices that I used in the early to mid-80s continue to provide me with a foundational schema which privileges pattern connection, relationship difference and context. I believe the abilities required to consider pattern, connections and relationship difference are fundamental to any therapy that prioritises context.

Although I always consider the individual within a wider context, the decision about the structure of interviews and the participants in interviews is always a negotiation. When I consult with children in a family context I am aware of the power relation that privileges adult meaning-making processes over children’s/ young people‘s meaning-making processes. When adults’ meaning-making processes are privileged, children/young people can be directly and indirectly required to comply with and respond to a process that is unsympathetic to their needs. This includes sitting for long periods of time and the unavailability of meaning making mediums other than talk. In fact, this very process of children/young people talking with adults can be reflective of other life experiences, such as school where adults ask questions of children/young people, who then feel pressured to try and find the right answers.

I believe all therapeutic work with children/young people is affected by the family context. Children/young people often need the support of family members in order to make changes. This support may include other family members also engaging with change. In this regard, family members inform and are informed by the therapy. Children/young people have the right to a therapeutic process that recognises and interacts with children/young people’s ways of engaging in and with their world. When different generations are represented in the therapeutic session, the simplest way of engaging in a therapy that is respectful of this difference is to challenge the conversational conventions. This involves signalling children’s/young persons’ time by saying, for example, ‘I’d like to spend some time with Josh and I’d like you both to listen and watch. When I’ve finished, I’ll talk with you all about your thoughts about what you’ve heard or seen. Is this okay?’

Or we can signal adult time by saying, ‘I’ll be spending some time talking to Steph and Peter (the parents), Matthew (child) you can listen while sitting on the chair, or you can listen playing with the toys or drawing. You decide what you want to do. Is that okay?’ These comments don’t exclude family members, adults and children/young people participating together in conversa-tion with the therapist. They simply provide alternatives that are respectful in their acknowledgement of children/ young people’s differing needs.

The exploration of the meaning that children/young people have made of life experiences is often revelatory to adults and subsequently makes sense of behaviour that is symptomatic of distress.

Example: 

Lilly and Tom had a story of complex family events that I clearly needed to hear and understand. While this story was being told I invited the children to listen while sitting or engaging in a number of activities. Both children chose to draw. The parents were particularly concerned about the effects on the children of witnessing an extremely violent and traumatic event. They both agreed that Lucy (the eldest child) was the most affected, as Tom (the youngest child) had been only two at the time. Tom’s ‘normal’ behaviour supported their thinking. When the conversation had concluded I discussed the drawings with the children. Tom’s story of his drawing was representative of the tragic event. It was a story of ‘blood, there was blood everywhere’. 

The conversation that followed with Tom challenged the parents’ perceptions and provided a new focus for the session.

When I work with children/young people, exploration of the family and com-munity context is an essential component of the therapy. The power relation is also an important consideration in any therapeutic process. This power relation that is inherent in adult/child, adult/young person relationships is critical to the generation of any new meaning in relation to the concerns the family brings to therapy/counselling.

In other words, I believe it is essential that:

· Children/young people are supported to make changes.

· Children/young people live within social groupings where the ideas and practices held by others influence, affect and sometimes determine children’s/ young people’s behaviour, ideas, and the view they have of themselves, for example, ‘I’m a troublemaker.’

· In family work, children/young people have a right to a process that connects with the ways they engage in the world. This includes session structures and the amount of time given to meetings.

· Children/young people experience the therapeutic conversation as different from the usual conversations they have with adults.

When I work with all family members I can get a clearer contextual under-standing of the environment which the child/young person is both influential in and influenced by. This contextual understanding is critical in shaping an enquiry process that is relationally orientated rather than problem orientated. The relational context can support the development of metaphoric representations of the child/young person and family members’ experience that are specific to and for each family. This specificity is instrumental in the development of a context for change that meets each family’s circumstances.

Example: 

A child was worried about ‘getting it right’ at school. At home he lives in a loving and supportive lesbian household. The ‘getting it right’ worries were addressed together with an exploration of ‘living with family differences’. The parents in this family had worked very hard to create a ‘normal’ family environment. The therapy provided an opportunity to discuss the inevitability of differences given the dominant, cultural ideas with regards to ‘normal families’. In acknowledging these differences we discussed ways to resource family members. This included finding language to discuss emotional responses to difference, without this being experienced as failure or as an inadequacy. Brian (the child) thought that the reappearance of ‘getting it right’ worries could be a sign of difference, however it wasn’t the only sign. We then negotiated the following:

· A way for Brian to alert his parents about the reappearance of ‘getting it right’.

· A way for the parents to alert Brian to signs of the ‘getting it right’ worry.

· Strategies to find out what brought the worry forward, such as teasing.

· Strategies to act on the worry.

EXPLORING THE CONTEXTUAL ENVIRONMENT WITH CHILDREN/ YOUNG PEOPLE
When we explore the contextual environment which surrounds children/young people, we are re-searching the effect on the child/young person of the following: family, school and other institutions, dominant cultural ideas and ethnic belonging. The exploration and development of the contextual environment is necessary in order to generate the foundation on which any change made by the child/young people will sit.

The contextual environment is effected by the following: 
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When we explore this contextual environment we are able to negotiate the availability of the supports necessary to create and maintain change. Children/ young people are then protected from the unrealistic expectation they and others may hold.

Example:

Liam was having violent outbursts whenever his parents either attempted to set a limit on his behaviour or said no to any requests. In exploring the contextual environment I discovered that Liam had had limited experience with ‘No’s’ from his parents. The ‘No’s’ he received were either very tentative or they came forward whenever the parents felt desperate about the situation. When I explored this I discovered both parents had made a decision to parent very differently from the parenting they had received. I constructed this difference as a reacting to the past parenting style. This parenting style was described as ‘the other side of the coin parenting style’, which meant it was in direct contrast to the parenting style they received. The parenting style they had received as children was described as authoritarian, controlling and detached. ‘The other side of the coin parenting style’ which they adopted, was one where the child/young person, needs and desires were primarily privileged. This privileging created few possibilities for acknowledging the role of parental guidance. We decided to experiment with developing a parenting style that more directly reflected the values they held. We hoped this style of parenting would allow for more experimentation and thus be more helpful to them than ‘the reaction to the past parenting style’. The construction of ‘a considered parenting style’ rather than a ‘reacting to the past parenting style’ was part of the new contextual environment we negotiated. 

The language we used re ‘the reacting to the past parenting style’ and ‘the considered parenting style we use’ evolved through an enquiry process which centralised ‘the parenting style I engage with’.
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Example:

While articulating this with the parents, Liam and I also explored the effect of ‘the automatic no’ which led to violence. We reviewed the following:

· The venues where ‘this automatic no’ (which followed requests) occurred — it didn’t happen at school or with friends or with grandparents.

· The skills and attributes he brought to the negotiation of a ‘yes’ or a ‘perhaps no’ or a ‘I’ll think about it’ position at school, with friends and grandparents.

· The effect of the ‘automatic no’, followed by violence, on closeness, fun in the family, belonging and how he felt about himself.

· Willingness to experiment with change.

· Strategies to experiment with change that included Liam and his parents working together for change.

Throughout this contextual exploration I am orientating the enquiry towards discovering Liam’s resources in relationship to ‘this automatic no’. Discovery of these resources requires an attentiveness to noticing and highlighting difference and also making difference in the present moment. Differences can be noticed from one moment to the next, in one relationship or situation and not in another, from one point in time (three years ago) to another point in time. Noticing differences orientates an enquiry towards finding the child/young person’s resource, naming this resource and then developing and strengthening this resource through practice.

Another example:

Lenny was 13 years old. He was considered very ‘disruptive’ at school and consequently his school work was suffering. In discussion with Lenny, I discovered that he held an attitude of vigilance for any sign of a lack of fairness. This vigilance meant that he was watchful for the earliest indication of movement away from a fairness position. When he noticed this, he would act to correct the fairness balance. These actions were considered very disruptive in a classroom setting. In the contextual exploration with Lenny, we discovered the following:

· A discrepancy in the vigilance for fairness which he used. It occurred with teachers and parents and not with peers or in relation to himself.

· A history of valuing a fairness position which was held by Lenny’s parents.

· A knowledge held by Lenny’s parents of how to use a fairness position effectively.

· Ways to hold this fairness position within a power relation, that is, holding the big picture fairness position, such as, ‘I want to get the qualifications that are important to me,’ and ‘How do I keep this in mind, while I also remain alert to the day-to-day fairness position in the classroom?’

· Ways to extend the dedication to fairness to other relationships.

In these examples, a knowledge and exploration of the contextual environment is essential in order to understand the dilemmas facing the child/young person. Once we develop this understanding, we can strengthen and develop the resources we’ve discovered. We can also negotiate the specific contextual changes which are necessary to support the changes the child/young person is making.

