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WRITING  (AS)  SYSTEMIC  PRACTICE 

ABSTRACT 

GAIL SIMON 

This doctoral portfolio is a collection of papers and pieces of creative writing arising out of therapeutic, 

supervisory and training conversations and in relation to a wide range of texts.  I have wanted to find ways of 

writing ethically so as to avoid objectifying people and appropriating their words, their life stories. I find ways of 

writing in which the values and practices of a collaborative, dialogical and reflexive ways of being with people 

are echoed in the texts. I show how writing and reading are relational practices in that I speak with the 

participants in the texts as well as with the reader and also with other writers. To do this, I experiment with a 

variety of written forms and employ literary devices so as to speak from within a range of practice relationships, 

from within inner dialogue, with real and fictitious characters. 

Technically and ethically, I try to write in a way which not only captures the sound of talk but which also speaks 

with the reader who would be reading, and perhaps hearing these accounts of conversation. By sharing a rich 

level of detail from my polyvocal inner dialogue, I invite the reader into a unique and privileged alongside 

position as a participant-observer in my work.  

Inspirational research methodologies include: writing as a method of inquiry, reflexivity, autoethnography, 

performance ethnography and transgression interpreted by many areas of systemic theory and practice. To 

support this innovative work, I offer several theoretical and practical papers offering novel developments on 

systemic practice theory. I situate systemic practice as a research method and demonstrate many family 

resemblances between systemic inquiry and qualitative inquiry. I offer a reflexive model for systemic practice 

and practice research which I call Praction Research which regards therapy and research as political acts 

requiring an activist agenda.  Linked to this I politicise ideas of reflexivity by introducing local and global 

reflexivity and create a political connection with a concept of theorethical choices in theory and ethics in 

practice research.  I propose a new form of ethnography suited to systemic practice, Relational Ethnography in 

which I draw attention to reflexive relationships between writer and readers, between the voices of inner and 

outer dialogue in research texts.  

 

KEYWORDS:  Systemic therapy, Writing, Relational, Dialogical, Qualitative Inquiry, 

Autoethnography, Systemic research. 
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A DESCRIPTION OF THE PAPERS IN THIS 

PORTFOLIO 

 

i) List of Contents 

ii) A Description of the Papers in this Portfolio (This document) 

PART 1   -   FOOTHILLS 

1. Blencathra 

The foothills of the doctorate. An illustrated introduction to the doctorate through the metaphor of 

walking in landscape.  

 

2. An Overview of the Research 

A description of the research with information about the origins of the research subject, research 

focus and questions, the research methodologies I have drawn on, criteria for the research and some 

notes on the presentation of the research. 

 

PART 2   -   METHODOLOGICAL PAPERS 

3. Dublin Description of this Doctorate  

An introduction to my methodological process and research journey which is written in reflexive 

stanza form. 

 

Introduction to Three Papers on Methodology 
 

4. Praction Research: A  Model for Systemic Inquiry 
This paper is intended for publication in a systemic journal. It offers a developmental critique of two 

historically important models of social constructionist systemic therapy and I suggest a more 

contemporary systemic practice model which lends itself to systemic research. 

 

5. Systemic Inquiry as a Form of Qualitative Inquiry 

This is a paper written for publication in a systemic journal. It proposes Systemic Practice as a form of 

Qualitative Inquiry and shows where the connections are in ideology, theoretical propositions, ethics 

and social change agendas. It looks at what the broad field of Qualitative Inquiry might have to offer 

Systemic Inquiry but also makes some suggestions about how the field of Qualitative Inquiry might be 

enriched by areas of Systemic Practice. 
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6. Writing (as) Systemic Practice 

This paper is written as a brief introduction to the specific subject matter of the research focus. More 

theory is found in contextually responsive ways throughout many of the papers.  But here, I respond to 

some key messages from other writers which have inspired or troubled me and I reflect on some 

relational aspects of writing, find connections with systemic practice and start to describe Relational 

Ethnography as offering another supportive research context for writing as a form of systemic inquiry. 

 

 

PART 3   -   REFLEXIVE, DIALOGICAL WRITING RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Introduction to Reflexive, Dialogical Writing Relationships Papers 

 

7. WhoYou? 

A short dilemmic2 poem on reflexive writing 

 

8. Writing Practice  

This paper is an early context setting paper for this portfolio. It introduces reflexive writing in a 

supervision practice context. It shares examples of how I have used writing as a form of reflexivity and 

how writing also shows reflexivity in action. It’s a paper which sets a theoretical and practice context 

for subsequent papers which also use an autoethnographic style. 

 

9. Writing as Talk 

This paper has been written for a practitioner audience. Parts of this paper have been jointly 

constructed with someone I have been working with in therapy. “Susan” has written a section of this 

paper and has participated in reflection on the texts over time. She has acted as respondent to the 

paper which has not merely documented our work so much as been part of our therapeutic 

relationship. The creativity in the work with Susan has acted as the springboard to my research 

interest and helped me recognise the value of using writing as a means of communicating with people 

who don't find 'talk' difficult.  

 

10. Inner and Outer Talk 

The first in a series of conversations between two characters who debate a number of practical, 

theoretical and ethical issues relevant to the papers in this portfolio. In a sense their debate deals with 

many of the main questions of 'validity' facing this research portfolio. They rarely come to an 

agreement but they are debating the issues and raising ethical questions and taking moral and 

immoral positions. I think of this writing as performative writing. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    
2 I use the adjective, dilemmic, to describe writings which involve a relational dilemma. 
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PART 4   -   DIALOGICAL WRITING FOR READERS 

Introduction to Dialogical Writing for Readers Papers 

 

11. WhoWe 

A  short dilemmic poem on writing for a reader. 

 

12. Writing for Readers: Some Challenges for Practitioner-Researchers 

This paper has been written as a paper for publication for an audience of writers and researchers in 

the field of counselling and psychotherapy. I imagine it as a book chapter too.  It is, perhaps, one of my 

most complex writing challenges to date. I write about writing for readers through a teaching session 

with counselling research students on writing for readers. In addition, I try to use the advice and 

learning from the conversation with the students. It is based on actual conversations with students but 

I allow myself some literary licence and elaborate on actual events by using composite characters and 

conversations. It weaves theory and live dilemmas. It is perhaps, the closest I get to using the 

autoethnographic reflexive writing style Carolyn Ellis describes as a methodological novel. The key 

differences are my enhanced attention to relationality, work with practitioner-researchers and an 

attempt to draw on systemic and dialogical theory.  

 

13. Writing Time -  Space for The Reader – The Place of The Writer 

The second in a series of four conversations about writing and relationality between two characters 

who call on Bakhtin's name a lot as well as some other writers.  

 

14. Introduction to ‘Writing for a Public Audience’ (Appx VII) 

Some reflections on technical and ethical choices in writing a follow up chapter to the paper above 

‘Writing for Readers’ – this time on writing ‘about’ one’s work for a public audience.  

 

15. Writing Like this  

A poem addressing the challenge of writing reflexively with relational anticipation. 

 

16. Taking Leaps: Time - Place - Signposting and Initiative 

The third in a series of four conversations about writing and relationality between the two characters, 

Fellow Writer and Voice of G-d. 

 

17. Listening to Write in a Training Context    

This paper was written to engage tutors and students of counselling in developing some curiosity 

about the conditions to write well and with ease in the areas of counselling research and practice. It is 

an example of writing from within a relationship using a first person, present tense form to draw the 

reader into the intimate detail of inner and outer talk. It uses conversation between a student and me 

whilst borrowing from literature to find a story-telling form which exposes dilemmas, responses and 

resolutions. It is a collaborative production which involved “David’s” participation in its development. 

Published in Context. 
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18. A Radio Panel on Writing 

An experiment with an alternative form of literature review in the form of a parody of a radio panel 

discussing writing. A brief example of an interactional dialogue with the intention of seeing how I could 

get the writers behind the quotes using them to speak directly with each other and use myself 

differently in the generation of a text. 

 

19. Power - Ownership - Parody and Irreverence  

The final in this series of four conversations about writing between these two characters, Fellow 

Writer and Voice of G-d. 

 

PART 5   -   PERFOMATIVE WRITING AND READING FOR LISTENING WRITERS AND READERS 

An introduction to the Performative Reading and Writing Papers 

Except for the final piece, but maybe that too, all the pieces in this section are written for a book on 

writing aimed at practitioner-researchers and practitioner-writers. 

 

20. Reading Desperado: a story about performative reading   

Things happen. Suddenly you have a new experience. And then over a year or so later some new 

thoughts about it emerge. I live and work in a world of sound exchanges. It's not only what we write 

but how it is read, how it sounds to the reader's ear, to the listener's ear, to the writer's ear. In this 

piece I reflect on an experience that happened out of the blue with the help of the correspondence 

that followed. 

 

21. Carpe Diem 

Another dilemmic poem this time about the ethics of talking-listening relationships in the moment. 

 

22. Reading Out Loud the Writer’s Writing for the Listening Writer  

This paper collects some reflections on the delicate matter of reading a writer's writing aloud for them 

to hear. I discuss the co-creation of meaning between reader and writer. 

 

23. The Sound of Talk for the Listening Reader   

Two tales addressing the possibility of hearing the voice of a writer in their writing. Reading Gregory 

Bateson is a story I think he would have liked. My mother wouldn't have liked the other one. And I 

don't think Ekow Eshun
3
 would have either. But the tales raise questions about a writer's relationship 

with their audience.  

 

24. Writing Voices from Practice with a Social Justice Agenda   

This writing came about out of two main streams: firstly from my anger, frustration, fear and a 

determination to name and expose a particular area of social injustice I came across in practice 

relationships; secondly, from a professional point of view, I wanted to write about the multiple 

identities, responsibilities and relationships I have professionally with people. This connects with my 

                                                                    
3 Participant on BBC2’s TV programme Newsnight Review, critic, writer and former artistic director of the 
Institute of Contemporary Arts in London. 
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interest in systemic practice as a transgressive practice. I have written more on this subject in 

Appendices XIII and IX. This paper is a complex piece of writing which invites a polyvocal mix of lesbian 

voices. Some parts involve direct quotes from 'real' people, other parts involve autoethnographic 

writing and some parts are what I would call ghost-writing or relational ethnography. I think I wrote 

this piece to be read aloud. That's how I hear it when I read it and I am presenting part of it as a 

performance reading at the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry in May 2011. Part of this 

paper has already been published in Context October 2010. 

 

 

PART 6   -   WRITINGS TO END WITH 

 
 

25. Connecting  

A short poem about the impossibility of pattern.  

 

26. While writing my doctorate….  

With respect to Laurel Richardson's 'While writing my book...' Some lists of happenings in my personal, 

professional and academic life during the life of this doctorate. 

 

27. A Review of this Research Journey: Creating a Continuity of Learning 

A look at what this research has to offer others and what has been happening to share the 

work of this research. 

 

 

APPENDICES 

I. Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice Programme Handbook Excerpts on Description of Course 

Ethos 

II. Research Proposal 

III. Research Ethics Committee Submission 

IV. Professional Indemnity Insurance 

V. Research Agreement Form 

 

VI. Wild Garlic: Some thoughts about undergrowth  

When presented with a challenge from an esteemed teacher about whether autoethnographic 

writing was mere ‘undergrowth’ I felt a need to write in the language of undergrowth to explore 

whether it was a sub-genre of writing as a form of inquiry. 

VII. Writing for a Public Audience 

This paper raises challenges similar to those in Paper 12. It is an autoethnographic piece of writing 

through a 'teaching' session but this time on the subject of writing about practice for a public 

audience. It isn't a how-to-get-published piece. The conversation concentrates on ethical issues 
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about the ownership of stories and connects with stories of knowing, power and authority. Again, 

it is based on real conversations with real people over a number of different occasions. For 

expediency, aesthetic and readability, I use the same group of counselling research students as in 

the previous paper to make it easier on the reader of this portfolio.  

VIII. Self-Supervision, Surveillance and Transgression 

I originally delivered this paper as a keynote address at the 2007 Systemic Supervision Conference 

hosted by the Tavistock Clinic and the Institute of Family Therapy. I worked on this paper with a 

lot of help from colleagues to get ‘talk’ into a reading paper. I was surprised at how much 

difference was required to stop addressing a live group audience and address a solitary and 

remote reader. This paper was published by the Journal of Family Therapy in 2010, Volume 32. 

IX. Transgressive Lives, Transgressive Practices 

The Pink Practice
4
 turned twenty years old and co-founder, Gwyn Whitfield and I, co-edited a 

special edition of Context5. We wrote a piece which set a context for why, as lesbian therapists, 

we turned to social constructionist systemic therapy. It was a nice thing to do, to retrace our steps 

moving between theory, living politics and therapeutic practice. And the two anecdotes from 

practice happened to include writing - again as a relational activity, as an act of community, a way 

of creating community. We got some really amazing feedback on this edition. Many people said it 

was the most vibrant and interesting edition of Context for a long time. This was the October 2010 

edition of Context. 

X. Conference Presentations, Teaching & Publications 2006 – 2011  

 

                                                                    
4 The Pink Practice is a systemic therapy practice based in London serving the lesbian, gay and queer 
communities. It has been in existence since 1990 and I am one of the co-founders. 
5 Context is the bimonthly magazine published by the Association for Family Therapy in the UK. 
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PAPER 1 

BLENCATHRA 
 

Sitting here in the cloud that is currently Blencathra, I have to imagine where I am.  

Away behind the mist is an untidy range of rust and green hills which link the north with the south. 

Their rivulets, streams, brooks and rivers flow from every direction down into the long stretches of 

water. On a calm day, these waters upend their sources and transform the peaks into a mirrored 

symmetry forcing the onlooker to decide where matter and reflection begin and end. But in the main, 

sightseers are happy enough with these horizontal, almost identical pairings of angular shapes, the 

distinction between peak and trough becomes irrelevant. It is the whole view that matters. We point, 

ooh and click our cameras capturing something which lies almost outside of words.  

 

                                                                          Derwentwater 
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I sometimes think that the Derwent Pencil Company, who made nibs for ink pens as well as colouring 

pencils, was only partly influenced in its mission by the local mining of lead. Or rather that the 

landscape shaped the imagination. 

 

Behind me, the five peaks of Blencathra which you can’t see – and neither can I at the moment – line 

up in a ragged kind of way and from this angle a few hundred metres from the summits, they look 

like a join-the-dots line connected by mild uneven and undulating pencil lines not betraying the 

walker’s experience of huge dips and climbs as they tread a path between the peaks. Not even when 

you are up there can you see what you are about to experience. It sort of comes upon you. And then 

you are there.  

And from up there, on a clear day, the serrated skyline of the Lake District boasts its peaks each with 

its many tales of climbs and sketches, weathers and textures. Treacle, sleeping in a semi-circle down 

the side of the armchair after a windy morning walk, may, in fact, be dreaming of the day we went up 

another of those multi-peaked summits, Crinkle Crags, eight miles south west of here. I remember 

that day well. It wasn’t planned. We weren’t particularly prepared but the spontaneity allowed us to 

get going without any worry about what the trip would demand of us. After several hours of climb we 

reached the first peak. I could hear the five year old in me ask if we were there yet. And at each 

subsequent peak that same question. Not so with my climbing companion, the Border Collie. She 

would have gone ever on, ever higher, more in the moment, living an anticipation of the imminent, 
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enjoying the immediacy of The Next, excitement at finding another stream, another path, another 

viewpoint. 

 

The doctorate has been a bit like this 

This isn’t looking much like an introduction to a thesis. I am resisting the pull towards writing as any 

one version of myself. Am I not a walker as much as a therapist, teacher or supervisor? Walking in the 

Lake District is as close to home and heart as I am going to find for a metaphor reflecting this doctoral 

journey.  And, I do some of my best writing while I’m walking.  

Writing materials 
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Finding foothold after foothold, side-stepping bog, admiring a view are not as lineal or as 

monologically route-bound as they may sound. I walk and talk. I listen out for whatever feels right, 

sounds right. I hear the chatter of textual friends. Each step of the climb helps separate out one voice 

from another and allows for bold leaps which surprise me and I giggle. Sometimes I misjudge my 

ability and get wet feet. It doesn’t matter. It’s just what happens. It’s part of the walk. So many ways 

of crossing a terrain. So many ways of writing a dissertation, a book. Ordnance Survey, by the way, 

still describes this mountain as ‘Blencathra also known as Saddleback’. Before Wainwright 

popularised the Gallic name, it’s anglicised name Saddleback dominated maps. Now there is some 

concession, a compromise. I suppose Ordnance Survey have decided there isn’t one right way to 

name a mountain but that they have adopted a respect for usage - and not temporal so much as 

usage by different peoples.  

My problem is how to meet some doctoral traditions while adding in thoroughfares and footholds, 

sounds, smells and shapes from my working world. Actually, it’s not a problem. It’s an exciting 

journey requiring the tenacity, curiosity, the ability to listen closely to what feels right and adopt the 

in-the-moment-ness of my Border Collie.  

 

How to read this portfolio 

There’s a choice of routes to ascend Blencathra. With some mountains, there is only really one way 

up and the same way down. Blencathra asks you to choose what kind of journey you want to 

undertake, what you want it to include: incline, colour, outlook. It’s not just a geographical set of 

choices facing you but whether you fancy a zippy pace or leisurely amble. What kind of 

companionship might you want? A quiet listener? Endless chat? A hand to steady you over the rocky 

parts? Or not to meet anyone at all en route?  
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                                                                                Blencathra 

This portfolio has a list of contents - you can use it as a route map if you want - but this sheaf is a 

bundle of writings which can be traversed and experienced in a number of ways. Presenting it as a 

sheaf, and eventually as an e-sheaf, means you can choose how to approach it practically, 

emotionally, academically. 

So let me give you a summary of what there is on offer here. 

Imagine a range of differently shaped, yet connected, peaks. I’m presenting a collection of papers 

separated and connected by some literary and artistic interludes. When I think about walks, I don’t 

just walk in a straight line and non-stop. I get distracted by views and grasses, bird song and the 

movement of water and clouds. Breaks offer more than just physical restoration. I pause for 

reflection. I take stock. I look back on where I have been and look forward, often using a map, to 

where I am going next. I locate myself in the landscape.  

I have chosen a way of approaching this practice doctorate so that the aesthetic is on a par with the 

domain of production as well as with the domain of description and explanation (Lang, Little and 

Cronen 1990). The presentation and styles of writing try to reflect the activities under investigation. 

This isn’t just any practice doctorate. It’s a systemic practice doctorate. The main emphasis in 

systemic practice centres on the significance of relationality.  
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To write in a traditional lineal doctorate style which moves from point A of not knowing to point B of 

proving something would create for me too great an incoherence – stylistically and ethically - a false 

distinction really as style and ethics cannot be separated in an ethics-led way of working which I 

understand systemic practice to be. Writing, like the therapy I practice, as with supervision and 

training, is another systemic practice in that I understand writing to be a relational activity (Gergen 

2009b). It is, as with other systemic activities, a dynamic process: emergent, generative, where others 

are always present and must be taken into account. So all the pieces of work in this portfolio are 

written with the reader in mind. Some papers include responses from those appearing in the texts. 

There are conversations with and about the literature. I am always audible as the author with the 

hope that I can be both a conversational partner for the reader and also offer enough ‘information’ 

or detail for the reader to make up their ‘own mind’ about what they are reading and experiencing. In 

summary, this research is an experiment with how to write about, with and from within (Shotter 

2011) systemic practice relationships and the literature.  

 

Walking Companions 

This journey has been helped a great deal by looking to systemic literature, other literary texts, 

literary theory and the arts for help and inspiration.  

Two most striking landmarks on my linguistic horizon have served as profound encouragement and 

critique in my writing endeavours. I want to present them here as the crown jewels and they can be 

found elsewhere in this portfolio. I have returned to them many times over and found inspiration, 

solace, understanding, defiance, persistence and sisterhood in their writings. 

The first is a gift from Toni Morrison. She has helped me to write with a listening, culturally situated 

ear, with a critique of power and representation in trying to get voice-into-print and has encouraged 

a commitment to listen carefully in writing my own and others’ voices. 

“When I do a first draft, it’s usually very bad because my tendency is to write in the 

language of everyday speech, which is the language of business, the media, the language 

we use to get through the day. If you have friends you can speak to in your own language, 

you keep the vocabulary alive, the nuances, the complexity, the places where language had 

its original power, but in order to get there, I have to rewrite, discard, and remove the 



Page 27 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

print-quality of language to put back the oral quality, where intonation, volume, gesture 

are all there.”   

  (Toni Morrison quoted in Yagoda 2004 p40) 

 

Perhaps the statement which has given me most permission to use poetic licence is from Patricia 

Duncker in the Acknowledgements to her book, Hallucinating Foucault: 

                    

“This book is a work of fiction and is therefore closely based on the lives of a good many 

real people whom I have had the pleasure of knowing.”  

(Patricia Duncker 2006) 

 

This helped me to think beyond familiar conventions of whether or how to render participants 

anonymous. It blurred the boundaries between fact and fiction. Perhaps the most powerful aspect of 

this statement for me has been Patricia Duncker’s straightforward and confident way of saying ‘this is 

what I am going to do’ and leaving it at that. But where does that leave me as a practitioner-writer 

with a wallpapering of codes of ethics in every working room? I can answer that I have chosen ways 

of treading carefully, with others in mind and, in so doing, I have responded to my environment by 

experimenting with a number of forms of writing. 

Perhaps this is the place to move on to another kind of path, one which speaks in more technical 

terms about the structure of this package and which borrows more familiar signposts suited to 

describing a practice doctorate.  



Page 28 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

PAPER 2 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH 
 

1. Research Focus 

2. Research Questions 

3. Issues Leading to the Formulation of the Research Questions 

4. Research Methodologies 

5. Criteria for Producing and Evaluating the Research 

6. Presenting the Research 

7. Products of the Research 

8. Possible Practical Consequences of the Research for Others 

 

1. RESEARCH FOCUS 

This is a practice doctorate6. My research focus arises out of my conversations with people in 

systemic therapy, supervision and training relationships and out of conversations with systemic 

colleagues and other writers.  

The research explores the dynamic process of writing through the generation of a diverse range of 

texts – mostly connected to practice. These texts reflect the dialogical aspects of systemic 

conversation. They address relationality with others and the ethics of accounting practices. I create 

literary and conversational licence to do this through a range of experimental and reflexive writing 

styles. These writings include writing inner dialogue and outer conversation with colleagues, clients, 

supervisees, trainees, imaginary characters and some of the textual friends who one meets in 

systemic and related literature. I am calling the activities described here experimental and reflexive 

dialogical writing. 

                                                                    
6
 For a description of the criteria and ethos of this practice doctorate programme, please see excerpt 

from the Programme Handbook (Appendix I). 
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Main Research Activities 

I. I experiment with and discuss forms of writing in and about the systemic practices of therapy, 

therapy supervision and therapy training; 

 

II. I explore relationships arising through writing. I propose that writing about and from within 

practice needs to be understood as a systemic practice in that it is a relational activity with 

ethical challenges similar to those found in the systemic practices of therapy, supervision and 

teaching; 

 

III. I invite readers into the inner and outer dialogue of my practice and research life through 

autoethnographic writing; 

 

IV. I experiment with writing in relation to theory and the literature in animated ways which 

situate a discussion of theory as a contextual response; 

 

V. I demonstrate writing as a method of systemic inquiry; 

 

VI. I develop an account of systemic inquiry as a form of qualitative inquiry. 

 

Intended Products of the Research 

I. Ways of generating and using writing about and from within systemic practice which reflect 

the ethical concerns and activities of systemic practice; 

 

II. Examples of and reflections on writing as a relational practice; 

 

III. Ways of producing and writing doctoral research which is coherent with the creative 

responsivity and evolving relational activities of my everyday working life in diverse areas of 

systemic practice; 
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IV. Some methodological texts which offer validation and support for the work and for the 

research and which aim to extend the range of stories available to systemic practitioner-

researchers. 

 

Areas of Research Writing Arising out of My Practice 

i) There are pieces which show writing as a form of experimental and reflexive dialogical 

communication with myself. I write as a practitioner. It is a form of self-supervision and an 

opportunity to think about different levels of context in the work (Pearce and Cronen 1985, 

Oliver 1996), and about the relationship between my inner dialogue and the outer dialogue 

(Seikkula 2002, Shotter 2011).  

 

ii) There are experimental and reflexive dialogical writings with the people who have been 

present in those texts and I invite verbal or written responses from them. This takes us into 

a co-created and evolutionary accounting process in which there are opportunities to hear 

both of our inner and outer dialogues. This has produced developments in both the content 

of our conversations and also in the pattern of our communication. 

 

iii) There are experimental and reflexive papers where I write with colleagues in mind drawing 

on conversations from practice. I have found it useful to draw on a range of systemic, 

research and literary ways of writing. The technical adventures in the writing are ethically 

motivated to deal with matters of respect, representation, confidentiality, negotiation. 

 

iv) There are examples of professional papers written in a more traditional format for 

particular styles of publications. Some of these papers aspire to develop theory for a broad 

and inclusive model of systemic practice research such as for the research in this doctoral 

portfolio.  

 

v) Some of the introductory pieces find ways of addressing the reader with a sound closer to 

‘talk’ than a more formal pre-scribed tone. They set a context which hopefully anticipates the 

reader and invites them into an experience of the portfolio. 
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vi) Finally, there are several experimental and reflexive dialogical pieces of writing in the shape 

of poems, stories and conversations. There is quite a mix of papers under this heading. Some 

address theory. Others are reflections on relationality in writing. Some deal directly or 

obliquely with the challenges in this research, others with writing challenges I have faced.  

 

It may be important to note that experimental and reflexive dialogical writing is central to the 

research focus, the research methodology and the means of presenting the research. 

 

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

I have been engaged in several connected areas of research, each generating a small batch of 

research questions. Contemporary systemic practice encourages an openness in thinking and 

discourages an attachment to a single hypothesis (Selvini Palazzoli et al 1980, Cecchin et al 1993). I 

have been keen to inquire into writing practice with a chorus of questions in my ear rather than risk 

becoming a monological listener and limiting my hearing. In listening for research questions arising 

out of my practice, I have tried to exercise curiosity (Cecchin 1987), reflexivity (Hedges 2010, 

Burnham 1992, 2005, Etherington 2004) and transparency (Roberts 2005a) so research questions 

could emerge as responses to practice.  

 

The questions involve relational, technical, literary and ethical challenges. 

 

1 Working Relationships 

1a. How does reflexive dialogical writing by me and for me in and about systemic practice 

change or enhance my working relationships?  

1b. What difference does reflexive dialogical writing in a research context make to these 

relationships? 
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1c. How can I use reflexive dialogical writing in a way which fits with and possibly extends 

some of the systemic principles of transparency, collaborative meaning making and 

reflexivity?  

1d. What opportunities are created through mutual sharing of reflexive dialogical writing 

with people with whom I am working? 

1e. What learning can there be for myself and others? 

 

2 Writing for a public audience 

2a. How might I find a writing style for speaking publicly about working relationships which 

reflect the respect and collaboration in that relationship? 

2b. How do I take other participants from conversations I am describing into account in the 

writing of our experiences? 

2b. What ethical choices can I follow or create in writing about intimate work conversations 

in a more public way?  

2c. How should I take the reader into account when writing? 

2d. How am I changed by the reader writing or speaking back or anticipating them doing so? 

 

3 Research Methodologies 

3a. How can I use self and relational reflexivity in systemic practice and as part of my method 

of inquiry? 

3b. How do the practices of systemic inquiry lend themselves to a research methodology? 

3b. How can I elaborate on systemic theory to include writing as a systemic practice and 

means of inquiry and extend the theory on systemic practice as a form of inquiry? 

3c. How can I push the boundaries of existing knowledge to further learning for myself and 

colleagues and extend ideas about what counts as useful in academic and practice contexts? 
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3. ISSUES LEADING TO THE FORMULATION OF THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Something significant happened to me over a period of time: a client who didn’t do aloud talk, taught 

me about the uses of writing as a means of communicating in therapy. I gradually overcame a 

prejudice that talking aloud is more useful than writing as a means of communicating in therapy. 

Since then, I have experimented with how to use writing in all areas of my work to extend the 

conversation, to develop new ways of communicating, of reflecting and to create possibilities for 

different ways of understanding the other and myself.  

I have found that experimenting with reflexive dialogical writing can be useful in therapeutic, 

supervisory and training conversations. I think of systemic practices as guided by ethical concerns, as 

working to decentre power, as a shared and sharing process. I teach and supervise across other 

theoretical approaches and find myself involved in many interesting discussions about theory, ethics, 

rules, authority and what counts as ‘good’ therapeutic, supervisory, teaching and academic practice. 

These discussions have invited me to revisit some of my own learning and find a way of talking about 

these practices in ways which might be useful to other practitioners and ultimately to their students, 

supervisees and clients. 

Conversations in this portfolio arise out of the work I have been involved in with people in therapy 

through The Pink Practice7, supervisory conversations in both a private context8and in Relate 

Bradford9and in training courses through the Relate Institute10. These institutions have agreed for me 

to negotiate with individuals as to whether and how our conversations are represented or used as 

part of this research and for wider public presentation. 

 

 

 

                                                                    
7The Pink Practice is a systemic therapy practice based in London serving the lesbian, gay and queer 
communities. It has been in existence since 1990 and I am one of the co-founders. 
8Systemic supervision groups in Manchester and individual supervision. 
9Relate Bradford offers relationship therapy to families, couples and individuals. 
10The Relate Institute is the training arm of Relate counselling services. I teach systemic therapy and research 
methods on the MA and MSc in Relationship Therapy. 
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Writing in counselling and psychotherapy: a historical context  

Apparently, it was Bertha Pappenheim, the famous patient of Breuer’s, known as Anna O., who 

coined the term “the talking cure” to describe psychotherapy (Pappenheim cited in Breuer and Freud 

1893) and it continues to be used in common parlance. The spoken word of ‘patient’ or therapist has 

been accepted as the first language for mainstream psychotherapeutic treatment. A common 

practice, in many areas of psychotherapy, has been to discourage any use of writing in or for the 

therapy by inviting clients to abandon their writings and instead verbalise their thoughts: “Can you 

perhaps tell me what it says?” would be something I have heard from therapists and other patients. 

Writing has most commonly appeared through the reports of therapists about ‘their’ work with 

almost no discussion about whether there was an agreement about the content from the client’s 

point of view or about ownership and dissemination of the texts. Case studies, descriptions of applied 

techniques, interpretations of behaviours, feelings or motives of client-patient, theoretical 

discussions have, in the main, been written by practitioners and academics often without the client-

patient’s knowledge and without the participation of the client-patient in their texts. 

In reviewing the literature, writing about therapy has not hugely changed in most of the 

psychotherapies since the early case studies of Sigmund Freud (Freud and Breuer 1895, Freud 1901, 

1905). Irvin Yalom has written himself into studies about his work with people but still from within 

the remnants of a medical model (Yalom 2003). Susie Orbach has written creative and exposing texts 

about her inner and outer life as a therapist in relation to fictionalised patients (Orbach 2002). 

Historically, the psychotherapist-as-writer has used writing to present their work in which  

1) clients, supervisees or trainees have been the object of study and excluded from 

participating in any written or public discussion of their experiences; 

2) the expertise of the therapist is foregrounded over the expertise of the client, supervisee 

or trainee in both the working relationship and in the reporting, formulating and crafting 

abilities of the writing; 

3) the therapist, supervisor or trainer as writer has limited visibility in the text; 

4) professional psychotherapy writing has often tried to emulate traditional scientific writing. 

In systemic therapy, writing about practice has occurred in three areas:  
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i) As part of an official or professional record; administration of a ‘case’ by the professional 

which might include assessment session notes, liaison with other professionals and so on; 

ii) as therapeutic or socio-political intervention (Burnham 2003, Penn 2009, White & Epston  

1990) 

iii) in the area of professional learning through anecdotes, vignettes and case studies in 

professional presentations, academic or practice papers and books. 

In systemic supervision, writing mainly occurs in the form of administrative tasks and professional 

presentations though less as an intervention. In systemic training, students write for reflection, 

learning and assessment purposes; tutors 

‘mark’ and respond in writing. In my 

experience as a tutor, how these responses 

are written varies hugely and has differing 

consequences. 

Writing practices are also influenced by the 

organisational context in which the systemic 

practice occurs. Systemic therapists, 

supervisors and trainers often have to juggle 

the differing cultural expectations about the 

uses and forms of writing with a multi-modal, 

trans-theoretical host organisation. 

 

After my psychoanalysis had ended in 1983, I came upon a biography of Bertha Pappenheim by 

Marion Kaplan (1979) in the Swiss Cottage library. The portrait by the biographer was very different 

to the case study of Anna O., the young woman who was presented to the world as an hysteric in 

1893. This had been a pathologising portrait of a young woman with a limited range of explanations 

for her distress. The biography painted a picture of a woman with many abilities, high intelligence, 

great courage and a strong social conscience. She was a founder of the Jüdischer Frauenbund and an 

active Austrian-Jewish feminist. She spearheaded the establishment of training courses for women 

around Europe and a rolling out of information kiosks at all major European Stations for women 

migrants arriving by train to be offered advice on accommodation, personal safety and the ‘white 
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slave’ trade. She campaigned and petitioned governing bodies on behalf of women’s safety and place 

in society. She was a foremother of the social work movement. Apparently, she advised people 

against using psychoanalysis as a cure. 

This alternative account of the person behind a classic case study raised many questions for me about 

the authoring of therapeutic texts. I started to critically review my own experience as a lesbian in 

therapy who had been subjected to negating and pathologising theories written by outsiders about a 

group of people, ‘homosexuals’.  I wondered what kind of case study I had been or was. Having, 

against the implicit advice of my therapist, retained my lesbian identity and interests, I was probably 

not a story of success. 

My colleague, Shoshana Simons, and I started a lesbian therapists’ group. We might as well have 

called it “Straight Reading for the Perplexed Lesbian”. We were still trying to decode the writings of 

the psychoanalytic forefathers and foremothers and there was no audibility for our own voices.  After 

a while Shoshana and I left. We were not interested, as others were at that time, in developing a 

more theoretically benevolent account on the origins of lesbianism; an account arising out of a 

discourse which promoted pathologising theory. Developmental models with normative theories felt 

deathly and unethical in the creation and imposition of theory by one on another. 

Twenty or so years ago, I was part of co-founding The Pink Practice, a lesbian and gay therapy 

practice in London. In this practice setting, we could hear our own experiences, hidden narratives for 

which there had been no therapeutic audience and we set about creating a way of working which 

learned from the clients, in which we tempered our relationship with professional expertise and 

found ways of practising as community members alongside other community members. It was 1990 

and systemic therapy had been changing a great deal since my break with the early Milan method a 

few years earlier. The Kensington Consultation Centre, where my partner trained until 1993 and 

where I trained until 1994, was a hub for social constructionist thinking in which theory was 

understood as product of cultural bias. There was no attempt at perfecting a scientific method. There 

were no clients to be turned into healthier human beings. Just therapists to be trained in relational 

etiquette, reflexivity and care in the use of different systemic techniques. This was a time when there 

was a broader systemic review on the place of power in therapy (Amundson et al 1993, Anderson & 

Goolishian 1992, White 1991) and which took an active interest in the storying of systemic practice 

theory (Burnham 1992, Leppington 1991, Pearce 1992) which pointed to the influence of ideology on 

the production of therapeutic theory and how it translated into practice. Through the understanding 
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of Co-ordinated Management of Meaning (Pearce and Cronen 1985), reflexivity was described and 

encouraged between the different levels of context in practice so opening up the possibility and 

inevitability of developments in practice, theory and ideology. 

 

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES 

In her paper, The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle The 

Master’s House, Audrey Lorde critiques the methods of white 

feminism in challenging practices of power (Lorde 2004 [1984]). 

She pointed to the use of patriarchal privilege among white 

feminists which could not hope to successfully undo practices of 

power and injustice by separating off racism and homophobia 

from sexism.  

Lather describes this subaltern ways of knowing as informing 

emergent methodologies (Lather 1994 p36). As was the case with 

the group of lesbian therapists I mentioned above, I have, in this research journey, felt I must be 

cautious in how I pursue my quest for knowledge and listen with parts of me which know that I will 

encounter alienating dominant discourses which require me to constantly engage in decision making 

about which voices or practices to privilege. It could be so easy to be careless and find myself in 

pursuit of tried and tested know-how, received wisdom about what counts as method and risk 

aligning myself with any one discourse or set of practices which might dismiss or drown out voices 

which deserve hearing and which may usefully trouble the status quo. 

In the context of this practice doctorate this anticipation translates into my finding a methodology 

and a style of presenting the research which match the focus and into not allowing myself to be 

bullied by modernist stories from outside of systemic practice about what counts as research. I want 

to speak in the conversational first language of social constructionist-systemic-dialogical-collaborative 

therapy with a concern for relational ethics and substantial presence of reflexivity. Fortunately, the 

expanding movement of Qualitative Inquiry provides a research home for this project. It marries the 

arts with the social sciences and situates the practices of inquiry within culture and in relation to a 

social justice agenda. Systemic practice also provides useful methodological contexts and there is a 
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move to propose systemic practice as a form of inquiry, as a means of conducting research (Hosking 

& McNamee forthcoming and see Papers 4 & 5 in this portfolio).  

I have been concerned to find ways of writing from within and about different areas of systemic 

practice  

- which reflect the conversational, relational and ethical aspects of the work;  

- which use the slowed down time of writing to render visible some of the detail of complex 

decision making in spontaneous relational responsivity;  

- to write with conversational artistry while weaving in strands of theory.  

The concept of ethical and practical isomorphism has been a central guideline in directing me 

towards supportive methodologies. It has been useful to combine several related methodological 

approaches to help me find a practical and an ethical way of speaking as a practitioner about and 

from within a jointly owned experience – and in an accessible form for people with different reading 

interests.  

I find the postmodern arena of systemic practice offers some component parts to my research 

methodology which can guide me in my choice of research methodologies and in creating pragmatic 

ways of describing the living detail in emergent working dialogue: 

 a critique of objective knowledge and its emphasis on the inevitability of subjective 

punctuation (Burr 1995, Gergen 2008, Hedges 2005, Leppington 1991); 

 the need for sensitivity to ethics and The Social Ggrraaaccceeeesss11 (Roper-Hall in Burnham 

1992, Burnham forthcoming, Heaphy and Divac 2005); 

 creative and responsive practices. I have in particular used the systemic practices of context 

specific innovation (Burnham 1992, 2005); 

 irreverence (Cecchin 1987); 

 positive delinquency (Markovic then Radovanovic 1993b); 

                                                                    
11 The Social Grrraaaccceeeesss is an acronym for Gender, Geography, Race, Religion, Age, Ability, Appearance, 
Class, Culture, Conformity, Education, Ethnicity, Employment, Economics, Sexuality, Sexual orientation, 
Spirituality. 
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 reflexivity (Burnham 2005, Etherington 2004, Hedges 2010); 

 transparency (Roberts 2005a).  

I am using the principles of systemic inquiry to guide my choice of additional methodological 

influences. The move in contemporary systemic practice to social constructionist-collaborative-

dialogic values and theories is complemented by five areas of Qualitative Inquiry: 

 Reflexive Research (Etherington 2004; Finlay & Gough 2003).  

I use the practices of self reflexivity and relational reflexivity as modes of inquiry in 

developing written accounts of my working relationships, to explore the relationships within 

dialogue.  

 Autoethnography (Bailey 2005; Bochner & Ellis 2001; Ellis 2004, 2009; Reed-Danahay 1997). 

I am inspired by autoethnographic research to use myself as the starting point for 

investigation and write in transparent, detailed and literary ways about and from within 

practice conversations. I move towards proposing a model of Relational Ethnography which is 

more suited to systemic practice. 

 Writing (Bolton 2005; Clough 2000; Colyar 2009, Hunt & Sampson 2005; Richardson 1994, 

1997, 2005; Shotter 2011; Wittgenstein 1966) 

In using writing as a dynamic and generative method of reflexive inquiry, I also experiment 

with forms of writing in ways which echo the conversational nature of systemic practice. 

 Performance Ethnography (Denzin 2003)  

I consider the relational acts of writing for readers and reading a writer’s writing as 

performative and performable and explore how to capture inner and outer dialogue for a 

listening reader. 

 Transgression (Agar 2006; Cecchin 1987; Foucault, 1980, hooks 1994; Lather 1994, 2007; 

Radonovic 1993; Richardson 1997, Simon 2010a) 
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I have felt it useful to move beyond more common ways of speaking about and from within systemic 

practice relationships to create the conditions for experimental work which allows for audibility of 

voices and ways of speaking which might not be considered worthy of airtime in a more traditional 

academic framework. 

The different methodologies can be understood as being reflexively linked, non-hierarchically 

organised, overlapping levels of context. Influence of one or more contexts / approaches on another 

are multi-directional.  Relationships may exert a contextual force or an implicative force (Pearce 

1989, Oliver 1996). This corresponds to levels of reflexive inter-connectivity between different levels 

of context inherent in models for systemic practice and research which I explore in a later 

methodological paper in this portfolio12. 

I have been treating the entire research process and its products as a reflexive exploration of 

methodology in that it is about how to write about practice and with what consequences. 

As I mentioned earlier, experimental and reflexive dialogical writing is the research focus, the 

research methodology and the means of presenting the research. 

 

5. CRITERIA FOR THE RESEARCH 

 

“My goal then is to produce accessible and evocative literary and analytic texts that are the 

product of an ethnographer’s eye, a social worker’s heart, and a novelist’s penchant for stirring 

up emotional response.” (Ellis 2009 p14) 

 

The criteria for judging this work are borrowed from the field of Qualitative Inquiry which connect 

with the above methodologies and I have adapted them to suit the relational and professional 

context for this inquiry and for this doctoral programme. They offer some guidance for me in what to 

include or emphasise in this portfolio. The criteria are also intended to offer guidance to the reader 

and assessor.  

                                                                    
12 Paper 4 in this portfolio 
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Denzin and Tracy identify different sets of criteria which are useful for reading and writing qualitative 

inquiry (Denzin 2003, Tracey 2010). Denzin draws together a number of well-respected contributors 

to the field of Qualitative Inquiry to summarise their criteria for assessing the quality and validity of 

qualitative inquiry research. This has been a useful fit for me. Aside from thinking of the activities of 

reading and writing as relational and performative activities, I think of the systemic practices of 

therapy, teaching and supervision as relational and performative in as much as they involve 

storytelling, require sensitivity to addressivity, hold ethical and aesthetic responsibilities, always 

occur in a relational context and practitioners expose themselves to a public accountability. 

I have used the criteria (below) for judging the quality and ‘validity’ of qualitative research offered by 

some qualitative researchers whose work corresponds most closely with the methodologies used in 

this research (Bochner 2000; Tracey 2010, Denzin 2000, 2003; Ellis, 2000; Richardson 2000b, 2000c). 

As these researchers are working out of an academic domain and not, as I am, inquiring into and out 

of a systemic practice or systemic teaching context, I have included additional criteria and have made 

minor changes to render the criteria more relevant to a relational and systemic practice context.  

 

The criteria13 ask that 

 

a. the research makes a substantive contribution to the field of systemic practice and systemic 

inquiry; 

 

b. the research demonstrates literary ability and has aesthetic merit; 

 

c. the research privileges evocative writing over cognitive contemplation; the research offers 

the reader much detail, speaking not only of facts but feelings, thoughts in progress, the 

concrete and the transient; 

 

d. the research has a sense of reflecting real issues, real concerns for people; 

 

e. the research has a clear practical and theoretical situatedness in relational, dialogical, 

collaborative systemic practice; 

                                                                    
13 There is a good summary of these criteria in Denzin 2003, chapter 5 and Tracey 2010 
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f. the research includes critical and appreciative responses with conversational partners within 

working relationships and within the textual worlds of systemic and research theory; 

 

g. the research experiments with writing styles and with presenting the work in the portfolio in 

a manner which reflects the theories, values and practices of systemic practice; 

 

h. as a researcher, I speak from within  lived experience and practice relationships rather than 

about them; 

 

i. the research indicates sufficient attention to relational ethics; that there is a care, respect 

and concern in the treatment of people, characters and views; 

 

j. the research presents sophisticated examples of self and relational reflexivity;  

 

k. readers can engage with texts and create their own connections rather than be taught 

something fixed; 

 

l. there is a sensitivity to audience and addressivity taking into account the community or 

people with whom I wish to connect; 

 

m. the research demonstrates theoretical and structural irreverence, independent thought and 

practices; 

 

n. there is a practical usefulness to conversational partners and readers; that readers or 

audiences feel moved in compassion, to action, to question, to try new practices; 

 

o. there are examples of originality in thinking, expression and style about writing practice 

which have relevance to the field of counselling and therapy; 

 

p. there are examples of useful elaborations on theory for systemic practice and systemic 

practice research; 
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q. the research shows transformation in some areas of my thinking and practice; 

 

r. the research is offered to colleagues within the fields of systemic practice, general 

counselling and qualitative inquiry in a variety of ways so they can make use of some of the 

theory and practices showcased here. 

 

 

6. THE PORTFOLIO 

 

I am thinking of the portfolio as an eruv, as a symbolic space within conceptual boundaries in which 

certain practices are allowed which would not normally be so under more orthodox conditions. An 

eruv is normally a means of creating and demarcating geographical boundaries for an orthodox 

Jewish community which allows community members to observe the Sabbath and Holy Days whilst 

still being able to perform some basic activities which would otherwise not be permitted outside of 

the home. The use and meaning of an eruv has been extended to recognise and overcome some of 

the dilemmas in contemporary living. I want to use this concept and practice for the purposes of this 

portfolio to extend the practices of a more traditional rule bound academic culture to allow for the 

living rule creating practices of my working life to be presented here and in a variety of forms.   