Example:

After I met with Jack (11–years-old), who had been severely traumatised by the effect of bullying on his friendships and himself, I wrote to the principal of the new school Jack attended. I thought the school was an important resource for Jack.

The Principal,

Z Secondary School

Dear Sir,

On the 20 October, Jack visited me to discuss the impact on his life of persistent bullying and teasing at his last school, ‘X’ Intermediate. He told me that he has greatly appreciated the differences he has experienced at ‘Z’ Secondary School. The differences he has noticed have been ‘the accepting attitude of the principal and being listened to by the teachers’. Jack and his mother agreed that Ms Smith had also been very helpful. These differences have, according to Jack, contributed to his ability to ‘fit in’ at ‘Z’ Secondary School.

It is clear to me, however, that Jack is still carrying some safety strategies and sensitivities as a result of the bullying and teasing that continue to contribute to both his isolation and the angry flare-ups that occur whenever he perceives he is being teased.

Jack and I will be talking about and experimenting with different safety strategies to the ones he is presently employing. I hope however that the school could also help him in several ways:

1.
It won’t be a surprise for you for learn that many children (including Jack now as the result of experiences at school), do not intervene when they notice bullying or teasing for fear that this teasing or bullying may then be turned on them. Some children have told Jack that to remain friends with him means they are ‘tainted by association’. I am wondering whether the school is interested in a school-wide programme that elevates or values acting against teasing. This may mean helping children find the language to directly challenge teasing, while doing this in twos or threes versus singly. Children might also need to consider what constitutes teasing and the effects of teasing words. This may encourage a ‘teasing busting’ attitude versus a looking the other way attitude.

2 
Jack may be assisted in finding further connection at his new school by his inclusion in activities. He seems to have missed out on a number of occasions.

3. 
Jack’s correcting others habit (including teachers) is, according to him, an attempt to be helpful rather than smart. Teachers may need to tell him if they find this helpful. If they do not, they can suggest other ways he could correct helpfully.

Thank you for considering these ideas.

Yours sincerely,

Johnella Bird.

copy to Jack and his mother

copy to Ms Smith, Teacher

The exploration of the contextual environment requires a therapeutic practice where we (therapists) are dedicated to discovering people’s resources in order to make change. This therapeutic practice involves a detailed exploration of the relational environment of which the child/young person is an integral part.

EXTERNALISING THE PROBLEM AND RELATIONAL LANGUAGE-MAKING

In contrast to the practice I use with adults, I continue to use narrative therapy’s, externalisation of problems or externalising conversations in work with children. In externalising the problem, such as ‘the tricky worry’, I am positioning the child as separate from the problem. This allows the child to experiment with agency through acting on this problem. The separation also allows me to research the problem in depth by producing an embodiment of the problem, which creates the conditions where the problem has emotions, qualities, desires and intentions. It is easier to conduct this with the child when the child is liberated from being totalised as the problem, as in, ‘You’re a thief, you’re a worrier.’ Many adults minimise children’s concerns by privileging their or other adults’ construction of meaning regarding these concerns. In order to negotiate a consensus of meaning with children and family members, we need to intimately understand how this concern operates in the child’s life. I do this by prioritising the child’s/young person’s understandings together with the adult’s understanding. The construction of a separate entity that is intimately connected to the child allows us to constitute a bridge between adult and children’s constructions of reality. 

Example:

This example represents part of the first session summary which I presented to Natalie (6–years-old) and her parents.

Dear Natalie,

I was amazed to discover today, Natalie, that you can either turn the lock on temper and let it out, or turn the lock on temper and keep it in. I was so relieved today when you told me that I was turning the key the wrong way — to let the temper out. Imagine what might have happened if you hadn’t told me!

You told me today that you are really strong about turning the key to keep temper out at school and with certain people. Somehow at home when you are with your Mum and Dad you lose this strength and the temper escapes, causing screaming and lots of unhappiness. I’m still trying to work out, how it is that someone as strong willed as you forgets to use that strength to turn off temper?

I hope you are willing to help me get to understand how this temper escapes and how we can keep it in its place, so you can enjoy more ‘peace and happiness’ at home.

It is important to highlight at this point, that the choice to use externalising ‘the problem’ rather than a relational language-making practice is founded on several ideas. Foremost it’s my belief and experience that the problems which direct parents to bring children to counselling are strongly represented through behaviour — ‘He seemed worried all the time,’ ‘She refuses to go to school,’ ‘He stole $100 from my purse,’ and so on. These behaviours are often then described by adults as a characteristic of self, as in, ‘She’s always been an anxious little girl.’ The separation which is created through the externalisation practice allows us to:

· Bring into focus, explore and develop the strengths and abilities the child has which are distinct from the concern or the ‘problem’ description.

· Bring into focus, explore and develop the family relationships which are distinct from the concern or the ‘problem’ description.

· Utilise the imagination which is an attribute of childhood, to:

—Create a separate entity.

—Thoroughly re-search this entity as an ‘it’ which has emotions, qualities, desires, intentions, strengths, weaknesses. This re-search develops and priorities the child’s knowledge of this problem while also re-searching the adult’s understandings. Through this process, we foreground and develop an understanding of this problem which was previously unknown before the enquiry process.

—Re-search the promise of the problem, ‘I’ll protect you by . . .’ while re-searching the effects of the problem — more family distance and upset.

—Re-search the child’s ability to act on, weaken, limit or reduce this problem.

—Re-search the family member’s ability to support the child to act on, weaken, limit or reduce this problem.

Throughout the therapeutic conversation, the naming of the concern or the problem/s can alter according to the discoveries we make. We may discover that the child’s experience of ‘unspoken sadness’ through missing a grandparent who has moved to another city, may be contributing or strengthening ‘the worry’ problem. When we describe the problem as separate from the child, we are challenging the adult/child power relation through positioning the child as knowledgeable, as active, as more than the problem. We are harnessing the relational strength of the family to stand with the child in the development of change. The separation also challenges the development of identity-producing notions by the adults in the child’s/young person’s life.

In taking up externalising with children, I emphasise that relational language-making is not oppositional to, nor negating of the Narrative Therapy’s externalising. I am saying that using externalising descriptions of problems works best with children, in my experience.

In contrast to children, adults are trapped in complex notions that shape identity. They have often succumbed to the Western process of indi-vidualisation and thus stand alone with their shaped and formed identity for which they are expected to be responsible. However, children/young people are developmentally involved in shaping or relating to the construct of identity. When we work with children/young people we can use this developmental fluidity which, in turn, produces a belief in hope and possibility in even the most difficult of circumstances.

The decision to use externalisation rather than relational language is determined through its situational and developmental applicability to the child or young person. I’m often initially introduced to a child or young person through a description of them as problematic, — ‘Jason is a liar and a thief’, or ‘Jackie is a worrier’. In response to this introduction, I ask an externalising question, such as, ‘Hi Jackie, has this worry been around for a long or short time?’ In this question I’m setting the scene for establishing an intention which is to know you through distinguishing you from the problem. This distinction can also allow parents and children to speak frankly and expansively around the effect this concern or problem has on their lives. Through the enquiry process we can discover that ‘the problem’ has robbed the child and other family members of dearly held aspirations, such as love, closeness, togetherness, fun, holidays and age appropriate privileges, like staying over at a friend’s house.

Working with children requires different resources than working with adults. Externalising enlists children’s imagination and supports them to concretise through action (clay, painting, talk, theatre, play, talk) that which is problematic. The concretisation process provides a vehicle for developing a detailed knowledge with children/young people. This detailed knowledge involves exploring with the child/young person the specifics of how this concern or this ability works. This orientates the therapeutic process to discovery. We (therapist, child/young person and adults) are discovering the specific and particular nature of the contextual environment this child/young person and family lives within. The discoveries we make, assist children to act on or engage with this concrete imaginative entity, thus shifting their relationship to the concern and to the self. Children are also developmentally and dynamically immersed in the construction of identity through relationship. They don’t stand alone, they are relationally active through and with parents/caregivers and to the living world, i.e. the sun, the moon, the tiger, the bird, the fear, the worry.

While I am participating in an externalising conversation with a child, I may also be participating in a relational language-making enquiry with a parent. For example, a parent was experiencing a tormenting conflict of emotions while parenting a child with special needs. From the discussion, the everyday relational metaphor we languaged into existence, centralised and then contextually explored, was ‘the ambivalent place where love and frustration coexist’. In this situation externalising the problem is inadequate because we (therapist and client) are finding language for the specific experiences of this parent. These experiences are only problematic if they remain outside of language. In this instance, the ambivalent place where love and frustration coexist is certainly not ‘the problem’, nor is it appropriate to either separate ‘it’ from the person or personify ‘it’ in any way.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

In work with families where a child/young person has been identified as prob-lem-atic, adult family members or adult caregivers, like teachers, usually identify that the child/young person has a problem. It is extremely rare, although it does occur, for a child/young person to say, ‘I have a problem, I’d like to see a counsellor.’ Most problems are initially adult-identified and adult-named.

For example, Toby has temper tantrums. In the first question I shift language to externalise the temper, saying, ‘How long has this temper been around?’ I very often move the discussion into a detailed re-search of the activity of this problem with questions like:

· When is it likely to appear — in the morning, at school, after school, tea time, and so on? 

· How does it begin, is it a slow build up or does it appear suddenly? 

This re-search can be done with the child with family members assisting. Through this simple but detailed enquiry, we can began to renegotiate the name of the problem. What began as the adult-identified ‘Toby has temper tantrums’ can, through the enquiry become: 

· The black cloud temper.

· The wobbly that comes with worries.

· The ‘I don’t care’ upset.

· The no that brings the temper.

· The temper that hides upset.

Therapists often leave this renaming of the initial generalised ‘temper’ metaphor out of the enquiry process. Without this renaming, the specific understanding of each child’s experience, together with opportunities for the child to develop a sense of agency, can be lost. The enquiry process requires significant detail. In this detail we are offered opportunities to shift the metaphoric language we use as we get closer to children’s/young people’s living experiences (refer Chapter Six, ‘Creating The Contextual Environment’).

As the naming of the concern gets closer to the child/young person’s living experience, it carries an emotional resonance which supports the therapeutic relationship. Out of the silence, blame and shame comes a name that fits, it makes sense, and the child/young person can see, hear and feel how this works. In exploring how this concern works, we place it within the family context, while wondering what is the effect of the concern on the child/young person and others.

· How have they acted to undermine the strength of the concern?

· In what circumstances, environments, relationships has the concern been weakened or strengthened?

Throughout this process I continue to be attentive to the possibility of renaming the concern, ability, strength. This reconstruction occurs as we closely connect with each child’s/young person’s particular and specific experiences, such as the ‘transformer’ type strength that comes with laughter.

CONVERSATIONAL STYLE WITH ADULTS AND YOUNG PEOPLE

Parents often enter the therapeutic environment after exhausting every other possibility to create change. They can find themselves oscillating between the binary of ‘either the child’s wrong, sick or damaged or I’m wrong, sick or damaged’. When I begin talking with the child, young person or parent/caregiver, I move relatively quickly into an externalising conversation. Once I have negotiated a consensus on the naming of the concerns, I use an externalising the problem type of conversation. This practice of externalising the concerns/problems allows us to:

· Re-search the life of the concerns/problems in detail.

· Use the language of lived experience which encourages metaphoric representations that fit each family’s unique circumstances.

· Separate the child/young person from the concerns/problems in order to re-search the child/young person’s general abilities and strengths, such as, ‘I’m a good netballer, dancer, friend, swimmer’, or specific abilities in relation to the problem, like, ‘Once I decided I was sick of it I told it to go away.’

· Use the separation of the problem/concern from the child/young person in order to create an opportunity to rebuild belonging and connection between parents and child/young person. ‘This problem has stood between you all. Vera and Tom (parents), if this problem took a break from this family, what would you hope to do with Jessie? Do you think the relationship would feel different in any way? Doyou think there would more or less closeness? If there was more closeness, how would you know? What would happen differently in the family?’

· Use the separation of the problem/concern from the child/young person in order to affirm parental positions and strategies, such as, ‘You tried everything you know to put this problem in its place. It must have got a little frustrating when this problem kept appearing despite your best attempts.’

While I am externalising the concern/problem in relation to the child/young person, I am also using relational language and relational consciousness whenever it’s appropriate, for example, 

· The parenting style that you use. 

· The belief you hold that. 

· The support which you give. 

· The commitment you hold to. 

· The choice you made when. 

· The choosing for silence in order to keep the peace. 

· The working for connection which you did.

· The dedication to doing the right thing which has influenced the parenting you do. 

· The search for answers which you have undertaken.

I use relational language when I’m working with parents. I will also use language in this way with young people when there is either:

· A diminishing of the imaginative abilities necessary for the construction of and belief in a separate entity or,

· The young person is trapped in complex linguistic notions which are shaping of identity. For example, in an interview with Ali, a first generation New Zealander, who has attempted suicide, we explore the impact on him of being in a ‘nowhere place’. The nowhere place was brought into existence through the tension generated by Ali’s parents’ adherence to the cultural values developed in their birth place and the cultural values held by Ali’s friends. In the conversations we had, Ali and I identified and built a ‘somewhere place’ which he could occupy.

In work with parents, I am often exploring the workings of the power relation in the couple relationship and/or the family — ‘How are decisions about parenting and/or gendered expectations made?’

Example:

Doreen attends counselling with Jake who is 7-years-old. Jake has had an escalating problem with temper control. Doreen reports feeling terrorised by him when he throws a ‘wobbly’. These wobblies can result in damage to property and he has recently begun to hit Doreen. Our discussion focuses on these two areas, both supporting Jake to take control of these wobblies and supporting Doreen in the parenting of Jake.

In the discussion with Doreen it is clear that she is afraid of Jake. This fear interferes with the knowledge and abilities she has as a parent. When we explored the history of this fear in relation to Jake we discovered that she had suffered violence both from her ex-partner and within her family of origin. We centralised the effect on her of the past violence in order to develop contextual understanding.
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This is an example which is limited by the two dimensional quality of text. I may change what is centralised in the conversation with Doreen as other significant themes become apparent, such as, the taking of a parental position. For further exploration of relational languaging refer to Chapters Four and Six.

Parental Separation
When a parental separation occurs within a climate of betrayal, hurt, anger, resentment, emotional and/or physical violence, it is difficult to protect the children/young people from this. Children/young people will often show the loyalty distress and the experience of loss they have through problem behaviour, such as fears, refusing to go to school, repetitive obsessional behaviour, stealing, lying, sleep disturbance, eating difficulties.

Relationship injuries which occurred in the couple relationship and through the separation process will often continue to be reflected through the parental relationship.  In this environment children/young people’s close connection to and with parents can be experienced by the other parent as undermining and/or invisibilising. Small indiscretions like returning the children/young person home a quarter of an hour later than agreed become areas for substantial conflict. These ‘mistakes’ can join up with the multiple previous hurts and injuries which previously indicated a lack of consideration for the relationship.

There are many variables of this issue when working with parents who have separated. With this example, however, I primarily want to illustrate the importance of generating the relational space which allows for full exploration of the issue. These are some areas for exploration:

· The development and history of the multiple hurts or injuries which you have experienced.

· The effect and/or impact on you, the parenting relationship, the children/young people of the carrying of these hurts/injuries.

· The effect of acknowledging these hurts without any expectation that these hurts/injuries will be resolved or settled in any way.

· The first signs or indicators that the carrying of these hurts/injuries is effecting a parenting decision, reaction, interaction, e.g. the strength of feeling that comes forward around an issue.

· Practical strategies which support you to act on these signs to protect the self, the parenting relationship, the children/young people, from the effects of these past hurts/injuries. 

· Consider the willingness you have to experiment with acting differently in respect to the way you think about these multiple hurts/injuries.

These next examples simply represent a process for developing a contextual understanding with people using relational language.

Beginning With The Words Parents Use

When I work with parents I begin any enquiry holding the intention which the parent expresses while exploring this intention as a practice.

For example

Interviewee:
I love my daughter.

Interviewer:
How does this love which you feel for your daughter, how does it show in the relationship? How would I know it was there?

or,

Interviewee:
I’m only doing what’s in the best interest of my children.

Interviewer:
How do you go about determining what is in the best interest of the children?


How would you weigh up any differences of opinion about this best interest idea?


If a decision was made in the best interest of the children and this decision went against a dearly held desire you hold, what would you do, think, feel?

or,

Interviewee:
I give her everything.

Interviewer:
Is this giving, a giving on request from Sharon or a giving through need, for example, Sharon needs shoes, or more a giving to make up for the past?

In these examples, the intention expressed by parents is contextually explored. This is a different position to either believing people or not believing them. I position myself to acknowledge and appreciate the intentions people hold, while at the same time developing an enquiry process in order to understand how this intention moves into practice.

In other words, relational language provides me with a means to acknowledge the efforts, intentions, hopes and dreams parents hold while also negotiating a consensus of understanding of the contextual environment.

While re-searching and acknowledging the efforts, intentions, hopes and dreams which parents hold, I am alert for opportunities to use and build on the discoveries we make in order to support change.

The interview I conduct with parents uses the same process I use with other adult conversations. This interview process is discussed in Section Two.