The boundary of an eruv is regularly checked for breaks. I am not too worried about ruptures, 

apertures and difficulties in connecting pieces appearing in the portfolio because this would reflect 

how my working life and the conversations within it are often fragmented, interrupted and involve a 

fair amount of disconnection – or at least, not obvious connection. However, walking the boundaries 

of this portfolio could create opportunities for reflecting on inconsistencies and gaps. It could create 

further opportunities for ethical, reflexive and critical conversation about the needs of the research 

participants and the expectations of other theorists and practitioners to see what subjects need 

further accommodation and how this can be done.  

As the relationship develops between systemic practice and academia, new communities could grow 

on the boundaries and one might expect tensions as to where a borderline community will ally itself. 

An eruv techumin is a practice of extending the usual borders of an eruv to make further allowances 

for practices to be carried out outside of the normal boundaries of a particular community. Eruv can 
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mean a shared domain.  The eruv chatzerot, or "mixed [ownership of] courtyards/domains", operates 

so that all the residents treat the entire area as their common "home".   

This portfolio is about claiming the new ground at the boundary and proclaiming independence of 

thought and practice while recognising the discourses of academic formulation, postmodern 

qualitative inquiry and systemic theory and practice. I have held in mind the invitation for doctoral 

research to produce something innovative and taken this to apply to form as well as content. I have 

also been writing with the words in my ears of Peter Lang (2007), the originator of this doctorate. I 

remember him saying, “We don’t yet know what a systemic practice doctorate looks like.” Writing 

into the future means writing blind with one’s instincts and systemic narratives and ethics as guiding 

lights.  

As this is a practice portfolio, the shape of the portfolio has emerged out of and in response to the 

practice content. The writings are both about systemic practice and are presented as a systemic 

practice in their own right. I have moved these pieces around and around until they suggested 

sections and an overall shape. I have integrated elements of literature and my responses to the 

literature in a discursive and conversational manner throughout the portfolio in order to offer it to 

the reader in a contextually situated manner and in ways which treat both the literature and the 

relationship with the reader as living relationships. In some pieces of writing, I am attempting to 

recursively demonstrate the issue under discussion in a writing style which is coherent with that 

topic.  

 

7. PRODUCTS OF THE RESEARCH 

In the course of this research I have produced 

1. Unique and privileged stories about and from within my practice relationships not normally 

audible to others nor even, to some degree, to me. 

 

2. A sharing of an unusually detailed description of the polyvocal inner dialogue I experience 

‘behind the scenes’ in how to go on in relationship with others. 
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3. Detailed descriptions of the relationship between inner and outer dialogue in practice 

settings. 

 

4. Writings experimenting with the use of literary devices such as evocative writing, storytelling, 

fictionalising, poetry and scripts which break away from scientific ways of trying to write 

‘objectively’ about practice activities and which offer opportunities for readers to clearly 

identify ‘where the writer is coming from’. 

 

5. Examples of self and relational reflexivity in the writing which enhance possibilities for 

coherence between writing style and focus of content. 

 

6. Examples of ‘conversing’ with the literature which are creative and engaging while also 

demonstrating advanced knowledge and critical abilities. 

 

7. Writings which raise awareness of ethical issues which need further consideration by 

practitioners when writing ‘about’ one’s work. 

 

8. Writings which identify research ‘cousins’ in Qualitative Inquiry and which identify links with 

systemic inquiry practices for practitioners and practice researchers to draw on. 

 

9. Writings which elaborate on the relationship between systemic theory and systemic ethics 

and about research and research ethics. 

 

10. An extensive elaboration on writing as relational activity. 

 

11. Ways of writing which overcome the limitations imposed by literal and chronological time 

when writing about ‘live’ work along with reflections about this. 

 

12. Examples of capturing the sound of conversation when writing conversation and discussions 

on the ethical and technical challenges in writing other people’s voices. 

 

13. Discussion of the relationship readers have with writers, and writers with readers.  
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14. A writing style and a format which create space for the reader-as-respondent to add their 

own remarks, observations, connections and elaborations. 

 

15. A collection of papers published and ready for publication. 

 

16. Several conference presentations at research conferences not included in this portfolio. 

(Appendix X) 

 

8. POSSIBLE PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE RESEARCH FOR OTHERS 

There is a full summary of practical consequences of this research in Paper 25: “What the results look 

like to me and some practical consequences of them for others”. 

But this may be a good place to reflect on the impossibility of predicting outcomes for any one reader 

as the reader will select what is of interest to them. This isn’t merely a technical point, it is an ethical 

matter. Sometimes people come to a further consultation or teaching session and report having ‘got’ 

something from a conversation we have had which I could not have anticipated. I may try to make a 

point to the reader but how it is understood, changed or rejected is not within my control. With this 

research, I can only point people to what I have found of interest, how I have been moved and why, 

how I have responded to a particular situation and how I can share fragments of learning and 

examples of experimentation with writing styles. This kind of research is more of a buffet of 

possibilities for the reader, (I’m including readers with responsibilities for assessing this portfolio 

too), an invitation to wander around and examine what is on offer and consider your responses with 

an awareness of your own palate and taste. What appeals to you? What, if anything, strikes you as 

novel, exciting and engaging? I’m interested in how any of this might be useful or of interest to you or 

your colleagues, students, friends….. 

Having said that, I’d still like to tell you at this point what excites me the most and where I think the 

strengths lie in this area of research. 

i. A reflexive dialogical approach to writing which illuminates and extends systemic 

practice;  
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ii. Systemic thinking illustrates relational aspects of writing with implications for 

practice relationships and writing about practice relationships;  

iii. Experimental reflexive dialogical writing becomes another area of systemic practice 

and systemic inquiry;  

iv. Experimental reflexive dialogical writing is a productive way of conducting and 

presenting systemic research. 

I have experienced the process of doing doctoral research as an opportunity for many and varied 

conversations with colleagues within the systemic field, in the fields of counselling and 

psychotherapy, with research colleagues and with those sometimes quite far outside of any related 

theory or practice context. It’s been a very exciting journey! I provide an overview of feedback and 

some consequences for myself and others in the final section of this portfolio. 
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PART 2: 

METHODOLOGICAL STORIES  
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PAPER 3 

DUBLIN DESCRIPTION                              

OF THIS DOCTORATE 
 

By the beginning of the second year I realised  

I couldn’t hear myself any more. 

John sent through another paper.  

I started to read it and then,  

I just stopped  

dead in my tracks. 

It hit me: 

I couldn’t read anything more  

by men. 

I couldn’t hear myself. 

I rang Shoshana in San Francisco 

she teaches transformative studies 

and she said 

Oh! but you should be reading… 

and she gave me all these women’s names 

Carolyn Ellis, Laurel Richardson,  

you know, the autoethnography people,  

qualitative inquiry people 

and that was it 

oh, god 
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It felt like coming home! 

Peter had mentioned bell hooks 

so I created a reading list for myself 

of women 

and I started using first names in my references to  

stay alert to the gender balance in the theory 

I was exposing myself to. 

I felt so much better 

and I felt so much more confident 

now I was reading, reading with friends. 

I could see how some of them spoke my language and lived 

in the same world as me 

they were bothered 

                   about similar things. 

 

 

 

But there were other things that happened too 

early on 

in the research process 

life and death stuff, 

treatment for cancer 

time changed hugely in its appearance and feel; 

my mum died... 

well, these things created a hiatus 

a break in the movement towards 

what was probably going to be 
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a more recognisable form of  

narrative action research. 

The politics were more obvious 

but somehow  

I got more interested  

in what was happening  

in my practice 

I heard the talk 

the tone 

the miracle of living conversation 

spontaneous coordination between people 

and my practice took the lead. 

 

 

 

I had a startling experience with someone coming to me for therapy. 

She had never been one for talking. 

I encouraged her to write instead. 

I felt good that I was facilitating her being able to communicate. 

One day I wrote some reflections for myself about our conversation. 

I read them back. 

A voice was missing. 

I had written down our talk as I remembered it 

and I had written down 

my thoughts at the time and since  

as I remembered them 

but her voice was missing 
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as a commentator 

as a co-respondent 

so I sent her the stuff 

you know, all of it 

and I asked her if she wanted to  

write her thoughts from at the time  

and what she thought now while 

she was reading it 

reading what I had written 

And, she wrote back - some interesting things. 

But the thing that stands out for me 

that I’ll never forget 

is 

that despite all my efforts 

       to be transparent 

       to share my thoughts with her in our meetings 

she said she was surprised  

by how much else I was thinking  

that I didn’t share with her 

how much I noticed 

which she didn’t know about 

that she liked hearing what else I was thinking. 

In effect she invited me 

to talk 

more how I write. 
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I hadn’t just facilitated her ‘speaking’  

through writing. 

She was facilitating me  

to extend my talk as well. 

 

 

 

So to begin with I used writing as a reflexive activity, 

Just for myself,  

to amplify the sound of the talk I was living in 

and slow it down 

right down 

- not to analyse from a distance 

- not to crack it all up into piles of ushered fragments 

but to hear my inner dialogue 

capture that polyphonic chat 

and I found 

that separating out some of those voices 

allowed me to converse with them more  

openly 

and see which voices had most influence 

which felt they had more right and expose  

    the contradictions 

    the power relations 

    the problem of choice 

and listen for 

which ones made it into outer talk. 
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I’ve been wondering 

How can I work ‘collaboratively’ with someone 

if I’m making so many 

choices 

about which ideas to privilege 

over others? 

I don’t know. 

Some people coming for therapy  

don’t want too much 

uncertainty 

they don’t want me 

spilling my guts 

you can’t share everything 

it would need too much explanation, 

context setting, 

it would be never ending. 

It would be dead boring. 

 

 

 

Well, it became obvious to me  

that I needed to make  

some different choices. 

I decided to spend the second year 

doing experimental writing. 

John and I had a fight. 

He said it was undergrowth. 
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I said undergrowth was where it was happening. 

I knew my feminist and postmodernist mates 

got it 

that they understood that 

stories 

are often 

hidden 

and that a lot of activity 

goes on 

out of sight 

and is as much 

the main event 

as anything more visible. 

What is one man’s undergrowth is another woman’s research14. 

 

But how to find a writing style 

- not just a style 

an ethical way of writing which reflects  

the ethics-led living practices in my working life 

in my professional community 

how do I write this living with ethics 

into writing 

and open an invitation 

to new forms of joint action? 

 

 

                                                                    
14 See Wild Garlic, Appendix VIII 
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And then 

there was the challenge in  

how to engage with the literature  

in a conversational manner. 

Waves of relief  

in finding textual friends, 

theoretical allies 

who lent their artistic skill  

and ethical conviction  

so rendering more malleable 

the characters and scenarios 

in my everyday working life. 

 

 

 

These writings contextualise each other. 

They are real stories 

and 

sounds-enough-like real stories; 

a discussion of the literature  

appears in several places:  

using students’ voices, 

fictitious characters, 

using my voices 

and the resituated words of the writers  

sometimes 

spoken by them; 
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there’s a lot of talk 

about the relationship between reader and writer  

and about the writer as reader. 

Writing can be a transformative experience  

– for the writer as a reader of their own work 

 

And what else is there? 

There is sound and texture  

an Irish Sea crossing away from mere vocabulary. 

The socioacoustics of  

interactive responsivity 

there is animation, intonation, inflection, 

physicality, passion, emotion 

and how do I ‘capture’ that, share that 

         in writing 

and write for a listening reader? 

 

This is more than dialogical writing 

though it is that proudly too 

It is performance 

speaking with, to and for an audience. 

 

This is not – as you are gathering – 

a scientific treatise flat 

on the page, 

It is not a formulaic submission submitting to prescription 

lying down on a page in paragraphic form. 
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Subversive voices from philosophy, literature, literary criticism, poetry 

and from systemic therapy 

have encouraged me 

to listen 

really listen 

to what feels ethically coherent, 

to other stories also present 

but not yet told – or heard – or recognised – or brought into earshot; 

by form and ethics and musicality. 

 

Three lynchpin positions  

pull in this writing: 

aboutness, withness and within-ness 

with perpetual movement between those positions, 

 a waltz which continues beyond the playing of any orchestra. 

There is always movement. 

 

 

 

Such movement. 

So much activity. 

A snow storm,  

a rushing river 

a long hike. 

 

Imagine now 

that same hike step by uphill step 
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slowed down 

slowed right down 

so the frames per second were 

not rushed 

           together 

not blurred     

          with motion 

but each frame separated 

each shift captured in a frame 

(not the camera never lies) 

-  a story of my telling 

I lie  

in an attempt to tell the truth 

so it can be heard and felt 

and slowed down enough for the reader 

to come with 

jump into the picture Mary Poppins and Bert style. 

One foot in,  

lost for a while perhaps in other people’s lives 

one foot out, 

an observer of the work, 

of the text, 

of oneself, 

a dreamer making their own leaps. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THREE PAPERS ON METHODOLOGY 

 

In these three papers I set out a broad theoretical and ideological context for systemic practice and 

systemic practice research. I make familial connections with qualitative inquiry and discuss the 

specific methodology of my doctoral research in relation to the research products and processes.  

As a writer and deliverer of a research methodologies curriculum to systemic practitioner-

researchers, I tussle with whether to produce a curriculum which is dominated by existing (ready-

made) research  methods imported from other disciplines or to place an emphasis on teaching critical 

thinking (hooks 1994) which encourages contextually situated, improvisational research methods 

suited to, or even arising out of, the dialogical and collaborative, reflexive practices in systemic 

learning, supervision and therapy.  

I have several reasons for writing these papers and for writing in these writing styles. Firstly, these 

are papers which I looked for but didn’t find. These are papers I have created to situate my research 

in a systemic model. So I am writing them for systemic practitioner researchers who are looking for 

some coherence between dialogical, collaborative systemic practice and research methodology. 

Secondly, it does not sit comfortably for me to write research theory purely for a doctoral assessment 

process. It feels misguided, unethical even. So I am writing papers which address my colleagues in the 

field of systemic practice. I see research writing as needing to extend conversation in a community, in 

this case, my professional community. Thirdly, my research is taking place as part of what Denzin and 

Lincoln identify  as ‘the fractured future’ and on the back of what they call ‘the methodologically 

contested present’ (Denzin and Lincoln 2005 p3) so I am treating my account of my methodologies as 

retrospective and emergent. Consequently, a significant outcome of my doctoral research has been 

to put together a contribution to the field of systemic practice/research theory. 

In the following three papers, I present 

1) a meta-model for systemic inquiry for practice and research; 

2) links between systemic inquiry and qualitative inquiry; 
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3) some thoughts about writing as a systemic practice, as a form of inquiry and as a form of 

relational ethnography. 

The first two papers are like theoretical webs in that they make lots of connections and try to weave 

a structure. They have very few illustrations from practice. As I imagine these first two papers as 

papers for different publications, there is some minor repetition between them. The third paper is 

more conversational, reflexive, polyvocal, acting as a brief introduction while trying not to pre-empt 

the content of papers in this portfolio. 
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PAPER 4 

PRACTION RESEARCH: A MODEL FOR 

SYSTEMIC INQUIRY 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In teaching research to systemic practitioners, I have found there is a common assumption that they 

will need to sideline systemic theory and learn a new way of doing, being and speaking in order to 

conduct an inquiry. This can be deskilling for experienced practitioners and unnecessary given 

systemic therapy's strong relationship with reflexive inquiry. I have found it useful for my own 

research and for teaching purposes to develop a systemic description of a model of systemic practice 

and systemic inquiry which is coherent with collaborative- dialogical-social constructionist-systemic 

practice.  

In this paper, I start by describing the interconnections in systemic methodology between ideological 

influences, theoretical propositions and the doing of systemic practice. I reorganise these levels of 

context and rename them spheres of influence and then I propose a model for therapy and research 

which reflects collaborative- dialogical-social constructionist-systemic practice. This model lends itself 

to a form of action research for reflexive practice which I am calling Praction Research. It uses critical, 

relational reflexivity to sustain respectful and irreverent movement across and between ideology, 

A sentence, a luminous argument, a compelling paper, a personal 

incident—any of these can create a breach between what we practiced 

previously and what we can no longer practice, what we believed 

about the world and what we can no longer hold onto.  

Denzin & Lincoln 2005 p1116 

 



Page 64 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

theory and practice. I suggest that the preoccupation in systemic therapy with i) the exception and ii) 

ethical responsivity, has implications for the re-describability of a model of systemic practice and 

systemic research. The reflexive activities of listening out for and acting with the novel and the 

ethical, take systemic practice into continual paradigmatic movement which make for transformation 

within and of the model.  

As a systemic practitioner working in the fields of teaching, research, writing, supervision and 

therapy, I look for a 'pink thread' which connects not only different areas of systemic practice but 

also the values and aspirations, the philosophical and the practical. I use the colour pink as it is a 

political colour for me. It helps me stay aware of the place and influence of power and injustice in a 

wider socio-political world, how this may influence what happens in systemic practice relationships 

and how systemic practice can play a part in challenging unjust practices of power 'out there'.  

 

Reflexive Collaboration in Systemic Inquiry 

I am thinking of systemic inquiry is an activity in which the practitioner and their conversational 

partners move between self and relational reflexivity in attempts to work out how to usefully go on in 

a process of inquiry (Burnham 1993, 2005). Contemporary systemic practice includes the relational 

activities of therapy, supervision, training, professional and organisational consultancy, coaching, 

leadership, writing and research which draw on the rich history of developing ways of inquiring into 

relationships between people, between people and their stories (Andersen 1987, Anderson and 

Goolishian 1987, 1992; Burnham 1992; Cecchin 1987; Selvini et al 1980; Penn 1985; de Shazer 1985, 

Tomm 1987, 1988; White & Epston 1990). Systemic inquiry has moved with a postmodern critique of 

professional narratives which objectify or generalise or which try to construct a static knowledge 

base.  Instead, many systemic practitioners have found ethical coherence in embracing a reflexive 

and transparent acknowledgement of one's own prejudices. This has led to a stronger foregrounding 

of reflexivity and ethics-led practice which privileges the unique learning arising out of each piece of 

conversation than trying to create a scientifically sound method. The move to co-creating 

collaborative, dialogical relationships with our conversational partners is also characterised by the 

systemic practitioner's attention to the power of narratives and to narratives of power and how they 

may get played out in the working relationship and beyond.  
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Reflexive Practice and Reflexive Research 

There has been some discussion as to whether all reflexive practice, all systemic inquiry is a form of 

research (Hosking & McNamee forthcoming, McNamee 1994, 2000, Oliver 2005, Steier 1991, 

Stronach 2007, Tootal 2004). Using the following example from my therapy practice, I offer a 

distinction between what I consider to be reflexive practice and reflexive research. 

In a session with Susan, I read aloud what she has written and then we talk about it. Mostly she 

listens and thinks while I respond with wondering aloud. Then we reflect on my wonderings. This is the 

format she prefers. I am comfortable with that. It is something we have learned to do well together. 

But on this occasion I do something different. I find myself sharing some of my emerging thoughts 

about how I see Susan as a writer and suggest she might write an autobiography. 

After the session I write an account of our conversation for me to reflect on. After a while of writing 

with my inner dialogue, the exercise feels too solitary.  I send Susan these reflections and ask for her 

thoughts about the conversations at the time and since. She writes back with her responses and tells 

me that she enjoys this written exchange and finds it useful. The next time we meet, Susan comments 

that she hasn’t realised how much I notice and wonder about how she feels. She wants to hear more 

of what I notice and wonder about. So now I find ways of sharing my noticings and wonderings with 

her. I notice that our talking style is changing. We seem to be speaking more like we do when we 

write to each other.  

At a later date, I discuss with Susan my hope that we might write about aspects of our work together 

for the benefit of other practitioners and the people with whom they work. Susan is keen for me to 

include and co-edit our conversations in a publishable paper and she writes something especially for 

it. She finds the writing we do together and separately interesting and it extends our therapeutic 

conversations which in turn add to the content of the paper for publication and so on.15 

 

We have created a full circle in the activities of our therapy conversation:  

 she writes and hands me what she has written to read, to respond and reflect on 

 now I hand her my writing and ask her to read it, to respond and reflect on 

                                                                    
15 I write in more detail about the place of writing in exchanges with Susan in Paper 9 in this portfolio. 
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But there is a third reflexive movement which both embraces us and extends beyond us: 

 we talk and write interchangeably about these exchanges and their impact on our 

conversations, on conversations with others and anticipate conversations with others we 

haven’t yet had. 

 

Am I describing the reflexive practice of systemic therapy? I think so: a collaborative way of being in 

relation to someone, an interest in the relationship between inner and outer dialogue, acting with a 

mindfulness about stories which open up possibilities and stories which close them down and the use 

of reflexivity to learn and change in response to feedback from the other in working out how to go on 

with someone or something.   

But is this practice research? I think of practice 'research' as a public sharing of private conversations. 

It becomes practice research when introducing another level of relational context with the reader in 

which the writer(s) develops a richly transparent, reflexive account of something with and for others, 

when the writer(s) enters into conversations with other writers, practitioners and readers. In this 

example, I am describing more than a technique and the consequences of its application. In the 

presentation of my reflexive writing in a paper for publication16, I can render visible to the reader i) 

my own influence in the relational process, ii) the mutuality of influence between the client and 

myself, iii) how inner and outer conversations shape my learning and practice, iv) how I might share 

learning from practice with colleagues in a manner which is coherent with my practice. I am also 

treating writing research as an act of communication with another which requires an anticipatory 

appreciation of the reader. I draw on values and practices from collaborative, dialogical and reflexive 

thinking to guide me in how I might take the reader of this research into account in the writing of it 

(Ellis 2004, Gergen 2009b, Simon Paper 12). Reflexive research is then not only the act of being 

reflexively involved in practice relationships: it must also involve a reflexive and transparent approach 

to the selection and presentation of material, a reflexive commentary and a relational approach to 

the style of communicating about it - as opposed to reporting on it as if from a 'without' position 

(Simon Paper 4, Shotter 2010). 

 

                                                                    
16 Paper 9 in this portfolio 
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Reflexivity as a Relational Activity 

Much has been written about reflexivity and its uses in the area of qualitative research (Finlay & 

Gough 2003, Etherington 2004, Ellis 2004). The distinctions systemic therapists have made between 

self-reflexivity and relational reflexivity (Burnham 1992, 1993, 2005; Hedges 2010) have helped 

practitioners be sensitive to the influence of narratives in relationships and how we coordinate with 

others in ways which students, supervisees and people coming for therapy find useful.  

The term ‘self-reflexivity’ can be confusing and misleading in a systemic world which acknowledges 

the presence of multiple, competing narratives or voices (Penn & Frankfurt 2004, White 1990), which 

pays attention to the polyvocality in inner dialogue (Bakhtin 1981, Pare 2006, Vygotsky 1986), which 

borrows from postmodern notions of many, fragmented, partial selves (Gergen2008). I propose that 

all reflexivity is relational. The constructivist notion of ‘a thought’ isolates the thing from the 

interactivity which creates it. Social Constructionism reframes ‘thought’ as a product of an 

interactional relational context (Leppington 1991). Systemic Social Constructionism can appreciate 

that inner dialogue is not ‘thought’ so much as conversation between interacting voices. The term 

‘voice’ draws attention to the connection between articulation and that which is articulated. Inner 

dialogue – an activity commonly described as ‘thinking’ - is not merely a biological or cognitive 

process. Bakhtin's idea of striving to 'find one's own voice' from within a polyvocal mix (Bakhtin 1984 

p239) is quite an essentialist idea and could be extended to recognise a co-constructionist approach 

to contextually emergent 'selves'. I find it useful to treat inner dialogue as an exchange of views 

which are attached to voices with their own fixed (monological) or fluidly responsive (dialogical) 

character and as a series of relational responses between the voices influenced by the context they 

are acting in to and out of.  

The difference in the tone accompanying an utterance could involve, for example, degrees of passion, 

a sense of danger, a certain sort of humour, impatience, fear, guesswork, conviction, knowledge of 

specialist language etc. It might sound like a chaotic interaction. But with a relational reflexive inquiry 

systemic practitioners work with the textual fabric of our lives. We have developed some kind of skills 

to manage the coordination of these voices and operate separate volume controls for each of the 

voices. Sometimes, when teaching, I notice people staring into space. For a moment I wonder if their 

concentration is drifting away from the subject. But it can only drift. Dialogical teaching invites the 

student into a reflexive space which requires much listening (Hibel & Polanco 2010, Penn 2009, 



Page 68 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

Simon Paper 5). In hearing a comment, they are reminded of something by another voice. By really 

listening – sometimes we call this concentrating – they are engaging with curiosity, rigour and 

reflexivity i) to witness how they are being moved by the different voices and why and with what 

possible consequences and ii) to listen out for what Michael White describes as other voices not yet 

heard but also present (White 1992). 

 

Local and Global Reflexivity 

Several things lead me to describe systemic research as a form of practice-based action research 

motivated by the desire to create political and social change or movement in communities:  

i)    the inevitability of sound and movement (and sound as relational movement) in human 

interaction 

ii)   the perpetual reflexivity in systemic practice or research driven by the preoccupation with 

ethics-led practice and an openness to being moved by the novel 

iii)   a transparently stated recognition that some discourses dominate, discredit and silence 

others 

iv)   a mindfulness that some voices carry more weight and meet the needs of the advantaged 

rather than the disadvantaged.  

“Critical researchers start from an ethical principle and do research designed to emancipate 

people from patterns of social relations prejudged to be oppressive, to expose patterns of 

exploitation, or to subvert structures of power that allow some people to be dominated by 

others.”  (Pearce and Walters 1996 p10) 

Freire always intended action research as a form of activism (Freire 1972). Parker suggests a model of 

Radical Action Research which, he says, “is not a method as such; rather it is the transformation of 

research into a prefigurative political practice” (Parker 2005 p123). Kenneth Gergen has said how 

important it is to state one’s political aims clearly when doing research (Gergen 2007). Patti Lather 

cites the philosophy of Audrey Lorde's 1984 work "The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle The 

Master's House" as an example of a need for research methodologies to use 'sub-altern ways of 
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knowing' and which step outside of and challenge dominant stories of knowledge and ways of 

knowing (Lather 1994 p36). Narrative Therapy has made an explicit commitment to challenge 

oppressive discourses and practices and to recognise injustice from the past and in the present and 

has built practice methods to support this commitment (White 1988, 1990, 1992).  

These ideas sit very comfortably with me as a systemic practitioner. I have always thought of 

systemic practice as an opportunity for people to cha(lle)nge the narratives and power structures in 

their lives (Simon 1998, 2010). So many of the people I have met through work at The Pink Practice, a 

systemic therapy service in London working with the lesbian, gay, bisexual and genderqueer 

communities, have  arrived in therapy with narratives which have been influenced by populist, self-

deprecating ideas about themselves and the communities they belong to. To treat this as 

'internalised homophobia' further individualises a problem caused by prejudice on a wider socio-

political scale. When speaking with individuals, couples and families in The Pink Practice, my 

colleagues and I have been aware that we are speaking with people who are members of 

communities.  'Clients' and 'supervisees' are members of larger communities and they take the 

language of systemic practice back into those communities. This is another level of systemic 

intervention and one which I actively subscribe to if it encourages a reflexive curiosity from 

community members about which narratives they are subscribing to and for whom those narratives 

are working and what the alternatives might be.  

I want to introduce the idea of local reflexivity and global reflexivity for systemic practice and practice 

research. Psycho-/socio-therapists, social workers, counsellors and educators might have a primary 

agenda which may turn on local reflexivity – meaning, the focus of their work may be on a localised 

problem - but their work is influenced by and influencing of a critique of the broader social and 

political environment in which the people they work with live. This adds a dimension of global 

reflexivity.    

 

With local reflexivity, the practitioner is moving  

 between the voices of their inner dialogue 

 with their inner dialogue into outer dialogue 
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 in response to others and the polyvocality in outer conversation 

 with emergent ideas and actions within the moment  

 in response to reflections on the moment in the moment 

 with a sensitivity to the context one is acting into and out of 

 

With global reflexivity, movement occurs 

 in reflecting on the reflections on, in and after the moment 

 when we find something new to say about movement in practice 

 in finding ways of describing this movement to others 

 when using learning from practice to cha(lle)nge socio-economic power structures 

 when inquiring into about what counts as professional practice  

 when addressing an audience with a mindfulness about relational communication choices 

and possible consequences of those choices for self and others  

 when there is a stretching of the boundary of what counts as knowledge or knowing 

If one thinks of Practice Research as reflection in, on and as activity, and Action Research as a form of 

activism, then in the doing of therapy, supervision, training, writing or research I see both as having a 

part to play in systemic practitioner-research. I have created the portmanteau term of Praction 

Research to help me stay mindful of the relationships between practice and research and between 

activity and activism. 
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The Quest for Ethics-led Practice and the use of the Novel 

 

Collaborative- dialogical-social constructionist-systemic practice involves reflexive activities which 

encourage transformation at every level of context through its attention to the novel, to the specific 

needs in that moment. This has huge implications for learning and teaching a way of working. 

Kuhn observed that science appeared to progress through the elimination of significant anomalies 

and unsolved puzzles, that problem solving would lead to a scientific revolution - a paradigm shift 

(Kuhn 1962). This contrasts sharply with the valuing and utilisation in systemic therapy of exceptions 

(De Shazer 1991), unique outcomes (White & Epston 1990), contradictions (Bateson 1972, Cecchin et 

al 1993, Oliver 1996, Pearce 1989, White & Epston 1992), differences (Burnham et al 2008, White & 

Epston 1992), the unexpected, the novel - things that Kuhn referred to as anomalies.  

In a post-paradigmatic culture (Lather 1991), the emphasis is perhaps on evolution over revolution 

(Denzin 2000), on evolving structures, evolving discourses, evolving activities, going with ontological 

drift (Law 2007, Lather 2007). The 'anomaly' in systemic therapy is not so much connected with the 

matter of success or failure of the profession or professional discourse, as Kuhn might have 

suggested, so much as with aesthetics. I am using the term aesthetics here to encompass ethics. I 

understand aesthetic (Lang et al 1990), in a systemic context, as being less concerned with personal 

perception so much as the shared doing of a relationship in which power is negotiated, held in critical 

abeyance and where ways of seeing shift from second to second. Change is driven less by a need to 

find out anything but by a need for moral coherence, respect and a critique of power against a 

backdrop of political and social shifts.  

By addressing 'novel' data during and as part of the process, by reflexively questioning one’s 

ideological attachments and their influence on what is noticed and acted on, one is questioning each 

paradigm at every turn. In focusing on our attachment to unspoken, tacit assumptions, practices and 

how to go on with people over truth-out-there, systemic therapy becomes a fast science changing its 

model by the moment in the doing of the activities. 

Kuhn’s suggestion that an anomaly appears only against the background provided by its paradigm 

makes me wonder how we notice the unexpected against a backdrop of theory which is ordered so as 

to show up some things but not others. In effect, it is the expectation of order, the search for pattern 



Page 72 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

which allows us to spot an exception, a variation. The normative production of order can provide a 

contrasting backdrop for the noticing of difference (Bateson 1978).  

This noticing is not possible without a lively epistemological reflexivity: What am I / are we noticing? 

How do I (or we) know what I am (or we are) noticing? What else might I (or we) not be noticing? 

How is what I am (or we are) noticing affecting what we focus on and what gets brought forth? Which 

stories are having a more organising effect on our conversation? How do I or we demonstrate and 

live respect for the other(s) in this exchange while remaining critically in relation to my /our preferred 

ideas and beliefs? Perhaps we can also ask how we might extend our curiosity to ensure that in 

focusing on anomalies, we don’t overlook possible useful aspects of stasis and other patterns.  

 

Models of Systemic Practice - Descriptions in Theory for a Moving Practice 

I have wondered how to talk about practice, relational practices, without panning out so far as to 

render the moving relationships between these moving parts meaningless? But I have also found it 

useful to have available descriptions of systemic practice which transcend and connect a range of 

different systemic practices. 

So to start with, I want to revisit two important diagrammatic models of postmodern systemic 

practice from 1991 and 1992 and then propose a development on them which I suggest lends itself 

more to a contemporary model for dialogical systemic practice and systemic research.  

All of these models (read ‘descriptions’) place Social Constructionism as the highest ideological level 

of context. By Social Constructionism, I mean that we live in languages which are much more than an 

attempt at representation. Language activities and the stories we generate with and for each other 

shape our realities, help or hinder meaningful connections with others and with our environment. 

Our awareness that language both reveals and conceals cultural narratives often surfaces through 

attempts to translate to another person from outside the culture.  

Leppington (1991) offered a framework for identifying and critiquing the relationships which connect 

ideology with practice, exposing the hidden influences of deeply held beliefs, values and choices 

practitioners make when selecting a particular theoretical orientation and its treatment or teaching 

methods (Fig. 1). More modernist attempts at describing scientific process have left the highest level 
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of context as Method or perhaps a Theoretical Proposition where the direction of influence is top 

down only - a form of monological accounting (Shotter 2011). But what has been important to 

systemic practice is how these models demonstrate reflexivity-in-action between all and any levels of 

context and constitutes more of a dialogical process. 

Fig 1   Levels of Context in Systemic Practice 

 

The inclusion of ideology into a reframing of methodology in postmodern systemic therapy 

corresponds to a similar development in the social sciences, the arts, literary criticism all of which 

have engaged with a feminist and post-modern critique of subject-object relations (Butler 1990, Fuss 

1991, Lather 1991, Etherington 2004). 

I have found it particularly useful when teaching, to use the Leppington diagram to describe different 

schools of therapy. In revealing hidden ideologies, coherences and incoherences within a theoretical 

approach, trainees can make more discriminating choices about their relationship with theory, with 

the professional discourses embodied by institutions and how these play out in practice relationships. 

For example, therapies which teach normative ideas about sexuality may be influenced by traditional 

scientific or religious ideologies. Post-structuralist and postmodern writers have suggested that we 

cannot separate out what we do from what we ‘find’ (Gergen 2008, Leppington 1991). Whatever we 

do and how we do those things will determine influence what we seem to ‘find’. There is no ‘finding’ 
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outside of particular social, political, cultural contexts and know-how is reflexively constructed in the 

moment of ‘finding’.   

Like Leppington, Burnham’s model of Approach – Method - Technique (Burnham 1992) borrows from 

Co-ordinated Management of Meaning theory (Cronen & Pearce 1985, Pearce 1989) in 

demonstrating ways of developing coherent accounts of different practices by exploring and linking 

levels of influencing contexts (Fig. 2). This is particularly useful in training and supervision when 

practitioners might be concerned with apparent incoherence between different levels of context.  

Fig. 2  Approach Method Technique 

 

Burnham collapses ideology and theoretical propositions into a single level of context of Approach. 

Although the level of Approach includes the personal passions and prejudices of the therapist / 

person, I find this conflation obscures the influence of the therapist and other participants in relation 

to their leaning towards some theoretical stories over others. The systemic practitioner or researcher 

moves between these levels of context and has a significant shaping influence on which ideas 

predominate. On the other hand, Burnham’s decision to separate out Method from Techniques can 

be helpful in generating opportunities to talk about a range of identifiable activities such as different 

kinds of questions, games or ways of talking which are characteristic of systemic practice. 



Page 75 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

When working with systemic trainees it has been useful to combine (Fig. 3) the Leppington and 

Burnham diagrams to utilise Leppington’s important distinction between hidden ideology in the 

methodology and the theory arising out of those ideological assumptions while at the same time 

including the level of Technique which Leppington deliberately omits.  

Fig. 3   Combination of Burnham and Leppington Diagrams 

 

 

A Model for Practitioner Research 

In drawing out a model of systemic inquiry, ‘technique’ is useful in drawing attention to the use of 

different systemic questions (Burnham 1992, 1993, 2005; McCarthy & Byrne 1988; Penn 1985; Selvini 

et al 1980; de Shazer 1985; Tomm 1987; White 1988). Leppington avoids the use of words like 

'technique' because she says it sounds like the sort of thing an expert would use to work on 

something considered to be separate from him- or herself. Post-Milan systemic therapy situated the 

therapist as part of the system, not so much working on the system but with it and dialogical 

collaborative therapy has moved the therapist into a more alongside position (Andersen 1987, 



Page 76 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

Anderson 1997, Seikkula 2002, Shotter 2011). Leppington suggests the notion of therapeutic tools is 

incoherent with a collaborative practice of inquiry and suggests we could think rather in terms of 

discursive practices. She proposes a shift from knowledge to ethics (Leppington 1991) and 

foregrounds relational know-how over objective knowledge. 

Similarly, I have noticed that the place of ethics in research often appears as an add-on, as a hurdle to 

be managed. Modernist research discourses encourage an awareness of ethics in research (Hudson 

1992) but this is different to a more incorporative notion of ethical research. I suggest that ethics in 

research is an idea closer to tools and that ethical research is a discursive practice.  

The ethics-led practice of collaborative-dialogic working in practice or research is not subject to 

shaping by a pre-existing method provided by one party in the relationship. Instead it involves 

continuous and mutual shaping and reshaping between any levels of context through discursive 

practices, through spontaneous responsivity (Anderson 2007, Shotter 2011).  

This un-pre-scribed but attentive and attuned unfolding in relational activity can be connected to 

radical action research. “There is no method that can be applied in action research. The application of 

a ‘method’ in research is always fraught with difficulties, for it presupposes that you can fix what 

there is that will be of interest to you….  If you are really following through your decision to let your 

co-researchers determine the issues that are relevant to them, then the ‘method’ itself is likely to be 

something that will emerge in the course of the research.” (Parker 2005 p125). John Burnham has 

amended the first line of Ian Parker's to "There is no pre-scribed method that can be applied in action 

research." (Burnham 2010). 'Method' may become apparent after the activity of research has taken 

place and while describing the research process. 

The doing of collaborative- dialogical-social constructionist-systemic therapy, supervision, training or 

consultation in a practice action research model allows for the evolution of the research focus to 

come about in response to guidance from the participants including that of the practitioner-

researchers and their consultants and, in so doing, takes on its own evolving or emergent shape and 

set of activities.  

The absence of a level of ‘data’ in the Burnham diagram renders the movements and outcomes of the 

therapeutic relationship less visible than in the Leppington model which, through the inclusion of the 

level of ‘data’, shows the reflexive relationships between what we find (create with one another) and 

what we do, theorise and believe.  While it may be important to include another sphere of influence 
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(level of context in CMM terms) to acknowledge this set of relationships, ‘data’ is perhaps not such a 

useful term in co-constructionist systemic therapy. If, within a systemic and dialogic context, we take 

‘data’ to stand for a range of relational activities based on discursive practices this sphere of activity 

describes ‘joint action’ (Shotter 2011).  

The following model of systemic practice action research (Fig. 4), removes the levels of context 

representing ‘Method’, ‘Techniques’ and ‘Data’. Instead they are replaced by a sphere of influence 

called ‘Discursive Activities’ which is made up of a systemic anthology of Discursive Practices.  

This model maps a picture of reflexive practice and action research in practice. It includes reflexive 

movement between spheres of influence and within each sphere of influence. The meta-contexts of 

Collaborative Inquiry and Reflexive Inner Dialogue are an attempt to make present the dialogical self 

of the practitioner and the relationship between the people in conversation with each other. It is a 

way of describing dialogue between different voices, heard and not heard. But the major difference 

between this model and the previous models discussed above, is the removal of ‘method’ and ‘data’ 

in favour of descriptions which situate all discursive activities within an emergent and generative 

collaboration. 
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Fig. 4   Praction Research - A Model for Systemic Inquiry 
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In the realm of ‘Discursive Activities’, all movements in the practice relationship or research 

relationship can be understood as discursive practices and as forms of spontaneous responsivity 

between people (Shotter 2011). This stands in contrast to a notion of static, pre-existing and 

individualised method-led know-how. The realm of Discursive Activities still allows for a systemic 

practitioner to use 'techniques' but my hope is that they are thought of and treated as discursive 

practices within a respectful collaboration than as an isolated practice to perfect. But these activities 

do not 'exist' in this sphere alone. Movement from within these activities, no matter how apparently 

small or large, can and does act into and out of global and local networks of reflexive influences 

linking different spheres of influence in a hierarchical or non-hierarchical manner. The dotted lines of 

reflexive movement indicate ongoing movement between these spheres and, if one can imagine, 

within each sphere of influence. 

Let’s return to connect the example of reflexive systemic inquiry I gave at the beginning of this paper 

with this model of Praction Research. 

  

Systemic Therapy: In my conversation with Susan, we extended the range of our discursive practices 

to include different reflexive writing processes, to move spontaneously, interchangeably between 

talk, writing and reflection on this process. And in so doing, we experienced what Shotter might call a 

“unique, never before encountered, ‘first-time’ event” (Shotter2009). I noticed Susan’s abilities as a 

writer, as someone who can communicate well instead of us being organised by a story of 

individualised difficulty. Ken Gergen (2007) has said “If you change the language you change the 

activities.” The shift in the language created the conditions for us to foreground abilities over 

struggles. We found a way of moving our conversation into new forms of ‘joint action’ (Shotter 2010). 

By questioning a common therapeutic assumption (a theoretical proposition) that talking is the most 

useful means through which to communicate with adults in therapy, the ‘we’ in the dialogue start to 

invent the rules (meaning, rules-for-now) and so create further opportunities for articulating the 

forbidden, the silenced, the private into witness-able, respond-able-to accounts.  There is a 

discussion about using this learning with others and writing for others. 

Systemic Research: In moving from attempting to generate a retrospective account of what (really) 

happened in our conversation, I hold the pen at an angle to let the ink run with new and emergent 

thoughts, responses, knowings, questions. I move through different reflexive stages: i) writing for 
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myself; ii) writing for and within the relationship being described; iii) deciding to share our 

experiences with others so those others can benefit from our experience; iv) writing for and within 

my professional community. All involve an honest reflecting process, a sharing of resonances with 

personal and professional narratives prompting further questions about what counts as ethical 

practice; stories of how I have been changed by practice relationships, by reading, by inquiry; how my 

practice relationships have changed in the course of these inquiries. It is this final reflexive stage of 

sharing stories from systemic practice relationships which transforms systemic practice into 

practitioner research. In reviewing the conversation and extending it to include others (members of 

the public, theorists, practitioners and so on), I generate a publicly sharable account which both tries 

to anticipate the reader and offers a transparent account of content, reflections, reflexive process 

and ultimately a review of practice and its reporting.  

 

Summary 

This model of systemic inquiry describes a reflexive, emergent process which reframes systemic 

practice and presents it as a framework for systemic research.  

The critique of power in postmodern systemic practice has led to an interest in a collaborative and 

dialogical way of being in relationship with people. Systemic practitioners are encouraged to review 

our subscriptions to hidden ideological influences, theories and values at every turn and how they 

play out in practice relationships. That can make for many more - sometimes dizzying - ‘turns’ than 

one might have found in a modernist methodology. 

The shift from 'knowledge' to ethics invites us to shift the emphasis away from ‘thoughts’, ‘tools’ and 

‘ethics-as-add-on’ to re-describe our practices as relational, textual activities, as discursive practices. 

With this in mind, I have found it useful to replace the levels of context representing method, 

techniques and data, as highlighted in previous models for systemic practice, with one inclusive and 

reflexive ‘sphere of influence’: Discursive Activities.  
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PAPER 5 

SYSTEMIC INQUIRY AS A FORM OF 

QUALITATIVE INQUIRY 

 

Abstract 

There are some striking ‘family resemblances’ between Systemic Inquiry and Qualitative Inquiry 

which could be mutually enriching. In this paper, I discuss the problem of method and focus on the 

importance of relationality in thinking about ethics and reflexivity in practice research. I propose a 

model of Systemic Inquiry which treats methodology as an emergent and ethical activity. This model 

describes an ethics-led, relational model for practice research which creates space for spontaneous, 

emergent and collaborative responses to power and decision making in research practices.  

 

Introduction 

Many areas of systemic practice bear a strong family resemblance to research methodologies 

gathering under the umbrella of Qualitative Inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln 2005). In this paper I draw out 

the areas of commonality in qualitative and systemic inquiry in practice research and propose 

Systemic Inquiry as a form of Qualitative Inquiry.  

Common interests include: 

 a reflexive and emergent shaping of methodology, focus and participation 

 a relational emphasis 

 a critique of power in the social world 

 a social justice agenda 

 ethics-led practice 

 a critical approach to ‘professionalism’ and ‘methods’ 
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 concern with the politics of description and the creation of narratives 

 asking what counts as ‘knowledge’, with whose authority and with what consequences for 

others 

 collaborative participation 

 irreverence and respect 

 the relationship in and between inner dialogue and outer talk 

 reflexivity 

 transparency 

 fluidity 

 social accountability 

In this paper I address two main areas: i) the evolution of methodology inspired by ethical strivings 

and relational feedback; ii) relationality in research covering ethics, reflexivity, know-how and the 

place of the researcher in the research. 

 

The Evolution of Methodology 

As a systemic practitioner-researcher, I have been concerned to find ways of creating accounts of my 

practice which reflect and respect the collaborative, conversational relationships of systemic-social 

constructionist practice. Finding or developing a model and a language for research which can be 

woven into the careful co-ordinations of therapeutic, supervisory and learning conversations is not 

just a practical decision but an ethical one too.  