KNOWING THE PROBLEM THROUGH CONSTRUCTING DETAIL
In Chapter Six, ‘Creating The contextual Environment’, I discuss sustaining an attitude of discovery through a process of detailed enquiry. This enquiry process is also applicable to the work with children/young people. There is, however, a difference in the enquiry process as we connect with the imaginative resource of childhood/youth. Externalisation allows us to create an embodiment of a problem which has a particular and specific relationship to one person. In teaching this discovery-orientated style of enquiry which gives ‘life’ to problems, I suggest the following exercise:

In twos;

· Identify a concern or problem that you are familiar with, use the language which resonates for the child/young person.

· Position this concern or problem as having a close and often intimate relationship with one person in the family.

· One person interviews the other, who takes on the identity of the problem. In this interview process, the interviewer will call the interviewee by the problem’s name. The interviewee will respond as she/he thinks the problem would respond. For example fear, temper, worries.

This exercise encourages therapists to connect with the emotional subjectivity experienced by children/young people in relation to problems/concerns. Once this emotional subjectivity is connected with, we (therapists) have the potential language resources to access children/young people’s imaginations as a resource. This in turn provides us with the detail necessary to understand this child/young person’s particular relationship to this concern/problem. 

The exercise allows people to practice the following:

· Creating the bridge between adult and children’s worlds.

· Experimenting with a detailed problem enquiry before obtaining proficiency in the new language practice of externalising or relational language-making.

· Developing a contextual knowledge of the life of problems/concerns which challenge simplistic notions.

· Experimenting with an enquiry that generates an emotional richness.

The naming of the problem/ concern/attribute or strength needs to resonate and be applicable to and for the child. When the name doesn’t fit, the enquiry process will feel stilted.

S. Roth and D. Epston (1996, pp.148–162) have also developed a teaching exercise which emphasises a process for consulting the problem).

DISCOVERING AND CONSTRUCTING THE CHILD’S/YOUNG PERSON’S RESOURCES

The following diagram represents the interest I have in eliciting, through the interview process, evidence of the strengths, abilities and resources of the family members. These strengths, abilities and resources can be used to contradict the totalising nature of the problem/concern while providing an experiential knowledge which can be strengthened in order to lessen the effect of the problem/concern. From this position the child and family members can experience acting on the problem/ concern, thereby confirming agency and, thus, responsibility.
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The relative influence enquiry was introduced by Michael White (1986, 1988a, 1988/89a). In the narrative therapy orientated literature the relative influence enquiry is represented as consisting of two distinct areas — the life of the problem/concern and the life of the ability/strengths and unique outcomes 

(J. Freedman and G. Combs, 1996, pp.66–68). I prefer to construct these two areas in the therapeutic enquiry as interconnected and as moving. As I have discussed earlier, creating movement generates the possibility of change, including changes to the problem description. I believe creating movement is possible through an enquiry which has an emphasis on the following:

· Movement through time.

· The imagination.

· The reciprocal relationship between ideas and practices.

· Relational language-making and externalising.

Example:

JB:
When the worry whispered to you at the birthday party, ‘Everyone will notice you’ve got a stain on your dress,’ did you feel happy or sad?

Liz:
(six years old) Sad.

JB:
Did you believe this worry?

Liz:
Yes I did. 

JB:
If I said to the worry,‘So what if Liz has a stain on her dress, other kids have got chocolate around their mouths Leave her alone so she can have fun,’ what would the worry say?

Liz:
It would say, ‘They’ll laugh at you.’

JB:
Did the kids laugh at you?

Liz:
No.

JB:
So that worry was lying to you and it was ruining your fun?

Liz:
Yes it was. I just wanted to go home.

JB:
Do you think that’s a very friendly thing for the worry to do — lie to you and ruin your fun?

Liz:
No, it isn’t friendly.

JB:
Would you do that to a friend?

Liz:
No I wouldn’t, I’d be kind.

In this example I am investigating the intentions of the worry, while introducing the relational construct of ‘what is friend-like behaviour’?

Another example:

Clarissa, who is 12–years-old, is brought by her parents to counselling because she has ‘pulled out’ her eyebrows, eyelashes and a substantial amount of hair. The concern is given the name of ‘hair pulling’. I am demonstrating questions which emphasis movement possibilities through time, and the movement between ideas, practices and the imagination.

We search for evidence of movement or construct movement in the following areas:

The past 
· Has there ever been a time where the hair pulling hasn’t been in your life?

· Has there been a time when the urge to hair pull has been there and you did something else?

· Does the hair pulling happen everywhere — school, home, friends, concerts, bedroom, etc.?

· If it does happen everywhere, are there different qualities to the hair pulling in different areas?

The Present
· I haven’t noticed the hair pulling happening here, what is stopping it?

· If there was an urge to hair pull here, what would you do?

Future
· If the hair pulling was to stop in the future, what would be different?

The Imagination
· If you noticed the urge to hair pull before the hair pulling began, what would the urge feel like?

· If you did something with this urge other than hair pull, what would you do?

· If you noticed the hair pulling, e.g. looked into the mirror as the hair pulling began, what would you do? What would you think? What would you feel?

When we discover movement possibilities, we can re-search this movement in order to develop a knowledge of change-making. The change-making knowledge emphasises the development of agency, where Clarissa could experience and say, ‘I did something’, or, ‘I could so something about the hair pulling.’

The above questions are the beginning of a detailed resource focussed enquiry which is activity orientated — doing and acting. Thinking is constructed as an act, for example in,

‘This powerful thought you had — ‘I can’t hair pull in front of my friends, they’ll think I’m a nerd.’ This powerful thought stopped the hair pulling. Did you know that the thoughts you have could be so strong? If we could find a way to strengthen the thoughts you have, would you be interested?’ 

This last question is an example of how we, together with children, negotiate an experimental change possibility, such as ways to strengthen thoughts, through a discovery process. We might find the thoughts that reduce hair pulling or use the mind strength to act on behalf of the child/young person’s hopes, dreams, wishes. In this example, I am using traditional externalising, the hair pulling together with the relational languaging ‘the thoughts you have’. Relational language allows me to centralise ‘the thoughts she has’ in order to discover the type of thoughts which reduce hair pulling, together with the context which supports these thoughts. Re-searching the specific thoughts provides us (therapist and client) with an opportunity to develop metaphors of movement, such as ‘thoughts about friends opinions’.

TRANSFORMING CONCERNS
When we position ourselves against concerns before achieving a significant understanding of the contextual life of the child/young person and the concern, then the therapy can become stuck.

To avoid this, I align myself with the child/young person’s experience and together we explore the world within which the concern exists. 

Example:

Travis is 10 years old, he has been referred to me because his Dad (Jeff) is concerned about his stealing. The stealing has occurred throughout the last year. Jeff is the principle victim of the stealing. 

In Travis’s drawing of his family, he draws my attention to the sudden death of his mother two years ago. He indicates that he believes that his Dad is carrying the biggest sadness in the family although all members of the family miss her terribly. I ask him, ‘Travis, has the sadness brought the family closer or does it sit between people, keeping you all apart?’ Travis answers that ‘We’re all more apart now’ and looks anxiously at his father. I ask him if he wants more closeness than apartness and he affirms more closeness.

At this moment in the interview, Jeff dissolves into tears and all the children move over to comfort him. The conversation moves to explore Jeff’s grief and the belief he holds that this sadness will overwhelm the children. In order to protect them, he has removed his emotional self from the relationships with his children. Jeff’s desire to protect his children had unwittingly resulted in their experiencing the loss of both parents. 

The stealing in this example can have a multiplicity of meanings. It can be an indication or response to feelings of desperation. It can be a medium for connection between Travis and Jeff and other family members. It can be a self and other nurturing activity — ‘I buy things in order to feel better,’ or, ‘provide sweets for my brother and sisters.’ Within all these potential meanings, it is also possible that the stealing has now become a habit.

Within the therapeutic process we experiment with addressing the concerns, taking into account the multiplicity of possible explanations including the possibility that the concern/s may have in some way been experienced as useful or as solving other earlier concerns. (Note 3) We hold this possibility together with the knowledge that the concern/s has also been experienced as disruptive and disturbing. 

The exceptional nature of this style of enquiry is often lost in texts that use single ‘case-studies’ that employ a formula-orientated format, such as, ‘This works with school refusal or temper tantrums or stealing.’ The danger inherent in single ‘case studies’ is that we conscript the ‘good’ idea and employ it whenever we encounter a similar problem. Single ‘case studies’ are stimulants to and for our imagination, not prescriptions to be given out whenever a certain problem or concern is identified.

Although it is important that therapists carry knowledge-resources in respect of concerns, this knowledge is subverted by the unique nature of each conversation. The unique nature of each child’s experience is a guiding principle in the enquiry process I use.

WORKING WITH THE IMAGINATION

At the Leslie Centre where I worked in the mid 1980s, there were four steps which led to the front entrance. (Note 4) The second step down from the entrance had an ‘X’ marked off to one side. This mark was only noticeable if you looked for it. (Note 5) Every now and then, when the circumstances felt right, I would be sitting with a child telling a story like this: 

Jessica, you have told me that you are determined to have less of this worry in your life. We have talked together of how this worry has taken away fun times. Sometimes it has even stood between you and your friends, and you and your family. We have discovered that there have been times where you have been able to put worry to one side and in talking about these times we have discovered some really good ideas for strengthening you. I have an idea. This idea may or may not be useful. The worry has been around for some time and over the years it has robbed you of some of your strength. Some of the children I’ve talked to have told me that they believe they were strengthened by standing in a particular spot outside the building. When you leave here you’ll notice an ‘X’ on the second to top step. Children have stood on that ‘X’, closed their eyes and waited for a moment or two. Some children have told me that they felt something, something that helped to build strength. When I asked what this something was, they found it difficult to describe. Some said they felt warm inside, others that they felt a change in the air, still others had no words. What was amazing to me, is that many children felt a sense of strength and determination. You might want to experiment with this or you might find your own place to gather strength.

This story draws attention to the belief that strength and determination are important components of a process which assists children/young people to challenge long-standing and debilitating problems. I’m telling this story in order to emphasise that the imagination is a resource for change. It sits within the untold millions of similar stories. On reading this remember the ‘X’ on the step is meaningless unless you (the therapist) believe that working with the imagination can be transformative. This belief, together with a willingness to explore each child’s /person’s unique experience, creates a climate of discovery. These qualities can be identified, and given support in the therapy. Working with the imagination provides us with the resources for the discovery and the building of determination and strength.

Example:

There is a coat hanging on the door. It isn’t really a coat. That’s its disguise. It’s a monster that is waiting for the moment that I give in to sleep. Dropping my eyelids is the time it takes for the monster to leap across the room. My gaze is the only obstacle that holds the monster in it’s place. 

The same imaginative qualities that turn coats into monsters can be used to turn fears and worries into a concrete form. A movement from abstract language to concrete language is a co-operative effort between adults and children/young people. Once the concern has moved from an abstract internal experience to an external concrete one, children/young people can then experience and experiment with acting on the concern. This activity is conducted within the imaginative realm and provides children/young people with an experience of being active on and in their lives.

Example:

Jill is 9–years-old. Ella (her mother) is concerned that Jill may have unspoken anger and fears, because she knows that her mother, Ella, is dying. Ella believes that Jill may be protecting Ella by not expressing these feelings. I agree to consult with Jill without her mother present in order to give Jill the opportunity to be free of the possible protection worry.

Jill identifies two sorts of worry: the worries that she can talk about and the worries that she keeps to herself. She also identifies the feelings that she shows on the outside and the feelings that she keeps on the inside.

She engages in this exploration using drawing and talk. She knows who she will live with when her mother dies and she expresses anger at being left. She expresses her strongest desire is to have a place that stays the same after her mother dies. She decides that a box she left in the therapy room would be that place.

After each session she would place in a box the things (thoughts, worries, fears) that she had constructed and didn’t want to take with her that week. She chose to put that box on the top of a bookshelf ‘in a safe place’. Whenever we concluded a session, Jill and I would negotiate what she wanted to tell her Mum about our time together.

Ella reflected that Jill would occasionally choose to speak about her anger and sadness, while also wanting reassurance about where she would be living when Ella died. These occasions occurred spontaneously, at times like bedtime or bath time.

In the therapeutic work with Jill, the enquiry style uses the resource of the imagination to move the conversation away from definitive categories, like: 

‘Someone told me about a worry they had when . . . is it a little bit like that?’

‘If it was a little bit like . . . would x . . . or y . . . or z . . . happen?’

‘If x or y or z happened, would it be easy or hard to talk about?’

Working with the imagination provides us (therapists, children/young people and family members) with a transformative resource. We can use the imagination to build the determination and strength to challenge concerns or engage with difficult life circumstances. We can also engage the imagination so that abstractions can be concretised, providing a location for children/young people to practise the activity of acting on their life. For example, if in session we’ve discovered the strength that comes with laughter. I might ask the following in order to investigate the imaginative resource.

Q:
If a worry was to try and sneak in after there had been lots of laughter and you were feeling strong, what would you do?

Q:
How would you know a ‘sneaky worry ‘ was trying to spoil your fun?

Q:
If you told Mum or Dad ‘a sneaky worry’ has shown up, what could they do or say to give you strength?

Q:
If your Mum and Dad did . . . or . . . would that be strength-building?

THE CONCERN THAT SUPPORTS THE CONCERN

Children/young people who have been struggling with long-standing concerns can find themselves on the emotional outside of the family. Ongoing tension and resentment can impact on feelings of warmth, affection and love, which can result in a crisis of belonging. The strong emotions that are experienced when belonging is under threat can be difficult to name and express. Consequently, expression is found in the familiar, that is the concern. As the concern’s appearance in the life of the family increases, the child/young person’s belonging may become increasingly fragile. In this environment, the use of relational language supports family members to explore the consequences of the threat to belonging without rejecting the child/young person. In this situation the knowledge of the frailty of belonging is not new to children/young people, although most have experienced the threat to belonging as a punishment or as a reflection on themselves.

Activities that support belonging are engaged in when children/young people have agreed to act on the concern in order to reduce its influence on their lives. At the same time, parents agree to support children/young people through taking a joint, agreed-upon position in respect of the concern. When belonging is threatened, the strategies used to strengthen the child/young person to overcome the concern include activities that support belonging. For example, letters of encouragement, support and love, strength-building strategies that include parental participation and time spent in favourite joint activities. Any agreement made in the sessions includes an understanding that the agreement is the first important step, followed by strategies to experiment with watching for and acting on the concerns. When the child’s/young person’s belonging is so fragile that supports to belonging aren’t acted on or are half heartedly acted on, it is our responsibility to name this. In our exploration with family members we may discover the following:

· High exhaustion levels that preclude the pursuit of belonging. 

· A life event that acts as an impediment to belonging, such as the child/young person was conceived as the result of the mother being raped.

· Unacknowledged reservoirs of resentment and anger.

· Fragile early belonging between the adults and the child.

· Out-of-the ordinary expectations of children’s/young persons’ responsibilities in the maintenance of the parents/child/young person relationship.

· Fear that becoming available to the possibility of belonging will result in disappointment and hurt.

· Fear that connecting with the child/young person will trigger the adult’s memories of traumatic childhood experiences.

· A belief that the child/young person represents a mirror image of the adult as a child/young person. The adult views her/him self as a child/young person with distaste and derision. This view has severe implications for a connected adult/child/young person relationship.

· Fear that experiences of connection with the child/young person could provoke an abusive response.

These ideas are an indication of the numerous possible impediments to belonging. Once the impediment is identified, it can be explored and acted upon in order to begin to construct a relationship of belonging within which the concern can be addressed. The effectiveness of therapy is severely hampered within an environment of limited or no belonging. It is our task to attempt to build belonging between parents and children/ young people or to source other environments where belonging can be supported.

WORKING WITH SILENCE

Silence can have a multiplicity of meanings. The silence we’ll discuss constitutes a lack of engagement. When children/young people respond non-verbally 

there is engagement and communication. However for some children/young people, fear drives away the willingness to engage with us. This fear includes the fear of being wrong, the fear of exposure, the fear of punishment, the fear of change.

If we can’t create a climate that supports children/young people to take the risk to engage with us, then the therapy has severe limitations. Engaging children/young people in talk about traumatic, fearful, shameful, rageful, sadness-filled events can be difficult. This can be the result of experiences and ideas in childhood about right and wrong and expectations that this adult (the therapist) will be another arbitrator of what is right or wrong. Many children/young people have substantial evidence that adult knowings and descriptions of events will always be seen as right therefore rendering their experiences and knowings as wrong. Therapy can therefore become another possible vehicle for punishments and/or misunderstandings. In this context children/young people can take a silent, defiant or ‘getting it right’ stance.

The experience that is without words can support children’s/young people’s silence. Traumatic experiences which precipitate strong emotional responses can render a child/young person literally dumb. There are no words to draw on to describe events that are often filled with numerous contradictions. Here is a simple example. After a parent has repeatedly hit a child for a misdemeanour, the parents says while stroking and consoling the child , ‘It hurts me to do this, I only do it because I love you.’ 

Another example: A child feels hurt and rejected by the amount of time his parents spend attending to a sick sibling. At times the child wishes his sick brother would die, and then mortified at this wish, works hard to be good and kind. In this instance hurt, rejection, anger and loss sit together with love and compassion. 