In this paper, I encourage systemic practitioner-researchers to approach the problem of choosing a 

research methodology with some degree of irreverence and with a social constructionist critique to 

ensure that we initiate an ethical and an ideological fit with our practice. Markovic (Markovic as 

Radovanovic 1993b) has spoken of the rule creating culture of systemic practice and encouraged a 

stance of ‘positive delinquency’ to our theoretical heritage in the interest of usefulness in practice 

relationships. Harlene Anderson invites practitioners to question the relevance of inherited rules 

created by our profession (Anderson 2007 cited in Simon 2010a) and Betty St Pierre comments, “I’m 

tired of old research designs being repeated so many times that we think they are real – we forget we 

made them up!” (St Pierre 2010). They each remind us that like all theories, research methodologies 
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are products of time, place and culture. Research methodologies are not items on a shelf which one 

takes down and uses as ready-made products. It may be more useful and in keeping with a systemic 

approach to think about research as a process of mutual shaping in which researchers and co-

researchers are changed by each other and by the activities; in turn, the research methods and 

activities also evolve through the influence of researchers and co-researchers. In privileging the ethics 

of an openness to, and inevitability of mutual shaping in relationships and a fostering of space for 

new and unanticipated stories to emerge, perhaps we can move away from a notion of choosing a 

research method to engaging with and shaping a research process.  

“All this means that when someone acts, their activity cannot be accounted as wholly their 

own activity – for a person’s acts are inevitably ‘shaped’ in the course of their performance 

partly by the acts of the others around them, i.e., each individual’s action is a joint creation, 

not the product of a sole author – this is where all the seeming strangeness of the dialogical 

begins.” (Shotter 2006 p32) 

“In other words, there is always a kind of developmental continuity involved in the unfolding 

of all living activities.” (Shotter 2005b p26) 

 

The Development of Systemic Inquiry 

The early Milan School developed a method of inquiry as a response to a finding: they noticed that 

people did not maintain any improvements gained in psychiatric hospital when discharged to their 

family (Boscolo et al 1987). This observation formed a premise for their work and they developed 

questioning techniques to explore how a family system required its members to conform to certain 

expectations in order to maintain homeostasis. The Milan team soon realised that they were not just 

trying to understand the workings of a human system and find supporting evidence for their 

hypothesis; they recognised that their questions were interventions in themselves with families 

(Selvini et al 1980).  

Systemic questions have created opportunities for new tellings of old stories, for imagining 

alternative futures and created opportunities for reconfigurations in relationships between people, 

their narratives and behaviours. Karl Tomm developed the theory and the range of questions in his 

collection of papers on interventive interviewing (Tomm 1987). Peggy Penn emphasised a temporal 
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dimension in her anticipatory questions (Penn 1985). Insoo Kim Berg and Steve de Shazer proposed 

questions within a brief solution focused model (de Shazer 1985). Later, through a postmodern lens, 

John Burnham suggested questions which invited self reflexivity and relational reflexivity (Burnham 

1992, 1993) and Michael White and David Epston developed questions to identify problematic 

dominant narratives and inquire into their influence and questions to uncover and strengthen 

alternative, preferred narratives which invited the potential for overturning an unhappy status quo 

(White 1988, White & Epston 1990).  

The move in systemic therapy to re-evaluate power in the therapeutic relationship and in the storying 

of therapeutic practice, led to questions which enquired about the clients’ strengths, abilities, dreams 

and hopes (Combs & Freedman 1990, Flaskas et al 2007, O’Hanlon et al 1998). This helped systemic 

therapists loosen their attachment to feeling overly responsible for thinking of themselves as 

‘conductor’ of the session. Vernon Cronen and Barnett Pearce developed the Coordinated 

Management of Meaning theory (CMM) which invited us to question how the different contexts we 

are acting out of and in to influence the direction, content and shaping of meaning in the therapeutic 

relationship (Pearce 1989). The model of CMM invited us to question the range of narratives, 

theories and practices which were influencing a person’s  or team’s systemic practice through the 

centring of reflexivity as an ethical response. This continuous reflexive influence between theory and 

practice in systemic therapy makes for a continual methodological  evolution of and as systemic 

practice (Simon Paper 4).  

This is in keeping with the early Milan team’s advice not to marry one’s hypothesis (Selvini et al 1980) 

which was further developed by Cecchin in encouraging curiosity and irreverence in systemic practice 

(Cecchin 1987). John Burnham demonstrated the art of irreverence despite and, perhaps, because of 

the constant movement between creativity and respectful co-ordination in his work (Burnham 1992, 

1993, 2005). In mapping out the relationships between therapeutic approach, method and 

techniques he uses the model of interlinked levels of context from CMM to upturn and 

recontextualise stories of power and influence (Burnham 1992, 1993). He suggests practical ways in 

which ideas can influence and reshape systemic practice. In both Leppington’s (Leppington 1991) and 

Burnham’s (Burnham 1992) descriptions of reflexive practice cycles, practitioners are invited to 

question their ideological influences: their most deeply held beliefs, their most cherished 

assumptions, cultural stories operating at a less mindful level. The shift in postmodern systemic 

practice away from a model based on a one-sided embodiment of professional expertise to a model 
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of collaborative inquiry (Anderson & Goolishian 1992), a shared process of reflection (Andersen 1987) 

invited systemic practitioners into a reflexive process in which all theories, personal, professional, 

cultural beliefs etc are open to review. To actively engage in critical reflexivity about practices and the 

theories supporting them, to be aware of one’s preferences and how they can serve to turn away 

countering voices and alternative narratives (White & Epston 1990) opens up possibilities for ethical 

consideration of the relationships between theory, practice and ideology (Leppington 1991). Hence, 

my choice in this paper, to use the term research methodology and not research method. 

Methodology can embrace all the interconnecting levels of context and owns up to the ideological 

influences behind the choice of a research ‘method’. 

Systemic therapy has gone through many significant theoretical shifts – some in the name of a 

scientific attempt to perfect an approach, others arising out of ethical concerns. Emphasis has turned 

away from how we can ‘really’ understand people and their relationships to how we generate stories 

about people and relationships (Hoffman 1993). This move away from generalising theory to 

contextually specific knowing is a more ethically comfortable fit with relationships involved in 

collaborative inquiry (Anderson 1997). In recognising that theory almost never works as a one-size-

fits-all without exclusionary and dangerous consequences (Lather 1991), systemic therapy has gone 

on to encourage dialogue about the differences in knowledge and knowing and know-how (Andersen 

1997, Anderson & Goolishian 1992, Seikkula 2002). This ethical shift invited systemic therapists to 

consider how to work collaboratively with people (Anderson & Gerhart 2006). Anne Hedvig Vedeler 

builds on Cecchin’s idea of curiosity (Cecchin 1987) preferring the term benevolent curiosity which 

she feels better reflects a respectful dialogical and collaborative approach in teaching, supervision 

and therapy. She reinterprets fellow Norwegian, Tom Andersen’s reflecting team as Resonance 

Groups and frames them as a means of embodied dialogical inquiry (Vedeler 2010).  

Systemic practice has foregrounded the place of inquiry in a number of ways: as a technique, as 

method, as an ethical, reflexive way of being with people and being in inner dialogue. Why, when we 

have developed such a rich and sophisticated library of theories/stories about the emergent and co-

constructionist nature of inquiry, would we look to a positivist research model of one person 

extracting information from another? 

The positivist trend in resource-led management invites us to measure improvements over their 

meaningfulness. It requires practitioners to step into a more measured language to co-ordinate with 
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a host institution and positivist discourses over the coordination with micro-movements at bodily and 

emotional and temporal levels in the improvisational practice of therapy.                  

The development I have been describing here is not aiming for pragmatic solutions. Neither is it 

acting to preserve or reproduce itself. It abandons the modernist attempt to achieve and impose a 

streamlined scientific method. Instead, it supports a form of inquiry which emphasises a shift from 

knowledge to ethics (Leppington 1991), in which we not only have a loose attachment to precious, 

hard come by theories and practices but which is powered by self and relational reflexivity. It 

describes a model of systemic practice which will always evolve as a reflexive response to news of 

difference (Bateson 1979).  

Example 

After a conversation with a supervisee, I feel a residue of conflicting feelings: an attachment to an 

idea and some discomfort about the level of attachment. I use reflexive writing as a form of inquiry 

(Richardson 1994, 2000) to create opportunities for further stories to emerge from my inner dialogue 

about the conversation with the supervisee. After a while of writing, I feel I am missing the voice of 

the supervisee. I share my writings with the supervisee and in the spirit of collaboration, I invite her 

responses. At our next meeting, she brings a lengthy written response and reads it aloud to me. As I 

listen, I am shocked by my misunderstanding of something she has said. I hear her voice and what she 

is saying in quite a different way. I hear my own listening and talking differently too.  How I listen and 

what I hear, have been changed by this experience. I listen with a broader range of conversing voices 

in my mind akin to bringing the reflecting team into the room (Andersen 1997) and with more 

attempt at resonance (Vedeler 2010). The talk between us changes and my listening starts to feel 

more alongside her than about her.  

 

The constant acting on one’s noticings in an attempt to co-ordinate with the interests of the other, 

describes a model of therapy which is not working towards refining a theoretical model with a static, 

scientifically ‘accurate’ body of knowledge to compete in acquiring academic and professional status 

and a secure identity. Instead, it is characterised by an ethics-led agenda which decentres the 

therapist /researcher (Lather 2007, Tootell 2004) and weaves between narratives and relational 

responses in the practice of improvisational reflexive inquiry.  We ask, and expect to be asked, 



Page 87 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

questions of ourselves and others which help us know how to go in conversation with writers, 

colleagues, clients, research participants and so on.  

Our attempts to communicate involve spontaneous responsiveness (Shotter & Katz 1998), 

improvisation (Burnham 1992, Keeney 1990) and emotional openness (Anderson & Jensen 2007) 

which, as often seen and heard through video reviews or through transcriptions, appear chaotic and 

unpredictable. The apparently disorderly passages of interaction between people may not need to 

lend themselves to examination through a methodology with a clear direction, a repeatable, 

redescribable method – something you learn to roll out and find ways of teaching others to do too.   

 

Accounting Practices and Legitimacy 

Michael White invites us to be curious about which narratives dominate people, families and the 

communities in which they live, to understand the contexts in which these narratives have 

established their dominance and he invites practitioners to look at how other accounts or 

descriptions of people or events have been lost or silenced. He uses Foucault’s idea of subjugated 

knowledges “that survive only at the margins of society and are lowly ranked-considered insufficient 

and exiled from the legitimate domain of the formal knowledges and the accepted sciences. They are 

the ‘naïve knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or 

scientificity’ (Foucault, 1980)” (my italics) (White & Epston 1990 p26). White encourages an 

exploration of relationships between stories, storytellers and audience and he situates narratives in 

the relational context of texts. He says the “text analogy introduces us to an intertextual world. In the 

first sense, it proposes that persons’ lives are situated in texts within texts. In the second sense, every 

telling or retelling of a story, through its performance, is a new telling that encapsulates, and expands 

upon the previous telling” (White & Epston 1990 p13). White’s suggestion that there is no ultimate 

truth to be told corresponds with Barnett Pearce’s advice that we should “treat all stories, your own 

as well as others, as incomplete, unfinished, biased and inconsistent.” (Pearce 2004 p50). Their ideas 

help us understand why systemic inquiry needs to challenge ‘research’ as an attempt to make 

objective, decontextualised knowledge claims and offer instead a relational and reflexive 

understanding of research as producing of narratives-in-progress. 
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Denzin and Lincoln point to the political backdrop for this methodologically dilemmic era as a climate 

which is dominated by narrow ideas about what counts as ‘evidence’ and research projects struggling 

to influence policies driven by economics over social need. They describe this time as the 

“methodologically contested present” and how it is “a time of great tension, substantial conflict, 

methodological retrenchment in some quarters ………. and the disciplining and regulation of inquiry 

practices to conform with conservative, neoliberal programs and regimes that make claims regarding 

Truth.” (Lincoln & Denzin 2005 p1116 )  

 

The Narrative of Method 

If we understand social constructionism as treating all theories as stories, we can also recognise 

methods as narrative products and as producing of narratives. The narratives people bring to their 

workplace or social life are co-constructed, shaped between people and subject to interpretation 

(Anderson & Goolishian 1988, Burr 1995). Our theoretical narratives arise out of our ideological 

beliefs, values and most taken for granted deeply held assumptions. Methods and techniques sit 

more or less neatly on the back of these ideologically influenced narrative structures but can easily 

appear as stand-alone entities without prejudice, without social underpinnings.  

The more dominant stories in psychotherapy and research about methods suggest a clearly 

signposted order of events to be carried out by a trained individual or team who ‘knows’ what they 

are doing. This ‘knowing’ mostly corresponds to a learned technique or process. Case examples from 

many recent leaders in narrative and systemic practice often perpetuate an idea of a clean, copyable 

method in their writings or presentations with an emphasis on what was said. There is little attention 

in our professional texts to the times between the sparkling moments which is probably 99% of 

therapeutic time. In amongst the gems are messy, clumsy attempts to co-ordinate, half-finished 

sentences and retracted questions, mm’s and aha’s and a range of physical responses such as nods, 

eyebrow movements, outer and inner twitches. When the therapist isn’t practising a particular 

technique, they are probably trying to co-ordinate with the client(s). Is this time wasted or does it set 

a context for the moments identified as important by the practitioner or their conversational 

partners? We are hoping our attempts to communicate and understand the communications of the 

other will count as something important to participants in the conversation. We know for example, 

that just coming up with a miracle question at any moment will not have as much impact as if the 
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client feels the therapist has been paying attention to what they have been saying and responding 

empathically. The human element in the work may count for more than we realise and this is 

supported by much research (Sexton & Whiston 1994) and more is being written about the relational 

activities in the therapeutic relationship (Anderson & Gehart 2007, Flaskas 2002, Flaskas et al 2004).   

The shift in systemic practice towards the dialogical and the collaborative brings an expectation of 

improvisational coordination between participants. John Burnham (Burnham 1993) has embraced the 

inevitability of chaos and confusion arising in conversation and taken an approach to not-knowing 

(Anderson & Goolishian 1992) how to go on with people as part of the negotiation about how to go 

on. He has given many examples of his practice in which he demonstrates meaningfulness arising out 

of the random. He advocates a model of therapy or supervision in which any governing level of 

context can be upturned and reviewed at any moment in time (Burnham 1992, 1993, 2005). This 

approach is not led by some theory about the importance of the random so much by an ethical 

concern to be client-led or supervisee-led and by a pragmatic approach to find a way forward. 

Burnham tries to co-ordinate with people in recognising any meaningful elements in exchanges 

however bizarre or unexpected they may be. This model of ethics-led systemic practice involves a 

negotiation with the people with whom one is working throughout the process otherwise the 

practitioner imposes a method on others. In engaging in a practice-research process, it may well be 

important to mirror this commitment to spontaneous, relational co-ordination. 

Research, like therapy, can be an unpredictable process generating what some describe as ‘messy 

texts’ (Clifford & Marcus 1986, Lather 2007, Law 2007, Marcus 2007). Some approaches within 

research or psychotherapy advocate using some form of method to create an idea of order in the 

subject matter – and while these methods might offer some useful ways forward, there will be ethical 

dilemmas regarding the co-creation of meaning in research relationships.  

 

A Relational Focus 

Social Justice: Inspiration for Practices of Inquiry 

An overarching link between Systemic Inquiry with Qualitative Inquiry is the commitment to open up 

space for multiversal participation across all parts of a research process concerned with 
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emancipatory consequences for participants of research intervention (Lather 1991, Parker 2005, 

Pearce and Walters 1996, Tuhiwai Smith 2005, Visweswaran 1994).  

Social constructionist-systemic-collaborative-dialogical therapy has moved away from normative and 

pathologising discourses. Narrative therapy invites therapists and community workers to allow 

themselves to be moved to action by the stories they hear, become activists in trying to overturn 

injustices and experiment with creative, socially inclusive, relational practices. (White & Denborough 

2005). Sheila McNamee shows the significance of women taking hold of research and responding in a 

way which privileges finding their own ways of researching (McNamee 1994). Tom Andersen 

encouraged therapists to be moved by the circumstances of the people whose story one was hearing 

(Shotter 2007). Jaakko Seikkula suggests that if a person is drowning, one has to jump in the water 

too in order to try and save them even if that puts the therapist in some degree of risk (Seikkula 

2002).  

We can frame the practice of systemic inquiry as caring, as involvement in the lives and communities 

of others, as an openness to be changed by the words and feelings of others, as a preparedness to be 

moved to action in and beyond the consulting room or classroom. Both Systemic Inquiry and 

Qualitative Inquiry encourage experimentation with useful and user-friendly ways of inquiring into 

the lives of people and communities. Qualitative Inquiry methodologies try to amplify the voices of 

research participants over those of researchers (for example, Lather & Smithies 1997) and position 

the researcher as a reflexive research participant (Etherington 2004). This echoes some of the 

understanding in postmodern systemic therapies about the reflexive positioning of the therapist 

(Amundson et al 1993, Andersen 1987, Anderson and Goolishian 1992, Anderson 1997, Rober 2005, 

Shotter & Katz 1998, Seikkula & Arnkil 2006). 

 

Working the Prejudicial Turn 

“Producing ‘things’ always involves value—what to produce, what to name the productions, 

and what the relationship between the producers and the named things will be. Writing 

‘things’ is no exception. No textual staging is ever innocent (including this one). Styles of 

writing are neither fixed nor neutral but reflect the historically shifting domination of 

particular schools or paradigms.” (Richardson 1994 p518). 
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Systemic practitioners drawing on a postmodern critique recognise that it is impossible to be value 

free and that we work with our prejudice in a mindful manner through reflexive inner and outer 

dialogue. When it comes to researching our work, we may feel the pull of objectivity to ‘fairly’ depict 

process and outcomes. It is, at this moment, that the language of systemic practice is often assumed 

by systemic practitioners to be redundant. There is a strong story of expertise from other 

professional academic discourses which teach us to evaluate our work ‘fairly’ or ‘accurately’ and 

without prejudice. We are keen to be fair and rigorous but we are already trained in methods of 

inquiry. And we are prejudiced because we value the stories people tell us, we recognise their 

uniqueness, we want to be moved by people and perhaps show people how we are moved – and 

want this movement between us to count as something. We hear stories which many people do not 

get to hear but which are worth hearing; stories which will have taken their time to choose a suitable 

platform to speak from and audience to speak with. We use selective hearing to influence our ways 

forward because we allow ourselves to be moved by our conversational partners. We work with 

people so they can hear what it is they want to say and find ways of saying it to themselves, to us and 

to others who matter. Systemic therapists have dialogical, communicating abilities which help to 

create the circumstances for the performances of other selves, alternative narratives and we want to 

be supportive of those preferred stories or more useful ideas and life choices. We are far from 

neutral in our work and the intricacies of our co-ordinations do not lend themselves to a system of 

measurement.  

“Value-neutrality elaborates the disinterested aspect of objectivity: the conviction that 

knowers have no vested interest in the objects of their knowledge; that they have no reasons 

other than the pursuit of ‘pure’ inquiry to seek knowledge. These ideals are best suited to 

regulate the knowledge making of people who believe in the possibility of achieving a ‘view 

from nowhere’ – of performing what Donna Harway calls ‘the god trick’.” (Code 1995 p15) 

And then there is the question of whether just anyone or any systemic practitioner or researcher can 

ask and get the same answer. We know that not to be true. Why? Because the systemic community 

has reclaimed the importance of the therapeutic relationship and we have recognised how different 

relationships and contexts bring out different parts of us, different stories resulting in different 

tellings, hearings and meanings. Lorraine Code challenges the idea that  
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“knowers are substitutable for one another in the sense that they can act as ‘surrogate 

knowers’ who can put themselves in anyone’s place and know exactly what she or he would 

know.” (Code 1995 p16) 

Cronen makes a suggestion for systemic inquiry: 

“It would be better to say that in the process of inquiry we make determinations of what 

related elements need to be included for any purpose of inquiry and call that the ‘situation-

in-view’. Identifying the situation-in-view is a provisional judgment. Further inquiry may lead 

to including new elements and disregarding others. [.....] Situations-in-view must be 

understood to include the inquirer. The inquirer cannot be outside the system. The only 

choice to make is what kind(s) of relationship(s) one chooses for the purposes of inquiry.”  

(Cronen 2000) [my emboldening of last sentence.] 

Leppington emphasised the importance of relational know-how and provided a way of 

contextualising which stories and which voices had more prominence (Leppington 1991). In 

proposing a move away from a method-led model of therapy which advocated training therapists to 

learn the theory and the application of techniques, Leppington described systemic practice as 

‘discursive practice’. She emphasised a significant paradigmatic movement which she referred to as 

the shift ‘from knowledge to ethics’.  

These methodological differences link qualitative inquiry with postmodern systemic practice in 

confronting the ethics of method-led versus client-led or research participant-led practice. In a 

systemic practice context, theory and ethics merge to suggest the word theorethical which may be 

useful in highlighting the integrated and reflexive relationship between theory and ethics. 

Both systemic practice and qualitative inquiry have adopted social constructionism as a theorethical 

context of influence. My intention is to see theory and ethics as one in order to highlight the ethics-

led choices we make about selecting which practices to employ and how.  
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Relational Ethics 

Relational ethics has been at the centre of systemic practice since the linguistic turn in the late 

nineteen eighties (Anderson and Goolishian 1987, Andersen 1987, Goldner et al 1990, Lang et al 

1990, McCarthy & Byrne 1988, White 1992).  

It is not uncommon in quantitative research and positivist qualitative research for the area of ethics 

to constitute a task which is additional to the research. Applications to research ethics committees or 

internal advisory boards are often experienced by researchers as an irritating but necessary 

authoritative hurdle to overcome in order for the real thing – the research activity - to commence. 

Like systemic therapy, qualitative inquiry is an ethics led activity. The research design has participants 

in mind and involved in consultation from the start. ‘Warming the context’ activities (Burnham 2005) 

which make it comfortable for people to participate in research are not so much a means to an end 

for the real activity of the research to commence as co-creating a culture of collaborative inquiry, a 

shared journey in exploring and generating practices together. Systemic practice is an ethics-led way 

of being and doing with others. Systemic research is an ethics-led practice and, as such, can proudly 

offer this approach to the broader field of qualitative research. Ethics is not an add-on: it is our 

guiding light, whatever the area of relational practice. 

A systemic approach to research brings something unique and useful to the qualitative inquiry cook-

out. Our concern with relational ethics requires us to address: 

 how we coordinate ethically in conversation with each other; 

 how we critically, ethically approach or challenge power in the relationship or in a broader 

socio-political context;  

 how we manage the relationship between the polyvocality of our inner dialogue with the 

polyvocality in our outer dialogue;  

 how and which of our many selves we use;  

 how we reflexively question our attachments with theories, hypotheses and method;  

 how we strive to offer a transparent account to others as to which stories we privilege and 

which we discard;  

 how we review what we have done together, what it means for now and what else we might 

have done. 
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Mary and Kenneth Gergen remind us of how modernist research has positioned researcher and 

researched: “the traditional treatment of research ‘subjects’ was inclined to be alienating, 

demeaning, exploitative...... We are now highly sensitized to the ‘politics of representation’, the ways 

in which we as researchers construct – for good or ill – those whose lives we attempt to illuminate. A 

new array of collaborative, polyvocal, and self-reflexive methodologies has thus been given birth 

(see, for example, Denzin and Lincoln 2000).” (Gergen & Gergen 2002 p13) 

In reviewing her work as an autoethnographer, Carolyn Ellis addresses relationships with research 

participants: 

“Relational ethics recognizes and values mutual respect, dignity, and connectedness between 

researcher and researched, and between researchers and the communities in which they live 

and work focuses on the changing relationship between researcher and research 

participants.” (Ellis 2009 p308) 

“Relational ethics draws attention to how our relationships with our research participants 

can change over time…….. How can we act in a humane, nonexploitative way while being 

mindful of our role as researchers?” (Ellis 2009 p308) 

“Relational ethics requires us as researchers to act from our hearts and minds, to 

acknowledge our interpersonal bonds to others, and to initiate and maintain conversations 

(Bergum, 1998; Slattery & Rapp, 2003).  The concept of relational ethics is closely related to 

an ethics of care (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984), communication ethics (Arnett, 2002), 

feminist and feminist communitarian ethics (see Christians, 2000; Denzin, 1997, 2003; 

Dougherty & Atkinson, 2006; Olesen, 2000; Punch, 1994)” (Ellis 2009 p308) 

The points she raises and the questions she encourages researchers to ask themselves and discuss 

with their co-researchers and colleagues, bear a strong linguistic and ethical resemblance to the in-

the-moment-of-the-relationship questions systemic practitioners might ask themselves. 

There is also another research relationship to take into account with regard to ethics. Researchers 

produce research in a format designed to be accessible to an audience. A challenge inherent in 

critical reflexive practice is to make transparent to the reader the range and extent of inner dialogue 

in either the application of method or in the apparently spontaneous responses between people. 

Bochner’s vision of poetic social science and alternative ethnography requires that research should 
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allow space for interpretation and use language in a way that allows readers (and writers) to extract 

meaning from experience, “rather than depict experience exactly as it was lived” (Bochner 2000 

p270). 

Mary and Kenneth Gergen draw attention to the researcher-audience relationship. 

“Yet, there is one relational domain that has received little attention to date, that is, the 

relationship between the rhetor and reader, researcher and audience. As deeply engaged 

social scientists, the way we represent the world to our colleagues and related audiences 

contributes to our ongoing relationships within these life worlds (see Shotter 1997). Our 

words constitute forms of action that invite others into certain forms of relationships as 

opposed to others. Thus our manner of writing and speaking contributes to life forms that 

may be extended throughout the educational sphere and into public modes of existence.” 

(Gergen & Gergen 2002 p13)  

The reflections of Ellis (2009), Bochner (2000), Richardson (1994, 1997), Gergen & Gergen 2002) 

suggest criteria for qualitative inquiry which address relational ethics.  

 

The Place of the Researcher in the Research: the Question of Transparency  

“The writer has a theory about how the world works, and this theory is never far from the 

surface of the text.” (Denzin 2003 p117) 

One of the main principles in qualitative inquiry is to render oneself visible as the researcher – both in 

the doing of research with participants and in the writing of the research for the reader - to make 

some sense of who is doing the inquiry and the reporting. In the same way that participants can 

decide how to participate in the research, readers can make choices about how to engage with the 

text.  

This challenge has been taken up in different ways within qualitative inquiry where, to a large extent, 

the choices have been influenced by the researcher’s story of the ‘self’:  single, contextually varied, or 

polyvocal. Qualitative researchers are interested in establishing a ‘real’ relationship with co-

researchers so they become relaxed and give fuller responses. A woman researcher hoped that using 

an interpreter in interviews would strengthen her understanding of what research participants were 
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saying. However, she noticed that they were more engaged with the interpreter than with her. So she 

decided to stop using the interpreter and privilege connection over accuracy. This generated an 

unexpected richness which she had not been able to access using an interpreter (Quiros 2010). 

I was struck by a story told by an African American man who was conducting research interviews with 

women who had had breast cancer which in the south of the USA. He described how one research 

participant, an African American woman, told him that she was alienated by his professional veneer 

at a research interview. She advised him to act and sound like the southern African American man he 

was so she and other women would find it easier to open up to him about quite personal 

experiences. He reflected that while he was trying to fade himself out to foreground the research 

questions and be a ‘good’ (meaning unobtrusive) researcher, he wasn’t allowing for how others saw 

him. (Gregg 2010) 

“A crucial first step in developing an adequately sensitive feminist methodology is learning to 

see what is not there and hear what is not being said. Donna Harway urges feminists to 

‘become answerable for what we learn how to see’. To be thus accountable, feminists have 

to see what is systematically and systemically screened from view by the most basic 

assumptions about how people know the world; and they have to understand the power 

structures that effect these erasures.” (Code 1995 p19) 

In ethnography, sharing stories about their own experience is something researchers are expected to 

be open to; to be themselves in the research as a context for the conversation and so as to level the 

conversational playing field. In the case of autoethnography or performance ethnography, there is an 

expectation of extended openness to make space for any difficult, unlikely, taken for granted, 

unthinkable, normally unsayable things which are around in our lives and which could go unnoticed 

unless described against a backdrop which render them visible. This involves ‘relational risk-taking’ 

(Mason 2005) as part of an ethical attempt to connect with readers and audience as well as with 

research participants. In systemic practice, we have learned to become the kind of conversational 

partner who is not only emotionally present but also, where useful, with intentionally visible life 

experience (Roberts 2005a). 

Some things touch us more than others and it is perhaps rarely a coincidence that we choose to work 

with a particular client group or do research on a particular subject or find some theoretical ideas 

more attractive than others. In a traditional research context, there is little expectation of the 
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researcher ‘outing’ themselves as having an investment in the subject under investigation. In 

qualitative inquiry, there is an ethics-led expectation that the researcher will express their interest - 

not to counter any idea of bias but to illuminate the inevitability of prejudice and minimise any power 

imbalance in knowing between researcher and research participant (Etherington 2004) and to lend 

weight to one’s conviction that something is worthy of investigation and public sharing. In systemic 

practice, we also recognise the impossibility of neutrality and objectivity. We own our prejudices and 

work with them. How we use our own experiences, how we share them and discuss them with 

people with whom we work, varies. We are careful not to burden people with whom we are working 

with what might be experienced as troublesome information, particularly people coming for therapy. 

On the other hand, perhaps we have something to learn from practitioners whose starting point can 

involve some personal disclosure to conversational partners, research participants. This would make 

an interesting area to research. 

 

Relational Reflexivity in Relational Know-How 

Visweswaran  criticises the reflexive, normative ethnographic approach that presumes an observer 

and a subject with stable identities. She contrasts this stance with deconstructive ethnography, 

where the observer refuses to presume a stable identity for self or other (Visweswaran 1994). Denzin 

suggests “Deconstructive reflexivity is post- modern, confessional, critical, and intertextual.” (Denzin 

2003 p236). In the field of Qualitative Inquiry, reflexivity is most commonly understood as the activity 

of an individual taking an ethical stance. Qualitative research tends to treat reflexivity as a form of 

self-reflexivity for the researcher.  

Through a social constructionist-systemic-collaborative-dialogical lens, reflexivity is an ethical 

processing in and of research or practice activities. Reflexivity is always relational in that there is 

polyphonic responsivity in both inner or outer dialogue, be it of a cognitive, emotional, neurological 

or environmental source (Simon Paper 4). The actions arising out of continual relational reflexivity in 

our practice as therapists, supervisors, trainers, researchers and writers might be described as a 

dance which requires attention to certain themes: a sensibility to any externally imposed tempo and 

other environmental demands and influences; a sensibility to a relational tempo in which dancers 

respectfully share the directorship of pace, challenge and movement; a responsivity to the invitations 

of other(s) and a selectivity about the choices offered and taken up. Relational reflexivity is not only 
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something which can be observed with the eye: to only observe visible movements would overlook 

the drama of the inner movements of partners in the dance: emotional, embodied, cognitive and 

theoretical responses, fluent and jerky. We negotiate context, agenda, roles, language and a moment 

by moment focus. We exercise reflexivity in our co-ordinations with the other; we ask, check levels of 

comfort, understanding and meaning. 

Reflexivity is also a form of self-supervision driven by a desire to coordinate with others in an ethical 

manner. What choices I am making? What is informing those choices? Where are those values, 

prejudices coming from? We find ways of creating space to recognize the less mindful processes at 

work: embodied, emotional, cognitive, normative discourses, desire, personal gain etc.  

A significant offering from systemic practitioners to the field of qualitative inquiry is the highlighting 

of complex relational activities in reflexivity and in finding ways of describing the intricate detail of 

ethics-led research practice.  

 

Emergent Collaborations 

At the time of writing, the social sciences are embarking on a paradigm shift which is being hailed the 

relational turn. It is a challenge to the story of an individual researcher. It invites an interest in the 

ethically led co-ordinations of co-researchers and in the micro-detail of how those co-ordinations 

take place.  

In discussing possible directions for qualitative inquiry, Betty St Pierre’s reluctance “to accept the ‘I’ in 

Qualitative Inquiry” could be understood as a signpost indicating a need for more of a relational 

emphasis in research (St Pierre 2010). The field of qualitative research has embraced the concept of 

reflexivity with a significant contribution by practitioners within the field of counselling. The field of 

systemic practice has something to contribute to the place of relationality in research, research 

relationships, writing research for a readership and specifically on the subject of relational reflexivity.  

This is perhaps the area where systemic practice has most to bring to the field of qualitative research. 

Much has been written about Self and Other but there appears to my systemic eye to be some space 

in the research field to explore the dynamic elements in relationships between researcher and 

research participants. Descriptions of this relationship are either minimal or sound as if participants 

are separate static entities. So whilst there is acknowledgement of social constructionism and the 
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power of language and narratives, there is room for more understanding of co-creative activity in the 

development of those narratives.  

Diane Gehart, Margarita Tarragona and Saliha Bava promote a model of research based on 

collaborative therapy practices. They say, “collaborative inquiry is a way of practising a philosophical 

stance of respect, curiosity, polyphony and social meaning making. More than the methods used, it is 

the intentions and the assumptions that inform the research process that constitute the collaborative 

nature of inquiries.” (Gehart et al 2007). 

Mary and Kenneth Gergen open an invitation to experiment with relational space: 

“Alternative ethnographers break away from the conventions of social science inscription to 

experiment with polyvocality, poetry, pastiche, performance, and more. These experiments 

open new territories of expression; they also offer new spaces of relationship. They take 

different stances toward readers, describing them in new ways, calling into being alternative 

possibilities for going on together.” (Gergen & Gergen 2002 p14)  

In this suggestion, Mary and Kenneth Gergen are suggesting a means of doing research more akin to 

the improvisational response to not-knowing (Anderson & Goolishian 1992, Anderson 1997) that we 

come up with in the doing of systemic practice. Shotter and Katz describe the interactions between 

participants involved in any human interaction, be it therapy or research, as involving spontaneous 

attempts at responding and coordinating with another (Shotter & Katz 1998). This attention to 

improvisational and relational know-how casts ethical doubt on a stance of technological ‘knowledge’ 

and the rolling out of predictable practice or research method. All research constitutes an 

intervention in the lives of the researcher, the research participants and the audiences or witnesses 

to this research. Each act of inquiry invites, mindfully or otherwise, the possibility of an implicative 

force which changes lives. By engaging in a collaborative and reflexive process of inquiry with 

relational ethics to guide our movements in inner and outer conversation, we are inviting change for 

ourselves and others and creating new relational spaces and know-how in which we can inquire into 

the movements of practice/research relationships. 
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Summary 

Systemic inquiry is an integral part of social constructionist-collaborative-dialogical-systemic practice 

across the fields of therapy, supervision, training, organisational consultancy, leadership and writing. 

It can inform and shape the activities of a reflexive research process which comfortably overlap with 

key features of qualitative inquiry. Qualitative Inquiry has much to support a systemic model of 

practice research but systemic inquiry also has many useful offerings to bring to qualitative inquiry 

including: a rich seam of stories about relationships; a critical history of diverse methods of inquiry 

and the place of the inquirer in a system; a critique of power in relationships; in-depth studies of 

reflexivity in relationships; access to many styles of inquiry; attention to relational ethics. Systemic 

Inquiry can find an ethical, theoretical and practical home in the playing fields of Qualitative Inquiry. 
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PAPER 6 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE  
 

Becoming a dialogical reader 

Since I started experimenting with how to write in ways which echoed the values and relational 

practices of systemic-social constructionist-collaborative-dialogical practice, I have become a 

different kind of reader. I have developed expectations of the writer. I want them to talk to me, with 

me, for me. I don’t want them to talk at me or tell me the right way to do something. I want them to 

invite me into a conversation with them or spark some reflexive movement in my inner dialogue. I 

have come to expect coherence between that which the writer is describing and how they are 

involving me in the presentation of those ideas.  

I find I am easily estranged from papers describing dialogical practices which write with a monological 

tone. I used to think that there are just some writings which I need to study more deeply to get to the 

usefulness of the content but now I am experiencing an ethical discomfort when meeting a 

contradiction between form and content. I am less driven to work at finding meaning in a paper. I 

have wondered if this discrepancy is more likely to occur when either writers are not connecting to 

practice conversations or are trying to describe a dialogical method. The writings which engage me 

the most are ones where the writer makes themselves visible and invites me into their own tussle 

with ideas and practices. In such instances, I start to feel alongside the writer quite quickly. 

 

Writing from within inner dialogue and outer talk 

John Shotter encourages a critique of about-ness writing (Shotter 1999, 2006, 2011) which he refers 

to as a monological-retrospective-objective style of writing. Having been part of several societal 

groups who have had professional texts written about them and concretised into oppressive theory 

which has dominated a century of psychotherapeutic and psychiatric and legislative practice, I 

connect this style of writing to relations of power. Shotter suggests that writers can write from within 
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relationships and alongside the people with whom they are working. He calls this withness-writing 

and describes it as a dialogical-prospective-relational style of writing( Shotter 1999, 2006, 2011). 

Practitioners can get inside the living moment and write into the micro-detail of spontaneous 

responsiveness (Shotter & Katz 1998) and the movement within and between inner and outer 

dialogue. 

I have found that writing into and out of intense or even casual conversation has required me to get 

into a kind of meditative state in which I hear, see, remember and notice all manner of things which I 

must have noticed at the time but moved on from - until I started to write. In this meditative state, I 

start to re-feel the atmosphere, hear other voices which I moved away from quickly in order to 

privilege another. I remember ethical dilemmas I had about my choices or about how I was managing 

my choice of responses. As I started to experiment with capturing reflexivity in inner and outer 

dialogue, I started to wonder how was I going to capture all the inner talk? Was I going to describe it 

as conversation or separate strands of thought? How could I lay my inner dialogue – often more 

cacophony than polyphony – on the page in a way which engaged the reader and did not bore or 

overwhelm them?  

Peggy Penn proposes writing as dialogue. “Unlike the monologue, dialogical conversation is many-

voiced. It listens to others and is open, inviting, relative, and endless because it is future-oriented. It 

awaits an answer” (Penn 2009 p33). I have come to think of monologue not as a thing in itself, as if 

existing outside of a relational context. While it is sometimes too difficult to attribute these 

monological sounding voices and their narratives to a particular relationship or event, conversing 

with the concerns behind the narrative as if it were a person with an opinion, allows for conversation 

to develop and we find a way of going on in conversation. I have been considering all utterances as a 

form of dialogue but with different intentions based on narratives about probable social 

consequences. I am treating a monologue less as a fixed thing so much as a relational response, 

subject to change through conversation.  

 

Anticipating a dialogical reader 

I started to write “Dear Reader” at the top of each page. In script. In red. That made me sensitive to 

the reader. But when I added “How’re you doing?”, I felt more like an inquiring writer who was not 
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only in relation to her subject but to her reader. Sometimes it has worked quite well. But when I tried 

to write a more traditional theory paper, I became quite distracted by the listening ear of the 

imagined academy and my neighbourly doctoral readers pointed out that these texts had lost the 

very thing I wanted to highlight in this practice research: relationality in writing, live-ness in tone, the 

sound of talk on the page.  Gergen says that “writing is fundamentally an action within a relationship; 

it is within relationship that writing gains its meaning and significance, and our manner of writing 

simultaneously invites certain forms of relationship while discouraging or suppressing others.” 

(Gergen 2007) 

This challenge of writing for readers, feels to me to be more than a matter of technique or form. 

Social constructionist ideology understands language as the means through which we construct 

narratives about each other which then influence stories and practices of rights and responsibilities 

(Burr 1995).  With my ethical Geiger counter, I can feel my levels of comfort and discomfort point me 

to writing practices which speak with my reader in a manner which more or less listen out for their 

responses, imagined and actual. In her critique of the colonial writer, Visweswaran warns that the 

subject as reader writes back eventually (Visweswaran 1994). And, somewhere in this portfolio, I 

have a cautionary tale to tell about this too: about the dangers of describing the other without the 

other’s involvement. Writing, like other forms of systemic practice, “should always allow space for 

the added voice of the reader” (Gergen 2007). 

 

Speaking with other writers 

Sharing reflexive inner dialogue of the writer offers the reader a range of voices with particular 

narratives attached to them (or perhaps narrative to which ‘the voices’ are attached?). I have 

extended this reflexive talk to the literature, well other writers, too. Montuori encourages ways of 

engaging with literature reviews as live conversation (Montuori 2005). Literature reviews are an 

interesting challenge because they usually form a chapter, a specific section dedicated to a 

systematic review in relation to an area of practice or research and they have a preordained place 

within a more common dissertation structure. Despite often being quite a dry read, such literary 

gatherings can be very useful as a place to go for a round-up of connections. 
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My experience of systemic practice is more chaotic than that. Conversations can be like a butterfly 

flitting from bush to bush and, as a systemic practitioner, I have to both follow the conversation and 

moderate my own butterfly-ness to take into account coordinating potential with the other person/s 

in a conversation. I find theory and other stories come to mind in response to the narrative and felt 

movement in the conversation. In this portfolio, I have tried to weave theory throughout several 

pieces of writing as a means of experimenting with how to present theory in ways which are 

contextually relevant, live and interesting to the reader.  

And I have tried to talk back with writers. In one piece, I imagine a radio panel with key writers 

speaking their own, meaning original, words to each other amongst others I have added for them. I 

have avoided the use of references. Elaborating on people’s speech, not distinguishing between ‘real’ 

and ‘not real’ speech, avoiding the use of references all make for a creative but traditionally invalid 

text. Its validity comes from the meaning of using those words in that context, to re-situate extracted 

quotes from papers into conversationally situated speech acts. In the conversations between the 

characters of Voice of G-d and Fellow Writer, they do, for the most part, refer to the author of quotes 

they cite. 

 

Text as social construction 

In his book, After Method: Mess in Social Science Research, John Law asks “What difference would it 

make if we were instead to apply the criteria that we usually apply to novels (or even more to poetry) 

to academic writing?.... if we had to write our academic pieces as if they were poems, as if every 

word counted, how would we write differently?” (Law 2007 p11). And an answer from Barnett Pearce 

might be to “Treat all stories, your own as well as others, as incomplete, unfinished, biased and 

inconsistent.” (Pearce 2004 p50).  

I have been inspired by the bold and clear writing of Laurel Richardson. I find the response with which 

Laurel Richardson counters the dualistic true/false split of modernist and relativist fields builds on an 

inclusive both/and position. She points out that “a postmodernist position does allow us to know 

“some-thing” without claiming to know everything. Having a partial, local, historical knowledge is still 

knowing.” (Richardson 1994 p518)  
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Writing as a way of creating and sharing experiences and learning, of reviewing the already said and 

yet to be said and heard.  Richardson says “Writing is also a way of ’knowing”—a method of discovery 

and analysis. By writing in different ways, we discover new aspects of our topic and our relationship 

to it. Form and content are inseparable.” (Richardson 1994 p518) 

And she asks, “How do we put ourselves in our own texts, and with what consequences? How do we 

nurture our own individuality and at the same time lay claim to ‘knowing’ something?” (Richardson 

1994 p518) .The texts I have produced here are a mix of what I would call ‘my’ stories – in that the 

bias must be owned, the experiences grounded in the gendered, cultural, ethnic, and , as Lorraine 

Code points out, it is not possible for anyone to be a ‘surrogate knower’ or writer and tell the same 

tale (Code 1995).  

But I have also enlisted much help from people I have spoken with in therapy, learning, supervision 

and doctoral conversations. In this sense the texts in this portfolio are creations arising in a context of 

talk, of feedback, of appreciation. The participation of others has been invaluable in adding depth and 

richness to this collection of writings, lending an extended meaning to participant texts (Penn & 

Frankfurt 1994, Penn 2009).  

There are the visible participants in the texts, casts of characters, whose voices and opinions, often 

quite monological but in the context of dialogue, are involved in some creative debate about writing, 

authority, the ethics of representation, temporality in text and much more. While some characters 

are ‘real’ people, they are, nevertheless, portrayed through me and, as such, can only bear a 

resemblance to the richness of the ‘whole’ person they are across a range of contexts. Other 

characters in some texts are more deliberately fictionalised to allow for some things to be told, 

shared and shown which might not otherwise be possible. For example, I would not want anyone to 

be humiliated or upset by a portrayal which foregrounded certain opinions over others. I have aimed 

for descriptions of exchanges which sound enough like what I feel or recall having taken place. I am 

thinking of this as a form of pragmatic truth (McNamee 1989). In encouraging a more subjective 

relationship with writing, Richardson encourages a listening for one’s own voice. “We feel its ‘truth’—

its moral, intellectual, aesthetic, emotional, intuitive, embodied, playful pull…. which should lead to 

writing that is more diverse, more author centered, less boring, and humbler.” (Richardson 1994 

p524) 
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Some readers may ask if they are getting the ‘full’ picture given the use of some composite characters 

and a fictionalised telling of real events. My answer to this is that I have chosen which events to paint 

pictures of and how to paint those pictures. On the one hand, I am not attempting realism but I want 

the pictures to capture enough detail for readers to recognise themselves, others, scenarios, 

dilemmas and narratives in the stories I tell. I am using the word ‘stories’ as this is the medium in 

which I have chosen to communicate. I am thinking of all research tellings as fabrications. If I had 

provided transcriptions, they would have provided some additional factual detail of what was said 

but transcriptions are often hard to read and I want to show people what happened in the broader 

senses. A transcription tells a reader very little about inner movement, body language, dilemmas, 

choices, tone and time. I want to tell stories from within my practice so readers can hear and see the 

characters, so they ‘get’ what is going on in the room, so they feel they are, to some degree, there. To 

create the conditions for readers to hear the voices of other participants is not simply a literary ploy I 

aspire to, it’s an ethical choice to find ways of turning up the volume on people’s concerns and 

abilities, struggles and achievements. 

Having created some literary licence to have a range of responses the reader is offered an invitation 

to position themselves in relation to the differing opinions and experiences. “Polyvocal writing stands 

as a critique of the criterion itself.” says Ken Gergen, “In these writings clarity and certainty of the 

traditional variety give way to ambiguity and ambivalence; in reaching for a full relationship through 

writing there is no ‘comprehensive account’ for space must always remain for the added voice of the 

reader.” (Gergen 2009a, 2009b) 

 

The sound of talk 

A further project for me arising out of the need to speak with the reader, has been to capture the 

sound of talk – talk between the writer and the reader, talk between other speakers in the texts. 

Bazerman suggests that “Accepting language as a structured social creation, this position claims that 

the significant social and creative action occurs in the living moment of spoken language instead of 

on the dead written page.” (Bazerman 1988 p21). And Richardson asks, “How do we create texts that 

are vital? That are attended to? That make a difference? One way to create those texts is to turn our 

attention to writing as a method of inquiry.” (Richardson 1994 p517) 
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I mentioned in the introduction how I have heard, for four years now, the voice of Toni Morrison in 

my ears on almost a daily basis:  

When I do a first draft, it’s usually very bad because my tendency is to write in the language 

of everyday speech, which is the language of business, the media, the language we use to get 

through the day. If you have friends you can speak to in your own language, you keep the 

vocabulary alive, the nuances, the complexity, the places where language had its original 

power, but in order to get there, I have to rewrite, discard, and remove the print-quality of 

language to put back the oral quality, where intonation, volume, gesture are all there.    

(Morrison in Yagoda 2004, p40) 

This, and Laurel Richardson’s assertion that no-one speaks in prose (Richardson 1994) have been 

guiding voices for me in creating the conditions to hear and decipher the muddle in the concentrated 

time of inner dialogue. Writing slows things down. And renders audible strains of voices I was not 

otherwise able to make a relationship with.  

My hearing changed at times into a stanza’d form of hearing. I had been hearing, no, rushing 

together lines of talk, forcing it into prose, as I am doing now. 

An experiencing person is a person in a body. Poetry can re-create embodied speech in a way 

that standard sociological prose does not because poetry consciously employs such devices 

as line length, meter, cadence, speed, alliteration, assonance, connotation, rhyme and off-

rhyme, variation, and repetition to elicit bodily response in readers/listeners. (Richardson 

1997 p143) 

I have written a collection of papers reflecting on the relationship between reader and writer when a 

reader reads aloud the writer’s writing. I have created a bricolage of pieces of writing written to be 

heard by the reader as people speaking,  as a performance piece which could be read aloud for 

others. 

 

Written texts all have to be related somehow, directly or indirectly, to the world of sound the 

natural habitat of language, to yield their meanings. ‘Reading’ a text means converting it to 

sound, aloud or in the imagination, syllable-by-syllable in slow reading or sketchily in the 

rapid reading common to high-technology cultures. (Ong 1989 p8) 
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Relational Ethnography 

I chose autoethnography as a methodological starting point because it allowed for an in-depth 

description of reflexivity through the process of writing. As a practitioner researching my own 

practice, I needed to share and explore the different levels of responses in my inner and outer 

dialogue. Writing autoethnographically allowed me to find ways of ‘laying bare’ my responses for all 

to see, to invite others into a privileged and otherwise unexposed view of inner and outer workings 

the life of a practitioner. Without detailed descriptions of inner and outer dialogue, there is no way of 

showing reflexivity in action. I can speak about it, from without of those moments but 

autoethnography allows me to speak from within the moment of the doing in an attempt to capture 

the swirl of responses I have alongside the practical, ethical choices I am making. I am ‘outing’ the 

hidden inner world of the therapist, supervisor and trainer by situating my responses in the moment 

of interactions with others with whom I am working. To ‘out’ this is an ethical stance in creating the 

conditions for readers to listen in to situations and listen to their own responses to the events in the 

dialogue.  

Laurel Richardson speaks of narratives of the self. 

“Narratives of the self do not read like traditional ethnography because they use the writing 

techniques of fiction. They are specific stories of particular events. Accuracy is not the issue; 

rather, narratives of the self seek to meet literary criteria of coherence, verisimilitude, and 

interest.” (Richardson 1994 p521) 

I understand writing as a relational activity which needs to anticipate the reader with respect and 

helpfulness (Gergen 2009b, Simon Paper 12 below). I have retained a discomfort with the term 

autoethnography (Ellis 2004, Reed-Danahay 1997) as the prefix auto- doesn’t sit very well with a 

social constructionist understanding of the place of co-creation in the production of meaning and 

narratives. For example, I am not telling ‘my’ tale in isolation of others. In anticipating a responsive 

dialogical readership which includes participants in the texts, systemic colleagues, members of the 

public, assessors of this doctoral portfolio, I am making decisions about what and how to write.  

I am not researching others from without, a privileged visitor invited surreptitiously or otherwise into 

something not of my own culture. I am researching my own practice, from within those living 

moments. I am researching how we go on together in conversation with ideas and feelings, 
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emotional and embodied responses. I am researching the ‘we’, the relational. It is not a study by ‘me’ 

of ‘them’.  ‘They’ do not exist except as a participant in the ‘we’.  

How is it possible to situate ourselves as participant-observers in the lives of others and not 

affect them? The social skills we use to do ethnographies attach us to real human beings. 

They connect us to people in deeply human ways. (Richardson 1997 p115) 

Writing with my systemic eyes and ears, I see and hear a space open up in from of me which is 

waiting to be inhabited by joint activity, a co-constructionist manifestation of something worked into 

a jointly owned space and moulded in the moment of holding by writer and reader, by therapist and 

client, by tutor and trainee. A cloud of inner dialogue bursts overhead illuminating, mystifying, 

fracturing any one telling, any one narration. I am reminded of experiences I have had which I write 

about in this portfolio where I have written out my inner dialogue and then, after a while, felt 

something missing: the voices of my conversational partners. And then the writings have travelled 

between us and extended our outer talk with each other. 

The term reflexive ethnography has been used to highlight the inclusion of the researcher alongside 

the focus of the research (Aull Davies 2007). However, I find it lacks emphasis on the relational 

aspects of ethnography and on the co-constructive activities within research, within the developing 

of accounts and accounting practices. In using the term Relational Ethnography to describe this form 

of research writing, I am drawing attention to relationships between writer and readers, between the 

voices of inner and outer dialogue in the texts.              

The centrality of reflexivity in Relational Ethnography encompasses the understanding in systemic 

practice of self and relational reflexivity and connects the process of local reflexivity in systemic 

practice relationships with a global reflexivity which connects the personal with the political17. 

Relational Ethnography can be a way of inquiring and speaking from within relationships about those 

relationships with an insider-ness and an alongside-ness. It resists the pull to separate writing from 

the collaborative process of meaning-making between the conversational participants. The process of 

inquiry moves as if on a piece of ethical elastic to pan out to make links with broader socio-political 

contexts and to zoom back in and focus on the detail of spontaneous responsivity in the living 

moment. It brings together the interactivity in inner dialogue and the links with outer dialogue. It 

                                                                    
17 See paper 4 above 
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connects monologue and dialogue to voice, and voice to a narrative performance in time and place. It 

aspires less to a finished product or conclusive outcome but more a process of telling, emergent, 

transformative for any of the participants, a means of extending therapeutic conversation. 

 

There is more to say about this. But not in this portfolio. Let this be a jumping off point for some of 

the writing and reading relationships yet to come. 
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PART 3: 

REFLEXIVE, DIALOGICAL 

WRITING RELATIONSHIPS 
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INTROUCTION TO REFLEXIVE DIALOGICAL WRITING RELATIONSHIPS PAPERS 

 

“Writing is fundamentally an action within a relationship; it is within relationship that writing 

gains its meaning and significance, and our manner of writing simultaneously invites certain 

forms of relationship while discouraging or suppressing others.” (Gergen 2009a) 

 

This section begins with a self-reflexive poem on writing and then moves on to two papers on the 

uses of reflexive dialogic writing in systemic relationships. They are written for an audience of 

counsellors and psychotherapists, supervisors and trainers.  I imagine the first paper as a context 

setting chapter for a book on writing (as) systemic practice and the second paper has a leaning 

towards a journal article. Well, that might change. Maybe it is a chapter too. The papers are not 

trying to propose writing with people as a technique so much as an exploration of how writing can 

extend inner and outer conversation within systemic practice relationships. Writing Practice sets a 

theoretical and practice context for subsequent papers using an autoethnographic style. It shows 

how I have used writing as a form of reflexivity and how writing also shows reflexivity in action.  

Writing as Talk is a jointly constructed paper with a woman on our therapeutic work together. 

“Susan” has written a section of this paper and has participated in a process of reflection on the rest 

of the texts in this paper at different times. She has acted as respondent to the paper which has not 

merely documented our work so much as has been part of our therapeutic relationship. The 

creativity in our work together has acted as a springboard for my research interest and helped me to 

recognise the value of using writing as a means of communicating with people who don't find 'talk' 

difficult.  

 

The section ends with the introduction of two characters who appear in the next section too. They 

engage in some form of conversation about inner and outer dialogue. 
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PAPER 7 

WHOYOU? 

 

Who is this writer 

that I am reading? 

Who is this writer 

that I am writing? 

How is this writer 

writing me? 

And how is the me 

which is being written  

reading this? 
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PAPER 8 

WRITING PRACTICE  
 

“What a beautiful place!”  
       I look around and there’s a woman 
                taking a photo of the River Wharfe where I am sitting.  
                     “It is beautiful”,  I reply.  
                             “Oh!” she says,  
                                       “I thought you were painting”.  
                                                She’s looking at my laptop.  
                                                        “No…” I feign wistfulness.  
                                                                  And then I think:   
                                                                           But I am.   
                                                                                   I’m painting. 

 

 Introduction 

 Getting into reflexive writing 

 Reflexivity 

 Writing in and with time and finding new dimensions 

 Writing Inner Dialogue 

 Writing Outer Talk / Moving Images  

o Writing with others in mind 

o Capturing the feel 

o The writer as curator and editor 

 Conversation with Angela Part I 

 The reader always writes back 

 Conversation with Angela Part II 

 Some reflections 
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Introduction 

In this paper I am exploring experiences of writing in the context of counselling supervision 

relationships. There are two kinds of writing practices I am including here. The first is a form of 

reflexive writing where I reflect as a practitioner in relation to my inner conversations as a form of 

self-supervision. The second is a more interactive way of writing with the people with whom I am 

working as a supervisor or consultant - supervision of another’s work.  

I came to these writing practices through work in a therapy relationship with a person who found it 

difficult to talk in therapy. Over the years, we found ways of communicating, one of which was 

writing. When I started to share my responses with her in writing she pointed out that she heard 

much more about what I was noticing and thinking when I wrote than when I spoke and she found 

this useful. I had helped her to elaborate on her ability to articulate herself through writing and now 

she was helping me to talk more how I write. This experience has enhanced my use of reflexivity in 

speaking and in writing with my inner and outer talk. 

These experiences have prompted me to question the assumption that talking is and should be the 

first language of most psychotherapeutic approaches.  I have wondered if speaking aloud is 

everyone’s preferred first language or whether therapeutic culture imposes the expectation of that 

form of communication on people. In addition to the idea that writing can be used instead of talking 

for people who are struggling with the spoken word, I have also been using writing to extend 

conversation with people who are comfortable with speech. 

I have been experimenting with how to write dialogue and write with the kinds of expectation one 

might have in dialogue with others. The freedom this approach creates is encouraging. It is such a 

contrast with the writing practices of compulsory note taking and report writing. Reflexive writing has 

quite a different feel. It comes from a more alongside positioning in relationships and from within 

experience of the moment (Shotter 2011). 

This paper is an attempt to describe some of the evolving processes from my conversations with 

others. These people, these conversational partners, have expressed an interest in our experiences 

being made available for others to read, to learn from and elaborate on. In amongst some excerpts 

from conversation are the themes of writing inner and outer dialogue, the changes in writing in and 
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out of time, writing as a form of reflexivity, capturing the sound and feel of conversation, the writer-

reader relationship and some thoughts about writing about writing. 

 

Getting into reflexive writing 

Many times when I start to write, I am not sure what has prompted me to write but, as I write, it 

often becomes clear to me what the impulse to write is about. Perhaps I have wanted an opportunity 

to reflect further on something important that was said, something new that emerged, or I felt stuck 

or something took me by surprise. I may be interested in how some decisions were made between 

me and someone else or I might want to think further about some ethical implications of something I 

said. There can be many different reasons for getting started. 

At this stage, I may or may not have an idea that I am going to share this writing with the other 

person or people or use the writing in any other way. Thinking like this, I can write as freely as 

possible and see what emerges. Adopting benevolent curiosity (Vedeler 2010) towards the 

interactivities of the conversation helps me to identify the episode which I want to focus on. I have 

been getting better at turning the volume right down on the voices which can distract me from 

getting back inside the moment and feeling what I experienced at the time. There is no one story, of 

course, and there are many voices in the telling of the story each with their own accounts, opinions 

and reactions. I don’t aspire to accuracy but I do want to capture what happened in a way which 

renders the episode recognisable to me and to any other participants. This involves getting down 

what we said as closely as possible to how we said it. How I heard our conversation at the time and 

how I remember it will mark this writing as my description only. 

Even when I am writing for myself I find that other participants in the conversation often have a sort 

of peripheral presence while I am writing my inner dialogue. For example, when re-reading my 

writing about a conversational experience I have had, I wonder whether the other person would have 

a similar account, where it would differ, what they would feel about what I have written. I have 

noticed that after I have the thought “They will read this at some point”, I make several further 

amendments despite having set out with transparency and with-ness as guiding principles (Shotter 

2011). 
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Sometimes I start by trying to capture the dialogue and then add in my other experiences during the 

episode. But I find it most enriching to intersperse the what-was-said with the reflections and 

responses I was having at the time. This seems to engage me in the feeling of being the moment and 

prompts further recollection of inner and outer dialogue.  

Another way of writing which seems to help me get inside of what was happening is to write in the 

present tense. I hope, where these writings are read by others, that the reader will find this helpful in 

getting alongside the participants in the episode as if watching the unfolding of a story as it 

happens….. 

 

Reflexivity 

I have come to think of this kind of reflexive writing as a way of listening to the voices in my inner 

dialogue. But it is not just a matter of listening. As a self-reflexive systemic practitioner (Burnham 

1992, Hedges 2010), I have a responsibility to be mindful that narratives from other contexts (Pearce 

and Cronen 1980) may be coming in to play and explore how they are influencing my actions in what 

is then co-created. Furthermore, in attending to relational reflexivity (Burnham 2005), I can pay 

attention to and respond to the feedback of others and together we can work out how to go in 

relationship. I also want to explore how my own and other’s responses to these actions influence 

how I /we go forward and review our theories and actions.  So, in writing inner dialogue, I might go 

further than a reflection about something I said and think. I might ask myself: 

 How did that influence what I did next or how I understood what the other was saying?  

 What feedback am I getting from the other about what is happening here and how I am 

responding to it?  

 How was my relationship with myself, the other person, the theory, the methodology, my core 

beliefs changed by this experience? 

 What do I think I need to do differently or similarly in the future? 
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Writing in and with time and finding new dimensions 

We are always going forward. This is true of all activities. In spoken conversation, we cannot go back 

to delete something that was said or change the order of events. Writing, either on one’s own or with 

others, is another means of going forward in conversation. But writing can do magical things! It can 

play with sequence, create an aesthetic form out of the chaotic, give a sense of order, set up a 

conversation with an imagined reader.  One of the things I have been most struck by is how much 

happens in a split second.  

Example I 

At the end of a supervision group, I notice something in my intonation that makes me 

uncomfortable. It keeps coming to mind. The next day I try to write about the episode to see 

what I can learn. 

I glance at the clock - last couple of minutes. Jane is looking tired. I wonder, if as a group, we 

have focused too much on suggesting there may be other things she can do with a couple who 

are disrespectful to her and the therapy. I wonder if she wants to find a way of ending the 

work with them. Her wince, when I ask about this, seems to say ‘I am torn.’ Perhaps we are 

being too respectful to the clients and not enough to the therapist. Our time to talk is running 

out. Perhaps a quick example from my own work life might create another option. I tell the 

group how I have, on a couple of occasions, spoken directly to couples where I have felt I can 

no longer tolerate their rudeness. As I repeat what I might have said to the couple at the time, 

I am surprised and a little alarmed by the sound of real irritation in my voice – as if I am back 

in the moment of directness with the couple. I wonder if the group is hearing this too. I have a 

flash-over of inner reactions.  

“Did I intend to sound that irritated? I don’t think so. So how did that happen?”  

 “Maybe I am tired. I thought I felt fine. Am I making good judgements now?”  

 “I want to discuss this with someone. When is my next supervision?” 

"It's not a major event that is worthy of Class 'A' worry."  
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“Nevertheless, how are they reacting to how I have just spoken? Is their apparent lack of 

visual response an indication of their sophistication or disinterest or am I unable to notice 

them at this very minute while I feel taken aback?” 

“Do I need to do anything else at this ending point in the group?” 

I try to qualify what I have just said in a more reflective tone. It has the intention of casting a 

stitch to end a row neatly but I wonder how I became a little unravelled in that moment. 

There is a time sequence and then, at a moment of crisis, many things happened for me at once in a 

timeless, polyphonic moment. As an ethics led counsellor, I am committed to a reflexive exploration 

of this inner dialogue and the connections with the outer dialogue. I hear it at the time but writing it 

down slows things down. It allows me, no, invites me to look further at these questions. I examine 

each one with care, find myself asking others which only get heard later in the reading of the writing.  

Still something is missing.  

What is missing, of course, are responses from others: the supervisees, my supervisor, other 

colleagues and so on. Perhaps this writing is a meeting place of these voices, a Chronotope, where 

time adds a fourth dimension (Bakhtin 1981). Something which is, in the moment, a total experience 

but unfinished, on the way to becoming something else. 

As I mentioned earlier, another aspect of time concerns the tense in which the story is recounted. I 

have found the present tense to carry me and, hopefully the reader into the moment as events 

unfold. To start the writing from within the instant something happens, allows the reader to travel 

with the writer in time and anticipate what is going to happen next, to allow themselves to be 

surprised when what they anticipate does not happen.  

There is also, in the process of writing, the element of surprise for the writer too in not knowing what 

is coming next. Perhaps this is the point which makes the strongest case for writing about one’s 

practice and for thinking of writing as a form of inquiry. To find a starting point for writing about a 

conversation does not mean one is in control of the text, that one knows what is coming next. If one 

is writing from within the conversation and from within the moment of a recollection one may 

experience or remember all kinds of other thoughts, feelings and responses of which, until this point, 

one has not been mindful. 
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Creating a way of inviting thoughts to the surface has allowed me to find ways of going forward in 

conversation with some of these strands of thought and become further attuned to how certain 

narratives and feelings impact on the choices I make. 

 

Writing Inner Dialogue 

Of particular interest to me is the question of which voices in inner or outer dialogue are the most 

influential and which are silenced or rendered inaudible or even ridiculed. Further, there are the 

questions of how influence is exercised and how these voices communicate with each other. I am 

reminded of the notion of dominant discourses (Foucault 1991, White 1991) and the need to hold 

each voice to account for its opinion. By this I mean, each opinion voiced needs to be situated in a 

lived experience. When I can identify a context for the emergence and profusion of a voice, I have 

more chance to make sense of its presence. It is the interactivity of these voices which interests me. 

Sometimes it appears to me as if I just hear disparate strands of thought or feeling – as described in 

the example above. I find myself wondering whether to write inner dialogue as a list of separate 

thoughts or as a conversation of linked voices in communication with each other. How do I show the 

interactivity if it is not immediately apparent to me?  

The process of listening to what I could say or want to say is very carnival-like. There are moments 

when the language seems to fit like a glove and times when the choice of words is so extensive that I 

feel lost for words. There are instances when a focus presents itself with clear parameters and then 

there are other times when so much is in view that I feel overwhelmed, like a spectator at a carnival 

with a huge choice of what to look at, so much stimulation, almost no thought at all. Then suddenly, I 

am back in my writing space, listening to a willow warbler now back from Africa calling across the 

way and there is just the sound of Sunday morning. What am I listening for? Listening, this kind of 

listening-remembering is not an attempt at capturing one reality or a true account of experiences 

lived. As a reflexive writer, I am writing neither fiction nor documentary but I am using my 

imagination and recall. I am journeying back in time with my present senses alert to picking out 

auditory, visual and other sensory experiences which feel relevant. When writing, I am moving my 

focus between my subject which is at a distance and the canvas on which I am trying to portray 

something of it. 
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What this image is not speaking of so far, is the current mood and concerns of the writer. Surely, the 

picture, the brushstrokes will tell a story about the painter at that point in time? 

I remember being most disappointed, as a seventeen year old in the mid seventies, reading an 

interview with David Bowie in which he said that he composed his lyrics by cutting up his original 

writing and then moving around the lines. At that age, I wrote from the heart and that meant with a 

natural flow. My feelings, thoughts and metaphors would find their way onto the page and offer a 

picture back to me of what I wanted to say but had not, until the moment of completion, been aware 

of needing to say. Furthermore, in feeling so intensely expressive, I was probably more likely to 

capture the sound of what I was feeling as well as the content. My story of David Bowie shifted from 

being the living persona of his own lyrics to being a performing craftsperson. That’s how I saw him 

and I carried on writing from the heart. Because I needed to work things out. I needed to put things 

together that were fragmented and make a new whole.  

At about this time, I remember late one night during exams, my mother put her head around my 

bedroom door and suggested it was time to sleep. “I can’t,” I replied with some urgency, “I’m in the 

middle of writing something.” It was not something which could stop for sleep. I was working out 

how to resolve a dilemma or go forward into the next part of my life. When I had said what it was 

that I needed to say then I could sleep and with a sense of satisfaction – what John Shotter refers to 

as a feeling, a sense of satisfaction that the speaker needs to have in feeling that they have 

communicated all that they needed to say (Shotter 2011). “Evocative writing touches us where we 

live, in our bodies.” (Richardson 1994 p521). Now, ironically, sleep too acts a space which produces 

suggestions of what and how to write.  

Many years later, I can see that perhaps there are many or at least different ways of connecting the 

different parts of what a person might want to say. There are many kinds of writing which can be 

useful as a method of trying to express oneself and find a sound that does justice to one’s experience. 

And so I have come to see that “There is no such thing as ‘getting it right’ just ‘getting it’ differently 

contoured and nuanced.” (Richardson 1994 p521).  

Having written for my own eyes and ears, albeit with an imagining of conversational partners at my 

side, I often want to share what I have written with those people and see how they respond to my 

descriptions of these fragments from our conversations. On hearing or reading their responses, I am 

often surprised and sense that something significant is happening through this process of writing and 
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sharing and responding with more writing. This has encouraged me to take more risks in entering into 

this kind of exchange with people. 

 

Writing Outer Talk / Moving Images 

Writing with others in mind 

Perhaps we are always writing with others. At least in our mind’s eye and ears. Writing is often 

portrayed as a solitary activity perhaps because of the amount of time a person is in the act of 

putting things ‘down on paper’.  Yet writers are very involved with the characters or components in 

their writing and fret about how all the different parts will work together. They hold in mind the 

reader and anticipate how they will engage with the text. Writers research their material and 

evaluate their sources. Dogs are at their feet; friends, family and colleagues are in the wings perhaps 

offering company, support and proof reading. I am always mindful of the different parts of myself, 

the responses of different ‘audiences’ to my thoughts or writings. I struggle to turn down the volume 

on some voices and up on others. There are times when I have worked hard to get the sound of my 

sisters or political allies around me for this work so I can run with their-my words in my ears. 

 

Capturing the feel 

I am experimenting with how to put conversation on to the page so it still sits up and conveys some 

of the live-ness which I experience from within that moment of interaction with another. As a young 

person I found poetic form offered ways of creating coherent descriptions out of incoherences 

between stories lived and the stories told. As a young lesbian struggling with a heterosexual society 

trying to impose its images, narratives and lifestyles on me, poetry offered a way of juxtaposing 

bursts of thoughts, some flowing, some apparently unconnected, all of which needed to find some 

relation to each other and so mirror back to me my experience and create a newsense out of 

nonsense. 

Talking about conversations with others through writing poses some challenges. How am I going to 

convey the sound, the intonation, the emotion, the tempo of what we said and how we talked? I 

have experimented with setting the words on the page in a way which is more striking than prose and 
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closer to speech, in the hope that the reader (including myself) will get closer to how the words were 

spoken. Furthermore, it is my hope that in presenting our utterances in a way which invites the 

reader into the conversation, it will allow a different level of involvement and therefore opportunities 

for connections with what is being said between the people involved.  

“Setting words together in new configurations lets us hear, see, and feel the world in new 

dimensions. Poetry is thus a practical and powerful method for analyzing social worlds.” 

(Richardson 1994 p522)  

Kim Etherington advocates the use of stanza as both an opportunity to see/hear more clearly what 

and how people are communicating and make it easier to follow dialogue and learn something new 

from the writing and the reading of it (Etherington 2004). 

 

The writer as curator and editor 

Many qualitative researchers advocate the use of poetry as a form of inquiry (Richardson 1994, Ellis 

2004) into their subject. For example, Laurel Richardson suggests that “When we read or hear poetry, 

we are continually nudged into recognizing that the text has been constructed – prose ones, too; 

therefore, poetry helps problematize reliability, validity and ‘truth’.” (Richardson 1994 p522). Poetry 

is a reminder to me that as one party trying to write about something, I am not in search of any true 

version but am writing from within the conversation as a participant and not about it, from without 

as if aspiring to be a detached observer.  

There is also the matter of how to acknowledge and expose the role the writer plays in editing and 

shaping the text. Showing what was said by all participants and exposing hidden thoughts of the 

author gives readers an opportunity to form their own opinion from a more detailed yet poetically 

licensed text. This invites reflexivity and addresses some of the critique raised about the creation and 

use of transcripts in research (Bucholz 2000, Tilley 2003). Key criticisms have focused on a lack of 

acknowledgement of the power the researcher has in not disclosing how they decided what to 

include or exclude, taking words out of context whilst claiming objectivity, overemphasis on spoken 

words, the omission of body language, intonation, pauses and so on. Working with transcription from 

audio recordings can invite an idea that one should only work with what was said and, as such, 
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subscribes to a prevailing narrative about historical accuracy and overlooks the limits of the spoken 

word. 

The question of choice in what to capture, which fragments to write about have been led by my 

interest in episodes which stand out for me. I have noticed that there are times in conversations 

when I start to feel differently engaged, a little excited, moved, perplexed and so on. John Shotter 

describes these instances as ‘arresting moments’ or ‘moving moments’, moments that strike us 

(Shotter 2011). What happens for me when I am struck by something is that I experience a huge 

amount of inner activity and noise and a sense of a moving between a range of reactions. I think of 

these instances as cacophony moments and key choice moments. I hear a clatter of reactions from 

within my inner conversation and feel the presence of a significant choice in how to go on in the 

conversation.  

Since starting to write about specific episodes in conversation as if in slow motion (which reveals so 

much speed) and in a micro-detailed way (which shows up so much activity), I have been noticing 

much more about my feelings, thoughts, decisions, physical and emotional responses, familiar and 

novel narratives and practices. Reflecting through further writing on these noticings has been having 

an impact on my practice. For example, I have been learning through my writing that quite significant 

things happen if one reacts spontaneously in the moment. For a start, my reaction can feel more 

genuine and it may not be as mediated as if I had more time to think about it. I am acting from inside 

the moment rather than about the episode after the event when I am outside of what my responses 

were at the time. When I behave in this spontaneous way, I find my relational reflexivity is 

heightened and I imagine, notice or ask about what the other person or people make of such 

spontaneous, more raw reactions. I think I have at times seen surprise closely followed by 

engagement, interest in what I am finding of interest. People often seem to become more curious 

about themselves through the eyes and ears of the other. 

During a one-to-one consultation with a supervisee who has appeared to me to be a very private 

person, I was curious to find other ways of engaging with her.  In order to be as emotionally present 

as I needed to be in the conversation, I felt myself take a leap on to a ridge which, whilst giving me a 

different viewing advantage, also created some degree of vertigo which required a more embodied, 

poised, elastic approach to co-ordination with the other person than if I had been working with a 

more cognitive, method led approach. I felt some important things were being said and I needed 

more time for reflection than was available to me in the moment. Immediately after the supervision 



Page 125 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

session, I wrote about what had occurred in that conversation. I wrote from within a first person 

perspective and in the present tense but not just what I remember being said but how it sounded to 

me at the time.  

 

Conversation with Angela Part I 

We sit down and I find myself taking the initiative. I’m not mentioning a leaving do again – it 

would be clumsy and probably unwelcome. But I do want to acknowledge that this is probably 

one of three or four supervision sessions before Angela retires. I mention this and we fall quite 

easily into talking about Angela’s feelings about giving up counselling.  

(Angela’s words are in red, mine are in blue) 

 

Angela looks increasingly reflective:   

 

Sometimes, 

in the last few years, 

it’s been hard.   

Sometimes, 

it’s just been a matter of  

keeping going.   

 

And, with this-kind-of-work,  

well,  

you can’t talk about it  

to people.  

 

It’s often been  

a lot to bear,  

you know,  

what people are going through.  
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And it affects your own relationship……  

 

Sometimes John and I,  

we’ve had to deal with things,  

things that probably were not even our things –  

but they get played out.  

 

Not all relationships would be able to take this…. 

 

I am captivated by the hidden depth of Angela’s experiences. I feel myself leaning forward 

wanting to hear more of her unique reflections on her long career which is drawing to a close.  

I have kept cards that people have sent me,  

you know,  

thank you cards.  

 

With their names crossed out,  

of course. 

 

I feel myself nodding, towards conventions of confidentiality so respected by her, living 

practices. How many other professionals might feel the need to render illegible names on 

thank you cards they have received, I wonder? We work in a strangely restricting professional 

world.  

I might  

want to get them out  

one day  

and look at them. 

 

I feel something like shock in my stomach. A sense of sudden loss? At being moved by the 

powerful image of remembering one’s work, one’s identity through the recognition and deep 

gratitude of others. The conversations people have with their counsellors make for a very 
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private world and when this rich seam of conversation with scattered and random others 

draws to a close, one has to remember one’s own witnesses. I feel the need to hold in mind 

connections and differences between the career and the person. I am struck by the isolation of 

retirement - it appears to happen to one person at a time. People don’t often retire in groups 

though it must happen some times. I think I say that and go on 

It would be weird,   

if,  

you were sitting in the staff room one day  

and picked up a counselling magazine  

and saw an article written  

by someone who was going through 

 just-what-you-have-been-describing 

and  

as you read the article  

you are struck by  

how the writer was  

almost   using   your   words,  

describing your experiences! 

 

 We both look amused and giggle a little.  

 

What would that be like? 

 

 Angela raises her eyebrows in contemplation. I don’t want her to feel an obligation to answer 

the question so I carry on  

Do you think anyone has written this yet? 

 

 More speculative looks.  

 

Perhaps, 

      I say, more slowly, feeling careful, tentative –  

             you should write it? 
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   Perhaps I should. 

        says Angela, quick as a flash. And with confidence. 

 

Wow. That’s a different kind of response. And a different kind of “I should” to other ones 

Angela has mentioned.  

 

I laugh. With relief I think.  

You know,  

when I heard you say  

“I should” 

 my eyes  

immediately  

went to your forehead 

to see if your eyebrows  

were going into the same  

serious furrows  

that usually appear  

when you say  

“I should do such and such”. 

But there were no furrows,  

just a twinkle in your eye! 

 

 Angela looks a bit self-conscious. Perhaps she isn’t used to this level of observation so I ask,  

 

Do you think you might? 

 

Angela raises her eyebrows as if revisiting an old thought. 

 

Well, I do have a particular story to tell.  

And, I have an invitation to do it.  

But, dare I do it?  
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I might find things easier  

to write down than say.  

 

I could have lots  

of interesting stories to write  

that other people might be interested  

to read.  

 

But then  

there is the nervousness  

how other people will respond.  

They are just  

very unusual to me  

and I wonder what people are going to make of it…. 

 

Then her tone changes. She sounds really quite annoyed.  

 

Hmm!  

I’m so silly!  

Here I am  

– a listener –  

and I don’t  

give other people  

the same respect! 

 

What do you mean? 

Well, I expect others  

can listen  

and be interested  

in what I have  

to say. 
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I am feeling lighter. This, from the person who is still, as far as I know, planning to leave 

quietly without fuss or public celebration on the last day of her work in three months time. I 

think I feel hope that somewhere, somehow, at some time there will be an outing of her 

contribution to the team, our local communities, the profession. As I write this down, I ask 

myself why this feels important to me. 

We move on to talking about the place of writing and reading in Angela’s life.  

I think people like to write things.  

It’s the written word  

just not through the post,  

but through texts,  

emails and so on.  

Not the Royal Mail  

with stamps on the envelope  

but through technology……  

 

When I write emails,  

I do spend quite a long time  

editing,  

deciphering,  

till I get it to  

what I wanted it to be  

in the first place. 

 

I just start writing, get my thoughts down and then ….. 

 

The reader always writes back 

Whatever my initial intentions are in starting to write about conversations I have been having with 

others, it soon becomes of interest to me what the other person(s) might think about a) how this 

contrasts with their account of the conversation and b) what else they were thinking about, feeling, 
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responding to at the time and c) what their responses are now on having the experience of being 

offered an opportunity to read and respond to a written account of the conversation.  This is an 

invitation I have issued on a few occasions. 

Kamala Visweswaran cites several examples of people(s) who have been the subject of another’s 

writing or research having taken up the pen and responded in one form or another to the writing 

about them. She says that the reader sooner or later writes back and encourages ethnographic 

researchers to anticipate this as part of the process of research (Visweswaran 1994) and points to 

imperialism as a context for early ethnography and knowledge about peoples as another form of 

colonial bounty. This connects with how early psychotherapeutic writing (for example, that of 

Sigmund Freud or Melanie Klein) took its cue from modernist, scientific aspirations in which the 

scientific practitioner-explorer was the creator and owner of knowledge about the subject.  This has 

led to much inaccuracy in our knowledge base and oppression by the therapeutic profession of 

people regarding issues of sexuality, gender, culture, ability and class (for example, Davies & Neal 

1996, Kendall 1996).  

Kim Etherington talks about getting away from the problematic area of representation and instead, 

talking about re-presenting material (Etherington 2004). Ken Gergen suggests that “in exploring 

alternative forms of writing, so do we open the door to new modes of relationship. Thus to hammer 

out forms of relational representation may bring into being new forms of action.” (Gergen 2009a). 

And Laurel Richardson recognises that for the experimental writer there are “the intertwined 

problems of subjectivity/ authority/ authorship/ reflexivity, on the one hand, and representational 

form, on the other.” (Richardson 2003 p520).  

I understand this as a suggestion that we can or should experiment with forms of writing in relation 

to and with others which challenge the notion of objective accounting and ownership of 

knowledge,which challenge and change existing power relations. This next example shows how I got 

carried away with a form of aboutness writing (Shotter 2011) and missed the point but in issuing an 

invitation to respond to my thoughts through sharing my writing, the other person writes back and 

corrects my representation of her life and work. I am left with many questions. 
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Example 2 

Recently, I became interested in a couple of conversations with a person whose work I was 

supervising. For various reasons I was feeling an additional sense of responsibility about her 

work. Some themes jumped out at me and a week or so later wrote them down as I 

remembered them. I shared these written reflections with her before our next meeting and 

invited her to respond. When we met for supervision the following month, she brought with 

her several sheets of carefully written notes. They were, in effect, a catalogue of my grave 

misunderstandings in two of the conversations which we had had. She chose to read her notes 

aloud to me. This time I heard very clearly what she had said, what had happened, what had 

not been the case. I was mortified by my mishearings and could only find solace in the idea 

that this was a salutary anecdote for the research. Perhaps the more distant I was from the 

conversation, the more I found myself writing about the person; the more my focus was in the 

middle distance, the more I was finding a kind of pattern in the themes. I was very relieved 

that she felt that she could share her responses with me. My poor hearing only became 

noticeable through sharing my distorted accounts of our conversations.  

One form of writing which Gergen encourages, is what he calls polyvocal writing (Gergen 2009a).  

“In these writings clarity and certainty of the traditional variety give way to ambiguity and 

ambivalence; in reaching for a full relationship through writing there is no "comprehensive 

account", for space must always remain for the added voice of the reader.” (Gergen 2009a).  

And so it came to pass that Angela also wrote back to me. Here is my letter to her to which I attached 

the first conversation as it is printed earlier in this paper. 

 

Conversation with Angela Part II 

Dear Angela, 

 

I am attaching some reflective writing I did after our conversation last week in supervision. I 

think I told you that I am thinking a lot about the use of writing in therapy and supervision at 

the moment in connection with my doctoral studies. I find that trying to capture bits of 
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conversation after meetings with people has been useful to me in trying to track my thoughts 

and responses and to "hear again" what people have been saying. In breaking words into 

stanzas, I often connect differently to the feel of what was said. But doing this on one's own is 

useful only up to a point. It can be even more useful to offer such a piece of writing back to 

the other person in the conversation and ask for their responses. For example, what effect 

does reading this now - and in this form - have on you? What difference, if any, does it seem 

to be making to you in what you do, feel or think? You might want some time to answer this - 

and, most importantly, you don't need to answer this if you don't feel like it. But do tell me if 

there are things that don't sit right for you. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Gail 

 

Dear Gail, 

Thank you for your reflective writing from my last supervision. Thank you also for taking the 

time out to put this together and to ask for my thoughts and feelings.  

I remembered you telling me of your intentions and at the time I thought you could write 

whatever you liked about my supervision. I was not particularly interested in reading any 

reflective writing on it or whether you choose it as part of your doctoral studies or not. 

However, it did seem important to you and this in turn injected more interest in me making 

me wonder what I had said that was good enough for you to capture in words and send it on 

to me. It made me feel pretty special I have to say.  

The special thing with the written word I feel is you can keep it as long as you want, forever, if 

you like or just throw it away when it no longer has any meaning for you. Maybe I will do that 

with the cards I choose to keep. At the moment your reflective words have brought my 

supervision alive again and now I have an opportunity to relive some of it and broaden it out 

maybe. Something I have never done before. 



Page 134 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

I liked your stanza style. I felt your words went to the heart of my own reflections during 

supervision particularly with regard to the graft of my counselling work and keeping my thank 

you cards. Hard as the counselling has been for me at times I would also like to add the work 

has been good hard graft and very meaningful for me to receive those thank you cards, 

sometimes from clients who leave without a proper goodbye and then send a card later. 

These reflections then lead me on to my “proper goodbye” as you along with others have 

asked about. A "proper goodbye" where we have meals or drinks out and here we have me as 

the guest of honour playing the party pooper. Sorry girls and boys but that’s how it is. I’ve no 

heart for celebrating my goodbye in that way. There’s time enough to be saying my goodbyes 

and I prefer a quieter style. 

The ending of my working life at this organization has led, unexpectedly for me, to some extra 

time given to this in supervision. I say unexpectedly, I guess, as I am often focussed on any 

concerns I have with my cases when supervision comes around. I’m sorry if I shocked you 

when I told you about my intended retirement at the beginning of the year. I sensed you were 

shocked which surprised me as we had not known each other very long. Maybe it seemed I 

had become part of the furniture, I had been with this organization for so long or probably 

that’s how I felt and then just as you were getting to know me I tell you I’m leaving. Sorry, just 

suddenly, I felt too old for the effort of it all. 

Inevitably there are repercussions of loss when an ending comes about and your reflections 

spoke of the sudden sense of loss you felt expressed inadvertently by my talking of keeping my 

thank you cards. Giving me something to remember my work by. (If I could be bothered I 

could put a theoretical underpinning here but I am past all that). I feel better keeping this 

light and simple and going with the feelings. So moving on to the isolation of retirement you 

felt. A solitary event, not a group thing. For me this brings the image of the isolation of the 

long distance runner who has run the course. All I felt I needed to do in that particular race. So 

the aloneness of retirement, as you felt it, for me comes as a welcome relief. I choose my 

distance. Good to have the dignity of selecting my retirement date rather than it being 

imposed. Time to move on to pastures new. Maybe that will be taking up some writing. A 

popular thing to do as I told you on the computer screen. A lighter feel you sensed as I talked 

in this way nicely captured at the end of your supervision reflections  
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“get my thoughts down and then ….” sounds like it opens up a field of possibilities.  

A wonderful field of possibilities for the next stage of my life. Thanks be to God. 

Not sure whether you had this kind of reply in mind when you asked for my reflections Gail 

but sending it along anyway. 

Regards, Angela 

 

Some reflections  

“Rather than writing as a singular agent, controlling the meaning, defending the sanctuary of 

self, why not write with others, and to do so in a way that there is no singular message, but a 

weaving of disparate strands to generate a whole, complex tapestry?” (Gergen 2009a) 

This paper has described and reflected on some relational and reflexive writing experiences I have 

been having with others. I have been exploring some of the things that contribute to understanding 

writing a relational activity and as a means of extending the conversations I have with people in 

therapeutic, supervisory and training contexts.  

As a therapist I have experienced what Richardson calls ‘new ways of knowing’ alongside new ways of 

doing and being with people in moving moments. I have come to experience writing with people with 

whom I have been working as a way of collaboratively progressing our conversations with 

transparency and with a sense of what counts as important. 

The thoughts of Laurel Richardson and Ken Gergen I have found particularly supportive in asking 

myself how might I write in an inclusive manner as a postmodern therapist with a concern to avoid 

fixing professional knowledges, as an author who knows something, who has a story to tell but whose 

knowing and telling is continually being re-worked through joint activities.  
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PAPER 9 

WRITING AS TALK 
 

ABSTRACT 

Historically, the psychotherapies have subscribed to an idea that the spoken word is the primary 

language in therapy. This idea has influenced my practice but work with Susan challenged this 

prejudice. We have worked together to find ways of using writing to communicate about things 

which were not finding their way in spoken language. This paper shares some stories from our 

conversations about using writing alongside examples of our writings. We reflect on the place of 

writing in our work and talk about the experience of reading each other’s writing. I propose that 

writing and reading are relational practices. I discuss how these activities involve both anticipating 

the responses of self and other and sharing / showing responses and some identification with the 

writer and the reader-listener. In preparing and presenting these writings and reflections  from within 

and about our conversations, I hope to create some coherence with our dialogical collaborative style 

of working. I make some connections with dialogical and collaborative theory, social constructionism, 

narrative theory and propose writing as a form of systemic inquiry, and as such, a form of research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Writing is not only a means of communicating to oneself or others but it is a form of inquiry. It fits 

very well with the collaborative, dialogical approach to systemic inquiry. Writing can be considered a 

systemic practice in that it is always relational whether in response to inner dialogue or as part of 

outer dialogue. Writing in, from within and about professional relationships is as deserving of ethical 

consideration as any other area of systemic practice. Reflexive writing invites critical and appreciative 

consideration of the fluid and emergent relationship between practice and its storying process which 

produces ‘theory’. 

In this paper, I show how I have developed reflexive writing for myself and with Susan18, a woman 

coming for therapy. These writing practices arose out of and in response to therapeutic practice as a 

form of self reflection for ‘my own’ professional use but then invited responses to my written 

reflections from the person with whom I had been talking, Susan. Both she and I have contributed to 

this paper by discussing the uses of writing as a chosen language for communicating in therapy and, 

in our own ways, we reflect on the processes of writing for a listening reader, reading for a listening 

writer and connect these experiences to some ideas from dialogical and collaborative theory. 

 

                                                                    
18 An agreed pseudonym 
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WRITING AS TALK 

 

We are both now quite accomplished at weaving Susan’s writing into our work. She writes, I read  

what she writes – sometimes quietly to myself but mostly aloud at her request. While Susan takes up 

the clipboard which has been going back and forth between us and starts to write, I wait, thinking 

nothing much, I’m more feeling with her. In this moment of remembering I can let my thoughts drift 

and, in my mind’s eye, I see a darker room from a long time ago: Susan frozen with anxiety, wanting 

to speak, terrified by imagining the sound of what she had to say. And I would sit there, see her 

thinking and feel her struggle to get from feeling or memory to spoken word – but our progress was 

slow. We sat for months in silence with me wondering aloud, saying reassuring things, raising 

sometimes difficult questions.  I think I had an idea that my understanding - or hers - would facilitate 

talking. That didn’t happen. We found another way. One day I noticed her looking at my clipboard. 

She was looking at it very intently as if she was trying to tell me something. I asked her if she would 

like to write what she was thinking or feeling. Susan twitched violently. It was as though she wanted 

to leap out the chair and grab the clipboard but she stopped herself. I pushed the clipboard across 

the floor to her. “Use it if you want. Ignore it if you prefer.” Again Susan started as if to pick it up, 

hesitated and then bent down and picked it up. For a moment she looked so relieved but then the 

frozenness returned. She looked anxiously around. I realised she did not have a pen but she could not 

ask for one. This was an example of the speechless bind in which she was living: a pen would have 

enabled her to ask for a pen. I got her one. And then Susan transformed in front of my eyes. I saw the 

tension fall away. She looked so relieved, animated, ready to get going. An expression of confident 

thoughtfulness took over her demeanour. And so it was that my clipboard started to travel beyond 

my lap between us. She wrote, handed it to me, I read and handed it back, she wrote some more. I 

don’t think either of us could imagine back then that one day Susan would arrive, take something 

from her bag and say “I’ve brought you a present.” Susan can be quite ironic. It wasn’t for me. It was 

a pink clipboard for other people coming to therapy to use. My facilitation was needed even less. 