The effects on children/young people of the traumatic events that defy description is often exhibited through behaviour. The meaning made of this behaviour by adults (parents, teachers, social workers, therapists) is often constructed without a knowledge of the traumatic events. This lack of knowledge encourages pathologising descriptions of children/young people. When we gather information about the contextual environment we are better positioned to wonder:

· How has the child/young person (and other family members) been affected by the death of his grandmother?

· What has been the effect of a change of school, house?

· How has the birth of the new baby effected the family?

With this wondering, we generate an enquiry process to re-search the effects of life events on family members. We hold the theories we have, together with the theo-ries family members have about these concerns, as one possibility among many.

Sometimes I will check out the effects of a life event through story-telling or wondering out loud, where I ask myself questions and give the answers. In this process I’m wondering if there is a recognition or connection by the child/young person to these stories.

Example:

I found myself wondering how the suicide attempt by a family member impacted on family members’ ability to articulate the effect of this suicide attempt on them. I discovered that there was silence about the effects of the suicide attempt, perhaps as a consequence of children/young people feeling worried that the strong feelings they had might be ‘too much’ for the fragile family member. In the following discussion I’m demonstrating that I am sometimes active in generating the possible themes for discussion.

Greg, when we began talking today we discovered that you have been suffering under the weight of some heavy questions. When questions like this come out in the open, it usually lightens the load. The questions often don’t get asked in order to protect people. I think we can find a way to protect people and get these questions out and answered, what do you think?

Greg, here are the questions we discovered. I’m going to answer the questions because I’ve heard the answers from other young people. If your answer is different, fill in your answer under mine.

Question:
Did I, in any way cause the depression to grow so big that you wanted to end your life?

My Answer:
No — absolutely not. The depression had nothing to do with you. It sort of crept up on me and I didn’t know what to do or how to get out of it. Now I do know what to do so it won’t creep up on me again.

Greg answer or question:

Question:
How come you could think of leaving me like that? If you loved me you wouldn’t have done that.

My Answer:
I do love you as a brother. When the depression took hold I couldn’t find a way out. I’m sorry you felt hurt. I know I would do things differently now.

Greg answer or question:

Question:
I feel really let down and angry. I looked up to you.

My Answer:
Depression let me down, it took me away from everyone for a while but now I’m back. How can we begin to build our brotherly relationship again?

Greg answer or question:

Question:
I can’t rely on anybody any more. It’s safer for me to make friends with the voices in my head.

My Answer:
You’re hurt about what’s happened. I can understand that. However as your big brother I have some words of advice. When hurt and anger exist only in conversations in your head, more isolation can occur and therefore more hurt and 
anger. I wonder how you can begin to rely on somebody again?


How can I help you do that?


Do you think we can begin by sending the voices on holiday for two weeks?


In that holiday time, who in the family do you want to replace the voices?


What do they need to do?


Do you need special, private time with this person?


Do you need to tutor them in the voice/friend’s words or questions?

Greg answer or question:

In other situations where a child has been abused — physically, sexually and emo-tionally, the contradictory nature of caretaker relationships are exacerbated. These contradictory conditions exacerbate the silence that comes with forgetting.

Example:

Brenda couldn’t make sense of her relationship with her father. During the day time, he was an exemplary dad. People like Mrs George next door, would often comment about him. Talking and shaking her head she would praise his playtime creativity and the making of finger puppets, building a tree hut, making toffee apples. ‘You girls are so lucky to have such a loving dad’ was the favoured lead into a diatribe about the relationship. ’ Hope you girls appreciate and respect your dad, you don’t want to take him for granted.’ During the night time, this wonder father sexually abused Brenda, telling her that bad things would happen to her if she told anyone.

Brenda was tormented by this contradiction and decided that in her world, two fathers existed. One arrived in the day time, he was good, loving and kind and one arrived in the night. He was called the nightman. The nightman looked like her daytime dad but he was different. Brenda believed that if she appre-ciated and respected her daytime dad then the nightman might not come. She worked very hard at this, but obviously not hard enough. The nightman would eventually always return.

The two fathers came into existence initially through drawing and then through expressing the story of the drawing in words.

The following conversation took place as part of an interview between myself and Sharon. We were reflecting after the completion of therapy, on the issue of memory. This part of the conversation illustrates the different sense children can make of their experiences of being abused. 

Sharon:
There’s something. One thing I found surprising was some of the memories that I had, and some of my thought processes as a little child were so different from mine now. Like feeling guilty and feeling it was my fault. To actually remember all that as part of the visual memories, that was strange.

 
Like the time up in the attic when he tried to have intercourse and it didn’t work. And of course I felt really bad that I hadn’t done it right. And that was strange too. And I read some books about how little kids feel when they are abused and the taking of responsibility and all that.

JB:
It’s interesting for other people to know that as they remember things, they may actually remember the child-like feelings that go with those memories.

Sharon:
Yes, like when I told Leon, he was really angry, and said, ‘The bastard’, and, ‘if I would see him, this and that would happen to him.’ And my emotional response was, ‘But it was my fault and I didn’t do it right,’ and, ‘it should have been possible,’ type of thing. To get out of those sorts of thoughts to do with memories takes time as well. I guess it’s why feelings, of other people’s feelings like anger or whatever, aren’t appropriate, you still have your child feelings or your child’s thoughts with the memory.

JB:
Having those memories of the child thoughts, did it give you an explanation as to how the child took on ideas about being to blame, or being bad or not good enough?

Sharon:
Yes and why everything else happened after that. And why even now if I met the people that abused me, my uncle or the young man, I wouldn’t go out with a gun and shoot them both. Maybe I will in three years time, but not now.

Therapy can be experienced by many children/young people as a mystery and an imposition. Children/young people who feel ‘in the wrong’, ‘bad’ or the holders of secrets, can expect the therapy will be another location for censorship or punishment of them. The knowledge that children/young people may carry this expectation into the therapy, directs us to conduct the therapy in ways that are respectful of children/young people. When children/young people have experienced physical, sexual and emotional abuse, it is likely that they believe the ideas that they have been subjected to which imply that they are wrong or bad. Addressing this directly with children/young people will have a limited effect. I believe it’s more important for children/young people to experience a context of safety within the therapy together with an environment that actively engages with the ideas that haunt and oppress them. In this chapter I discuss engaging with children’s/ young people’s ideas and experiences by reflecting on and with stories. There are, however, numerous ways of engaging children’s/young people’s imaginative abilities in order to explore and challenge the ideas that they have been subjected to, such as play, drawing, drama, music. Traumatic experiences can often be forgotten due to a paucity of language and a lack of conceptual maturity. The strong emotional responses that remain can gain expression in ways that are identified as problematic. 

It is sometimes necessary to attempt to address the themes that bring forward the strong emotional responses rather than directly address the memories of the abuse. We can respect children’s/young people’s pace, knowing and sense of safety by indicating a willingness to both talk about the ‘hard things’ while focussing more directly on those things that children/young people bring to the therapy.

THE CONTEXT OF SAFETY

The next example emphasises how necessary it is that we are willing to respect the experiences children/young people have, including the strategies they develop to survive. Through this respect, we can create a context of safety that allows for disclosure of overwhelming thoughts and feelings.

Example:

Leanne is 8–years-old. She has a sister, Anne, who is 6. Leanne’s parents are divorced now and have an amicable shared parenting relationship. Victoria, Leanne’s mother, has ongoing admissions to psychiatric residential facilities. Tom, Leanne’s dad, has custody of the children. He is the only adult in the household and works part time between 9.00a.m. and 3.30p.m. His parents are very involved in caring for the children. Victoria and Tom negotiate Victoria’s contact with the children as it is dependent on Victoria’s sense of well-being. Victoria has attempted suicide several times. Leanne witnessed one episode and called emergency services, effectively saving her mother’s life.

Leanne’s Story

I’m rolling down a soft sweet smelling grassy bank. I know I’m not alone because I can hear other children shrieking and laughing. Even so, I feel alone bouncing my way down, down. There is a swishing sound and I move with it until I am hanging in the air watching. I am suddenly terrified as I can see the end of the green. My body is still rolling and rolling over and over towards the edge where green meets blue and then I reach out as the body that is me vanishes. I fall and scream, fall and scream then wake up on the floor, crying. The crying is noiseless apart from a few gulps. It’s the tears that give me away. I can’t remember a time when I cried out loud. 

Annie does, her whole body shakes and she roars. It’s so loud I put my hands over my ears and count backwards from 20 to one. By the time I hit one, Dad is usually there and things are quiet again. 

I like my quiet crying, it helps me to stay sort of invisible. I’m really good at invisibility, no one else knows, mind you they think I’m here but I am not. I pull my body in really tight, making myself small, then I stare at a spot on the wall. When I do that, my voice in my head gets louder. I tell myself stories and go on adventures with all sorts of friends.

Dad’s always interrupting me saying, ‘Hey, you’re daydreaming again,’ or giving me a little shake. I’ve practised just appearing long enough to smile and say something and then I’m off again. The adventures I have are sometimes dangerous, but no matter what, it always works out all right in the end. I wish I could live there.