Susan used her own clipboard.  

Susan started to bring writing to sessions. This still offers us a framework for our conversations. She 

used email to talk about things which would not have been possible for her to communicate in the 

presence of another whether in speech or in writing. I have learned to be careful as to which matters 

I broach – just because something has been communicated does not render it either a topic for 
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speaking of or shared property. I have tried to find ways of asking indirectly about unnameable things 

and negotiated whether and how to talk about things. 

Some time into our progress, I was planning a workshop for therapists and counsellors to further 

ways of working with people for whom speaking was not their first language. I asked Susan if she 

could offer some ideas for training counsellors to work with people who find it easier to write than 

talk. I provided some questions and what follows is Susan’s responses to those questions which she is 

keen for me to share with my professional community.19 

 

WRITING IN THERAPY: A LETTER TO MY THERAPIST FOR OTHER THERAPISTS TO READ 

By ‘Susan’ 

 

What’s good about writing and why did I start? 

Firstly – very interesting thinking about this. I think it is vital that people should feel able to 

communicate in whatever way [they] feel comfortable – what is worse – coming away from a session 

feeling completely frustrated, mad, upset, confused and pissed off because you haven’t been able to 

express yourself, talk about what you want to talk about etc. or communicate on paper, either bullet 

points, essay form, or just a few words and at least feel you have achieved something, made a start. 

You might feel still feel some of the above but at least it’s the first step. Before I started writing I 

would feel so mad and frustrated wondering how I could make you understand what was happening 

for me. I remember you asked me a long time ago to write down how I was feeling. Top of the list 

was frustration. You were very surprised and didn’t expect that to be on the list and at no. 1. It is so 

important for me to feel I am able to talk to you and express myself. Who is to say writing is a lesser 

medium of communication than words. Writing in some respects requires more trust and openness 

than words – in writing the words can not be erased – they are in front of you and I feel sometimes 

have more meaning than the spoken word. Sometimes perhaps more feeling too – poetry – 

sometimes just reading poetry evokes as much or more meaning than having it read to you. 

                                                                    
19 Susan has struggled with dyslexia. Life at school was hard as it went undiagnosed and she lived in fear of 
humiliation. This work is produced out of courage and a commitment to helping others in a similar situation. 
We agreed that I would amend grammar and spelling so readers would focus on the content of the writing.  
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Having the opportunity to write or perhaps feel able to write has made a fundamental difference to 

my therapy and my development.  

Why did I feel able to write? 

1. Because I wanted more. I wanted to communicate with you and express myself. I didn’t want to sit 

in silence with a thousand thoughts in my head and hope that you could guess what I was thinking. 

2. Trust. Writing is so personal. Words can often be thrown away. But writing is more intimate (not 

sure that is the right word but meaningful perhaps). Therefore, I needed to trust you to write. I think I 

generally am a good judge of people and after a few sessions I knew I could trust you. I just didn’t 

know how to think. So much of my life was locked away in a secret box and it was such a maze for me 

to even reach it without unlocking it. I guess in time once I began to put stuff on paper, even though 

it might just be about Jen’s family it opened the door for me to think about myself and my life and 

perhaps formalise some thoughts for the sessions.  

I remember when I just started writing I used to be so mad with you and myself if you didn’t ask me if 

I brought any writing with me. Most of the time I was so pissed off when I left I ripped up the paper in 

pieces and threw it away, I was really mad and of course blamed you. I had to force myself if you 

didn’t ask me to tell you I have some writing with me. Sometimes it worked sometimes it didn’t. Then 

you asked me if I would like to be asked if I have any writing.  YES that made it so much easier for me. 

Dyslexia stuff… Yes that is about TRUST. I wrote down in the session when you asked me the question 

TRUST in capitals. It is about knowing that you will not judge me, not ridicule me, not laugh at me. 

Maybe I needed for you to get to know me first and know that I wasn’t stupid, that I am intelligent 

and have a lot to say. That I think was quite a difficult thing for me to cope with. I guess that is to do 

with personal experience, people judging me, laughing etc and because this is so important to me I 

didn’t want that to happen. Once I had written a few times it just became easier and I wasn’t worried 

so much about not writing something because I couldn’t spell the word. I watch a programme once 

about people who are dyslexic/ People / or me! I feel I am quite resourceful when it comes to words 

and expressions. When I am e-mailing or writing for Jen I have 2/3 ways of writing the same sentence 

or 2/3 words which I can use which mean similar [things] all because I can’t spell the word I need. 

Sometimes the simple words are the worst because it is harder to find different words for the one 

that I need. 
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What has worked for me in therapy? 

 

That actually depends on how I am feeling. If I am feeling brave then more talking is important for me 

because I think I need a bit of a push sometimes. But I guess that comes out of you knowing me. To 

know when to ‘hold out’ and just wait for me to answer or whether to ask direct questions for a 

direct answer, yes or know or whether to talk and then sit and wait for a response even if it is short. 

 

The sensitive subjects are always going to be difficult for me to write. If I write them down there is a 

permanent reminder to what I have written, but if I don’t write them nothing will prob. happen, 

silence! However, I do think as ‘talking’ is the norm in society for communicating it is important for 

me to get used to talking, just talking, anything really, then perhaps the other stuff will eventually 

become easier. 

 

When you have written stuff and handed it to for me to read … it is odd … not in a bad way odd but in 

a way that you are doing what I am doing, you are having to think how I think. In some ways that is 

good … it is quite difficult to explain really.  Maybe I am used to you talking and when you write it 

feels different. I think when it is the difficult subject areas then in some ways it feels better that way 

because I am not hearing what you are saying, it isn’t as real. However, in some instances it is 

important I understand that. 

 

 

 

What is it like bringing writing to the session? 

 

Now fine. I feel I am able to write what I want to write even if it is just stuff unless I make a conscious 

effort around particular subjects. I think actually this has helped by e-mailing you. Because it is the 

same way of communicating and it gives me time to think, think things through, use the spell check. 

Before I wasn’t very confident in fact quite nervous bringing writing for the sessions. Why? Spelling, 

writing stuff and just letting you in on my thoughts. Letting you know what I am thinking or worried 

about. Perhaps when I am more confident I might not worry about thinking things through. 
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Responses to e-mails – what works best? 

 

Again a difficult question because it depends on how I feel, but I guess the e-mails reflect on how I 

feel. Sometimes I feel really quite alone with my thoughts and worries / concerns. Sometimes I just 

want to know that you are there. Not sitting at the lappy [laptop] awaiting a e-mail from me but just 

that you are around and if things got really bad I know you are there, just a bit of support really. Yes I 

think it is useful sometimes to bring the e-mails or have read the e-mails before the session because 

they generally reflect what has been going on for me in the weeks since I last saw you. No e-mails or 

lack of e-mails can mean… I feel really horrid and have just lost the will! Or I am just ticking over, not 

thinking or I am avoiding thinking or talking to you (e-mailing) because of the subject matter. 

 

I guess the e-mail thing is just about support, to know I am not alone and I can contact you if I want / 

need to. That has helped me loads. I actually feel quite cut off when the lappy or connections are not 

working. I guess it is my back up … if I need to talk but can’t talk I can e-mail then my head has been 

emptied a little. Yes I think it is important a response but I am also aware that you are very busy with 

stuff and I am not your only client, perhaps one of the most demanding! It helps when you respond 

you let me know when you are not going to be around … not that I need to know what your weekly 

schedule is but sometimes / not always I feel if I write and no response then my e-mail wasn’t 

important or the contact I want isn’t there. I am not quite sure that is what I mean. I think I feel 

sometimes I just want to know that you are there – that sounds very needy! 

 

Where to leave the writings? 

 

The obvious answer is with you. You have reassured me that all are safe so that is fine for me. 

Sometimes / not often I feel I want them all back so I can burn them, maybe that is the panic 

speaking. Secondly the stuff I write is for therapy, not for Jen, not for anyone else so that is where it 

stays in therapy. In some respects I guess when I leave that part of my week has finished and the next 

day everything starts again. Obviously I still think about therapy and what was discussed and if stuff 

crops up with Jen I think about how to deal with stuff and relate to what has been discussed … but I 

think it should stay with you. What am I going to do with it? 
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Reflexive Writing as Dialogue 

There have been other significant learning points in our work together. I am remembering a moment 

during my doctoral research journey when I was writing more reflexively and experimenting with 

how to write inner and outer dialogue on the page. I was moved to write about a conversation Susan 

and I had been having. Something had happened in my reading of Susan’s writing. I noticed 

something. So I decided to write for myself to hear and speak with the inner dialogue that was active 

and audible, during our conversation. 

 

Writing 1 

 

After a while of catching up on what had been happening since we last met, there was a rest 

in the conversation. I felt I had asked enough for now. I did what I have learned is a useful 

thing to do after the first or second silence with Susan. I asked: Have you brought anything 

that you have written with you? Susan bent towards her bag, unzipped a side pocket, took out 

some folded over sheets of paper and handed them to me. I said Thanks. 

 

I picked up my reading glasses and put them on, cleared my throat and unfolded the papers. I 

read the letter aloud. 

 

Dear Gail …....  I read and Susan listened. Sometimes I stopped and responded to what I was 

reading with my own reactions, imagining what it might have been like for Susan, a question 

and so on. At some point I felt the tone of my reading was too reflective, too even. Something 

in what she had written made me want to sound more animated, more feelingful, more like 

the writer than a reader. I moved from being Gail the respectful recipient of a communication 

to being absorbed by the experiences described in the writing. During this shift, I felt an 
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increased sense of responsibility, a sense of excitement and an increase in alertness from 

Susan. 

 

Writing 2 

 

After a while of talking about the content of what she had written there was another rest in 

the conversation. I chose to share some other thoughts with Susan. 

 

I’ve been thinking  

recently  

that I think of you  

as a writer.  

I used to, um,  

I used to think of you as, um,  

someone who struggled to talk in therapy  

(and some other places) 

but now I think of you as a writer 

because you write so well. 

It’s your preferred way of communicating about some things 

and you do it well. 

 

I thought Susan looked engaged by what I was saying so I continued. 

 

I remember that you want to write some letters for people close to you  

for after you die  

to share some important things with them about  
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how you feel 

but I was thinking 

I wonder what it would be like for you to write more 

either for yourself 

or to share with others 

now 

like a diary or a weblog 

(do you know what I mean by weblog?) 

I even thought  

Why doesn’t Susan write an autobiography? 

 

Susan looked puzzled-curious. 

 

You have had such a range of  

interesting experiences,  

struggles, 

things that are hard to talk about  

yet important.  

And you have had so many thoughts reflecting on  

it all.  

I wondered  

if that was something you would  

want to do. 

And if you did  

who might help you with it. 
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Susan raised her eyebrows for a few seconds. By this action I think she meant I am giving this 

some thought but basically I am surprised that you think that others would be interested and 

that I’d be up to it. But it’s an interesting set of ideas and I will give them some thought. I 

quite like the idea of…. (and there my speculation runs out). 

 

This is what was said. It wasn’t written down like it is here. But later on, when I was on my own, I did 

write it down. And as I wrote I felt her interest in what she might be feeling about the conversation 

we had had and how I was writing about it. Without her response, it was feeling incomplete. I sent it 

to Susan. I asked her if she wanted to write back with some responses: what her thoughts and 

feelings were at the time and what they were on reading it all now. Susan sent back the following: 

 

Writing 1 

 

[GS writing in BLACK] 

[Susan - I will write my thoughts then in BLUE and my thoughts now in RED] 

 

After a while of catching up on what had been happening since we last met, there was a rest 

in the conversation. I felt I had asked enough for now. I did what I have learned is a useful 

thing to do after the first or second silence with Susan. I asked: Have you brought anything 

that you have written with you? Susan bent towards her bag, unzipped a side pocket, took out 

some folded over sheets of paper and handed them to me. I said Thanks. 

I guess I feel there is some kind of pattern with the sessions and in some ways expect you to 

ask have you brought any writing with you and when you may ask that therefore the 

anticipation of that isn’t as bad (not quite the right word) as it used to be… less anxiety about 

you reading my thoughts, less worry about what you might think of me, less stress for me…so 

when you are reading out aloud my thoughts most of the time I feel ok about it. 
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Now, when I think about the conversations I am so relieved when I have given you ‘that piece 

of paper’ even if it is just general crap…it is my thoughts for that moment in time, my focus 

and you will be reading what I have written.  I am being heard through your voice and that 

feels good, really good sometimes in fact.  It is quite a good feeling in an empowerment way 

to hear someone take the time to read what you have written, to read every word (even if 

you can’t understand my spelling, you have a good guess most of the time).  I also remember 

vividly when I didn’t write or I brought some writing with me and you didn’t ask me (now if 

you didn’t ask I will say).  I felt really flat and fed up and just worthless really.  That sounds a 

bit strong but that really is how I felt.  I was so frustrated when I tried to communicate with 

you…I could have just cried! 

I picked up my reading glasses and put them on, cleared my throat and unfolded the papers. I 

read the letter aloud. 

 

Dear Gail …....  I read and Susan listened. Sometimes I stopped and responded to what I was 

reading with my own reactions, imagining what it might have been like for Susan, a question 

and so on. At some point I felt the tone of my reading was too reflective, too even. Something 

in what she had written made me want to sound more animated, more feelingful, more like 

the writer than a reader. I moved from being Gail the respectful recipient of a communication 

to being absorbed by the experiences described in the writing. During this shift, I felt an 

increased sense of responsibility, a sense of excitement and an increase in alertness from 

Susan. 

Yes, I think that is true although I wouldn’t necessarily been aware of that.  Yes, you do read 

with ‘animation’ and feeling and generally I guess I can hear you do that.  It is quite odd 

sometimes to hear you talk about some stuff I have written because you make it so real.  

Perhaps because you are reading aloud it sounds so real, or perhaps it is because you are 

reading it.  I actually feel quite relaxed when you are reading out stuff.  (most of the time that 

is)…not sure if I look it or not…I even smile to myself sometimes.  I feel the pressure is off me 

to talk and that I guess I just don’t feel as stressed as I would if I had to try and talk.  I do feel 

quite comfortable when you read, it is just so much easier for me. 
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Now, on reflection sometimes I feel quite sad when you read my thoughts.  Not the general 

stuff but my family stuff…I do feel quite upset sometimes I guess and just sad about how it is.  

You reading my thoughts I think would have been the only way for us to get through some 

stuff and I feel if that wouldn’t have happened. I may  still be in room trying to speak and 

explain stuff to you and just feel like I was going to explode with frustration.  Yes, I think I do 

listen to you quite carefully.  Although I think I may have only read through from start to 

finish the paper only once I can remember most of the words I have written and I am aware if 

you make you a mistake (which isn’t very often and only usually because I can’t spell 

something). 

 

 

Writing 2 

After a while of talking about the content of what she had written there was another rest in 

the conversation. I chose to share some other thoughts with Susan. 

 

I’ve been thinking  

recently  

that I think of you  

as a writer.  

I used to, um,  

I used to think of you as, um,  

someone who struggled to talk in therapy  

(and some other places) 

but now I think of you as a writer 

because you write so well. 

It’s your preferred way of communicating about some things 

and you do it well. 
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I thought S looked engaged by what I was saying so I continued. 

Yes, I was and it did take me a little by surprise and I think I smiled or laughed to myself.  I 

also remember thinking that I still feel I struggle in sessions but I don’t feel frustrated as I did. 

I remember that you want to write some letters for people close to you  

for after you die  

to share some important things with them about  

how you feel 

(I remember feeling a bit sad about that, maybe it was the dying thing, not sure) 

I think it is a good idea for me to do this, although a very private thing it might be something I 

write with you on some parts anyway as I feel think will be really quite moving and perhaps 

upsetting for me to think not only about what I am writing but also the death thing…a really 

difficult thing to get your head round) 

but I was thinking 

I wonder what it would be like for you to write more 

either for yourself 

or to share with others 

now 

like a diary or a weblog 

(do you know what I mean by weblog?) 

I even thought  

Why doesn’t S write an autobiography? 

 

S looked puzzled-curious. 

(why would anyone really want to listen to what I have written?) 

You have had such a range of  

interesting experiences,  
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struggles, 

things that are hard to talk about  

yet important.  

And you have had so many thoughts reflecting on  

it all.  

I wondered  

if that was something you would  

want to do. 

And if you did  

who might help you with it. 

Quite a few things when through my head then….perhaps a little panic about stuff that I 

don’t want to talk about, mention…not sure really. All that stuff is a closed book for me at the 

mo. 

Why would anyone want to listen to me anyway? 

Susan raised her eyebrows for a few seconds. By this action I think she meant I am giving this 

some thought but basically I am surprised that you think that others would be interested and 

that I’d be up to it. But it’s an interesting set of ideas and I will give them some thought. I 

quite like the idea of…. (and there my speculation runs out). 

Yes, I remember that this perhaps something to think about…a thought 

 

General – 

This has been really quite interesting, although I have only really spent 10 mins on 

this…sometimes I feel perhaps it only needs a little time just for me to focus in and then focus 

out on stuff…I do find all this stuff really useful for me to think about (not really sure 

how)…perhaps it is me just focusing on myself again…I find it interesting though how I am, 

what makes me who I am and how I deal with stuff…most of the time I don’t think that well 
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really.  However, I guess stuff like this lets me think about how I cope with ‘life’ if I am happy 

in how I am trying to deal with stuff and if I am not what I can try and do (with you) to change 

that and deal with things in a more constructive and less destructive way. 

Thanks Gail. 

 

 

 

EXCHANGE AS EVOLUTIONARY PRACTICE 

We have created a full circle in the activities of our therapeutic conversation:  

- Susan writes and hands me what she has written for me to read, to respond to and then 

reflect on 

- now I hand Susan my writing and ask her to read it, to respond to and then reflect on 

In the following session, Susan commented that she hadn’t realised how much I noticed about how 

she was feeling. She said she liked that and wrote that she would like me to do more of that. So now I 

find ways of sharing more of what I notice with her and see how that goes. I am trying to talk more 

how I write. 

Our talking style has changed since this exchange of writings. There is more risk-taking alongside the 

carefulness, more checking out alongside the spontaneity (Mason 2005). We are reflecting more on 

our ‘talking’ and experiment with what feels useful at any given moment. When travel has not been 

possible, we have found Skype helpful in that it enables us to see each other while supporting both 

spoken and written exchanges.  

Susan and I have found a way of extending our conversations into new forms of what John Shotter 

calls joint action (Shotter 2005, 2006) and what I am calling improvisational collaborations.  

I am influenced by a postmodern systemic therapy which advocates the ethical stance of 

collaborative positioning and co-constructionist appreciation of narrative and other practices of 

power (Anderson and Goolishian 1992, White 1991). The part of the therapy which is ‘me’ or through 
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‘me’ at any second, is open to and involved in a movement with another person or people, either 

present in outer dialogue or influencing of inner dialogue (Bakhtin 1986, Vygotsky 1934). ‘I’ am, ‘we’ 

are involved in a spontaneous elaboration, a revisiting of and a departure from what we have been 

doing together.  

This spontaneous and emergent set of activities, jointly proposed, collaboratively negotiated is a far 

cry from my early systemic training of practising how to ask circular questions of another (Selvini et al 

1980, Campbell et al 1983). As John Shotter says, "It is not so much how 'I' can use language in itself 

that matters, as the way in which I must take 'you' into account in my use of it." (Shotter 1989 p141). 

I rarely have any idea of what I am going to do next or how I am going to do it until I am involved in a 

process of anticipatory responding.  

A concern I have in writing a paper like this is that it could be understood as advocating a method of 

how to use writing in therapy. There are uses of writing in systemic therapy (for example, Penn & 

Frankfurt 1994, Penn 2009, White  & Epston  1990) which correspond with what Burnham calls a 

‘technique’ or ‘method’ (Burnham 1992) and which have specific uses and particular therapeutic 

goals. I am suggesting that reflexive writing can be used as a way of extending the therapeutic 

relationship and the possibilities for communicating and meaning-making arising in and between 

inner and outer dialogue. I am interested in the choices in what I am calling discursive activities20: 

whether to write or speak; what pace or tone to employ; whether to read in silence, partial silence or 

aloud; to read factually, empathically or as if you were the writer (Anderson 2007) and so on.  Susan 

and I use writing as a form of collaborative inquiry which allows our conversations and 

understandings to move on.  

“When someone acts, their activity cannot be accounted as wholly their own activity – for a 

person’s acts are partly ‘shaped’ by being responsive to the acts of the others around them – 

this is where all the strangeness of the dialogical begins. [……] In other words, there is always 

a kind of developmental continuity involved in the unfolding of all living activities.” (Shotter 

2006 p32)  

By inventing our own ways of communicating Susan and I have created opportunities for overcoming 

isolating and limiting effects of compulsory speech practices expected in mainstream psychotherapy. 

Such expectations might inadvertently reinforce or mirror a person’s earlier experience of coercive 

                                                                    
20 See Paper 4 in this portfolio. 
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and restrictive messages which enforce silence and prohibit a voicing of oppressive and damaging 

experiences as I think I may have been doing with Susan in the earlier days of our work. By creating 

alternative approaches for articulating, sharing and responding to accounts of experiences, we open 

up the possibility for the production of witness-able, respond-able-to accounts (White & Denborough 

2005, Anderson 1997, Andersen 1997).  It seems that Susan’s reflections about the opportunities 

which writing in the context of the therapy relationship opened up for her, illustrate John Shotter’s 

statement: 

“if our ways of talking are constrained in any way - if, for instance, only certain ways of 

talking are considered legitimate and not others - then our understanding, and apparently 

our experience of ourselves, will be constrained also." (Shotter 1989 p141) 

So when Susan says, “You reading my thoughts I think would have been the only way for us to get 

through some stuff and I feel if that wouldn’t have happened I may still be in room trying to speak 

and explain stuff to you and just feel like I was going to explode with frustration”, John Shotter can 

offer some support for Susan’s experience. 

"I act not simply 'out of' my own plans and desires, unrestricted by the social circumstances 

of my performances, but in some sense also 'in to' the opportunities offered to me to act, or 

else my attempts to communicate will fail or be sanctioned in some way." (Shotter 1989 

p144) 

Ken Gergen (Gergen & Gergen 2007) has said “If you change the activities you change the language.” 

We extended the language of therapy to include writing and treat it as valid as the spoken word. 

Promoting an idea of equality between them is not simply a matter of seeing both as equal or the 

same.  Susan is clear that, for her, committing her thoughts to writing as something to be read by 

another has a different resonance than speaking them. 

“Writing in some respects requires more trust and openness than words – in writing the 

words can not be erased – they are in front of you and I feel sometimes have more meaning 

than the spoken word. Sometimes perhaps more feeling too – poetry – sometimes just 

reading poetry evokes as much or more meaning than having it read to you.” (Susan above) 

It seems that different media and different activities allow us to find new ways of going on and 

introduce a shift in the balance and means of negotiating power between us. In remarking on Susan’s 
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abilities as a writer, as someone who can communicate well, there is a transformation in our 

relationship.  The movement in our activities creates the conditions for us to foreground mutual 

abilities over individualised struggles. Susan finds her voice to help me see and understand what I am 

missing, what I am not ‘getting’. By looking for an alternative set of communication strategies we 

experience  “unique, never before encountered, ‘first-time’ events” (Shotter 2006 p87). 

I suppose it’s not surprising that the person coming to therapy who has faced so many struggles can 

teach you the most. 

At first, I had thought – and part of me still does – that I was enabling her, I was facilitating her 

process. And in many ways, it’s probably okay to say that is the case. I think she would agree. But that 

is not the whole story. Susan has taught me a lot about writing and how human beings can co-

ordinate in conversation. Our work together has been the springboard for my doctoral studies. Susan 

has convinced me how important writing is or can be in therapy.  

 

 

A final story:  

One day, my office was suddenly unavailable. Instead of cancelling the appointment, I suggested we 

meet on the top floor of the Royal Festival Hall in London. It’s a peaceful spot (when the orchestra 

isn’t rehearsing Mahler) with a view over the Thames and people go there to work on their laptop in 

a serene environment. Susan enjoyed being in different surroundings. We sat at a table and for the 

most part, exchanged our thoughts in writing. When it was time to wind up our talk for the day, 

Susan wrote “It’s been good to be in a place where everyone is writing.” I looked up and realised we 

had been inhabiting another country where writing, not speaking, was the norm.  
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PAPER  10 

INNER AND OUTER TALK 

 

A living room somewhere in Europe. Sofa and armchairs leaking horsehair perhaps from 1920’s. A subdued light 

- and not because the bulbs aren’t bright. Two characters are sitting at an angle to each other. Several portraits 

hang off kilter on the walls, pen and ink, oils.  

 

Fellow Writer: You know, I can see why you like Bakhtin. You’re both such monological speakers, writers. You’re 

only really interested in your own ideas. 

Voice of G-d: I just asked you a question. 

Fellow Writer: It was a rhetorical question! An invitation to think like you think. It wasn’t an invitation to 

conversation.  

Voice of G-d: Everything is conversation! 

Fellow Writer: Technically…. yes…. 

Voice of G-d: What else is there?  

Fellow Writer: Intention? Addressivity? Polyvocality? 

Voice of G-d: Technical.  

Fellow Writer: Relational. 

Voice of G-d: Clever. 

Fellow Writer: Ethical. 

Voice of G-d: Language is a technical venture. My utterances are experienced by you as some form of 

communication. They have a temporal dimension in that my words take into account our past conversations 
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and anticipate what might happen next21. You hear my words with retrospective and prospective connections. 

Technical.  

Fellow Writer: It sounds a very monological explanation of dialogue. Vygotsky and Bakhtin were trying to 

explain the workings of mind or communication. That’s how Bakhtin and Vygotsky wrote. 

Voice of G-d: And you would…? 

Fellow Writer: Well, I am not attempting an explanation so much as a description of how one can use writing to 

extend inner dialogue and outer talk and I am attempting to do this through a dialogical form of writing. 

Voice of G-d: Inner dialogue was Bakhtin’s cuppa. Vygotsky never really went in for the notion of inner 

dialogical activity. He had it all broken down into categories of speech. Terrible fights about all that between 

the Bakhtin and Vygotsky camps. 

Fellow Writer: Wertsch22 says Vygotsky would have written more on inner dialogue if he had lived longer. But 

that’s still not the point. They were both technicians! I am a conversational artist! 

Voice of G-d: We’re all conversational artists. Just different art forms in play. One man’s utterance is another 

man’s flatulence. 

Fellow Writer: The arguments seem to focus on whether Vygotsky understood inner speech as dialogical. But 

both of them, both Bakhtin and Vygotsky were living in a world before a postmodern critique of the power of 

socially constructed narratives. They foreground voice but the content doesn’t feature.  

Voice of G-d: Except as Professional Voice, local voice… 

Fellow Writer: Yes, yes, but they are not focusing on the different kinds of interaction and inter-reaction 

between the different voices within inner dialogue. To describe a range of voices in inner dialogue as 

polyvocality does not address the power struggles which play out between the voices depending on who is 

speaking, with what social rights accorded to them by socio-political discourses and which narrative those 

voices are laying claim to or being claimed by. 

Voice of G-d: Wow. You’re really hearing voices. Aren’t you just talking about something else? Politics? It’s a 

different subject. 

Fellow Writer: No, I don’t think so. I’m elaborating on their ideas with the benefit of a couple of decades 

critiquing the power of narratives and narratives of power. 

                                                                    
21 Bakhtin 1981 
22 Wertsch 1980 
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Voice of G-d: Tea? 

Fellow Writer: You know, Foucault spoke about subjugated knowledges. They can’t be separated off by a 

technical idea of a voice. I’m thinking of Foucault’s idea of 'subjugated knowledges' also referring to “a whole 

series of knowledges that have been disqualified as...insufficiently elaborated knowledges: naive knowledges, 

hierarchically inferior knowledges, knowledges that are below the required level of erudition or scientificity."23  

Voice of G-d: Tea? 

Fellow Writer: Michael White builds on this stuff in Deconstruction and Therapy
24

 with ideas about how 

narrative therapy can undermine dominant discourses and listen out for and strengthen alternative or 

preferred narratives. They have polyvocal ways of responding to a person’s or a community’s story. There’s a 

commitment to undoing social injustice - or at least challenging it. 

Voice of G-d: You know in the film Mary Poppins when they all jump into the pavement picture that Bert drew? 

Fellow Writer: Yes… 

Voice of G-d: and Bert points to behind a green chalk-drawn hill and says ‘there is a fairground behind that hill’? 

Fellow Writer: Yes… 

Voice of G-d: and then one of the children says “But that wasn’t in the picture!”  

Fellow Writer: Yes… 

Voice of G-d: Well that’s how I feel about abstract concepts like power and discourse. They were never there in 

my original picture. They are a figment of someone else’s imagination.  

 

----------------------------------------------------- 

 

Fellow Writer: When you were writing, did you think of writing as an abstraction of speech, as Vygotsky 

suggested, to expand your perception? 

Voice of G-d: No, because I only spoke through my writing and I was making up everything I wrote. There was 

no before to reflect on. But I always felt I was speaking to many people as well as to the individual, whoever and 

wherever they may be. 

                                                                    
23 Foucault 1980 
24 White 1991 
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Fellow Writer: Vygotsky says that "Inner speech, is speech for oneself. External speech is speech for others"25. 

Does that correspond with your experience? 

Voice of G-d: Absolutely! I write in one voice and design in another: a private, hidden voice of artistic strategy!  

Fellow Writer: Hmm… 

Voice of G-d: ‘Hmm’ meaning? 

Fellow Writer: Hmm. I’m thinking about the differences in our writing styles and relationship with our 

audiences, with the other. Inner speech is only ‘inner’ until it finds an opportunity to become ‘outer’. John 

Shotter says, "I act not simply 'out of' my own plans and desires, unrestricted by the social circumstances of my 

performances, but in some sense also 'in to' the opportunities offered to me to act, or else my attempts to 

communicate will fail or be sanctioned in some way." 26 

Voice of G-d: What opportunities might you offer me to reveal more of my inner dialogue? 

Fellow Writer: Well, if someone offered you the opportunity to write a book on the story behind the writing of 

the history of the world, what sort of things would you say? Could it really just remain a chronological, 

monological narrative or would you share some of the tussles between your different inner voices and the 

artistic and strategic choices they made? 

Voice of G-d: No, no, no – it would ruin the effect for the reader. One G-d, one story. I might otherwise be 

tempted to reveal more than I wished. 

Fellow Writer: How come? Why would you be tempted?  

Voice of G-d: Well, suppose it was you reading it, I might be tempted to tell you how I did arrive at my 

decisions. Because we could talk about it then. So if I was writing with you in mind…. 

Fellow Writer: "It is not so much how 'I' can use language in itself that matters, as the way in which I must take 

'you' into account in my use of it." 
27

 I’m quoting John Shotter. So there is some fluidity between what inner 

speech one chooses to keep ‘for oneself’ and the opportunities for actual and imagined audiences. I don’t agree 

with Vygotsky’s distinction between talking to oneself and talking to others when he says, "Written speech and 

inner speech are monologic speech forms. Oral speech is generally dialogic". 28  

                                                                    
25  Vygotsky 1987 p. 257 
26 Shotter 1989 p144 
27 Shotter 1989 p141 
28 Vygotsky 1987 p. 271 
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Voice of G-d: Speech, as a word, does have monological associations. I hate listening to speeches. One feels so 

spoken at and often not particularly entertained. 

Fellow Writer: I am trying to write written speech and inner speech in ways which render it dialogical – in that, I 

know and I say ‘I am sharing this with you, dear reader’.  

Voice of G-d: But are they interested? I know my readers wouldn’t give a toss about my inner dialogue about 

whether to call the Red Sea plain ‘red’ as opposed to Pillarbox Red or Crimson Lake – both of which could have 

been quite confusing for different reasons. 

Fellow Writer: You have to kind of guess your reader, anticipate the other..… 

Voice of G-d: Are we each other’s other? 

Fellow Writer: Well, yes. For now. 

Voice of G-d: There are no others before us? 

Fellow Writer: John Shotter says “We have to let the others and othernesses around us ‘teach’ us how to relate 

to them; we have to let the otherness of the other enter us and make us other than we already are.”29 

As the light fades on the scene, one can hear a clatter of tea cups from a kitchen doorway and the trailing Voice 

of G-d singing “I am my brother’s other. And my sister’s too! How does what I write for another become in text a 

truth?” 

                                                                    
29 Shotter 2006 p109 
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DIALOGICAL WRITING FOR 

READERS 
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INTRODUCTION TO DIALOGICAL WRITING FOR READERS PAPERS  

This collection of papers teases out areas of significance in the relationship between writer and 

reader. I use autoethnographic writing to speak from within my role as a tutor with counselling 

research students. I have learned so much from the questions and dilemmas students grapple with. It 

occurred to me how useful it could be for others to have access to the conversations we have had 

about writing practice and writing practitioner research. But the idea of extracting the essence of the 

issues and presenting them dryly as information-for-the-swallowing might kill off what I feel to be a 

really engaging subject. I have been very inspired by Carolyn Ellis’s writing, especially her book The 

Ethnographic I: a methodological novel about autoethnography in which she teaches a class in 

autoethnography and writes about it in an autoethnographic style. Writing for Readers: A Challenge 

for Practitioner Researchers is an attempt to extend this and write with more relational anticipation 

about writing as a reflexive dialogical context via conversations with a group of counselling research 

students in mind. It offered me the opportunity to foreground relationality both as content and in 

style and perhaps starts to demonstrate what I described earlier as Relational Ethnography. Writing 

in a Training Context is a story of a reflexive conversation between a student and me, between us 

and texts about what counts as good writing and whose voices carry influence. As with the writings in 

the previous section, reflexivity runs through the work but there is more attention to the relationship 

between writer and reader.  

I had wished to include a sister piece to the paper Writing for Readers. I include the Introduction to 

Writing for a Public Audience. This is a longer paper and while it raised further practical and ethical 

questions and dilemmas for counselling research students, it also used the same cast of characters 

and style of writing as in the earlier paper. The full paper is to be found in the appendix (Appx. VII).  

Interspersed are some audible interludes from the two characters you met at the end of the previous 

section. They debate the practical and ethical choices of writing with an audience in mind. They 

engage with texts and share their own ideas. 
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PAPER 11 

WHOWE? 

 

Who you out there? 

I know you’re there. 

What do you see? 

What can you hear? 

Can you tell me? 

Can you show me 

What you get? 

  

Now that you have read this, 

Now that you have spoken back, 

My arms are full of things 

Like from a crisp autumn walk. 

Which things do you want back?  

And how shall I hand them over?  
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PAPER 12 

WRITING FOR READERS:                       

A CHALLENGE FOR PRACTITIONER RESEARCHERS 

 

ABSTRACT 

Counsellors and psychotherapists bring something unique to research. What we understand about 

communication and relationships can bring life to research writing. This paper explores ways of 

holding the reader in mind and proposes a dialogical approach to research writing. I demonstrate this 

by inviting the reader into the privileged space of my inner dialogue as a tutor and into outer 

dialogue with a group of counselling research students in which we move between their questions 

about writing research, quotes from other writers and their responses to research writings.  

I attend to the relationship between writer and reader by discussing the relational ethics of such an 

activity while employing a reflexive storytelling approach which the reader might find accessible. I 

write in the first person and in the present tense so readers are invited into a more immediate, 

detailed and engaging story of a practitioner struggling with ethical decision-making, relational risk-

taking and the relationship between self-reflexivity and relational-reflexivity. This form of reflexive 

research writing is reminiscent of Carolyn Ellis’s methodological novel (Ellis 2004) and draws on the 

postmodern research methodologies of writing (Richardson 1990, 1994, 2003), autoethnography 

(Ellis 2004, 2008), reflexive research (Etherington 2004) and dialogically situated action research 

(Shotter 2011). This paper is a response to the questions  “How do we create texts that are vital? That 

are attended to? That make a difference?”  (Richardson 1994 p517) 

Keywords:    Writing, Relational, Practice Research, Reflexivity,  Qualitative Inquiry, Autoethnography 
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WRITING FOR READERS:                       

A CHALLENGE FOR PRACTITIONER-RESEARCHERS 

 

 Introduction 

 Here’s an invitation 

 Writing as conversation 

 The place of conversation in counselling articles 

 Speaking with our ancestors and our contemporaries 

 The relationship between writer and reader 

 Writing for the listening reader 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As a systemic practitioner-researcher, I struggle with the term ‘autoethnography’. A systemic 

approach asks how we relate to others, what we co-construct with and for others in our interactions, 

in our texts, in our theories and professional practice. In that sense, autoethnography which speaks 

from within a first person position and embraces the postmodern acceptance of inevitable 

subjectivity, lays bare to the reader the bias of the researcher. But how was I going to expand the 

notion of self into a relational context. A relational emphasis is what I bring to my work be it in 

therapy, teaching or supervision. Like the field of counselling, the field of qualitative inquiry is 

dominated by a strong liberal humanist attention to the individual. 

At the 2010 International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry, Betty St Pierre said, “I’m so tired of the ‘I’ in 

Qualitative Inquiry!” It was a hot Illinois afternoon in a stifling, airless classroom but I came to life. I 

sensed a connection, an implied move towards a ‘we’. Mary and Kenneth Gergen have written about 

ethnography as a relational practice. Ken Gergen wrote a paper, ‘Writing as Relationship’ which is 

now incorporated into his book Relational Being. And I noticed that Carolyn Ellis in her 2009  book 
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‘Revision’ – a review of her work as an autoethnographer -  talks about relational ethics. In March 

2011 at the University of Southern California, a conference on The Relational Turn featured many 

people from both sides of the Atlantic.  

My doctoral research has focused on writing as a relational activity. Writers from early psychiatry, 

psychology, psychotherapy and counselling often wrote from a professional expert position about the 

‘patient’ and, like anthropology and ethnography, fell into the trap of trying to create certainty, facts, 

truths about a person or groups of people and working methods. Much of this theory has since been 

critiqued as products of cultural bias, gender bias and other normative bias. But there remain ethical 

challenges about how counsellors and therapists write about their work without lapsing into an 

authoritative monologue.  

As a teacher of research methods to counsellors, I have become interested in how one can invite 

counsellors to write about their work in a way which is in keeping with the relational ethics in their 

counselling work. But writing does not only reflect a relationship with a client, writing anticipates a 

relationship with a reader. Good clinical writing happens when writers feel they are writing for a 

fascinated audience – not for critical reviewers or assessors. Boring practice-research writing happens 

when people feel they have to report on something. Good qualitative research writing happens when 

writers can bring themselves as a human being into the text.  

I have been teaching research students at master’s and doctorate level about writing choices in 

research. This isn’t just a matter of style, by the way, it’s an ethics-led choice on how to write about 

others and how to be in relation to the reader. I write this paper with the aim of it being of use in 

teaching research to counsellors and other practitioner-researchers. 

This example of autoethnographic writing explores the complex topic of writing for readers and 

brings in a range of typical dilemmas for writers, struggles and discussion of theory. It tries to cover 

the topic through a series of teaching-learning conversations in a writing style which tries to 

anticipate you as a reader. Does it work? You tell me? I’d be interested to hear.  
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HERE’S AN INVITATION 

I’m inviting you to come into a fourth floor classroom in what used to be a sanatorium. It overlooks a 

valley of greenly disguised and lost coalfields in South Yorkshire. You’re welcome to sit in on a session 

I’m going to be doing as a tutor with a group of counselling research students. The students are 

qualified counsellors and psychotherapists but they are in their first year of a two year Masters in 

counselling research.   

Today we are discussing how to write research with the reader in mind, how we can anticipate the 

other and hold in mind that, as a writer, we are in a relationship with a reader and with narratives, 

with other writers.  

But something happens to counselling students when they start to write for others. They write for 

The Assessor. They write for The Authority, The Academy and they/we, can quite lose the sound and 

rhythm of our own speech, of our own voice. Am I alone in thinking this is so different from the 

reflexivity we are teaching counsellors in therapy training: to situate themselves in the relationship 

with the other, to anticipate and respond appropriately to the other? And to be fair, most therapy 

trainings do encourage the student to situate themselves reflexively in their written work but there is 

little emphasis on the relationship between the writer and the reader. This paper hopes to redress 

that and inspire counsellors and researchers to reclaim the language of practice, of therapy and write 

like we talk - even in a research paper! 

I am going to write in a storytelling style but it’s not so much fiction that I’m writing. “Narratives of 

the self” says Laurel Richardson, “do not read like traditional ethnography because they use the 

writing techniques of fiction. They are specific stories of particular events. Accuracy is not the issue; 

rather, narratives of the self seek to meet literary criteria of coherence, verisimilitude, and interest.” 

(Richardson 1994 p521). Much of this paper derives from conversations I have been involved in with 

students from within one particular counselling research course but not entirely. I teach writing and 

research for counsellors in other contexts so I have found ways of including some things people have 

said from those other settings which enrich and extend the conversations in this paper. Some of the 

characters are real but to a degree rendered anonymous30 whereas others are composite characters 

                                                                    

30 Where I am drawing on a conversation with real students, they have agreed to the inclusion of that portrayal 
of the conversation in this paper. 
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which allow me to share with you other recurring concerns people have voiced without pinning them 

on any one ‘real’ person.  Using Richardson and St Pierre’s permission, no, encouragement, to avoid 

boring the reader and to instead write evocatively, I am writing this paper from within relationships 

with students, rather than about them. I am writing in the present tense as things unfold within my 

inner dialogue and outer conversations. I hope readers of this paper may “feel its ‘truth’—its moral, 

intellectual, aesthetic, emotional, intuitive, embodied, playful pull. Each researcher is likely to 

respond to that pull differently, which should lead to writing that is more diverse, more author 

centered, less boring, and humbler.” (Richardson 1994 p524). 

So we have reached the fourth floor and I can hear myself apologising to you that there isn’t a lift and 

I feel embarrassed at how much I am puffing. Welcome! 

 

 

 

WRITING AS CONVERSATION 

Despite being out of breath, I am feeling energised. I’m looking forward to today. A couple of 

students have already arrived, having travelled from far away. They are always punctual, early even. 

They are deep in conversation but say a friendly hello and then turn back to their conversation. It 

sounds like they have been reading each other’s papers since last month’s teaching session. It dawns 

on me that we have reached the stage where the student group has become an appreciative and 

critical audience for each other’s writings.  I hear myself release a sigh. Tension is falling away. I didn’t 

realise how responsibility for the day was weighing me down on the way up those stairs. I’m smiling.  

I am going to have a nice day. I can afford to relax.  

The hellos are complete and we can begin the day’s work.  “So, how are you all today?”  I can hear 

my voice is upbeat. We spend some time checking in with everyone and move on to the topic of this 

session. “The last time we met, we discussed John Shotter’s ideas about writing from within research 

or practice relationships (Shotter 2011) as opposed to writing up research. Today we are going to talk 

about how to find ways of writing which reflect the conversational nature of the counselling or 
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relationships you have been researching and which reflect the kind of relationship you want to have 

with your reader.” 

“I’ve been thinking a lot about that,” says Hannah. “I want to be speaking to people who read my 

work as if we were in conversation together. But…. I haven’t quite found a way of doing that yet.” She 

has a puzzled but contemplative face. 

“I can see how this might apply to your research writing,” Jean says to Hannah “but I’m not sure it’s 

that useful to what I am doing.” 

“Well,” I say to Jean, “You want to write about the therapeutic relationship in phone counselling, 

don’t you? I imagine that what you have learned about making a quick connection with the people 

who use phone counselling can teach you – or us - something about how to make a connection with 

people who read your work?” 

“Hmm,” Jean is half entertaining this thought but something else is troubling her. Leave it, I say to 

myself, maybe she will come back to this later.  

Jean continues “Yes, but if I need to get it published in a journal, they might not accept something 

which addresses the reader in, what, a more conversational manner? Surely we should be aiming for 

more objectivity and a style which is the norm.” She is making an important point. 

A dilemma. I want to be honest about the limited opportunities in professional journals with regard 

to what counts as appropriate writing for publication but at the same time, I want to encourage these 

bright and creative practitioner-researchers to find their own voice and a style which reflects their 

practitioner research. The customs of editorial decision making do need stretching to allow in new 

voices and new ways of speaking about therapeutic practice. I hear myself say, “Some journals will 

have an unswerving attachment to traditional forms of research reports. But some professional 

journals will encourage more creative approaches. Some people decide where they want something 

published before they start writing; others can’t hear their own voice when they do that so they just 

write and choose a publication afterwards.” I think I have side-stepped an either/or position and 

opted for both/and. I really don’t want to get stuck in some dualism. But how do I avoid sounding like 

I’m sitting on the fence? 
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Hannah interrupts. She’s quite fired up. “I understand there are different styles and different choices 

but I’m not sure if this is a choice about style as opposed to more of an ethical decision? I mean, we 

have an obligation to the reader as well as to our research participants.” 

“And to ourselves – in terms of what feels coherent to us.” Xena adds. 

“I’d have thought,” adds Jack, “that it should be a practical choice. You choose a style to suit that 

subject and who you are speaking to. I mean, it shouldn’t really matter how you are writing so much 

as whether the style you are employing gets your message across to that particular audience.” He 

looks comfortable with his ideas. Jean is nodding and Andie says, “Yes, that makes sense.”  

Rani has been taking this all in. “I haven’t really thought about this. It’s quite exciting. I hadn’t 

realised I have a choice about a writing style. I just thought there was the one, usual academic 

formula.” 

Hannah looks very earnest yet reflective. “For me it’s not just a matter of ‘I prefer this way of writing 

over that way of writing’. It’s what will do justice to the research relationship or therapeutic 

relationship or that person’s story. I think writers about practice have a responsibility to the reader to 

set a context – and that involves including conversational exchanges between people rather than 

decontextualised quotes.” 

I feel some relief at hearing Hannah speak. It sounds like she has been giving this a lot of thought.  

But I can see Jean is still looking frustrated. This approach to writing is not her preferred style. Yet she 

is a very capable writer and researcher. Her writing helps the reader enormously with her clarity in 

content, layout and signposts. In this sense she takes the reader into account very well in a number of 

ways. It must be hard for Jean that her preferred style is shared by only one or two others in this 

group whereas it is more commonplace in the broader academic field. Fortunately she has a research 

supervisor who is experienced and sympathetic to her research methodology and writing style. 

Xena is looking thoughtful. “I’m writing about the reflexive relationship between my inner 

conversation and the outer conversation with clients. I’m wondering how much inner talk I will need 

to put in to set a context for the reader without boring them to death?” 

“How are you going to take the reader into account when describing the movement between your 

inner and outer conversations?” I ask. 
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“Hmm. Yes, that connects with the feedback you wrote on my last paper. Can I read it out? You put it 

so much more eloquently than I could, er, paraphrase it!.......” Xena is flicking through her folder. 

“Er… here it is. Okay…  

I guess I have a question, Xena: how much would ‘having the reader in mind’ interfere with 

your more private reflexive process? Are there times when you can cut out any ‘observers’ or ‘ 

co-participants’ and just hear what is going on between your inner and the outer dialogues? Is 

there something that happens at a later moment, perhaps outside the situation, perhaps 

when writing your research for others to read when you could create more of an interactive 

outer dialogue with the reader? Can you discuss these ideas with Bel as your research 

supervisor? If you are interested in writing back with your thoughts and responses, feedback 

from that discussion, I would be interested in hearing what you are thinking about all this. 

Xena is reading with a friendly but firm voice. The way she reads my questions suggests both curiosity 

and instruction. Is that how I sound? Is that how I want to be heard? I need to think more how I 

would like my voice to be heard in the written feedback I give students. She continues reading from 

my feedback. Her tone becomes more reflective, more uncertain….. 

I think the paper would benefit from you addressing the reader with what your intentions are 

and what your invitation is to them as a participant in this process. Without the latter, the 

paper remains a personal review of your practice, a first order presentation of your work to a 

‘passive’ audience. Yet this kind of reading demands so much more of the reader than mere 

listening. For example, reading can be understood as an ethical act, an ethical interaction just 

as writing can be understood similarly. In the case of marking this piece of work, I can choose 

to read and mark through a positivist lens, using the marking criteria as my sole reading 

companion or I can use other aspects of my many selves as a respondent, a co-respondent to 

your writing and exercise the same reflexive challenges you pose to yourself in the reflexive 

writing in your work. When writing reflexively, I imagine you are also (simultaneously) reading 

reflexively? And this reflexive reading has an impact on your thoughts, editorial actions, 

clinical actions and so on. 

Xena pauses, looks up at the group and breathes out slowly as if her thoughts are trying to settle 

somewhere.  
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“Wow!” says Hannah. Andie is also looking taken aback. “I hadn’t realised”, she says “how closely 

writing and reading were linked. I was starting to understand writing as an ethical activity but I hadn’t 

figured that reading was too. Of course, when I read, I am more or less open to a text. I am paying 

attention to some things and ignoring or dismissing other things. I’m not sure if I shouldn’t be giving 

the reader more guidance?”  

“Well, isn’t the point that it is up to the reader to decide how to read something?” suggests Hannah. 

“Absolutely,” chimes in Jean. “Readers are perfectly capable of deciding what is relevant for them 

and ignoring what isn’t. That’s my right, my choice, my professional judgement.” 

“Yes, I can see that,” Hannah says carefully wanting to avoid contradicting Jean, “but that’s not what I 

meant. Andie sounded like she was starting to feel responsible for what the reader pays attention to 

and what they don’t. I want to write my story, the way I experience things, and let the reader decide 

what to pick up on.”  

“I agree with what you are saying,” says Andie “but I think I’m unclear as to whether we are telling 

something for others to ‘get’ what we are wanting them to ‘get’ or whether we are just describing 

everything that happens. Surely we are selecting what we want to emphasise.” 

“I’m not thinking about my research like this. I know I am only doing a literature review but I was 

planning to point things out to the reader so the deductions would become clear to them.” says Rani. 

She sounds like she might be reviewing her position. I feel we are on the edge of a drop and I feel a 

need to keep an eye and ear open for anyone with philosophical vertigo. I wonder how I can invite 

people to treat this conversation as creating a vantage point, not a replacement set of ‘rules’. 

“Xena, how is this conversation connecting for you?” I feel a sense of responsibility to ground this 

conversation back into Xena’s agenda. “What’s happening for you while we are talking?” 

The group turns to look at Xena.  

“I think,” she starts slowly, “that I am not wanting to guide the reader too much. For a start, I am 

trying to hear my inner dialogue and not worry about how others might respond. And then I want the 

reader to hear their own inner dialogue in response to the experience of reading. I imagine other 

therapists and counsellors might want to think about their own inner conversations in more detail 

after reading my journey. So do I really need to guide when I can illustrate?” 
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The atmosphere in the room has been very intense but people are now looking a bit washed out.  

“Okay, we have been having some interesting conversation. Let’s have a break and then we can look 

at examples of how people include conversation in their writing. And what works for us as readers. 

Did any of you get a chance to read some counselling and research papers?”  

Most people are nodding and the group drifts into a coffee break. 

 

 

 

THE PLACE OF CONVERSATION IN COUNSELLING ARTICLES 

I feel reluctant to interrupt them. It’s nice to hear the reconnecting, the interest they have in each 

other after a month apart. I wonder if they can achieve the things they need without my input by just 

talking amongst themselves. Possibly, and possibly not. I give in to the schedule and crack on. I start 

softly, wanting my interruption not to feel too much of a rupture.  

“Okay, so what have you brought? What did you find out about the place of conversation in 

counselling and research journals?” 

Andie starts. “I’ve brought three examples of writing with conversation in the text. The first one is a 

case study and you only hear direct quotes from the client. The counsellor’s voice blends in with the 

overall text. It’s implicit but not separated out from the commentary. The counsellor doesn’t speak 

out loud, if I can put it like that.” 

“That’s an interesting observation and a good way of putting it.” I feel pleasure, pride even. Andie is 

reading and listening to the texts with a critical eye and ear. “What else did you notice?” 

“Well, I was interested in how the counsellor had chosen those bits to report. And it felt like I was 

being told about a ‘case’, not a person. The quotes from the client were to illustrate a point the 

counsellor wanted to make. It was okay – perhaps because it was really interesting to read. But I was 

sorry that there wasn’t any conversation between the counsellor-as-writer and the client-being-



Page 174 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

described. And I wasn’t really sure if they were talking to me or some other group of people. Sounds 

funny to hear myself saying that.” 

“How come?” asked Hannah. 

“I’m not sure…. Perhaps, oh, it sounds horrible to say this but perhaps I felt the writer didn’t really 

care if I was listening or not. It was very well written though.”  

“Meaning?” Hannah is on the case. She will make a good teacher.  

“Well, layout really. Short paragraphs, explanations of terms. That sort of thing.” 

Hannah raises her eyebrows and turns up the corner of her mouth. She isn’t impressed with this 

genre of writing. It looks to me as if she feels Andie is being too kind. 

“I looked at a handful of research papers in the latest counselling research journal,” says Jean. “Three 

of the papers were completely devoid of any quotes: more about facts and figures or a literature 

review.” 

“What no quotes from other writers?” Let her speak, I say to myself. But, says another part of me, 

this is an important point: other theory writers are conversational partners too. 

“Well, okay, there were quotes and, yes, perhaps they are voices too. But there were no client voices 

in those three papers, that’s what I mean. The remaining papers, they included some choice quotes – 

from clients - to illustrate their findings. But I wouldn’t call it conversation. Except, perhaps, the last 

one I read.” 

“And in terms of how these articles spoke to you?” I ask, but I’ve just missed something. 

“Well, I felt quite engaged by two of them: one, because it connected to what I am researching but 

that was nothing to do with the style – or maybe it was. It was written in a very traditional style and I 

could connect quickly to the issues. The other one which spoke to me was a moving story of some 

work a male therapist had done with a woman who had lost her whole family before coming to this 

country. It was hard to read how someone in that situation could make a life for herself again. And 

not forget, not abandon her dead children, her woman partner and her parents.” 
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I can see we are all shocked. I feel a little tearful and Jean is taking a deep breath. How am I going to 

allow space for us to be moved and get back to the question about the place of conversation in the 

text? I wait. 

“Mmm.” I breathe out slowly, audibly. And start out very softly, “Did the writer use the woman’s own 

language? Were they talking in the paper?” 

“Yes,” said Jean. “They spoke. With each other.” Jean is struggling to be more forthcoming. I feel that 

this is not something that is mine to analyse further. It strikes me that the conversation in the paper 

seems to have moved Jean in ways which render her speechless. The other group members also 

seem to feel it is best to leave this for now.  

Rani knows what to do. “Can you send us a reference for the paper?” she asks Jean. “I wouldn’t mind 

reading it.” There are several nods and “Yes, me too, please” requests. 

“I’ll email everyone a copy.” People nod their thanks to Jean. Not just for the paper, I suspect. I 

wonder if she realises how she can move people. 

Jack holds up a journal. “I read two articles in this journal which were written entirely as 

conversation. One was an interview - no they stopped calling it an ‘interview’ and decided on the 

word ‘conversation’ - between Desa Markovic and Gianfranco Cecchin.” (Markovic, then Radovanovic 

1993a) 

“I’d like to read that.” says Hannah. 

“And the other was an interview between Lesley Allen and Michael White.” (Allen 1993) 

“Oh, I’d like to read that too!” Hannah giggles. Andie bends towards Hannah and whispers, “Make me 

a copy?” Hannah nods. 

“Well,” continues Jack “In the first one, I really felt I was in the room. Or the next room! I could hear 

them talking. I could feel the warmth in their relationship with one another. I really enjoyed what 

they said to one another and how they responded to each other.” He pauses and tightens his mouth 

as if undecided whether to say more. “Mmm. I just couldn’t tell, mm, how edited both conversations 

were. I felt they were edited. Unless they don’t, er, talk like me with ums and ers, unfinished 

sentences and ‘no, that’s not what I meant to say’, that sort of thing. I felt it had been cleaned up. 

You know, like when LPs on vinyl were released as CDs and then we realised how different they 
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sounded because they had been digitally re-mastered. All the background noise was taken out. I liked 

that background noise. It was part of my world, what I recognised as familiar. But now I suppose I 

have become a listener with digitally re-mastered ears!” 

The group giggles. Xena raises her eyebrows and nods. 

“I have been wondering,” Jack carries on, “about how much of a context to set for readers. For 

example, just how much can anyone bear to read if there is so much conversation, so much inner or 

outer dialogue?”  

Rani, who has returned to her seat from having put the kettle on, says, “I’m so glad I’m just doing a 

literature review!” 

“And that’s what we are going to discuss after lunch....”  I say, “....the literature review as 

conversation.” 

“Oh no!” Rani laughs and the rest of the group laugh and it seems a good point to take a break. 

 

 

 

SPEAKING WITH OUR ANCESTORS AND OUR CONTEMPORARIES 

“Sometimes, I have wondered if doing a literature review is really necessary.” says Hannah. 

“Say more.” 

“Well. It just feels a bit dry, a task, a formal recognition of the historical context for what we are now 

doing. It is often the hardest, most dense writing - and can be dull reading.” 

“Laurel Richardson asks ‘How do we make texts vital?... That make a difference?’” I interject. 

(Richardson 2003)  

Jack pursues Hannah’s point. “But it helps set a context for your research, doesn’t it? It says what’s 

already out there.”  
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“Yes but then why can’t it be enough to weave theory into the rest of the writing?” Hannah 

continues. 

“Well, that’s an option. There is no longer one way of doing things. The traditional school of thought 

sees a literature review as a systematic and comprehensive trawl of related theory and research. 

Other approaches, especially those influenced by practitioner research and research in the arts, 

performance, social sciences and ethnography, might encourage creative ways of working related 

theory and discussion into the overall piece. On one occasion, for example, I wrote a literature review 

like a radio panel. The characters were key theoretical contributors talking amongst themselves. I 

used a mix of quotes from their actual texts and some made up things that I felt they might have 

really said. I wanted to create something conversational and irreverent which reflected the 

interactive and relational nature of the work I was writing about. And also something which allowed 

for a polyphonic debate about theory. That was what I needed to do for that piece of writing but 

there are many formats to choose from and you will need to give some thought to why you are 

choosing that way of speaking with the literature.” 

“You said ‘speaking with’ rather than ‘speaking about’ the literature. Can you say more?” Andie asks. 

“The term literature review can suggest an objective, impersonal report which may be exactly what is 

needed in some papers. But a literature review can also be an invitation to write more reflexively in 

relation to our profession’s ancestors and our contemporaries, our peers. To enter into conversation 

with them.” 

Andie looks quizzical. Jack and Rani are making notes. Hannah asks “How?” 

“Well, we are always writing in relation to other texts.” I sift through my papers. I have some other 

voices to bring in here. 

“Bazerman says, 

‘We create our texts out of the sea of former texts that surround us, the sea of language we 

live in.  And we understand the texts of others within that same sea. Sometimes as writers 

we want to point to where we got those words from and sometime we don’t.’ 

 and he says, 
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‘The relation each text has to the texts surrounding it, we call intertextuality.’” (Bazerman 

2005) 

I look up. They are all writing. “I can send you these quotes,” I say and the scribbling slows. 

“Have any of you read the paper by Montuori (Montuori 2005) who advocates a more creative, 

conversational and reflexive approach to literature reviews?” I ask and I go on to speak his words 

with my hands and try to sound like how I imagine Montuori might sound if he was addressing them 

directly. 

 “He says that to assume 

‘that the authors being discussed are also the audience of the literature review can 

contribute to making the process of writing the literature review more meaningful, livelier, 

and less of an academic exercise.’ ” (Montuori 2005 p377). 

“And he says disciplines have become fragmented and have developed their own cultural norms for 

acknowledging, or not, the relationship between subject and context and suggests it might be more 

helpful to aim for what he calls ‘a meta-paradigmatic level of inquiry’ (Montuori 2005 p381) when 

doing a literature review.” I am trying to work more musicality into my voice. I want to bring what I 

am saying to life, give the ideas vitality, intonation, pacing, personality. If they feel Montuori is in the 

room conversing with us, his words might feel more meaningful. 

 “More than that, he emphasises how writing in relation to literature is often one of the first stepping 

stones to writing with more relationality. 

‘A literature review is, among other things, an opportunity for dialogue with others who 

share our interests. Through this dialogue we can learn about others and their views and also 

about who we are; about our beliefs, values, assumptions and preferences; and about who 

we are in the context of this community we have chosen to participate in. Where do we 

situate ourselves in this community? Who am “I”, in this context?’ (Montuori 2005 p388)” 

Rani has been looking very thoughtful. “This is important stuff for me to get my head around. I’m 

feeling really excited.” she says quietly. “I have chosen, as you all know, to do a literature review on a 

subject I feel strongly about. I want to find out and expose what’s out there in the literature to help 

relationship therapists learn about attitudes to sex in British Asian communities” Her intonation is 
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sounding more animated. She’s got the floor and there’s a conviction in her voice. “It’s a personal 

thing for me. It’s a political matter too. But it is something I feel very strongly about, that, given the 

size of the British Asian communities in this country, this subject should be more present in training 

courses. Counsellors should want to inform themselves more about cultural differences in attitudes 

and trans-generational issues – but mostly they don’t...... And I have been feeling me in relation to 

the texts – and I do talk back actually! – but I have been thinking I need to keep myself ‘out of it’, out 

of sight and just serve up a good range of informative dishes and the cook stays in the kitchen. Where 

she belongs!” she and the others laugh. It’s good they can laugh together. It feels supportive to her 

but it isn’t a funny matter. 

Rani goes on “It’s not really funny because it invisibilises me further as a British Asian woman, as 

someone with something to say. I’m not doing this to fill my time. I’m doing this because I recognise 

where there is a gap in the knowledge base of counsellors which needs filling so the needs of British 

Asian clients coming to therapy can be approached in a more informed way.” 

“So what are you thinking about how this conversation might impact on what you do?” I ask Rani. 

“I don’t know just at the moment.” she answers thoughtfully. “There are consequences to ‘outing’ 

myself through my writing. I can’t do it. I’m sure my family know I’m a psycho-sexual therapist but it’s 

a bit like “Don’t mention the war”... you just don’t talk about those things.  But I will use the 

literature review to express my opinions without any worry about social consequences for me or for 

my family… It’s interesting, I’m feeling much better already and in some way, more angry, like there is 

a place for my outrage, that it is justified in some way, that the whole research project is justified.” 

I feel very moved. And I don’t know how to respond. Or even if a response is appropriate. But I feel 

concerned for her well-being and excited about what she might do. I think about teasing her and 

saying ‘Are you still glad you’re only doing a literature review?’ But I decide against this. It’s not a 

laughing matter. 
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WRITER AND READER 

Rani produces some biscuits in the tea break. It turns out she has made them herself. She shrugs off 

the compliments. 

“So far we have spoken about the place of conversation and voices in research writing and we have 

discussed how we can converse with fellow writers. Now we are going to try and anticipate our 

readers.” 

“Perhaps the first question you might ask yourselves is who you most want to be talking with?” I 

suggest. “Is it fellow counsellors, members of the public who have specific experiences, funding 

bodies, policy makers, managers, training courses? Because who you are addressing will affect how 

you write. Can you get together and discuss what kind of relationship you would like your reader and 

writer to have?” 

I can see that some people are looking unsure about what that means and others are immediately 

interested in pursuing this question. How much, I wonder, should I spoon feed them? I think I mean 

talk at them? How much should I be feeding them theory, like drip-feed facts? Is theory something 

that only comes in chunks, that you buy in large amounts on one trip? A lecture. I always feel I have 

sort of done a good job when I speak a lot of theory, quote a ton of stuff. I’m sure it’s overwhelming 

for students. Undermining even. But then, I guess you have it in store in case you need it. Ah, the 

banking form of education which bell hooks critiques (hooks 1994). Collect and store until needed, 

get out, use, put away again. No. I’m with bell hooks in wanting to encourage critical thinkers so I am 

not going to talk at these people. 

What is it, I wonder, while there is a good hubbub going on in the room, what is it that makes people, 

no, creates opportunities for people to become critical thinkers? I’m struck by the parallel between 

this question and their task in thinking about what kind of relationship they want to have as a writer 

with their readers. Are they going to tell stories and let readers bring their own meaning to what they 

read? Are they going to give their interpretation of what they are describing? Will they find ways of 

telling an interesting story of their research without reproducing an authoritative tone found in more 

traditional academic writing where interpretation is provided and invitations to the reader are very 

limited? 
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I think what I am writing here is a good example of something worth saying but, perhaps, demanding 

more of the reader than they can realistically give. For a start, am I addressing the reader or talking to 

myself? Or am I letting the reader in to a privileged position to see what I am thinking? 

As the reader, you are in this moment of my writing, my conversational partner. The students are 

talking with each other. I am having a private chat, an aside, with my audience while the students 

plan a chat with theirs. Without you, my words will find no reason to be spoken. But your presence 

means that I must examine my thoughts by anticipating your reactions. I edit and re-edit in the hope 

of rendering my inner dialogue more accessible to you. And I wonder, what’s happening for you in 

this writer-reader-ideas relationship? 

Have you come across the paper “Writing as Relationship” by Ken Gergen? He says, 

‘Writing is fundamentally an action within a relationship; it is within relationship that writing 

gains its meaning and significance, and our manner of writing simultaneously invites certain 

forms of relationship while discouraging or suppressing others.’ (Gergen 2009a) 

I expect you are, in some way or another, talking back. Kamala Visweswaran says ‘the reader always 

talks back’ to challenge historical colonialist practices often reproduced through writing and research 

(Visweswaran 1994).  

But my internal time clock is telling me that it is time to bring the students back into the group and 

hear some of their thoughts. 

 

 

 

 WRITING FOR THE LISTENING READER 

“Okay,” I always start with Okay. I wonder if any of them notice? “How about if you move into 

reading aloud something you have written in your last paper? But I’d like to suggest that you read 

each other’s work. And then, perhaps you can reflect on how your experiences connect with the 

discussions you have just had about the relationship between readers and writers?” Of course, I am 
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putting in a question mark here but we can all hear that it is an invitation of an instructional sort and 

that I’m making a token effort to sound consultative.  

They dutifully organise themselves into pairs. I can see some nervous expressions and swapping of 

papers with apologetic comments. “Hope you can read my writing.” “It’s not really finished.” “It’s 

rather long.” I move around the group listening in to readings and hearings. 

In the large group afterwards, we discuss the experience. Hannah starts. 

“As I was listening to my own work being read back to me, I thought my wonderings are very internal 

and don’t really pay attention to the reader. On the other hand, it flowed nicely and I felt pleased 

with my choice of words. But perhaps, that’s more to do with Jean’s reading!” 

Jean joins in. “I enjoyed reading your thoughts. I felt privileged to be able to accompany you in quite 

a detailed way during the experience you described. But then I was only reading the first three 

paragraphs. Perhaps I might have felt a bit lost beyond that.” 

“I was surprised,” says Jack, “to hear the complexity in my own thinking.” 

“Why’s that?” asks Hannah. 

“Well,” Jack responds, “I sometimes think I can sound a bit dogmatic, single minded but in the 

writing, I heard myself giving different views and it sounded good. I was clear about the 

contradictions I was experiencing.” 

I reach for my notes.  

“Gergen says, 

‘Polyvocal writing stands as a critique of the criterion itself. In these writings clarity and 

certainty of the traditional variety give way to ambiguity and ambivalence; in reaching for a 

full relationship through writing there is no ‘comprehensive account’ for space must always 

remain for the added voice of the reader.’ (Gergen 2009a)” 

“To be honest,” Jack continues, “I’m not sure I was thinking very much about the reader. It was more 

of a personal journey I was on.” 
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“I like that quote,” Andie is more on the reflective than chatty side of things. “I think that’s an ethical 

thing really. You know, taking the reader into account. Letting them decide what to make of things.” 

“But isn’t that always the case?” Jean sounds a bit wound up as she returns to an old concern. 

“Readers are, for the most part, perfectly capable of bringing their own critique to papers. I don’t 

think they need any special ‘space’ leaving for them.” 

“I don’t think that’s what Gergen is talking about.” Hannah says. “I think he’s saying we can only 

present our incomplete experiences and not to think we have a complete tale to tell or we won’t be 

open to hear what others say when they respond.” 

We try to go a bit more but the group is tired. As we break for the day, I try to speak about the 

shuffling of bags and cups.  

“So, next time we meet, we are going to have a think about how we write for a wider audience while 

holding the voices of our clients in mind.” 
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PAPER 13a 

WRITING TIME  -  SPACE FOR THE READER  –  THE PLACE 

OF THE WRITER 

 

Same living room, same leaking horse hair chairs, same characters talking but the light is different. It’s 

daylight and coming in directly at the level of the window illuminating the room like a watcher. 

 

Voice of G-d: And that’s one of my strategies for conveying a sense of truth. Always works. Add a temporal 

dimension and it all becomes believable. “And he did go down into the land of Blah and he did yatter yatter….” 

Fellow writer: Yeah, but when I put everything in the present tense, I am inviting people into the moment of 

something unfolding. They will surely want to see what happens next. 

Voice of G-d: Depends on the depth of character you create. Whether readers can identify in some way with 

the people and what they are going through. 

Fellow writer: Well, yes, in theory, I agree, but you hardly developed your characters at all. 

Voice of G-d: Didn’t need to. You create the first man in the life of the universe and no-one gives a toss about 

his personality. He’s just number one. 

Fellow writer: What about the others? The characters that followed. Cain, Able, Noah, Abraham, Sarah? 

Voice of G-d: Well I dropped in the occasional hint about the kinds of choices they were making, mainly to steer 

the listener, and later on, reader, to a particular kind of conclusion. And for the most part it worked. Except the 

Jews who have always had a tendency to explore alternative meanings in the texts as if it is a rich seam still to 

be excavated.  

Fellow writer: Why do you think some of your readers wanted to go into the texts in such detail? 

Voice of G-d: Well, I was writing all this in my moral phase. I just wanted to get my message across. But I think 

now that writing with a moral message invites the reader to investigate further to ensure they have fully 

understood what the author intended. That used to annoy me that they didn’t just get it, that it wasn’t so much 

a ‘one God’ thing I was interested in, but a ‘one message’. 
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Fellow writer: So what happened? 

Voice of G-d: I was helped through that phase by reading Bakhtin’s stuff about the epic. It showed me why, 

after several hundred years, I was starting to feel somewhat frustrated. My characters were one dimensional. 

Bakhtin says “The individual in the high distanced genres is an individual of the absolute past and of the 

distanced image. As such he is a fully finished and complete being”31. He’s more preoccupied with style than 

content. I like him. He’s an irreverent reader.  

Fellow writer: Hmm? 

Voice of G-d: You know, when he spoke about the hero in the epic, I understood the source of my frustration: 

the hero “sees and knows in himself only the things that others see and know in him.”32 I realise now that I had 

sidelined myself into a third party voice which was both peripheral and central to each and every story. The 

reader would not know when I was next likely to put in an appearance. I had little consistent or predictable 

character. And then I got too bogged down in my readers’ preoccupation with the past in my texts. What did I 

mean? That sort of thing.  When I read Bakhtin saying “The present, in all its openendedness, taken as a starting 

point and center for artistic and ideological orientation, is an enormous revolution in the creative consciousness 

of man.”33 I felt so liberated. Like I could refocus. I could leave behind the past and reinvent myself in the 

moment of each written word. 

Fellow writer: Wow. 

Voice of G-d: Yes, Wow. 

[Pause] 

Voice of G-d: You see, I never declared myself as the author of my writing. Sometimes, like with Shakespeare, 

people have , in their extended analysis, tried to attribute some of my work to others. They created categories 

of styles and these groupings that they created morphed into evidence, evidence of there being another, a 

different writer. I never really showed my readers the polyvocal experiences that I had as an author. I couldn’t 

have. To have introduced the many voices of my internal dialogue would have countered the predominant 

thread of one message, a moral for each set of circumstances. Of course, I tried to share my dilemmas around 

the different characters. That wasn’t too difficult but they didn’t exactly have elastic speech bubbles as I am 

taking advantage of here while we are talking.  

Fellow Writer: Elastic speech bubbles, wow. I’m making a note of this. 

                                                                    
31 Bakhtin 1981 p34 
32 Bakhtin 1981 p35 
33 Bakhtin 1981 p38 
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Voice of G-d: Are you planning to edit this? Would you run a copy by me before going to print? I haven’t given 

up, it seems, the belief that I can still make myself clear in what it is I want to say. In some ways I am choosing 

my words more carefully now than ever. Before I chose them for succinctness, to convey factual, pictorial or 

numerical detail as a backdrop to a relatively short plot with a central message. Now, in this more reflective 

phase, I am interested in creating a different position for myself, one which allows for a less instructive, less 

leading way of telling and one which allows me the space to be in the moment and feel, hear what I need to 

pay attention to, what it is that I want to share. Why, I might not even write in the Voice of G-d at all. 

Fellow Writer: And how would the readers then know who you are? 

Voice of G-d: Well, they can infer things from the writing. Let me read you what Bakhtin says about this: 

“We find the author outside the work as a human being living his own biographical life. But we also 

meet him as the creator of the work itself, although he is located outside the chronotopes represented 

in his work, he is as it were tangential to them. We meet him (that is, we sense his activity) most of all 

in the composition of the work: it is he who segments the work into parts (songs, chapters and so on) 

that assume, of course, a kind of external expression – without however directly reflecting the 

represented chronotopes.” 34 

Fellow Writer: He’s very gendered, isn’t he? 

Voice of G-d: What do you mean? 

Fellow Writer: Hmm. Um, is now a good moment for some tea? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    
34 Bakhtin 1981 p254 
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PAPER 13b  

THE CHRONICLE VERSUS CURATORIAL ACTS  -   WRITING IN 

TIME   -   VOICE OF G-D IS OUTED AND CONTEMPLATES 

VISIBILITY AS A WRITER  

 

Voice of G-d: Am I talking too much? 

Fellow writer: I’m just thinking. How to join in this conversation…. I’m engrossed but I’m not quite sure if I 

should be a silent listener or a more pro-active respondent. I’m not even sure whether to ask you about that or 

just decide on this myself.  

Voice of G-d: As you wish. It’s like with writing, a reader either likes it and gets it or they don’t. In fact, I’m 

thinking of writing about this. 

Fellow writer: What, as a technical interest? 

Voice of G-d: Pretty much. To be honest, I’m not much interested in anyone else’s thoughts. I just want to write 

well. 

Fellow writer: How can you be a ‘good’ writer if you don’t care… 

Voice of G-d: I didn’t say I don’t care what people… 

Fellow writer: … if you aren’t prepared to be moved by what your readers’ reactions are to what you write? 

Voice of G-d: Okay, so what do you do? How do you write with a reader or readers in mind then? 

Fellow writer:  Well, for a start, I attempt to present myself as a conversational partner. I mutter and reflect to 

the reader, in the text, about the pros and cons of different choices. Perhaps this reflexive approach overlaps 

with literature. It’s somewhat Escheresque in that I’m writing to you about this which includes writing to you 

about this which includes writing to you about this. And “this” is the stories of a professional life lived. But in 

order to communicate about it, I must take ‘you’ into account35 so my story-telling is a multi-directional set of 

                                                                    
35 Shotter 1989 
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activities and considerations. I would say that the segmentation Bakhtin refers to36, is akin to curatorial acts – 

there is no intention to attempt any separation of me as author from the text, nor any proclamation of 

‘objectivity’ – quite the contrary. A job of the writer, a reflexive writer, is to choose how best to present some 

life tales in an engaging fashion. I am also writing my own biographical life into the unfolding tales.  

Voice of G-d: How do you do that without detracting from the plot? 

Fellow Writer: I am the participant-observer, I am in the story as witness, as respondent, I am telling you about 

my life and how I engage with other people’s lives and they with aspects of mine. 

Voice of G-d: I don’t get it. Don’t point at me like I am your reader! I might not read your stuff.  

Fellow Writer: In the Passover Hagaddah
37

 that you wrote, the question asked by the last child at the Seder is 

“Why did this happen to you?” - not to me or to us, but to you indicating a sense of alienation from the texts, 

their narrative, shared values and ultimately a sense of community membership. And this is the responsibility 

we have to address in our writing: how we engage with texts and with what consequences for ourselves and 

others. 

Voice of G-d: I didn’t write that actually. It was someone else. A team of people in fact. It was a project which 

emerged out of a rabbinical conference in Cordoba in 1123. Ooh ,wait a minute.... no, wrong. It fell out of a 

copy of the Jewish Chronicle in Fez in 933 and was clearly just a humble annotation of one family’s seder, their 

Passover service, and it looked really rather good so I put it in a later work.  

Fellow Writer: What plagiarism?  

Voice of G-d: Plagiarising plagues! No, I did acknowledge the unknown author but that seemed to have got lost 

over time. Get back to how you put own biographical life in a text. While I put the kettle on. 

Fellow Writer: I use the literary strategy of writing in the present tense to bring myself, the story and the reader 

together into that ‘time space’ which Bakhtin calls chronotope
38

. I am therefore both in the chronotope and 

outside of it as its author – writing from within as if now, as if it is happening now for the first time. And in some 

ways, it is happening now, for the first time – for in writing I am not merely re-living the moment, I am creating 

it, hearing it - both as I heard it at the time and with new nuances, with missed detail. And I am creating new 

parts of the story both remembered and elaborated. It is a kind of external expression but by then inviting 

others to comment on and respond to the text, by going on to include their responses in the text, it is both a 

                                                                    
36 Bakhtin 1981 p255 
37 Book of readings used at the Jewish Festival of Passover / Pesach. 
38 Bakhtin 1981 p255 
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form of creation (which includes representation) and a means of communicating with the text’s characters and 

others.  

Voice of G-d: Wow. 

Fellow writer: Yes, I’m wowed by all this too. Though I’m not sure on the difference between writing with a 

mindfulness about time and writing ‘in time’ with an immediacy and a presence as author of the text which 

challenge outsiderness. 

Voice of G-d: You should talk to Bakhtin! 

Fellow writer: I am doing but while he writes of dialogue, he speaks in monologue.  

Voice of G-d: I used to do something like that.   

Fellow writer: Well, to be honest, you haven’t always appeared such a complex thinker, but you are becoming 

more interesting by the paragraph. You see I think your ‘writing’ as it is now read, has been influenced by the 

oral story telling traditions which lent themselves to Bakhtin’s idea of traditional segmentation structures 

where “such divisions were determined by the actual conditions under which works in these genres were 

performed and heard in the early stages of their pre-written (oral) existence.”39  

Voice of G-d: Yes, and that’s precisely what I want to get away from now.  

Fellow writer: Whereas that’s exactly what I want to embrace: the textbook as a methodological novel, as a 

descendent of the oral storytelling tradition. It links with my intention to capture some of the aesthetic of the 

told tale, to speak with the reader, to write for a listener, to recognise the presence of an audience and 

experience writing as a performative act. When stories are spoken aloud for others to hear, their telling is 

dependent upon and excited by the audience as participants in the rendition, as co-respondents in the 

elaboration. This connects with the activities of counselling and supervision where the oral activities of 

relationships are brought to light and to life through the re-telling. In my writing, the author is also visible as a 

narrator from within the oral tradition. Therapy is primarily an oral tradition and tales, experiences being sub-

scribed into a text can lose something of the oral quality. Hence my plan to keep the orality and the vocality of 

the author centre stage. 

Voice of G-d: Mm hmm. 

Fellow writer: I read this aloud, by the way, at the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry in Illinois.  

Voice of G-d: What do you mean? 

                                                                    
39 Bakhtin 1981 p254 
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Fellow Writer: I went to a workshop on Writing for Performance. I read out Fellow Writer and Amy Kilgaard was 

you. 

Voice of G-d: Oh my god! How did she do? What was she like? A woman? 

Fellow Writer: She got you instantly. She was brilliant. 

Voice of G-d: Instantly? Me? 

Fellow Writer: It was an amazing experience hearing my writing read aloud and performed for others.... 

Voice of G-d: Others? What did they think of me? 

Fellow Writer: .... and I heard it quite differently to the way I hear our voices when I write ‘silently’. When Amy 

and I read it aloud for others, I could hear it through the imagined ears of others. 

Voice of G-d: Amy? I’m not sure I’m aware of having been role-played by an Amy before..... 

Fellow Writer: I’m not sure I’d call it ‘role-play’..... Maybe immersing herself in your character.... using the 

words to feel your... 

Voice of G-d: Euugghh! Sounds too feely empathic superficial entertainment. Was I funny? 

Fellow Writer: Droll. You miss having an audience. You need to come out the closet. 

Voice of G-d: Yes, well you are a therapist, a trainer, you have different responsibilities and traditions to respect 

and to challenge. But don’t you think it’s enough that we writers, as Bakhtin puts it “get a mutual interaction 

between the world represented in the work and the world outside the work”?40 

Fellow writer: Well, I thought he was going to end that sentence by saying ‘the world represented in the work 

and the work represented in the world’ because that is more my concern. How one represents, constructs the 

work will influence the story of the world. Furthermore, writing arises in and as a response to a pre-existing 

world with cultures which privilege certain genres of representation and communication over others. Writing 

within a positivist framework would aspire to set out the facts without bias. Whereas in autoethnographic 

writing, there is only bias. There is no meta position to view the world objectively. Especially if you want to 

write from within an experience rather than about it. By making available such detailed personal accounting  in 

a true, elaborated and fictionalised form, the reader or the fellow practitioner or researcher can get alongside 

the writer and see something by being engaged, by feeling someone’s presence.  And another thing, Bakhtin is 

right to highlight the different chronotopes of readers as well as writers. He says, “But even in the segmentation 

                                                                    
40 Bakhtin 1981 p255 
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of a modern literary work we sense the chronotope of the representational world as well as the chronotope of 

the readers and the creators of the work.”41 

Voice of G-d: Yeah but I don’t think Bakhtin was much bothered with writing making an intervention in time or 

place. Not as bothered as you seem to be. 

Fellow writer: Don’t you want to change the world!? 

Voice of G-d: I did once. But now I just want to change myself. And become a better writer. 

Fellow writer: Better? I thought we had just been deconstructing what ‘better’ writing means…. You seem to 

have a technical bent and mine, well, it seems more in keeping with an ethics led preoccupation for writing, 

therapy, research or poetry all being an inevitable intervention within the relationship with the other: the 

reader, person coming for therapy, the participant, the listener in the relationship. Writing is an ethical act 

because it is a relational act. Denzin asks us to critically analyse our texts and their performances “in terms of 

their epistemological, aesthetic, and political aspects”. He  says “I foreground subversive, resistance 

narratives, dramatic, epiphanic performances that challenge the status quo. My topics include the 

reading, writing, and judging of performances as well as the production of performances that move history.”42 

Voice of G-d: Oh, no! I don’t go there anymore. 

Fellow writer: I don’t get it. Why not? Have you abandoned all your commitment to your part in making a 

better world? 

Voice of G-d: I’m tired. I’m tired. 

Fellow writer: Tired? 

Voice of G-d: Yes. Tired. Tired of making mistakes, tired of committing myself to moralistic statements and 

stylistic ventures and being subjected to scrutiny, to criticism while being quite removed from the texts 

themselves – well, in some ways, anyway….. 

Fellow writer: I think you are lonely. 

Voice of G-d: What? 

Fellow writer: You set yourself apart. You’re invisible. You haven’t recovered from an ontological approach 

which allowed absolutely no room for other epistemologies. So you wrote an epic. And that’s what you are 

                                                                    
41 Bakhtin 1981 p255 
42 Denzin 2003 p107 
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known for. Get over it. There are others out there who you might like to meet besides dead writers alive only 

on the page. 

Voice of G-d: Aren’t you worried how you will be judged? 

Fellow writer: Reader as judge, reader as co-respondent? Do we have different readerships or different pre-

occupations.  

Voice of G-d: Don’t you want to pass your doctorate? Don’t you want to get your book published? 

Fellow writer: Yes. But not at any price. I can’t, no, won’t jump through hoops because they are there. I waited 

years and years for a psychotherapy training to come online which would not pathologise people. I waited years 

for this doctorate to materialise so I could speak with others who would share my concerns about power, ethics 

and politics. I did not ever try to pass for straight or Christian or go along with the invitation to be an exception 

to the minority stereotype in order to gain admission to the institution. I do want qualification. I want 

employment. I want to be liked and respected. But not at any price, not in response to some great unthinking 

‘moral’ authority interested only in social control and its own survival. 

Voice of G-d: Are you talking about me? 

Fellow writer: Perhaps and those who use your texts for their own ends. Denzin develops performance criteria 

which “erase the usual differences among ethics, politics, and power.” and goes on to say “This erasure creates 

possibilities for a practical, performative pedagogy, a call for performances that intervene and interrupt public life. 

Such interruptions are meant to unsettle and challenge taken-for-granted assumptions concerning problematic 

issues in public life. They create a space for dialogue and questions, giving voice to positions previously silenced 

or ignored.”43 Research, writing, therapy, training, supervision are all opportunities – not to perfect learning, a 

technique, to demonstrate knowing – but to open oneself to the sensitivities of lived experiences, like Michael 

White said “to hear the experiences of those voices also present not yet heard”
44

,  to come out as a person who 

is moved, outraged, amused, upset and respond with warmth! 

Voice of G-d: Coffee! I’m experiencing an altogether new level of tiredness. Seventh day syndrome. Do you 

have anything to have with the coffee? And did you hear the joke about a Jewish American being asked what he 

most enjoyed about his visit to Europe? “In Vienna,” he said, “Oy, did they have cake! You never had such 

cake!” 

                                                                    
43 Denzin 2003 p111 
44 White 1991 
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Fellow writer: Well, we’re in luck. I have some Gugelhopf45 and some more commercial slices of lemon drizzle. 

Voice of G-d: Oy, such cake! 

                                                                    
45 A Gugelhopf is a cake in the shape of a ring originating from German and Austrian Europe. 



Page 194 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

PAPER 14 

INTRODUCTION TO WRITING FOR A 

WIDER AUDIENCE46 

 

This paper addresses some ethical and practical challenges practitioners face when contemplating 

writing about ‘their’ work with others from therapy, supervision or training relationships. Over the 

last few years, I have had a number of conversations with counsellors and practitioner-researchers on 

training courses or at workshops who are interested in writing about their work. I may be writing this 

paper and working with a systemic social constructionist appreciation but the conversations re-

presented here are with counsellors from across a range of theoretical approaches. I am choosing to 

write this paper as an autoethnography so I can re-present my experience and many of the common 

concerns raised by counsellors through a community of conversation – which is how I experience my 

work and is a metaphor for teaching groups that I aspire to. Autoethnographic writing allows me to 

share with readers not only some of the issues counsellors raise about preparing to write but how 

these issues connect to the human experience, professional, cultural and personal narratives, 

people’s feelings and the struggle in inner and outer dialogue to tease out what the issues are. The 

concerns, reflections, questions raised in this paper all come from actual conversations in teaching 

sessions which I have had with masters level counselling students and counsellors interested in 

writing about their practice.  

“This book is a work of fiction and is therefore closely based on the lives of a good many real 

people whom I have had the pleasure of knowing.” (Duncker 2006) 

Using composite characters allows me to share a range of issues from different conversations in 

different settings. It allows for coherence in the flow of conversation and for grouping together 

similar themes into one meeting. Having a cast of characters also allows for hearing an interactive 

polyvocality. In the scenario in this paper, I also move between several positions -  educator, ethical 

advisor, fellow practitioner, fellow writer and simply, fellow human being. I present the paper as 

                                                                    
46 APPENDIX VII 
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inner and outer dialogue and through this transparent, in-the-moment description. I invite the reader 

into the conversation as well as being able to have a bird’s eye view of it. It is my hope that the 

reader will be moved to explore their own and others’ thinking by the opinions and feelings of the 

different characters.  

This approach to speaking of and from within practice is a literary challenge and also an ethical one. I 

seek to situate myself as the narrator but I am also present as an editor, a filter and blender through 

which these stories are told and re-presented. I am present as a curator, a collector of stories and a 

decision maker regarding which ones are included or excluded and what should hang where in 

relation to an unfolding conversation. Curation is a relational act: it is storytelling exercise, one which 

anticipates an audience; it implies exercising one’s power to privilege one element over another and 

foreground some voices or characterisations over others. It also implies a relationship with aesthetics 

in deciding on a style of telling. For example, I choose to speak in the present tense about a past 

event. This is not simply a technical choice or a literary device. It is an invitation to the reader to walk 

alongside me so I can show them as much as possible (without boring them) of my decision making in 

the course of the conversation. It is an attempt at inclusion, transparency and anticipates a reflexive 

reader. I speak with a mindfulness of being in relation to readers with different interests.  

As a systemic practitioner who is concerned with collaborative meaning-making, with dialogical 

process, I am keen to present my work in a form which reflect the nature of the work: a conversation-

in-progress, reflexivity-in-action, a  concern with relational ethics, ways of remembering ‘textual 

friends’ and conversing with them. 

I planned this text as a teaching resource for publication. I am addressing a particular audience of 

reflexive practitioners, mainly counsellors and psychotherapists. I have written it as a chapter for a 

book on writing for counsellors and this is the chapter on Writing for a Wider Audience. I imagine the 

chapter being used as a reference and discussion document for counselling and counselling research 

courses. It is not intended to cover everything but to get people thinking ethically and critically. 

The characters in the previous paper on Writing for Readers are the same as in this paper. I hope this 

lends continuity and is less demanding of the reader than introducing a new setting and cast.  

[This paper is included as Appendix VII] 
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PAPER 15 

WRITING LIKE THIS 
 

Writing like this 

for those out there 

Is like teaching people who are blind. 

I cannot make eye contact 

nor raise my eye brows 

offer an enquiring glance 

a shake or nod of the head. 

Many old gestures fall 

in writing  

on deaf ears. 

They cannot be seen. 

I must create a new audibility 

on the page. 

My tears, confusion, joy and tiredness must 

themselves sing out 

whilst taking you 

into account in 

their rendition. 

And then I look 
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hard 

into my mind’s eye 

to read your face reading 

to hear your words responding 

 do I feel my way 

or guess your whereabouts? 

 

This time delay 

while I wait  

is deafening. 
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PAPER 16 

 

TAKING LEAPS: TIME  -  PLACE  -  SIGNPOSTING AND 

INITIATIVE 

Back to the living room. It’s very dim and it’s empty. But there are voices in the hallway and an 

overhead light throws forward shadows of the approaching figures. We recognise their voices as they 

enter the room and settle themselves into the same wide arm chairs. One of them flicks on a side 

light. It appears to be late afternoon. 

 

Fellow writer: So what are you working on at the moment then? 

Voice of G-d: The moment. 