I’m supposed to see a person that Dad said would help me with my feelings about Mum. I don’t know what he means, I don’t have any feelings about Mum. I know she loves me really, she’s just sick a lot of the time. I already know this, what can anyone else tell me? I don’t want to go, it’s really silly. Dad says, my teacher Mrs Grant is worried about me. I can’t understand that. 

I’m never naughty. I never have to stand outside the classroom or go to the principal. He says that Mrs Grant thinks that I spend too much time on my own. Well, what’s wrong with that. The girls in my class are silly and the boys, well who wants to play with boys. I don’t want to talk to anyone. I don’t want to talk about Mum. He can take me if he likes but I’m not going to talk, no one can make me.

Johnella’s Story

Leanne arrives with her Dad. She is friendly and courteous. She declines my invitation to draw or play with the available toys. Instead she sits and listens as her Dad describes his concerns. When I talk with her she answers me with a generous number of ‘I don’t know’, and shrugs. When I ask about worries or fears, Leanne reports that she doesn’t have any. I suggest to Leanne that she could draw if she wanted to. Leanne once again declined saying she didn’t feel like drawing. Tom asked her to draw something for him and Leanne shook her head, turning her body away from both of us. 

I asked Tom if he’d be willing to draw a picture of the family so I could get to know who was who. I suggested to Leanne that she could listen if she wanted to. 

Tom drew a picture that placed Leanne on her own between her Mum and Dad. Leanne had her arms out, one toward, Tom and one toward, Victoria. She was looking straight ahead with tears running down her cheeks. Victoria had her hands over her eyes and face and Tom had one arm around Annie and the other extended to Leanne. As Tom was describing the story of his drawing Leanne was watching and listening intently. 

I asked Tom what stops him moving towards Leanne. Tom responded that he did move towards her, but whenever he reached Leanne, he made contact with her body but her heart seemed to remain in the same middle place. I asked Tom if he thought the middle place was a lonely place for Leanne. Tom said, ‘Yes,’ and that this really worried him as he loved Leanne very much. Tom turned and reached for Leanne’s hand. Leanne sat silently crying.

I began to speak my thoughts out loud. 

Other children have told me that you can get stuck in the middle place. It can feel like a sort of refuge which means a safe hiding place. It’s difficult for me to know if you feel that you’re in this middle place and if you do feel that, I wonder what took you to this middle place. I could however guess. 

The middle place could be equal distance from your Mum and Dad. I wonder if standing there tells your Mum and Dad that you love them equally. Children who stand in the middle place often worry that one parent will feel left out if they seem to be having a good time with the other parent. The middle place is sometimes a place children stand if they are worried about their parents’ safety. By standing in the middle they can stay alert, do you understand the word alert? It means sort of on guard, they can stay on guard, watching and listening for any sign of trouble. This being on guard can take children away from children’s things — like playing, having friends, things like that. 

After a time of being on guard, some children forget about the things that they used to do or that other children do, like playing. The middle place can appear a bit like home, the best place to be. When this happens, children go to this middle place throughout the day. The problem is that being in the middle place can take away friends and fun, for many children it becomes a very lonely place.

I don’t know if this makes any sense to you, Leanne. If it does I’m guessing that you don’t need to stay in the middle place. There are some things that your Mum and Dad could tell you so that you can play around with moving from the middle place to other places and back again. 

I’m suggesting playing around because at the moment the middle place might feel like the only place and that can feel like a bit of a trap. You will always have the middle place but I know that your Dad wants you to have all the places that you can have in your life. To begin this we could experiment with moving from the middle place to other places and back again. I’ve been talking about the middle place and your Dad has drawn you in the middle place. 

Can you show me where you would put yourself in this drawing. Is it more toward Mum, more towards Dad, or is it just right. Can you point if I hold the drawing up? Okay. It’s just right? (Leanne nods)

I would like to talk with you and your Dad, or you could talk with your Dad at home about how you would know that you were moving from the middle. I also would like your Mum and Dad to both tell you that they support you 100% in being able to have a good time whether you’re with Mum or with Dad. I would like you to tell me or your Dad, if you have any worries about experimenting with moving. There’s a lot to think and and I’d like to write you a letter that you can read together and give to Victoria and Annie. In this letter I’m going to guess some of the signs of being in the middle place. Whenever anyone notices these signs Leanne, you’ll be asked or ask yourself, am I in the middle place? People will suggest some ideas or things to do to experiment with being in another place. 

I’m making a lot of guesses about the middle place and when people guess they can be a little bit right or a little bit wrong, or a big bit right or a big bit wrong. At the end of the day, you could write in your diary about the discoveries you made today. You could then help me to guess a little bit better.

In this story I am working with the theme ‘being in the middle place’. I have taken hold of this theme because it appeared to have an emotional resonance for Leanne. I used my knowledge of what it is to be ‘in the middle place’ to construct a story that had within it numerous possibilities. The story moved us from silence to a process of engagement. In this example I am focussing on the process of engagement, experimentation and movement. 

The everyday experiential metaphor ‘the middle place’, was initially described by Tom and was then taken up by me. ‘Being in the middle place’ became the theme which was used to provide Leanne with a language resource that she could use to explore the experiences she had. The relational exploration of being in the middle place became the vehicle for family conversations that moved past the questions, ‘How are you feeling?’ or ‘What do you feel?’ or ‘Are you upset about?’ These questions predominately make little sense to children/young people and can invite children/young people to attempt to provide adults with ‘the right answer’. Therapists who find that their questions fall into an abyss-like silence or one word responses, can retreat into the passive approach of free play. It is hoped that free play will provide children with the opportunity to ‘work through’ their concerns. Free play certainly implies respect of children’s worlds by an adult. I believe however that we have a responsibility to engage more actively with the dilemmas children are facing. We can do this while recognising that we come to these dilemmas as adults and consequently children’s/young people’s experiences and meaning-making processes are often very different from ours.

Taking up the middle place was Leanne’s response to a complex situation which inevitably generated strong emotions. Once I language ‘the middle place’ into existence we are positioned to re-search the following:

· The context which brought this strategy forward.

· The ways it works and thus its disadvantages and advantages.

· Movement to and from the middle place which implicates Leanne as active and thus holding the potential to act for change.

· The availability of parental resources to:

—identify times where the middle place strategy is being used

—name it and negotiate other possibilities

—experiment with putting in place alternative supports for Leanne.

THE DOING OF CHANGE
The doing of change refers to the movement of the discoveries we’ve made in the therapeutic room to outside of the therapeutic room. I begin this by negotiating the willingness the child/young person and family members have to experiment with practices which support change. These practices are then discussed and outlined through letters. The doing of change needs to be supported by family members. If I have seen a child or young person on their own, I will use letters to update and conscript family support. The content of these letters is negotiated with the child/young person before sending the letters.

The following letters demonstrate the movement of clinical discoveries to a practice at home or at school. Kylie is 11–years-old and is suffering from the effects of worries, including possible unpredictable disasters, such as aeroplanes crashing, particularly after September 11th, mysterious illnesses, and so on.

Letter One

Dear Kylie,

It was lovely to meet with you today. Here are some of the ideas we discussed. Remember they are just ideas, you can change or alter them as you go.

We discovered today that you have this wonderful strength which is empathy for others or sensitivity to others’ pain. This attribute contributes to you being both a special friend and daughter. We also discovered how this strength can become a friend to worries, especially in situations where you know about a disaster or suffering in the world, while also knowing you can’t do anything with this knowing. 

Another discovery we made was the strength of your mind. We decided today to experiment with using these strengths you have to reduce the worries which are taking up time, robbing you of sleep and changing and taking away opportunities for fun.

Today we learnt some things about these worries:

1)
Worry thoughts lie to you. We know this because they get smaller when confronted, i.e. going to the dentist.

2)
The longer worries hang around without taking action to reduce them, the stronger they get.

3)
Worries don’t have a sense of humour. They disappear with laughter and happiness.

4)
Worries weaken with mind power, i.e. distraction — thinking about other things, doing other things, holidays.

5)
Worries reduce when thoughts of reassurance are used, i.e. ‘Its okay, its a dream, a dream isn’t real’.

Given what we have discovered about how some of these worries work, we agreed to experiment with a plan to reduce the worries in your life.

The Plan

1.  
Catch the worry early as soon as you notice a worry — experiment with a distraction 

· Doing something — call a friend.

· Reading a joke book.

· Listening to music.

· Making something.

· Watching a video.

2. 
 Remember these worries lie — try something out to check out the honesty of this worry. Remember the dentist discovery when you said: ‘I’m going to do this thing, I’ll get reassurance from Mum or Dad and then just do it — because is important for me and my health and well-being.’