Fellow writer: At the moment you are working on The Moment….? 

Voice of G-d: Mm hmm. 

Fellow writer: So how is time seen to pass when you are in the moment? 

Voice of G-d: When you are in the moment there is no time to pass. 

Fellow writer: I’m not sure the place of time in your writing has ever been one of your strong points.  

Voice of G-d: Time has place? 

Fellow writer: Time is place. It occurs relationally. You know, day two comes after day one and one 

person is late for another.  Bakhtin…. 

Voice of G-d: Oh. So you’re friends with Bakhtin now? 
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Fellow writer: Bakhtin says all writers are located in their own time-spaces - chronotopes  - out of 

which they write and into which they write, and that there is no writing without a chrontopic 

location47. 

[Pause] 

Voice of G-d: Hmm. I think…. I think I want to write something like a graphic novel. Something which 

contrasts with what I think you described earlier as the prescriptive-descriptive style.  

Fellow writer: You have a content in mind or just a form at this stage? 

Voice of G-d: Both. First time around I wrote the content and the style followed. This time I want to 

play. I want to be less in earnest, less moralistic but I do still want the reader to be in awe. Perhaps 

less in awe of me and more in awe of the suspense the story line creates. 

Fellow writer: And the form? 

Voice of G-d: I don’t know. I haven’t thought it all through just yet. 

Fellow writer: So there is a temporal aspect to your thinking, it’s anticipatory. Just like the comic 

strip: discreet frames jumping from scene to scene requiring leaps of the imagination….. 

Voice of G-d: Yes, I am good at imagining. 

Fellow writer: …. by the reader.  

Voice of G-d: How so? 

Fellow writer: Panel 1. April 2008, London. Ben Little48 is standing pointing to comic strips projected 

onto the wall inviting us to describe what we see and what we do as readers to make the connections 

between the panels.   

                        Panel 2. Summer 2009, Everywheresville. Voice of G-d is sketching a series of panels 

deciding on colours and characters and movement. 

                                                                    
47 Bakhtin 1981 p254 
48 In April 2008, Ben Little, now lecturer at Middlesex University, was invited to present his doctoral research on 
comics to the doctoral students at the Kensington Consultation Centre, London. 



Page 200 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

                        Panel 3. This moment now, Up North London. FW and VoG are pouring over a series of 

panels, staring at the white spaces between them and, to their amazement, seeing extraordinary 

activity by readers leaping with Oohs and Ahas on their lips from panel to panel, at speed, with know-

how and, oh! something surprising happens, something quite unexpected. And still they/we continue 

to leap from frame to frame with a sense of ability, accomplishment and satisfaction. 

Voice of G-d: Good stuff. As you were talking I noticed I moved between allowing myself to be in 

suspense (not anticipating, just being in the moment, in that picture) and anticipating what was 

coming next (leaping forwards into the next panel). But it was always a surprise. I was both led and I 

leapt.  

Fellow writer: What do you want for your readers? 

Voice of G-d: I still feel a sense of responsibility. 

Fellow writer: For the readers? 

Voice of G-d: Yes. And that is what I want to shed.  

Fellow writer: You want to shed the weight of the responsibility for stylistic reasons? Or because you 

have a critique about the ethics of ‘leading’ people towards a particular conclusion? 

Voice of G-d: Just done too much of it. I can see that it might be an ethical thing for some people but 

for me, it’s about not wanting to influence because I’ve been there and got the t-shirt and felt a bit 

crazed by the backlash of adulation and criticism. But, you know, I am torn because I do want to get 

my message across. Still. 

Fellow writer: You have a message? So what’s your plan? To be explicit about it, or disguise it in the 

text? That’s not so novel. It’s not so ethical either. 

Voice of G-d: A comic novel would allow moment by moment action… 

Fellow writer: Comics can be conclusive or always suggesting a further instalment promising a 

direction which contains an arrival point, a final destination. A beginning, an end.  
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Voice of G-d: Well, Bakhtin says “One may begin the story at almost any moment, and finish at almost 

any moment.”49 I think I could move seamlessly from moment to moment. 

Fellow writer: Using frames? Seamlessly?  

Voice of G-d: Bakhtin also said “The novel comes into contact with the spontaneity of the inconclusive 

present; that is what keeps the genre from congealing. The novelist is drawn toward everything that is 

not yet completed.”50 

Fellow writer: You quote Bakhtin as if he were “God”. 

Voice of G-d: Everyone needs someone to look up to. I like him. He points out conventions and in 

describing them, blows them out the water. “The author-creator moves freely in his own time: he can 

begin his story at the end, in the middle, or at any moment of the events represented without 

violating the objective course of time in the event he describes.”51 

Fellow writer: Well, perhaps, but the convention of comics (and in postmodern writing) is that the 

reader might expect new conventions which they are expected to “get”. I think that’s what I am 

hoping will happen in my writing from within practice relationships; that I can afford to make brutal 

cuts, use or not use signposts. Readers expect incoherences, they learn to wait and look for 

connections. Waiting for and looking for connections is the connecting process. 

Voice of G-d: But you don’t want people to leave. They have to recognise something, enough of a 

route, a way to go. 

Fellow writer: As you read, you are trained in how to read something. It’s a recursive process. 

Voice of G-d: Trained? 

Fellow writer: In the sense of learning to follow a train of thought and adding to it. What new 

conventions are the readers creating? How is this a co-created process? 

Voice of G-d: Co-creation. That’s new territory to me.  

                                                                    
49 Bakhtin 1981 p31 
50 Bakhtin 1981 p27 
51 Bakhtin 1981 p255 
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Fellow writer: Mary and Ken Gergen are into this stuff: “there is one relational domain that has 

received little attention to date, that is, the relationship between the rhetor and reader, researcher 

and audience. As deeply engaged social scientists, the way we represent the world to our colleagues 

and related audiences contributes to our ongoing relationships within these life worlds (see Shotter 

1997). Our words constitute forms of action that invite others into certain forms of relationships as 

opposed to others. Thus our manner of writing and speaking contributes to life forms that may be 

extended throughout the educational sphere and into public modes of existence.” 52 

Voice of G-d: I had tea with them only last week in the departure lounge in Schipol, in Amsterdam. 

Fellow writer: I’m not sure I like their expression ‘certain forms of relationships’ – sounds a bit fixed, 

like talking about positions. I prefer an emphasis on the journey of the reader moving between 

uncertainty and certainty. A book with numbered chapters or chapters which are seen to follow, tell 

a story to the reader before they even get beyond the contents page.  Therapy and training sessions 

mostly don’t have the continuity that case studies and curricula often portray. They are more like a 

book of short stories with some common threads running through them. I did think about presenting 

my doctoral studies a sheaf of papers or as a collection of short stories so the reader could decide on 

the order or amount of reading. 

Voice of G-d: It all sounds a bit romantic to me. You can’t avoid signposts in your line of work. Surely 

cues as to what is coming next creates an opportunity for people to turn back. Signposting creates 

choice: it’s an ethical component.  

Fellow writer: Yes, I think you are right. It’s just such a challenge working out how to, um, how to 

write with relational anticipation. There are not too many forerunners of this in the field of therapy 

and therapy teaching. Mary and Ken Gergen say that “Alternative ethnographers break away from 

the conventions of social science inscription to experiment with polyvocality, poetry, pastiche, 

performance, and more. These experiments open new territories of expression; they also offer new 

spaces of relationship. They take different stances toward readers, describing them in new ways, 

calling into being alternative possibilities for going on together.”53 That’s encouraging. Very 

encouraging. Gives me courage. To go on and take risks and experiment. 

Voice of G-d: They do like their cake. 

                                                                    
52 Gergen and Gergen 2002 p13 
53 Gergen and Gergen 2002 p14 
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Fellow writer: What? Who? 

Voice of G-d: The Gergens. 

Fellow Writer: Okay. Tea break? 

Voice of G-d: I think we should go to the pub. 
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PAPER 17 

LISTENING TO WRITE IN A TRAINING 

CONTEXT 
 

This is an account of ‘real’ conversations with ‘real’ people who have agreed for me to write about 

our experiences and who have added to the telling of the story. It is an excerpt from a book I am 

writing for therapists, supervisors and trainers on writing about practice. This is another example of 

how I have been using my doctoral studies to develop writing styles which try to reflect the 

conversational, collaborative and reflexive aspects of systemic practice relationships. Here I am 

writing from within my teaching practice with counselling research students. This contrasts with more 

positivist about-ness writing (Shotter 2011) which has dominated the field of research and, to a large 

degree, therapy practice. This style of autoethnographic writing allows for some stories to be told 

and heard which might not otherwise find a place in the literature. It allows for greater transparency 

in speaking about a range of responses for trainers and trainees (concerns and celebrations, for 

example) and so invites the reader to identify with or reflect on their own experiences of teaching 

and learning. By including responses from trainees, the writing also becomes a vehicle through which 

trainer and trainee can extend their conversation and understanding.54 

 

********************************** 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    
54 This paper first appeared in Context no 106, December 2009, the magazine of the Association for Family and 
Systemic Therapy and appears here with the kind permission of their editor. 



Page 205 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

“It did my head in writing ‘the author this’ and ‘the author that’ but at least I felt I was writing 

the way it was meant to be written and was proud of myself for having mastered the 

academic writing style. Learning to write reflexively though was hard. I was scared. I didn’t 

dare to jump in and just share my thoughts and feelings. Somehow that was okay to do in 

supervision but committing those same tentative responses to paper? It took a leap of faith. 

And then it felt like coming home.”  

[Student, end of first year’s training] 

 

“You have a new conception and interpret it as seeing a new object. You interpret a 

grammatical movement made by yourself as a quasi-physical phenomenon which you are 

observing.... [But] what you primarily have discovered is a new way of looking at things. You 

have invented a new way of painting; or, again, a new metre, or a new kind of song.” 

(Wittgenstein, 1953, no.401, quoted in Shotter 2011). 

 

Ding! Emails appear. Crumbs, the reflexive practice assignments. When am I going to find the time to 

mark them? This afternoon I’m planning the next two days for the research methodology students. I 

stare out the window at a clear blue sky. It’s cold out there. The sort of day I like but I’ve walked 

around the moor with the dog so I have to make myself look back at the computer – somehow.  

 

Okay….. I make a coffee, close my email, find a comfortable position on the sofa. Treacle is stretched 

out in a patch of sunlight on the rug, eyes closed. She makes brief sucking noises and lets go into a 

deep afternoon nap. My shoulders fall, my breathing is relaxed. I lean back on the cushions. 

 

The first three papers are good. Jana, as usual, has outdone even herself. So far, so good. I feel a kind 

of pride rising in my chest. I’m enjoying reading some sophistication in their reflections and in how 

they have structured their discussion. A fine example of learning achieved by qualifying students. I 

take up my coffee, it’s getting too cool to drink. I put it down and fight the urge to get distracted by 

making coffee. I pick up David’s paper.  
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By the second paragraph, I notice my body becoming quite tense. He’s muddled, not doing what he 

says he’s going to do. He’s using quite inappropriate theory. The more of the paper I read, I feel it is 

in the ‘resubmit’ bracket. He’s all over the place. But his earlier work was fine. I feel annoyed. With 

David? With myself? Could I have helped with this? No, he didn’t ask me to read a draft. Good, then 

it’s not my fault. But I taught him. Have I missed something? I’m puzzled, somewhat shaken.  And I 

am still teaching him – he’s doing a research degree. Is he going to be up to the challenge of a higher 

level course? How is failing this paper going to affect the current relationship we have? The pull 

towards a fresh cup of coffee is winning. 

 

Waiting for the coffee, I stare into the middle distance. I am thinking. What am I thinking? Okay. I 

need to focus and think how to word this feedback and then review what I think. I try to be as 

detailed as I can in the feedback with a mix of appreciative recognition and points for improvement. I 

end with 

This is a final year qualifying paper but I don’t think it does justice to the complexity of 

reflection you have demonstrated over the course.  I think the best thing to do at this stage is 

re-write the paper from scratch but get a tutorial from at least two tutors in the meantime. 

Do send me another draft or contact me if you would find some further conversation helpful. 

All the best, 

Gail 

                                                                                                

As I press send, my upper body is tense. 

 

     --------------------------- 

Subject:   Final Paper Feedback 

Date: 

From:  

 Mon, 6
th
 October 

 Gail Simon  

To:   David S 

 

Hi David, 

 

Please find feedback attached but mark is subject to confirmation by 

External Examiner. Please contact Lena, Mike or myself if you want 
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further discussion. 

 

All the best, 

 

Gail 

 

I hope he’s okay. This is very tough. Right at the end of the course. His peers will be celebrating. And 

I’m teaching him again next week. I’m wondering how he will be feeling, how this is going to affect 

things. 

 

--------------------------- 

Subject:   Reflexive Commentary – New draft 

Date:   Mon, 20th Oct  

From:   David S 

To:   Gail Simon 

Hi Gail, 

I had hoped to speak to Lena for a tutorial but no reply to my email 

before weekend. 

So in the spirit of heuristic learning and enquiry I ran off a new 

draft in the mean time. 

I would be interested to hear if this is any nearer to what you have 

in mind. 

Regards, David 

 

I’m in my office-on-the-train. A private place surrounded by loads of people, eating, reading, sleeping, 

talking, phoning. I’m not really listening to any of them. I’m tuned into whatever I am working on. So, 

yes, David, there is time to read your new draft. But I’m just holding on to that question he has ‘if this 

is any nearer to what you have in mind’. Hmm. It could be he is now writing to pass rather than 

writing to learn. 
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Il n’y a pas de solution parce qu’il n’y a pas de problème. 
Centre Pompidou, Paris 

Deep breath. Double click. Read.And suddenly I am blown away by an altogether different style. 

Poetic, colourful, risky. The paper has an amazingly creative structure with a magnificent weaving of 

theory that lights up a moving conversation and is interspersed with poetic metaphorical reflections. 

It’s a super paper. More adventurous than anything else I have read from the whole group this last 

year. A shiver of excitement runs around my body. I am feeling the kind of thrill I get when, always 

unexpectedly, I come across an exhibit in an art gallery which captivates me. The overwhelming sense 

that emerges is that of pleasure, pleasure at an integrated aesthetic, a feeling that something 

important has been understood and communicated well by the artist. 

Subject: Re: Reflexive Commentary – New draft 

   Date: Wed, 22nd Oct 

   From: Gail Simon 

     To: David S 

 

Really interesting paper, David. A clear pass. Very exciting and 

engaging to read.  What happened? 

 

All the best,  

Gail 
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Subject:  Re: Reflexive Commentary – New draft 

Date: 

From:  

 Thur, 23
rd
 October 

 David S 

To:   Gail Simon 

Hi Gail, 

Thanks for your reply. Lena suggests I put a front sheet on it and 

send it in for marking. It will take a couple of days as I need to 

tidy up and finish the references. If you mean what happened this 

time, well, I think reading Lucy E. Bailey’s paper ‘When “The 

Research” is Me’ allowed me to give myself permission to use my own 

voice. 

Regards, David 

--------------------------- 

Around me the world has gone quite silent. I feel deaf like after an explosion. I can’t hear anything. I 

re-read the last sentence and hear the echoing voice of David saying that reading the paper by Lucy 

Bailey ‘allowed me to give myself permission to use my own voice’. Wow. I had registered that some 

of the women students connected strongly to her style of autoethnographic writing55, her 

interspersing of her own experiences written in the first person, conversations with colleagues and 

pockets of research, facts and figures all making for a comprehensive approach to the telling of a 

story. I had not realised David had been moved, no, freed by this paper as well. 

********************************** 

There is still a bit of shuffling around as people are getting settled after the coffee break. I’m in two 

minds about whether to introduce this at all and if so, how. I decide to plunge in. I want the others to 

hear about David’s writing adventure without him feeling ‘outed’ as having had to resubmit a paper. I 

can’t let this piece of writing get lost. I want the others to hear about it. It could be important for 

them in listening out for their own voices, finding the right nib to write with. 

                                                                    
55 Autoethnography (Ellis 2004, Etherington 2004) is a style of writing in the first person about their own 
experience. It is different to autobiography in that it is more reflective about the context for writing, about 
responsibilities to others and is part of a learning experience for oneself and for others about specific 
experiences. It belongs to a genre of research, Qualitative Inquiry, and is closely connected with ethnography, 
writing and transgression as forms of method. As such it has a lot to offer practitioners who want to speak 
about their own practice and learn through the process of writing. 
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 “I’m still not sure how you got from ‘a’ to ‘b’ with that piece of writing, David. I understand that 

reading that paper on autoethnography gave you permission to use your own voice but what actually 

happened? What inner or outer conversations did you have that led you to act on the permission?” 

The room suddenly becomes still and there is a sense of people tuning in, thinking together. 

David is raising his eye brows as if he is going to express some doubt. I am listening hard.  

“Well,” he says slowly, thoughtfully, “I have, in fact, been wanting to write like that for a long 

time.”  

Now my eye brows are going up.  

“I just didn’t think I could… I mean, that it would be acceptable.” 

 Yes, it’s not just David who has been changed by the research readings, I have too. I’m a different 

teacher in the research methods than in the qualifying training and I’m giving out different messages 

too. Assignments in his qualifying course asked for the presence of the counsellor but with a form of 

reflexivity limited to the relationship with self, practice and theory. Reading qualitative inquiry takes 

the student into a more creative realm exploring the reflexive relationship between writer, form, 

audience and subject. I have a half thought about how I could take this back into the qualifying 

course.  

David continues. The other students are following what David is saying with interest, with much 

thoughtfulness. 

“One night I was just about to fall asleep and I had the idea and I thought ‘That’s it. That’s 

how I’m going to do it!’. So I got up and wrote till about four in the morning. And then, when 

I woke up, I showed it to my wife as she was going out to work. She’s got Masters in various 

things, you know. And she said, ‘Don’t send that. It won’t be what they want’”.  

“She was feeling protective of you?” I asked. 

“Yes. I expect she was. “ 

His wife’s voice rings in my ears. ‘Don’t send that. It won’t be what they want.’ I feel very moved. The 

voice of a wise and caring partner. I am part of the ‘they’ and grateful for her caring about this man. 
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My mind drifts for a second or two to all our partners who go through so much when we are 

studying. They should get a certificate for something too for all the work they do reading drafts, 

covering for us, going to bed alone, trying to offer constructive advice, sympathy, encouragement, 

feeling the annoyances, the pleasures, making sacrifices…. Well, the list is endless. Perhaps I am 

writing this for my partner as much as anything. 

********************************** 

Ding! And this time it’s not my email. It’s a new idea. New to me, that is. When a piece of written 

work is not very ‘good’, one hypothesis which needs considering is that there is something about the 

context for the writing which is not enabling that person to find their own voice. 

“One’s style of writing may be unoriginal in form – like mine – and yet one’s words 

may be well chosen; or, on the other hand, one may have a style that’s original in 

form, one that is freshly grown from deep within oneself” (Wittgenstein, 1953, p.53 

quoted in Shotter 2011). 

I can hear myself through a co-constructionist megaphone poo-pooing the notion of “one’s own 

voice” and “oneself”. We are more likely to be experiencing a lot of different voices and struggle with 

the problem of which voice to listen to over others. Bakhtin’s idea that we live with a polyphonic 

inner dialogue is useful in encouraging trainees to write from within the midst of a range of voices, a 

conversation,  than with an idea of writing under theory (Bakhtin 1981).  

But I can hear something else….. ah, a connection between therapeutic and training contexts: the 

idea that people sometimes ‘fail’ to fit in with professional expectations. I have often been struck by 

how easy it is for therapists, including me, when we reach the limits of our imagination or empathy to 

succumb to that unfortunate temptation to pathologise people coming to therapy when they don’t 

‘get’ what the therapist sees or, similarly, to consider students in terms of their abilities and 

inabilities as if they have fixed characteristics. 

I tell a colleague about this experience. “It’s kind of ironic,” she says “that he might not have 

graduated from first course so swiftly if he had not started the more advanced research degree and 

been exposed to a broader range of reflexive expression and different permissions.” Now I’m 

wondering whether, on the qualifying course, I have at times been more in relation to the academic 

requirements than the needs of the trainees? Have I been part of a movement in therapy training 
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that thinks we have arrived by introducing cutting edge ideas and then sitting comfortably (Markovic 

quoted in Simon 2009) not realising the boundaries have moved? And I can see bell hooks raising an 

eye brow, shrugging her shoulders and saying people really learn when they are allowed, no, 

encouraged to greet the subject in a more personal way and critically evaluate its relevance (hooks 

1994) as opposed to being inducted into the banking system of knowledge (hooks 1994, Freire 1972).  

********************************** 

Months go by. I email David to ask him if it is okay to include a telling of this episode in a paper on 

training. A few weeks pass. I hear nothing. I start to wonder if his silence means it isn’t okay to use 

this example. I take a deep breath and email him again. Am I harassing him? I start planning to use 

alternative examples.  

Monday morning. Turn on the computer. I prepare myself for, well anything: the computer not 

starting, emails with requests, things that need attending to immediately, things I might not need to 

do right now but then risk forgetting. Maybe there will be a friendly email, someone writing to me 

because they want to write to me not for some other reason. 

As the emails are downloading, I see David’s name appear. I take a small intake of breath and, to my 

surprise I open three other emails before I open his. “Okay…” I hear myself say as I click on the 

subject ‘Re: Hi David’. As I read, I start to re-live some of the pleasure I had when I first read his 

resubmitted paper. But this time, he is writing with a strong, reflective voice, with opinions about the 

training, with humour and confidence. I finish reading and realise I have a big smile on my face. How 

wonderful that he is connecting himself with writers he admires! Such useful feedback. How kind of 

him to take the time and be generous enough to share this for the benefit of others. 

--------------------------- 

Subject:   Re: Hi David 

Date: 

From:  

 Mon, 15
th
 June 

 David S  

To:   Gail Simon 

 

Hi Gail, 
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The weekend away was Friday and Saturday at a training course in 

sunny Doncaster followed by three and a half hour drive to Welsh 

coast for Saturday night and Sunday morning. (make a good title for a 

book/film don't you think?) 

Yes fine for inclusion but I hate Duane as a name. Remember Duane in 

Sergeant Bilko? It really won't do. David, John, Simon (no, not 

Simon, obviously). Jack, Garry, Edward ...... take your pick. 

I have thought a lot about what happened over those essays. They both 

dealt with the content of the same counselling session, recorded and 

transcribed. They are both a record of my subjective view of what was 

going on for me, for the clients, of the process during that session. 

I have come to the conclusion that I had assumed from 'the teaching' 

received that there was no place for 'Me' in the essay. 'Me', 'I', 

this self is present in the counselling room with the clients in all 

the ways that would be understood by counsellors from any discipline, 

but somehow I was assuming that in writing an essay I was just a 

conduit where theory in practice and practice as theory was mixed so 

as to prove my perception and ability in both merely to tick the 

boxes.  

The papers and reading that supported the course were carefully 

factual concerning client's presenting issues and demonstrative of 

theoretical content. I subconsciously took these as a blueprint for 

my original essay, suppressing one part of my internal processing. 

However one understands the 'being given permission' to write in a 

different voice it allowed me to use a different sort of reflexivity 

that I had not felt free to use before. I was allowing myself to be 

James Joyce or Jack Kerouac, using my stream of consciousness to 

reflect on the content, process and reflection of that part session, 

and to use this to share the journey in a more meaningful way.     

It was not just that I could use a different writing style that was 

important, it was that there was no longer a 'correct' style. I did 

not have to try to copy. Perhaps other students already knew this, 

and their understanding from the teaching had been different. 
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I am interested in your ruminations about how this 'difference that 

made a difference' (wish that was an original thought) could be 

shared with the other students, and why indeed it needed to be 

shared. I was embarrassed. Not by having been 'outed', but by being 

used as an example of producing something of note. This is not poor 

self esteem, it is to do with family stories and scripts. At the same 

time I realised that there could be something important in what I had 

experienced. Even if I never repeated this shift, it had to be useful 

to other students and to all those who deliver education to know that 

an assumed straitjacket on style could inhibit expression.  

I am more than happy to have you use any part of what you have shown 

me and/or these comments within your article and/or book. If these 

comments spark any further questions do come back to me and I will 

endeavour to reply by return. Good luck. 

Regards, David 

------------------------------ 
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PAPER 18 

A RADIO PANEL ON WRITING                
Panellists: 

John Shotter 

Laurel Richardson 

Carolyn Ellis 

Ben Yagoda 

The Voice of G-d 

  

Chair:  

Radio Panel Host 

 

Audience: 

Will Emerge 

 

 

Chair: I’d like to welcome the panellists for what I am sure will be a very interesting conversation. Can 

I begin by asking the panel how they would describe their writing style. 

 

Laurel: I have many writing styles. You can’t just have a one-size-fits-all when you are writing about 

people and in different contexts. That has been a very dominant and problematic modernist 

assumption which has restricted not only ways of telling stories but which stories get told and in 

whose language. In my book, Writing Strategies: Reaching Diverse Audiences, I encourage people to 

find a style to suit that situation and decide when to work within or challenge the dominant genre. 
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Voice of G-d: I love that line of yours: “No-one speaks in prose.” It’s such a concrete assertion. Such a 

relief in this postmodern age. 

 

Laurel: Well, a postmodernist position allows us to know “something” without claiming to know 

everything.  Postmodernism claims that writing is always partial, local, and situational, and that our 

Self is always present and will affect one’s style of writing. 

 

John:  I’m reminded of Ludwig Wittgenstein saying “One may have a style that’s original in form, one 

that is freshly grown from deep within oneself”56. 

 

Voice of G-d: There’s something about that word self….. it’s so, um, so, um, singular. Um, Laurel, you 

mention polyvocal writing but I don’t think having a group of writers working together to produce 

joint or parallel texts is a sufficient account of, um, a story of self. And when Wittgenstein uses the 

term ‘deep’, I just get the co-constructionist shudders. 

 

John: We-ell, yes, um, polyvocal could also, er, be referring to a kind of inner dialogue between many, 

er, well I wouldn’t say parts of oneself so much as voices. I, er, Bakhtin has a word to say on one’s 

own and other voices. He says it’s “... only when the speaker populates [the word] with his own 

intentions, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and 

expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and 

impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!), but 

rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s 

intentions: it is from there that one must take the word, and make it one’s own”. 

 

Voice of G-d: Yes, but John, what do you – or Bakhtin – mean by one’s own? There is such a relational 

gap in these terms. Another example, I feel very engaged by the writings within the field of 

                                                                    
56 Wittgenstein 1953 p.53 
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ethnography which inform autoethnographic and auto/biographical research. But from a social 

constructionist point of view.. 

(a groan from somewhere in the room) 

…. I feel there should be more recognition of writing being, as Ken Gergen might call it, a relational 

act. One, it happens within and about existing relationships and two, there is an actual and 

anticipated or imagined relationship between reader and writer. To talk auto, to think of writing as 

personal expression, does not only ignore the relational but ignores the power relations involved in 

the process. For example, students writing exams are being read by others with the power to pass or 

fail them or give them feedback which will help or hinder them on their way. Don’t tell me that 

students are not influenced by panopticist practices of self surveillance, that they are not self policing 

in their inner dialogue and have to tussle with aligning themselves or otherwise with dominant 

cultural styles of writing? 

 

Ben: Goodness. I didn’t have you down as so political and such a theorist. It doesn’t come over in 

your writing.  

 

Voice of G-d: Well that’s just it: it was never my writing. It was and is collaborative work. And I prefer 

the term member of the story guild. 

 

Ben: I’m hearing Toni Morrison’s voice now…. What did she say? Ah, I found it so inspiring,  so 

moving, um….. I’ll just look it up….. ah yes - “When I do a first draft, it’s usually very bad because my 

tendency is to write in the language of everyday speech, which is the language of business, the 

media, the language we use to get through the day. If you have friends you can speak to in your own 

language, you keep the vocabulary alive, the nuances, the complexity, the places where language had 

its original power, but in order to get there I have to re-write, discard, and remove the print-quality of 

language to put back the oral quality, where intonation, volume, gesture are all there.”57 

                                                                    
57 Morrison quoted in Yagoda 2004 p40 
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Carolyn – Wow… yes that speaks to me of my experience in writing my methodological novel, The 

Ethnographic I. It was only through writing reflexively with the voices and ears of my various selves 

and of different students that I could hear myself think, hear my choice of language and speak openly 

about these choices. 

 

Laurel: How do we make texts vital?  How do we write texts that make a difference? My colleague at 

the University of Ohio, Patti Lather, asks “Given such historical sedimentations, how might one look 

for places where things begin to shift via practices that exceed the warrants of our present sense of 

the possible?”58 

 

Voice of G-d: "La fin de l'écriture linéaire est bien la fin du livre, même si aujourd'hui encore, c'est 

dans la forme du livre que se laissent tant bien que mal engainer de nouvelles écritures, qu'elles 

soient littéraires ou théoriques. Il s'agit d'ailleurs moins de confier à l'enveloppe du livre des écritures 

inédites que de lire enfin ce qui, dans les volumes, s'écrivait déjà entre les lignes. C'est pourquoi en 

commençant à écrire sans ligne, on relit aussi l'écriture passée selon une autre organisation de 

l'espace. Si le problème de la lecture occupe aujourd'hui le devant de la science, c'est en raison de ce 

suspens entre deux époques de l'écriture. Parce que nous commençons a écrire, a écrire autrement, 

nous devons relire autrement."59 I’m quoting Derrida, of course.  

 

Chair : I wonder if you would be so good as to translate that for us. 

 

Voice of G-d : Write only on blank sheets of paper. Preferably unbound. And our reading practices as 

well as writing practices will change beyond all recognition. 

 

                                                                    
58

 Lather 2007 p36 

59 Derrida 1967 p127 
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Chair: [clears throat] Okay… I wonder if I could bring us back to the main focus for this discussion 

about…. 

 

John : I’d like to come back to the last point. A well chosen quote, I might add. Very relevant. I’d like 

to connect Derrida’s challenge to traditional writing form with a challenge about how to write from 

within a situation rather than from some impossible notion as if from some achievable outside 

position. Having left the scientific genre of writing, we are not in the business of trying to fasten 

down objective facts onto paper. We are no longer attempting monologue as a form of credible 

knowing. We have to create new ways of writing dialogically about what Patricia Shaw calls “free-

flowing communicative action [in which] we co-create qualities of responsiveness between us 

whereby we experience meaning on the move, neither completely frozen into repetitive patterns nor 

fragmenting and dissolving into meaninglessness.”60 We are trying to grasp the elusive. 

 

Ben: This sounds very complicated. There’s got to be a balance between the needs of the writer and 

anticipating those of the reader. 

 

Voice of G-d: Well, Celia Hunt, in her book with Fiona Sampson, discusses Seamus Heaney’s ideas 

about Sylvia Plath’s work61. He says "we need to both access and objectify our material.... because we 

know it so well, we may not be able to distance ourselves sufficiently from it to allow it to develop 

into art". He makes a distinction between a subjective form of writing which is slighted towards the 

emotional needs of the writer and a more objective form which requires more "working into" and 

goes beyond the need for expression of personal truth and finds a form of its own. I feel I am 

teetering on the edge of modernism when I read this..... and yet I feel I know what he means. 

 

John – Yes, this may link with a kind of writing which I call undergrowth. First writings, notes, 

messages to myself, quotes from others. That sort of thing. Heaney is talking about what makes for 

                                                                    
60 Shaw 2002 p68 
61 Hunt & Sampson 2005 p3 
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accessible writing which does take the reader into account as well as creating room for the writer to 

say what they feel needs to be said. It connects to what Arlene Katz and I wrote about in our paper 

on Social Poetics62. 

 

Carolyn: What Seamus is not addressing here is that what counts as art, what speaks to different 

people may not involve a universal notion of good art. There is something potentially elitist in this 

belief. I know what speaks to me. I know what moves me. When I saw that painting 

‘Autoethnography’ by Karen Scott-Hoy63, I was blown away. I’ll never forget the moment I opened the 

envelope and out slipped the photo of the painting. You know, it’s the one on the cover of my book 

and I co-wrote a paper with the artist about our experiences. And was that art? That article was 

subjective from beginning to end, had an unfinished feel to it, was roughly crafted - to mirror the 

picture you could say. Women and people from minority groups have been silenced by what counts 

as print-worthy. Autoethnography encourages the exposure of subjugated narratives, it re-centres 

the undergrowth as the focus, as the key text. Scribbled notes to oneself are an integral part of 

research, as “valid” as anything else one thinks, sees, finds and makes. In exposing as much as 

possible and as honestly as possible of the researcher’s own life, the readers are more able to 

contextualise the research findings as a subjective product of that researcher.  

 

Laurel: Yes, writing with self-reflexivity unmasks the complex political / ideological agendas hidden in 

our writing. Gone are the days when “writing up” one’s research, one’s “data” required a distance, a 

belief that separation from what has been happening for the researcher and the participants is 

possible. The question now is “How do we put ourselves in our own texts, and with what 

consequences?”  

 

Chair: Well, all that remains for me is to thank today’s panellists for a most entertaining and 

illuminating conversation. 

 

                                                                    
62 Shotter & Katz 1998 
63 Ellis & Scott-Hoy 2004 
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PAPER 19 

POWER  -  OWNERSHIP  -  PARODY AND IRREVERENCE 

 

Voice of G-d: Oh god! Not that! Not again! I have noticed something: every time I hear anyone ask 

about that word, that concept “power”, it’s always a woman. Or a ‘person of color’. Get my point? 

Fellow Writer: No. 

Voice of G-d: Hmm.  

Fellow Writer: Not sure what the raised eye brow means. But it looks as if you think you’re right and 

at least fifty per cent of the population are wrong!? 

Voice of G-d: Well, I’m not saying that exactly. Wouldn’t be fair, would it. No, I’m thinking of what 

Krippendorf64 says “Undoing power, getting out of dialogical entrapments is a challenge that 

individuals have to create for themselves. Artists know it. Therapees come to realize it. 

Revolutionaries do it.” Simple. 

FW: And then he tells a story about a woman which is so sexist that it colours my reading of his 

theory. But there is something in that quote you just gave. It could connect with Imelda McCarthy’s65 

idea “If I tell a story of powerlessness as a woman then I live powerlessly, whereas if I tell a story of 

abilities within the parameters of  a specific  context  then  I can begin to re-constitute myself more  

'power-fully'.   ……. 'I' become a different kind of person through the different kinds of telling. As such I 

construct ‘power’ in the way I talk about power.  In this way I propose power as a discursive and 

relational phenomenon.” 

Voice of G-d: ‘Relational’! Why are we discussing this non-issue?  

Fellow Writer: Have you not read Imelda’s paper? It’s a courageous and moving autoethnography. 

                                                                    

64 Krippendorff 1995 

65 McCarthy 2010 
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Voice of G-d: No. Why? What can it tell me that I don’t already know?  

Fellow Writer: Sometimes I think you really lack curiosity and it perplexes me as to how you access 

imagination. 

Voice of G-d: Imagining another calls for an ethic of care. To imagine the life of an other is to adopt a 

stance of ethical responsibility towards the other.66 

Fellow Writer:  That’s Imelda McCarthy’s and Nollaig Byrne’s voices you’re using there.  

Voice of G-d: I know. 

Fellow Writer: You’re speaking their words without parentheses, without quotes. 

Voice of G-d: I know. 

Fellow Writer: You’re not even going to put in an italic emphasis to make as if you are attributing 

those words to someone else? 

Voice of G-d: No. Why should I? I knew when to call upon those words and when to issue them in the 

first place. 

Fellow Writer: But that’s the point. You never handed them out.  

Voice of G-d: Oh yes I did. 

Fellow Writer: What do you mean? 

Voice of G-d: I made the Word. And then a few more. 

Fellow Writer: Tosh.  

Voice of G-d: I made that one too – at an after dinner discussion in 1848, some small rooms off 

Holborn.  

Fellow Writer: Surely a chicken and egg situation. 

Voice of G-d: I wrote it down first. It was attributed to me. The person who said it never wrote it 

down. So. Attributed to me. 

Fellow Writer: Unethical, surely.  

                                                                    
66 Byrne and McCarthy 2007 
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Voice of G-d: Our friend Imelda67 draws on Bakhtin’s idea that "The word in language is half someone 

else's. It becomes ‘one's own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intent, his own 

accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention".68  

 

---------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

Voice of G-d:  You nicked all those authors’ voices in that radio panel thing you wrote. 

Fellow Writer:  It wasn’t theft. It was a form of what Bakhtin calls ‘ventriloquation’. I used their 

words, added some and introduced a maverick character: you. 

Voice of G-d: I know. I was there. 

Fellow Writer: You were there?! 

Voice of G-d: Yes I was. So don’t make it sound like you ‘made me up’! 

Fellow Writer: I didn’t make you up on my own. We’re getting off track! I wanted to see how they 

might talk with each other. 

Voice of G-d:  Why didn’t you just say what they said? Reference them, if you must! 

Fellow Writer: Been there, got the t-shirt. Everybody’s got that t-shirt so why not hear them talk with 

each other?  

Voice of G-d:  Another God trick.  

Fellow Writer: There is no trickery. It’s a creative device and an attempt to do what the Gergens call 

breaking away “from the conventions of social science inscription to experiment with polyvocality, 

poetry, pastiche, performance, and more. These experiments open new territories of expression; 

                                                                    
67 Byrne and McCarthy 2007 
68 Bakhtin 1981 
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they also offer new spaces of relationship.”69  Irreverence and parody are forms of inquiry. Bakhtin 

says…. 

Voice of G-d: Oh here we go…. 

Fellow Writer:  Bakhtin says…. “Laughter has the remarkable power of coming up close, of drawing it 

into a zone of crude contact where one can finger it familiarly on all sides, turn it upside down, inside 

out, peer at it from above and below, break open its external shell, look into its center, doubt it, take 

it apart, dismember it, lay it bare and expose it, examine it freely and experiment with it.”70 There is 

something so predictable about BBC type radio panels…. 

Voice of G-d:  I love them. Just can’t bear that weak religiosity on ‘Thought for the Day’. Give me 

Gardeners’ Question Time any day.  

Fellow Writer: Gardeners’ Question Time - that’s a strange form of dialogue. Four very separate 

expert panellists giving their point of view about a problem. They don’t talk with each other. 

Voice in G-d:  In case they disagree and the editors lose control of the programme! 

Fellow Writer:  The panel host loses control of my radio panel very quickly. And that’s what I wanted 

to show: a mix of monological and dialogical ways of speaking. How can writers speak their own 

words to others present.  

Voice of G-d: Some of them did talk at each other.  

Fellow Writer: They did. You were the only ‘chatty’ one really. 

Voice of G-d: I was. 

Fellow Writer: You were more relaxed and playful. 

Voice of G-d:  I was. Well, I wasn’t being me. I was pretending to be you. For a laugh.  

Fellow Writer: You were pretending to be me? Parodying me? 

Voice of G-d: Yes. Well, I think it’s especially important to be playful with serious things or, at least, 

things which take themselves seriously. Like radio panels and writers. Don’t you? 

                                                                    
69 Gergen and Gergen 2002 p14 
70 Bakhtin 1981 p23 
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Fellow Writer: You were quite outrageous.  

Voice of G-d:  “Laughter is a vital factor in laying down that prerequisite for fearlessness without 

which it would be impossible to approach the world realistically. As it draws an object to itself and 

makes it familiar, laughter delivers the object into the fearless hands of investigative experiment – 

both scientific and artistic – and into the hands of free experimental fantasy.” 71 Our friend. 

Fellow Writer: “Alongside direct representation – laughing at living reality – there flourish parody and 

travesty all high genres and of all lofty models embodied in national myth.”72 

Voice of G-d: Why do you keep quoting people? Haven’t you anything original to say? 

Fellow Writer: Yes. But… will it count for something as much as speaking with many tongues? 

Voice of G-d: Seems to me you have enough tongues in your mouth to populate a forest of stories. 

You make the writers sound ‘real’. Like the words they wrote are, um, The Word. In concrete. 

Fellow Writer: Oh. I think of myself as more circumspect than that. 

Voice of G-d: It’s the voice of reverence you use when articulating the quotes. Even the ones on 

irreverence and parody. You have become a parody of a writer. You can’t see yourself anymore. I’m 

going to use you as a material for the narrator of my next comic strip. 

Fellow Writer: I’m sure you’ll find a way to do that. But I’m writing us out.  

Voice of G-d: What do you mean, “Writing us out”. 

Fellow Writer: Well, I’m drawing this to a close. Without readers, without an audience we, well, we 

cease to exist. 

Voice of G-d: You’re crazy. 

Fellow Writer: “By positioning ourselves neither inside or outside but both and somewhere else 

which is always shifting, we describe the experience of being in relation to something or someone. 

There is no thing apart to be described but an interactive, mutually changing relationship between 

                                                                    
71 Bakhtin 1981 p23 
72 Bakhtin 1981 p21 
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people or things.”73 And that’s what this is… a fluid, temporary transitional space for us, for the 

reader.  

Voice of G-d: My hyphen speaks to my permanence, to my inerasable presence. I am here. 

Fellow Writer:  Courtesy of our readers. 

Voice of G-d: And where are they now? 

Fellow Writer: They will be here. 

Voice of G-d: And then? 

Fellow Writer: Then they hear us. We become real while they suspend belief about what is and isn’t 

possible. They are here. With us. 

Voice of G-d: Are we there… with them?  

Fellow Writer: While they are reading us, hearing us, yes. The reader brings us to life with their 

imagining ears. Sometimes they remember us. Sometimes they carry our voices in their inner and 

outer conversations. 

Voice of G-d: Isn’t my voice enough to just be there? All the time? 

Fellow Writer: At some point the writer puts down their pen and we, we cease to exist. 

Voice of G-d: No, I don’t think so. I know I am because I see what I have written. 

Fellow Writer: That’s nice. I’d like to believe that too. But I have learned that texts are transitory 

objects. Things for now. Which some people might find a use for. For now. Not for ever. 

Voice of G-d: That’s where you and I differ. My stuff has been around for ever… 

Fellow Writer: It hasn’t. You’re operating in your own time frame, your own cultural context…. 

Voice of G-d: I am not going to be erased! 

Fellow Writer: Tell me about your comic book… 

                                                                    
73 Bakhtin 1981 p23 
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Voice of G-d:  Well, it starts with a Big Tent, with a ring of people sitting around the edges anticipating 

the show. Just as it is about to start, from between the flapping doors, a cook walks into the middle 

of the ring, sets up a camp fire and starts making some chicken soup. 

Fellow Writer:  Chicken soup??? 

Voice of G-d:  Wait, it gets better. As the soup starts to boil, steam pours out the top of the pot, the 

audience are getting bored and suddenly the cook stands upright, reaches into the pockets of her 

apron and pulls out a kneidlach74. She tosses one into the air, they multiply and multiply until the air 

is thick with whizzing kneidlach. 

Fellow Writer: What about the audience?  

Voice of G-d: They are immune to the kneidlach. As everyone is distracted by the flying kneidlach, 

something struggles against the edge of the canvas, something is trying to find the door… And this is 

where you come in…. 

 

                                                                    
74 Kneidlach are small dumplings made with matzah meal found in Jewish Ashkenazi chicken soup. 
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PART 5: 

PERFORMATIVE READING 

AND WRITING FOR LISTENING 

WRITERS AND READERS 
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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE PERFORMATIVE READING AND WRITING PAPERS 

This collection of papers has arisen as an unexpected outcome of the research. I think Toni Morrison 

pointed the way with her situating the sound of talk in writing in a social and political context. It 

helped me to confront ethical dilemmas about not only borrowing the content of another’s words 

but how I wrote them into sound. I found myself revisiting many episodes from my work and social 

life in which sound of talk in writing had mattered to me. They started to make more than intuitive 

sense. In listening out for sound, I became further interested in the relationship between writer and 

the reader as a listening reader. And then I heard the writer as a listening writer – of their own and 

other people’s readings of their writing. And then I bit the bullet and created a bricolage of voices 

with ‘their own’ stories but placed alongside each other, tell yet another story. It is a collection of 

voices and intended to be heard, perhaps through a performance reading. 

I think this section has generated the most excitement and angst for me. It led me into new areas of 

theory and practice. My teaching has changed hugely (to my ears!) as a result of this area of inquiry. 

It involved the most risk-taking in terms of relational ethics and in terms of personal exposure. The 

stories in this section are all based on actual episodes and conversations with ‘real’ people.  
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PAPER 20 

READING DESPERADO: A STORY ABOUT 

PERFORMATIVE READING 
 

Thought on waking:  

“Why didn’t I stammer when I first read Desperado?” 

 

--------------------------------------------- 

South London. A cold, dark evening.  Three years ago. 

Going up to the thirteenth floor, I tried to put my nerves to one side. ‘If you feel anxious, just say 

you’ve got a headache’, I said to myself. ‘You can leave anytime’. I wasn’t convinced by this voice. We 

were all carrying bags of shopping and about to cook dinner.  

None of us could work out why Helen had a flat - well, an apartment, I suppose one should say - on 

the thirteenth floor overlooking the Thames. “A place to bring your lover,” said one of the 

Scandinavian women which turned my attention to them. Did they have lovers? And apartments to 

take them to? Someone suggested she might be using it as a studio. Helen’s canvases were leaning 

against most of the walls. It looked to me as if she was trying to capture the impact of wind in her 

paintings. 

 

Anne Hedvig cooked. I opened the wine. It was good and I was glad I had not been given the task of 

choosing it.  