3.  
In times when we are all surrounded by news of war, we might need to work to reduce the worries that are robbing us of joy. I suggest one or two times a week there is a celebration of family time, which includes a comedy video. Kylie, you could think of some celebrating things as well as other family members taking turns at thinking of life celebratory things to do.

4.  
Actions, even small actions, can reduce the climate of powerlessness which grows worries.

5.  
Make the bedroom a worry-free zone. If worries sneak into the bedroom, experiment with banishing them with strong thoughts and images, 


or,


write them down and post them in a mail box outside the bedroom, saying, ‘I can get help with this worry tomorrow.’

6.  
Worries can move from the mind to the body. The worry showed up when you fainted. To stop this happening, after school go through a 15 minute body and mind relaxation exercise with Mum or Dad. After the relaxation, stand up, stretch and gently shake the body (arms first, legs next) free of worry.


If a worry persists, write it down and challenge it with strong mind thinking, 


or ask Mum or Dad for help,


or bring the worry to the counselling.

7. 
 Keep a worry diary of successes and questions you want to ask in counselling.

Kylie, remember these are just suggestions — experiment and see how they work for you.

Kind Regards

Johnella Bird

We discovered in our second meeting that Kylie had successfully challenged many of the fears that were persecuting her. The next letter records these accomplishments.

Letter Two

Dear Kylie,

I was amazed today to hear about all the steps you have taken to challenge the worries. Your Mum, Charlotte, talked about the visit to the vet. You discovered that curiosity came forward when the worries were put to one side. When you acted on this curiosity you made all sorts of discoveries. Charlotte said, ‘I was really proud of her.’

We discovered the things you do to reduce fears:

· Using the imagination to work for you and having fun, i.e. practising visiting the doctor with Mum, getting to know how the worry might work and then challenging it.

· Thinking or using the mind to challenge the worries.

· Thinking of a plan and then acting on this plan.

Remember if and when the worries show up, this isn’t a failure. Its simply alerting you to something. We thought it might be useful to try these things if the worry shows up.

· If this happens, read the diary and come up with a plan.

· Act on the plan with help from your parents.

· If you think you need help from me, make a time.

Congratulations — you have achieved an amazing amount in a short time.

Kind Regards,

Johnella Bird

Around this time, I interviewed a number of children who were suffering from the effects of overwhelming fears and worries. Although every situation was different, there was a common thread, which involved the discussion of world events and/or frequently disasters by social studies teachers where there was no discussion of what the children could do. The children were often left feeling overwhelmed by the enormity of poverty, war and injustice. I discussed this observation with a number of school counsellors. The following letters represent the actions taken by one of these counsellors. She e-mailed this letter to her schools social studies teachers.

Letter Three

This year for professional development I am having nine intensive sessions with Johnella Bird, an internationally recognised therapist and trainer.

Anyway, yesterday she brought up an issue that I feel is appropriate to share with you both.

She had as a client, a young girl who had been seriously affected by learning about famine and other disasters in social studies. In discussion, Johnella and the girl realised that there were some things that Social Studies teachers could do to lessen this despair. In particular, they recommend students find out about the inspiring work some people are doing in tragic circumstances. They also felt that if the class themselves undertake some action (however small) to help the people suffering that will also change children’s responses to the learning.

I realise many children are not strongly affected by these sorts of studies, however for a few sensitive children in each class it may be seriously upsetting.

I would really appreciate you both taking the time out to consider this email and to reflect upon to what extent you do and would like to implement the recommendations Johnella and the girl thought of.

It would be good to hear back from you.

Six months later the same counsellor sent me this update:

Hi Johnella,

I have been meaning to tell you that since your feedback to us about social studies teaching there has been a real difference here at ‘X’ Intermediate. The most recent activities: children have been circulating petitions, writing letters and fund-raising re dismantling land mines and other dangerous remnants of war.

It has added to the depth and meaning of what is happening at school for children (and staff) so if you ever have contact with that child again be sure to let her know, eh?

Thanks.

I think these letters indicate the importance of involving the significant people in a child’s life in the process of making change. I also believe these letters have the potential to create ripple-effect change beyond the individual and the family.

The movement into the doing of change is supported by letters. I always write to children/young people with a copy to the parents. I do this because:

1.
Parents can reinterpret the discoveries we make through an adult construction.

2.
The letter concretises the discoveries made in the session while setting a contextual environment which supports change for all family members.

3.
The letter addressed to the child/young person emphasises accessible language while confirming imaginative resources.

4.
Letters strengthen the therapeutic relationship connection.

5.
Letters emphasis the tentative, experimental nature of the ideas, activities and experiments.

Example:

Brigette came to see me because her parents were worried about her. She seemed overwhelmed by sadness after her infant brother died. Brigette was 6–years-old when I met her. Her parents were doing everything they could to both acknowledge the enormous loss they were all experiencing, while acting to sustain the family. Brigette was struggling to engage with any activity with enthusiasm and joy, and consequently she appeared very sad and tired.

This is the letter I wrote to her after the first session. Ann is Brigette’s younger sister.

Dear Brigette and Ann,

It was lovely to meet you both today. Brigette, we discovered that the sadness feeling has been disturbing your sleep time. I was amazed to hear that you can use your thinking to put the sadness to rest by thinking of word games. Brigette until I see you again, do you think we could experiment with the sadness feeling visiting you only during the day? At night time you may need to continue to persuade this sadness to stay away because not only does it disturb your sleep time, it brings with it loneliness. When loneliness comes around you want Mum and Dad’s company and find it difficult to sleep. 

We decided today that you could experiment with surrounding yourself with happiness things at night in order to disappear the sadness feeling, e.g. photos, toys, joke books, words, angel advice and posters.

We also decided that for a while we will experiment with the bedroom being a sadness-free zone. Those people, thoughts, ideas and things that bring laughter, happiness, sleep and rest will however be very welcome in the bedroom.

Good luck with the experiment Brigette.

Ann, you seem to have managed to keep sadness away before sleep. Do you think you could help Brigette keep the bedroom a happiness zone at night time? What are your ideas?

Kind Regards, 

Johnella Bird

After that session Brigette, understandably, had periods of sadness while also reconnecting with and enjoying her life.

In teaching child/youth and family work, I have noticed that it is easier for therapists to be interested in the problem/s rather than in attributes, strengths or resources. This occurs whenever therapists consider the attributes, strengths or resources which they discover to be the solution or answer to the problem. Identifying attributes, abilities, strengths and resources provides an essential platform from which to explore the effects of concerns/problems. Without this platform the child/young person can experience powerlessness and hope-lessness when confronted with difficulties. The discoveries we make about the life of the problem, interweaves with the discoveries we make in regard to abilities, strengths and resources. Within this weave, possibilities for change emerge and are created. I then move these possibilities into an experiential out of session beginning practice.

The process of change-making requires the following:

· Creating a platform for change which will support the possibility of change i.e. acknowledgement, appreciation and connection building practices.

· Apportioning an equal interest in the resources of the child and family members as the problems.

· Orientating the enquiry towards looking and re-searching differences over time, past, present and future within different contexts, school, friends, home, grandparents, animals.

· Focussing on imaginative possibilities — the ‘If’ . . . questions which were discussed earlier.

· Re-searching the development of readiness for change — including the environment or people who will be supportive of this change.

· Experimenting with the change possibilities: Experimenting with change possibilities is positioned as part of a discovery process versus the solution.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

1.
David Epston’s ability and willingness to engage in and with children’s worlds has always been inspirational (1997).

2.
In the late 70s I read widely and attempted to interpret the ideas and practices of these clinicians in my work with children and families. Minuchin, S. (1974). Families and Family Therapy. Harvard University Press. Cambridge. 


Haley, J. (1973). Uncommon Therapy: The Psychiatric Techniques Of Milton H. Erickson. W.W. Norton. New York.


Haley, J. (1976). Problem Solving Therapy. Jossey Bass. San Francisco.


Selvini-Palazzoli, M., Boscolo, L., Ceechin, G., and Prata, G. (1978) Paradox and Counter-paradox. Jason Aronson. New York.

3.
When I discuss the possibility that concerns may have in some way been experienced as ‘useful’, this is different from the idea that a problem inherently serves a function. I am holding the possibility that people (clients) can have an ambivalent relationship with concerns. For example, Sarah is getting teased at school. She becomes increasingly fearful of going to school, often complaining of stomach aches in the mornings. For the last two weeks she has refused to go to school. Sarah is relieved that she has escaped the teasing, however she finds that the fears have escalated. Whenever she thinks of leaving the house to visit relatives and friends or simply to walk to the shop, fear grips her stomach.

4.
The Leslie Centre is a Child and Family counselling services attached to Auckland Presbyterian Support Services.

5.
David Epston was the person who originally marked the ‘X’ on the step.
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