After dinner, Anne Hedvig announced “Now, I have something. Something I have been writing.” She 

was opening her laptop. 
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I’m thinking now that this must have been the first time we had shared any of our writing with each 

other. This dinner came at the end of the first year of our doctoral studies. I was looking out at the 

black night-lit Thames and wondering how easy it was going to be to get from Chelsea Embankment 

to East Finchley later after a couple of glasses of very good wine. “And,” Anne Hedvig went on, “I 

want Gail to read it. In her beautiful English.”  

Oh, oh. I tried to keep a positive face. I didn’t feel I could say ‘no’.  Over the last few years, I had 

noticed that I splutter and misread things when I am tense. But this invitation didn’t feel like an 

obligation so much as an honour. I think that the wine helped a lot. 

I cleaned my reading glasses on my shirt, leaned back in the best of the chairs and started to read. 

Aloud. To the others. To Anne Hedvig, the author of this piece.  

Was I reading for her, as her? For her to see how this sounded? For others to experience? All of these 

things? It didn’t occur to me to ask anything. As I sank into the arm chair, I sank into the text she had 

handed to me. 

I wasn’t sure how to read the pre-amble in a smaller font. Was it part of the piece? How was this 

voice going to need to sound compared to the voice I should use for the main piece of writing? I 

sounded more matter of fact. Read slowly, I said to myself. Deep breath in and on the out breath I 

started…. 

Today has been a very special day.  

And somehow that one line told me where I was emotionally. I knew how to go on – with care, with 

trepidation, with excitement, with a cautious concern that perhaps no-one else would understand 

what it was that had made this day so special. I was, for these six pages, Anne Hedvig’s voice. I think. I 

felt carried by the text and noticed I was not stammering or muddling up my words. It flowed. I could 

enjoy the story that I was telling. I could hear the feeling of imagining running through the telling. I 

read and read to the end of the paper.  

“What is at stake?” you may ask. I believe it is about love and 

passion. Or loneliness and indifference. To me it is an ethical 

stance, acknowledging our responsibility as fellow human beings to 

recognize the deep, but sometimes barely visible cleft, between life 

and death…  
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And then I was finished.  

I didn’t look up for a moment or two. There was still breath to come out of me. My shoulders fell. 

And I wanted to allow some privacy for the listeners. By not immediately looking up at them, I felt we 

could each stay in the emotional space of the writing for a while longer before giving in to social 

expectation of talk and eye contact. Lisen and Ann-Margreth soon made surprised and appreciative 

noises about Anne Hedvig’s writing. Anne Hedvig said “Oh, that was beautiful.” And she thanked me. 

I was a little puzzled about what I had done - and what I had felt about the text. I had been in it in a 

way that I had an experience of something, as if at first hand, but in reading it aloud, I had not had an 

opportunity to stop and think, to re-read bits which I wanted to look at with different eyes and ears. 

My overwhelming feeling was that of great relief that my ‘beautiful English’ had not let down this 

extraordinary piece of writing. “Oh, I wish I had recorded that. Thank you,” Anne Hedvig said to me 

with a smile. I was puzzled but I needed for both of us to accept the thanks with grace. And perhaps, I 

hope, I said thank you too for creating this space to share some of your writing with us. I don’t know 

what I said. And I don’t remember anything else of that evening except that the journey across 

London felt quite long. 

Three months later 

I get an email from Anne Hedvig. 

 

-------- Original Message --------  

 

Date: Tue, 5 Feb  

From: Anne Hedvig Vedeler 

To: Gail Simon 

Subject: Reading request 

 

Hi 

  

I still have with me your voice from reading my piece: Desperado, and 

I don't want to lose it. It was a very, very special experience. You 

read it with such sensitivity and I think passion also is a suitable 

word. I am even considering using the piece in my two day workshop in 
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Denmark in the beginning of April. So here is my request: Would you 

consider reading it again, into a voice recorder and send me the file 

by email? If you don't have good recorder, I could send you mine, by 

ordinary mail. I have a good insurance, so it would be ok. 

It would not be the same if I read it. 

  

Is it too much to ask?  

  

Anne Hedvig 

 

-------- Original Message -------- 

Date: Sun, 17 Feb  

From: Gail Simon 

To: Anne Hedvig Vedeler 

Subject: desperado onwards 

 

 

Hi Anne Hedvig, 

 

Well tonight I asked Gwyn to choose a good red wine and then I went 

to my room, glass in hand, microphone in the other, to read 

Desperado. I had an idea that I wanted to create the atmosphere in my 

mind of the night I first read Desperado with you and the gang. It 

was a special evening and the atmosphere made for a memorable 

experience for me as I read out your writing. I was taken by surprise 

by the invitation and what you wrote and also by how easily I slipped 

into feeling the text as I read it aloud to you all. 

 

I had planned to imagine you all, remember us together before 

starting to read but the words caught hold of me and I didn't think 

about anyone else as indeed must have been the case when I first read 

it. I am okay with this recorded reading but I want to do it again 

before sending you the different versions. I am developing a 

different relationship with the text and developing my own footnotes 

- well not so much footnotes as a kind of network of connections.  
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For a start, the email I send you the other night, I think my 

experience linked to what you were writing of here. I don't think I 

understood as much as I do now of Desperado when I first met it. I 

think it is the kind of text which makes for more connections the 

more I read it - with time in between. Perhaps the time in between 

reading allows for new experiences to prompt their own reading of 

something. Or is this the postmodern research condition? No wonder 

people get misguidedly, I suspect, seduced into academia - imagining 

it is all like this. 

 

I will send you the recordings in a week or so. Is that okay? My 

brother is coming with the children for five days tomorrow which is 

great. No mammogram results as yet. Have booked Oslo hotel for the 

weekend after our writing-reading week. 

 

XG 

 

-------- Original Message -------- 

Date: Wed, 12 Mar  

From: Anne Hedvig Vedeler 

To: Gail Simon  

Subject: RE: desperado onwards 

Dear Gail 

  

I have now used your reading of Desperado on several occasions. 

People love your reading. One even thought it was me reading (he has 

never heard me talk English!!). The experience is that you read it 

with my voice, and that is just how I feel it too. In a way I would 

like to keep it just as it is, but I have, as you will see made some 

small changes in the text. That is why I would like you to read it 

again. 

  

Did I thank you for correcting my language in Desperado? I 

appreciated that. Thank you! 

  

I will decide about going to London on Thursday, and let you know. If 
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I decide not to go, maybe we could talk on Monday? And you could tell 

me about everything. I will get my new computer today, with web 

camera. I hope to be able to install Skype, and then we could see 

each other when we talk. I would like that. 

  

Love 

Anne Hedvig 

------------------------------ 

A while later, we spoke again about the recordings, for by now the readings had become the 

recordings.  

 

“I did try hard to relax into it, I tried not to try, but it didn’t  

quite 

sound 

like it did 

     that night 

            you know….” 

And as I spoke I knew what I was saying to be true but I was half hoping that Anne Hedvig would have 

had a different experience.  

“No I know,” she nodded and shook her head slightly. “It wasn’t quite the same.” 

 

---------------------------------------------- 

No time like the present 

It’s a different year now. Many moons, many reams of type later. I have done – I mean, delivered – 

what feels like a ton of workshops in the last few months and started to abandon PowerPoint in 

order to create a more conversational space. “How do I share a string of my ideas with people 
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without them feeling talked at?” I asked Anne Hedvig. She thought that sharing my ideas was part of 

a conversation and that I could present my ideas as just that, an invitation to dialogue. But the 

PowerPoints continued despite my relatively personable style and hopefully good eye contact, 

pauses for responses, questions and the rest. 

But when I was asked on one occasion soon after this conversation, if I was going to need a projector, 

I said no. I was struggling to commit to delivering training without diverting from the conversation in 

the room.  And this wasn’t to do with a lack of ideas. I can come up with a hundred exercises, ways of 

connecting ideas with the experiences of participants and the like. No, this was an important zone of 

confusion. But the room for this projector-less workshop turned out to be small, very cramped and 

quite airless. It didn’t give me the space to physically interact with participants. I could not get up and 

move around as I like to do, so any potentially useful adrenalin had to sit locked into my joints and in 

my voicebox. And I was stiff and shaky as a result. 

I had a load of material to present but I was struggling with what I felt like doing and conflicting 

interests in the group. I heard a voice in my head saying ‘Oh fuck this. I don’t want to help make 

connections. I just want to stand up, walk about and read stuff, act stuff.’ Well, there was, as I’ve said 

no room for moving about the room to feel my way into something but I decided I would read aloud. 

So I read some things: quotes from students and writers, poems and stories I had written, feedback 

between students and myself. 

At the end of the workshop, someone said, “Thank you so much for reading to us. No-one reads 

aloud to me anymore.” 

 

-------- Original Message -------- 

Date: Sun, 8 Nov  

From: Gail Simon 

To: Anne Hedvig Vedeler 

Subject: Hello 

Dear Anne Hedvig, 

I cannot imagine that you are coming to Dublin given everything which 

has been going on around you.  
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I have just done a workshop at the University of Leicester - a 

prestigious invitation from the Queen of Counselling Research in the 

UK - to work with her doctoral students. "Writing Research: a 

relational activity". It went well and I learned a lot. At the end of 

the session, one of the students said "I don’t know what you have 

been saying but it was all like poetry. The whole afternoon, you have 

been speaking poetry.” I felt very humbled and pleased and a little 

confused.  

I have been reading my work aloud and had some new thoughts about 

what happened for me with the reading of Desperado. It's obvious to 

me now but I couldn't see it at the time. I am writing things which 

need performing. Not just which need reading but things which need 

hearing. When I first read Desperado it was to an audience, a live 

audience. And although I was nervous, I had red wine and pleasure 

inside me so I could do it. When I tried recording myself reading it 

aloud in my bedroom, it wasn't so lively. Of course - there was no 

audience. I think there is something in what you and A-M and Lisen 

have said - that I read well. I thought it was because English is my 

first language and not yours. But I think I like performing words. 

Reading as a way of giving things life. And I like performative 

writing. I wrote something recently which could almost be turned into 

a play. I am working on it. For now, I think it could be interludes 

in the pile of paper which I will eventually call my dissertation. 

What tales do you have to tell of your training and supervision 

sessions? 

Much love, 

Gail 

 

-------- Original Message -------- 

Date: Sun, 9 Nov  

From: Anne Hedvig Vedeler  

To: Gail Simon 

Subject: Hello 
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Dear Gail 

I was so very, very, very pleased to hear about your experience in 

Leicester. And your acknowledgement(?) of the effect of 

reading/performing to an audience. Your voice is always inside me - 

hearing you read Desperado and now last my Interlude. The resonance 

in your voice reaching my body, and the vibrations can still be felt. 

Isn't that amazing? 

Last weekend (8 days ago) I had the second "Shotter-group" here. They 

had all read the text: "Moments of common reference" and we had some 

fantastic moments. Eight people (including me), some who didn't know 

each other, two days of talk, and an evening with food and wine - in 

my house. A new concept. I had such a great time, and so did the 

others - I could feel it, see it and hear it. 

I would love to have something you have written, to give to my 

students who are going to write. I know you gave something to me, 

when we were at Måfå. But I am so disorganized - and can't find it 

just now. Would you send it to me again. Sorry. 

Love Anne Hedvig 

--------------------------------------- 

 

Thought on waking:  

The stammering I spoke about happened in meetings. Well, that’s when it started. When I was 

reading out referral letters from doctors and trying to pick out information regarding a child and their 

family. I thought it was performance anxiety, you know, reading in front of the team, having to prove 

myself or something. But it wasn’t my writing I was reading or that of the families. It wasn’t even the 

doctor’s writing – they just borrowed an institutional voice to communicate in a disembodied house 

style. For a while I said ‘I stammer these days when I read things aloud’. But I never read things aloud 

outside of those meetings. 
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PAPER 21 

CARPE DIEM 
 

Carpe -   I’m talking to you. 

Diem -    Not like that you’re not. 

I’m getting my chalk and  

I’m drawing a ring 

Right here 

Around the two of us. 

Carpe -   But which two of us? 

All I can see are my words. 

Can’t you hear them? 

Diem -    I can hear me hearing them. 

Can you see me hearing them? 

Carpe -   Who said that? 
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PAPER 22 

READING OUT LOUD THE WRITER’S 

WRITING FOR THE LISTENING WRITER 
 

Writing, by secondary school, was something one did silently. A classroom full of writers was 

characterised by an intense silence punctuated by an occasional cough or the sound of a page turning 

– reminders that in this silent room there were in fact thirty people writing and breathing.  

I read this last sentence back to Sophia who is ten years old. “When kids first learn to write,” she 

reminds me, “they sort of like write as well as read at the same time. They speak what they read as 

they are writing it:  I …. went …. to …. school …. It helps you with your reading. That’s what happened 

with me and Nathan. I still do that sometimes. That’s why we are some of the best readers.”  

I read this paragraph back to her and I make changes as I hear what it sounds like. I notice I’m reading 

it differently now. Not like I heard it in my mind when I read it back to myself. When I read it to 

Sophia, I change it as I go along. I ad lib so it sounds how I wanted it to sound,  how I had intended it 

to sound – but I couldn’t hear exactly what I wanted it to sound like until I read it to someone else. 

This reminds me of John Shotter, one rainy Saturday afternoon in October, going to sit in a room in 

the old KCC building to read a paper of mine aloud ‘to himself’. It took him an hour and a half. He 

could have read it ‘silently’ in 20 minutes. 

I put ‘to himself’ in parenthesis as I cannot be sure who John was reading to. When teachers advise 

children to read to themselves, they mean silently so others cannot hear them. John reads other 

people’s writings aloud to his many selves, with, a smattering of impromptu ‘textual friends, as the 

Gergens have called them75. It is undoubtedly a multi-voiced conversation, what Bakhtin would 

describe as a polyphonic experience. This aloud reading and polyphonic responsivity is what we can 

call inner dialogue. In it, each participant voice not only articulates a response to what has gone 

before but responds to the responses of other voices. This happens through a kind of dialogical 

                                                                    
75 Mary Gergen 2007 
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listening. It is conversational. And like conversation, it takes time, has rules or an etiquette and 

recognises there is content in what is being communicated as well as style in how something is 

communicated. After reading my paper, John told me some of what his inner dialogue was 

responding to and speaking with in the paper. He spoke about the immediacy he felt in reading the 

detail of a conversation, how he felt drawn in, emotionally present with the writer, with the 

characters in the writing. It reminded me of how it can be moving to write something but also it can 

be moving to read narrative, poetry, dreams or conversation. The movement one experiences can 

feel like an oscillation between different voices perhaps coming from shifting levels of context or 

emotional states or ideas, people, times and places. 

In reading drafts of papers, I notice my inner dialogue seems to run parallel to the text I am reading 

but it also interjects to introduce or change the emphasis, to suggest better words; it drifts between 

the content and sound as if they are two sides of the same coin. “That isn’t quite how I wanted it to 

sound” and “I didn’t mean to say it like that”. Meaning and delivery are intrinsically linked. As a 

therapist or as a trainer, I try to anticipate how my choice of words and the way in which I 

communicate them will sound to clients or students or supervisees. As a writer, I attempt to 

anticipate how the sound of my writing will be heard by the reader so the writer can not only 

understand but feel understood. 

Perhaps writers can take this too far and expect a certain reading of the work. They incorporate the 

role of director in that they are keen for the work to be read in a certain kind of performative manner 

and, as such, experienced in particular ways. Margaret Drabble said, 

“I always hear everything I write as if it were spoken, and for that reason I find it quite 

difficult to listen to the people reading my work, because they misemphasize, or they haven’t 

got the rhythm right.” (Margaret Drabble in Yagoda 2004 p33) 

Writing intended for silent reading might take on another character when being read aloud. When 

read aloud, it could be thought of as a different kind of writing and experienced as a performance 

piece. As we can see from this statement by Margaret Drabble, reading aloud is not just an exercise in 

making audible something which lies in print on the page.  The problem for Margaret Drabble is that 

she cannot hear the sound of her writing interpreted by another. She is attached to a particular 

rendition of her work. It needs to sound ‘right’ to her. When writing is read aloud, it renders visible 

the gap between a writer’s intention and the reader or listener’s interpretation. This often happens, 
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for example, when a novel is developed into a film. The author of a script which is to be performed by 

someone else, loses authority over the writing unless they are invited into a position of consultant to 

the director, to the reader.  The reader of the script becomes a co-writer in their interpretation of 

and elaboration on the text in hand. 

This is illustrated by the co-constructionist thinking of systemic therapist, Gwyn Whitfield:  

“Sometimes when people first bring along writing to therapy, I ask them: ‘Do you want to 

read it or do you want me to read it?’ But in later sessions, I ask ‘Do you want me to read it to 

you?’ in order to give them a chance to experience it in a different way. Sometimes when 

people bring something along that’s written they don’t always want to give it away but as 

time goes on and the relationship develops, I find they want me to read their writings aloud 

more often.” (Gwyn Whitfield, personal communication, 2008) 

I have spoken with Susan about my reading her writing aloud in her therapy sessions.  She writes and 

then passes me the notepad. I read her words silently or aloud, hand her back the pad. I may share 

my thoughts and she writes again. In the following episode, I write back following a period of having 

read aloud her writing. 

Susan writes: “I guess I am just ‘talking’ about mum because she is on my mind.” 

Gail writes: “Why the quotes?” I draw an arrow pointing to ‘talking’. 

Susan writes: “Am I talking or writing – perhaps communicating, expressing myself and asking 

questions.” 

I look up and say:  “I feel I hear your voice when I read aloud what you have written.” 

Susan nods vigorously and writes: “Sounds like me”.  

Gergen asks whose words are we speaking? He reminds us of Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea that each 

moment of speaking is a form of ventriloquation (Bakhtin 1981, 1986; Gergen 20009a).  

“The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker 

populates it with his own intentions, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, 

adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention.” (Bakhtin 1981, pp 293-294). 

If this is the case, and I suspect it must be so, that the reader changes the sound and meaning of the 

writer’s intention, what does it mean to a client for their therapist to read something aloud in 

therapy? I hear Bakhtin speaking about the technical rendering of writing by one into speech of 
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another. It may be that in animating the written word, descriptions of experience which have lain 

within an unwitnessed inner monologue/ dialogue, may find validity, a warranting audience and 

create an interim space of movement, life. With Susan, I think she felt my reading of her writing 

created a faithful rendition of her life. It is not a matter of exchanging words for either of us to use. 

Something is happening between us, something new is being created. It seems we are writing a play 

and then performing it. It is as if projecting onto the ceiling some otherwise unseen scenes. 

On a separate occasion, I spoke to her about her writing and later reflected on our conversation. 

I read aloud what she has written. I make another suggestion, one I have made before: why 

doesn’t she write an autobiography? But today I see in her face the fear of truth, an idea 

perhaps of sequential structure dictating the content of what she must then write. “Maybe 

autobiography is the wrong word. It suggests…” and I go on a bit.  I am in danger of getting 

over excited and trying to push through an idea. I tone it down and ask her if she likes the idea 

of her writings, some of them, being together in a book. Yes, Susan nods. There is some 

interest. “But who would be interested?” she asks. By way of an answer I pick up the passage 

of her writing which I have just been reading aloud to us and read it again. This time with 

more ‘life’.  

“When you read this aloud,” Susan wrote, “it was me walking around the house. I was 

walking past the lounge hearing the TV, walking into the kitchen where the arguments were 

happening and sitting outside with my thoughts. That was so real. I could have been there.”  

I wonder now what it means when I wrote that I read it again This time with more ‘life’.  I have 

noticed that something special happens when I not only read aloud what Susan has written, but 

when I read it mit verstand76, with feeling, with what I imagine her emotional tone to be. I can read it 

‘flat’, meaning without a felt emotion or I can read as if I was her speaking (Anderson 2007). I try to 

fine tune my reading so I don’t ‘overplay the part’ or distance myself from the experience of her 

writing, from her life. I feel and imagine her emotional tone in what she has written. And when I read 

it in an emotionally connected way, she seems to really feel heard, that her emotions have touched 

me. Bakhtin says voices need to be heard, that to be alive, you need your whole being to be heard 

(Bakhtin 1981).  

                                                                    
76 with appreciation. From the German. Literally with understanding. Iss (or trink) mit verstand, I translate as 
advice to eat  (or drink) with a mindful appreciation of the quality or unusual character of the food or drink. 
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Anne Hedvig Vedeler (Vedeler 2010) says we should not underestimate the impact on people of their 

story being heard, not just told. She emphasises the impact of resonance in the act of re-telling. 

Reading aloud, she says, connects (for) both parties (Vedeler 2010). This attempt at resonant reading 

involves what Mason calls relational risk-taking which he sees as an important and inevitable part of 

the therapeutic relationship (Mason 2005).   

In Susan handing me her writing, my taking it and reading her writing aloud, I am also giving it back. It 

is a process which embraces more than a mirroring or reciting of words. I feel the livedness of her 

experiences. I am going some way – like an actor perhaps – towards dressing up in her thoughts, 

language and feelings. I am imagining. And she hears and sees me trying to imagine her voice and her 

life. She understands that I am trying to get beyond the handwriting, see beyond the literal meanings 

and imagine her feelings so they come through in my ‘telling’ of her telling. 

In this sense, we might then encourage the writer-as-director into a more co-constructionist position 

and invite them to think of writing as involving a process of handing something over to the reader 

and expecting to get it back albeit in some form or another. One can hope for a return form but one 

cannot know for sure how it will sound. Perhaps a different metaphor is one of passing the writing 

over to the reader as one passes on a baton in a relay race.  

This reminds me of two activities. The first is the ritual Barry Mason demonstrates of handing over his 

business card to a woman from a Far Eastern culture in a manner designed to minimise the risk of 

inappropriate touch between a man and a woman.  

 The second activity is that of Pass the Message, a children’s game sometimes used as an exercise in 

training courses to demonstrate how an intended meaning becomes unintentionally changed when 

people whisper what they hear to another until the ‘whisper’ reaches the last person and said aloud 

to the whole group for them to laugh and marvel at how it has changed.  

The first example speaks to a care to observe some respect for the other, to hand over writing to the 

reader with respect and for the reader to receive writing with respect. The writer gives something of 

herself without encroaching on the space of the other. It is not the physicality of the card or the book 

itself which can make an impact unless used as a different kind of object. It is the intention of the 

writer in the words and gestures which offer the reader an experience, invite them into a responsive 

relationship with a text as a means through which writer and reader communicate.  
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The second example shows how most spoken texts are vulnerable to change, misunderstanding, 

misrepresentation, and how the originator of a passage cannot guarantee its ‘safe’ passage – 

meaning that it is unlikely to arrive unchanged and with a guarantee of a global reading of its 

character.  Print fixes the word. Speech loosens it. 
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PAPER 23 

THE SOUND OF TALK FOR THE LISTENING 

READER 
 

Sorting 

I can see myself sitting there as if from above. 

I’m sitting on a pouf in a totally chaotic room crammed with overflowing boxes of papers, photos, 

books and things. In my hands are a few small notebooks each labelled: Tunisia 1992, Russia and 

Georgia 1973, Israel 1981, Austria 2003. There is not much written in that last one. The rest contain 

detailed accounts of where my mother went and what she saw, ate, how she slept. I have opened a 

couple at random and read a page or two. In my ears I hear my mother say “You’re just going to 

throw them out when I am dead, I suppose”. I would raise my eyebrows and say nothing. I know 

what I was meant to say but intuitively I knew her writings would not appeal to me. Now, in amongst 

daughterly sorting I am wondering why I am not wanting to read what she wrote. 

I do want to know about her travels. But I want to know what she felt, how she experienced the 

Wailing Wall, La Pieta and attention from local men. What did she think? How did she feel? How was 

she changed by this journey? But that information isn’t there. That’s not what she wrote about.  

At the bottom of one box of albums, I see a postcard with a picture of Manhattan. It is addressed to 

her friend, Esther, who came over on the boat with them in 1939. They only sometimes spoke 

German with each other but on the back of this card she had written, “Wenn mann eine Reise macht 

dann hat mann etwas interessant.” When one takes a trip then you have something of interest [to 

talk about]. And on that same postcard, now in English, she told Esther with pride and excitement in 

her voice of her journeys on the subway in New York and how unexpectedly she had felt safe. Now I 

can hear her voice. I can see it in her handwriting! And I can see her, hear her saying it! She was 

writing to Esther as she would talk to her. I am moved. I am hearing something new and something 
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old. And I feel guilty that I can’t hear her voice in her travel journals. I can just hear a muffled 

chuntering of detail which left me a bit irritated. And guilty. 

In my search for the sound of voice in writing, I read Ekow Eshun’s book Black Gold of the Sun77. In 

the early years of the Newsnight Review, I was so pleased if Ekow Eshun was on the show. Better still 

if Germaine Greer was on too. They set the intonation for future panellists on the programme. Ekow 

Eshun spoke with so much physicality and animation in tone and gesture. It felt like more than just 

any West African man speaking. Ekow Eshun was and probably still is a speaking artist. I want to say 

he was so responsive but I am hesitating as I remember him often going into a long soliloquy with his 

own complex and fascinating analysis of the film, book, exhibition, opera they were focusing on. 

Actually I remember feeling disappointed that he didn’t seem too moved by the opinions and 

experiences of others. Germaine would try and challenge him but ultimately he was interested in his 

own ideas. If a monologue is to be dialogical, what does the speaker have to do?  

Perhaps I should have known better. But I read his book to see if I could hear his voice, and spot how 

he had written his intonation and gesture into words on paper. The autobiographical tale was very 

reflective, expressive, but I didn’t find what I was looking for. I re-read the text. Listening, listening for 

his voice in amongst the tales he was telling. I spoke to Gwyn about this. She enjoyed his writing. “But 

can you hear him?” I asked her. “I can’t hear him speaking to me”. “Well,” suggested Gwyn, “I think 

that’s what is interesting about his novel. He’s not trying to speak to anyone else. He’s writing for 

himself and that gives him different permissions.” Oh. And is that, then, one of the differences 

between art and practice research that you don’t have to produce with the reader-in-mind? Perhaps, 

his striving for an openness, for an honesty in his writing, involved removing the listening sound of 

other reader-voices, drowning out the needs of others to turn up the volume on his yet-to-emerge 

story so as to guarantee audibility over audience. Or, at least, privilege one over the other. 

Who did my mum write for then? Did she write hoping one day I would read her diaries and … what? 

That’s the bit I don’t get.  

Back six years: 

Unusually I have gone to write over to my mum’s house in Harrogate. I settle at the dining room table 

and read over what I have written so far. It all looks meaningless and I haven’t a clue what needs to 

                                                                    
77 Participant on BBC2’s TV weekly arts programme Newsnight Review, critic, writer and former artistic director 
of the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London. 
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happen. I look up, stuck. She says, “Why don’t you read it to me?” It’s a paper on working with 

families where a child has Asperger Syndrome. And it goes on a bit in parts with quite dense theory. 

We both know she won’t get it all but we don’t say anything. I say, “Okay,” and start to read. Every 

now and then, I look up at her sitting in her armchair near the fire to see if she is listening. She nods, 

she looks like she is listening. Right to the end. And, of course, in the reading, in the doing of the 

reading aloud, I hear what is right and what needs to change. In an act of generosity, she leant me 

her listening ears. And I knew how to go on in my writing. 

 

 

 

Reading Gregory Bateson 

 

“Just as reading is like listening, the act of writing is or should be, linked to speaking.” 

(Yagoda 2004 p35) 

 

This term, I am reading Gregory Bateson with two groups of students.  I have taught and been taught 

the works of Gregory Bateson. The common story amongst students of him being a complex thinker 

and dense writer precedes their reading of his work. 

 

Manchester Students:   It's a rainy day in Manchester but I am feeling good. I am also feeling a 

challenge. Today we, the students and I, are to discuss a chapter by Gregory Bateson. I have come 

with a plan. I have highlighted tracts from the chapters. "Today, we are going to take it in turns to 

read aloud to the group as if we were Gregory Bateson!"  I see some confused looks. "With feeling,” I 

add, “as if he was in fact talking to the rest of us. Like he really is feeling our interest." A few giggles. I 

kick off with the reading and as the paper travels from reader to reader, I feel a building of 

engagement in the room, a kind of a relaxed listening, with curiosity in the air. After an hour, we take 

a break and when we come back the group is happy, animated and proud. From their talk I can see 

they have made friends with Bateson and his ideas. They have heard him speak. They have felt his 
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passion. The ideas are alive. 

Eight months later we review the year’s teaching. Seven of the eight students agree that reading 

Gregory Bateson was the best learning experience of the year. I’m privately so pleased, I could cry. 

 

Leeds Students:  One of the reading groups has been 'landed' with Bateson's work to summarise for 

the rest of the year group. The four presenting students sit at the front of the class and summarise 

and discuss the four papers they have been allocated. After an hour of hearing about the papers, the 

air in the room is thick with people trying to stay awake. On their way out the room, one of the 

presenters and several of the other students tell me, "Thank god that's over" and someone even says 

how relieved they are that they will never need to read 'Bateson' again. I’m so sad, I could cry. And I 

kick myself that I didn’t feel up to challenging the programme structure and make more of such an 

opportunity. 

 

From this experience I learned that reading aloud as if one is the writer can offer increased 

opportunities for resonance and a more embodied and relational openness and appreciation to ideas. 

The experience of reading Gregory Bateson aloud invited the reader into a more intimate relation 

with the person-written-text than merely reading in order to understand the concepts from what 

might come over as an impersonal text. Bateson proposed a need for balance of rigour and 

imagination in grasping ideas and putting them into practice. In reading aloud as if they were 

Bateson, the reader-as-Gregory is engaged in balancing rigour through grasping his ideas with 

imagination in trying to connect with his transdisciplinary experience, his excitement, his 

engagement, his need to communicate. Bateson set himself the task of explaining complex 

interconnecting ideas. He taught students from across many disciplines and teaching is 

predominantly still an oral/aural tradition. Much of his writing is as he spoke with students to help 

them to get the significance of what he was speaking about. It is not difficult to hear his voice, his 

desire to communicate to another in the texts. With many other writers, their writing is monological: 

it talks at the reader in a manner which privileges a notion of scientific clarity in writing style over a 

dialogical attempt at meaning making with and for another (Shotter 2011). John Shotter has also had 

the reputation of being a difficult-to-read writer, whose texts have required a great deal of rigour to 

achieve understanding. It occurs to me now, in this moment of writing, that I might try getting 

students to read John Shotter's writing aloud as if they were him so we can try to hear his voice in 

relation to the ideas. One without the other may require too much imagination.   
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But I am not sure this is simply a matter of the reader finding ways of imagining the voice of the 

writer. Some texts by Bateson and Shotter, Wittgenstein and Bakhtin are simply monological and 

interested only in setting out their thoughts as 'clearly' as they can and do not seem interested in the 

responses of the reader – only whether the reader is able to ‘get’ their ideas through the reading of 

their writing.  

 

”You can drive a wedge in all poetry. On one side are poems that sound like people talking, 

on the other are ones that look like people writing. My preference is the former. I’m always 

listening for someone to talk to me.”  (Billy Collins in Yagoda 2004 p33) 

Billy Collins wants someone to talk to him. I have a feeling he means talk with him rather than at him. 

He imagines the writer will be waiting for his answer, interested in his response. He wants the writer 

to anticipate their reader as a reader-respondent, as a conversational partner. 

In her development of Resonance Groups, Vedeler suggests that immersing oneself in a way of 

preparedness to experience resonance is like ‘walking on an edge’ (Vedeler 2010 p8). 

“In other words, [the participants] have been expected to both understand and not 

understand at the same time. We know this feels like walking on an edge, but we found it 

very exciting, and later on rewarding. It is favourable to the student in focus, but also to the 

students in the listening/responsive position who are working to increase their ability to 

postpone closure and live with uncertainty. They have to listen very carefully to the whole 

person’s expression, not just to the ‘literary content’ of the words. Not just to the ‘story’, but 

also to the emotional relation of the person in focus to what she is telling. The word we use to 

give voice to this way of being together is to feel and express resonance. Resonance is more 

connected to music and vibrations, than words and explicit meaning.” (Vedeler 2010 p8) 

To resonate is also to ‘re-sound’, to hear something and make it heard or felt. Readers introduce 

amplification, difference, responsivity, vibration and set something else in motion. Writing about 

psychoacoustics, Leeds suggest that “sound is a powerful — yet often ignored — medium for change 

[…….] Rhythmic entrainment is contagious: If the brain doesn't resonate with a rhythm, neither will 

the breath or heart rate. In this context, rhythm takes on new meanings” (Leeds 2010). Of course, the 

rhythms do not entirely pre-exist the attention of the reader! Each reader will bring their own 
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musicality and interpretation to the text and elaborate on the original and create “a stream of 

meaning flowing among and through and between us”(Bohm 1996, p.6).  

Harlene Anderson has lead ‘as if’ exercises for therapists to align themselves with a member of a 

family by imagining they were that person and speak in the first person from within that position 

(Anderson 2007). She has been concerned to invite therapists into an alongside position and find 

knowing from within an empathic imagination and articulate it as if they were that person. John 

Burnham and Karl Tomm have developed  an exercise of Internalised Other Interviewing in which one 

person is invited to talk from within the first person as if they were someone else of significance in 

order to further the relationship between the people involved (Tomm in Burnham 2006, Burnham 

2006). I suspect exposure to these systemic ideas and practices informed the relational choice that I 

exercised with the Manchester students. But I also knew I couldn’t afford to do what had been done 

to me in teaching Gregory Bateson. It would die a death as I’m afraid it did with the Leeds students. I 

had to do something different so I drew on Cecchin’s use of systemic mischievousness and found a 

difference that makes a difference – a difference that mattered to the Manchester students and to 

me as their tutor (Bateson 1979, elaborated by Shotter 2007). 
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PAPER 24 

WRITING VOICES FROM PRACTICE WITH 

A SOCIAL JUSTICE AGENDA 

PART 1    REAL LIVES……….REAL VOICES 

  

This Paper: Part 1 

In this paper, I experiment with writing as a form of relational ethnography with performative reading 

in mind. I write as a therapist and bring in voices of people I have worked with in therapy. It is a piece 

intended for performance or reading with the intention of highlighting the issue of privilege, 

discrimination, choices and possibilities I face as a therapist, as a lesbian, as a another person in the 

world. It is followed by a reflexive commentary in Part 2. 

 

 

Cast of Characters78: 

 

 Gail – Me. An out lesbian therapist at The Pink Practice, a lesbian and gay systemic therapy 

service in London. White, English-European, mid-fifties. Curator of these texts and writer of 

some. 

 John Burnham – A systemic therapist who a few years ago consulted to Gail about her work. 

A white man, presumed heterosexual, who has retained his accent from north-east England.  

                                                                    
78 The cast of characters is made up of real people but names and other identifying details of clients have been 
changed.  
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 Nona– A white Southern African woman in her late twenties who worked with Gail in therapy 

after sustained trauma and was cautious about speaking. 

 Tanya – White American lesbian woman, mid-twenties, new to the UK seeking counselling to 

help her achieve her dream of residency in the UK.  

 Yuma – Ugandan lesbian seeking asylum in the UK. Late twenties. Working with Gail in 

therapy about past and current trauma. 

 Michelle and Jill – A lesbian couple in late twenties, white from urban Australia. Worked with 

Gail on relationship issues. Took time out to go travelling. 

 Gwyn Whitfield – Lesbian colleague and partner at The Pink Practice. White, grew up in 

southern Africa, mid-fifties. Support to Gail. 

 Ghostly Presences – So many others. In different categories. Caring, watchful, strengthening. 

Violent, uncaring, murderous. A shadowy backdrop to conversations. 

 

 

 

Gail. Kings Cross, London 

September 1998 

John Burnham once asked someone I was working with, Nona, whether she experienced me more as 

someone writing about her life, telling my own version of her story or as a ghost-writer. What’s a 

ghost-writer? she asked. Someone, John said, who helps people who are not professional writers to 

tell their story so it gets out there and is heard. I held my breath. Here was a distinction I hadn’t 

made. The second one, ghost-writer, she said. I listened with respect, learning from her description 

about what it was that made the difference between an appropriation of her story and a rendering of 

it which lent it – and her - credence and respect. In that moment both of our strengths were 

recognised and I grew in both confidence and humility. 
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Gail.  Bloomsbury, London 

February 2009 

I am quite an emotional person. But that was, mm, unusual. A first appointment and I’m, well, not 

exactly ‘in tears’ but I am unable to continue. I am choked, speechless. What happened? 

I’ll tell you what happened. A young woman came for a first appointment. Tanya. She had a nice 

energy. Late twenties. White, middle American. She sat down. I told her I had just had some difficult 

news (and I mean ‘just’ – I was answering the door in a state of shock) and I didn’t know if I would be 

able to concentrate. I felt I might be able to go with her energy, with her story. But then, her story: 

“I need to do some therapy. You know how we love therapy in the States! I’m here on a working visa 

and I have another eighteen months to go before I can apply to stay here permanently. Thing is,” she 

continued, “I hate my job. It drives me insane!” she giggled. “But I need to stay in this job till I get 

residency. So I need to get some therapy so I can cope with going to work for another 18 months!” 

I could hear Tanya’s voice in surround sound but I couldn’t locate myself in relation to the noise. I 

heard myself say “That’s an excellent reason for wanting to do some therapy”. How the hell did I 

manage to say that? A professional miracle. I was not able to think. I was in the middle of the most 

violent clash of realities. Here is Tanya - a young woman, a white woman, a lesbian, a young white 

lesbian woman who wants to stay in this country. She has a plan. She has a strategy. It’s so simple. 

Why doesn’t Yuma have a plan like that? I remind myself of the reality of Yuma’s situation. My 

stomach turns over before I even recall the facts. There is a silence. Can I recover myself? I play for 

time while I listen for an answer to this question.  

“Wow. You cannot imagine the irony of what you are saying…” No, I’m not managing. This has got to, 

is going to stop very shortly. It’s a matter of how I can wind this conversation up with a respectful 

explanation and care.... “Um, I feel bad about you coming here for the first time but I am not able to 

do justice to a conversation with you tonight. I am sorry. I’m too distracted.” The story is pushing 

itself to the fore. I am wondering if it’s going to assert itself on her life too. Real life therapy. RLT. Like 

a BLT79 but less palatable. I feel she needs some kind of explanation. “I’ve just heard that a Ugandan 

woman I know is going to be deported back to a lesbian-hostile country because the government 

does not believe she’s a lesbian.”  

                                                                    
79 BLT is an affectionate English acronym for a Bacon, Lettuce and Tomato sandwich.  
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“They can’t do that,” Tanya says. I recognise that sentiment. I had it too once. “Well I just heard that 

her flight has been booked for the weekend. So I’m a bit shaken and your reason for coming to 

therapy is too close to what I’m preoccupied by at this moment…” Tears are in my eyes. I am visibly 

upset. She says “Oh the poor girl! How awful! No, please don’t worry. It’s fine.” and I tell her about a 

colleague who will be in touch. “But,” I say ,re-membering my professional self, my voice sounding 

more even, more playful, “at least you go away with a good dinner party tale. You can tell people you 

went for therapy and the therapist was in tears! It’s a good story.” She smiles and I escort her to the 

door.  

 

 

Gail. Yarl’s Wood Removal Centre, Bedford 

February 2009 

The next day, I get on a train from St Pancras. Before that I stock up on chocolate for the detainee. 

Just outside Bedford, the gravel pits remind me that I am passing through brick country. The heart of 

our Victorian streets. A heron flies over and I strain to identify what birds are on the long stretches of 

water. Then I start. What the hell am I doing? Birdwatching? My momentary reprieve is over. Is this 

what happened, I wonder, when people were crammed into the trains going into the concentration 

camps. Someone found themselves wondering if that was a heron they saw from between the cracks 

in the wood, or recognised a shape in the landscape and lost, for a cruel second, the torture of the 

dread of what was to come….. 

You’d better brace yourself, someone said to me last night. And I do. But as we draw up to the barrier 

and are waved through, I see a large building with a giant red neon bull on the wall. It’s the Red Bull 

drinks factory. And then there is the BodyFlight indoor parachuting centre where you can, apparently, 

experience the sense of free-fall indoors - above a large hairdryer I expect. And then, directly ahead, 

is the detention centre. Yarl’s Wood Removal Centre. The clean neatly edged yellow brick building 

proudly displays the SERCO logo outside. I am clutching my poster as I get out the taxi.  

I see myself sound friendly with the people on reception. I feel disgust. I am kidding myself that being 

nice means everything will be alright. I am not allowed to take in the chocolate I have brought and I 

have arrived with no change for the vending machines which is, it turns out, what you are allowed to 
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do. I feel a completely crap visitor. They show an interest in 

the poster. “It’s art.” I say. “I went to an art gallery in 

Norway last week and I saw this and thought Yuma would 

appreciate it.” They unroll the poster. It says No-one is 

illegal. “What do you think?” says warden A quietly to 

warden B. It’s more of a statement than a question. They 

are both wearing a nervous smile. I have a feeling someone 

else is in the room. “You can take it through, but you’ll have 

to see what the manager says.”  

I want to tell them she is a lesbian, you know. She’s not 

actually lying. She is not illegal. She really is a lesbian. And 

she’s going to kill herself if she doesn’t have hope, real 

hope. She’s not going back to the country which is 

illegalising homosexuality to be further raped, tortured and 

possibly murdered like her girlfriend. I say… nothing. I look 

at the wardens. They are just out of school. First job. They 

are just gate keepers.                                                                           Andrea Lange, Stenersen Museet, Oslo 

Weeks after Yuma is temporarily released she says to me “I suppose they are just doing their job. 

Protecting their country.” Her remarks sound half hearted, like something she has been told and I 

can’t let it go. “They’re not protecting their country. They’re just poor ignorant white people who 

have managed to find jobs near to where they live.” Yuma laughs and I imagine she hasn’t heard 

many white people say things like that in her cruel world.   

I shove my laptop, passport, phone, coat and a ton of chocolate in a locker and walk round to the 

visitor’s entrance feeling quite naked even in my thickest winter fleece. The poster is in my hand. I 

ask a couple of people standing in the corridor where to go. This is the queue, they say. I wait in the 

queue. I am finger printed a second time. So much for deciding I wasn’t going to the States because I 

object to their border surveillance which uses iris recognition. “Look up at the camera” and I make a 

split second decision to try and look as sullen as I can for this photographic record.  

“And what’s this?” asks the man in short sleeves. His tone says he is as thick as the brick walls and 

that nothing gets past him. I say I was in Oslo last week and I thought this would be good for her 
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spirit. It’s art, I volunteer for the second time in ten minutes. I cannot believe I am saying that. But I 

don’t think they’d see art in anything unless it was pointed out and he says, “It’s not art.” Okay, I say, 

it’s not art to you but I see it as art and the artist did too. “No-one would call that art.” he says 

looking at it. I can see his incredulity. “It’s not coming in here.” Okay, I say, I am not going to argue 

the point but I would like an explanation.” And he tells me that there have been people protesting at 

the wire only last week. I’m surprised he took the time to explain. “I can’t have it on site” he says, 

hands on waist. He’s between me and the door. Okay, I say, can I leave it here and collect it on the 

way out? “I’m not having it on site.” he repeats. It dawns on me what he is saying. I’m about to be 

walked off the site with the poster and not allowed in. Time for a different approach. Oh, I say, I 

didn’t realise you’d see it like drugs, well, you couldn’t have them on site. I see that. I understand you 

have responsibilities as the manager… (I’ve read his badge) and that you can’t even have this hanging 

around. I’m Yuma’s therapist, psychotherapist, I add – sounds more medical – and I was just hoping 

to offer her some support…. He looks me up and down. He’s got me re-categorised. I’m not a trouble-

maker. I’m a liberal Guardian reading idiot who understands nothing about the reality of what he has 

to manage in here. I’m in and the poster goes in a locker. On the way out, I contemplate leaving the 

poster in the locker and the key in my pocket but I don’t have the energy to see that through and I 

feel the poster can find an appreciative home.  

I tell Yuma that the poster I brought her from Oslo80 was not allowed through. She looks crestfallen. I 

tell her what it says and she smiles. 

“How many lesbians do you think there are in here?” I ask Yuma. “Lots.” she says. “Lots and lots.”  

As I wait to be let out of the meeting room, I leave as I entered, as a psychotherapist on duty but I 

know that I am a lesbian, a Jew, an alien and that this is now and I am randomly, conditionally on one 

side of the fence. The role of psychotherapist is a means to an end. It is not my primary identity. I’m 

in therapy to get people out from under oppressive narratives and from under oppressive systems. 

This is an example of where narrative, stories and language end at the fence and incarceration, the 

power of the system, takes over.  

 

 

                                                                    
80 Artist: Andrea Lange, “Pay Attention Motherfuckers”, Oslo, 2009. 
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 Africa » Uganda » Eastern Region » Bujagali Falls  

 February 19th 2009 by Michelle and Jill  

 

We have been having an excellent time here in Bujagali Falls, just outside Jinja in South Eastern 

Uganda. We are not sure how long we will stay here, but are definitely in no hurry to leave at all!!! 

We got here a few days ago, after crossing the border from Kenya through Malaba, and traveling via 

Jinja where we did an overnighter to stock up on supplies before venturing out here. 

In the morning, Chibbe first took us to one of the Softpower preschools so that we could take a look at 

what they do in the community. We had 3 classes of kids, aged between 4 and 6 years old, welcoming 

us to their school and singing for us, and just generally being gorgeous... One of the lessons they were 

doing while we were there was about empathy, and looking after other people's feelings. Very 

beautiful. 

While we were swimming we met a gorgeous young woman named Amina who was doing her 

family's laundry in the river just near where we were swimming. It was funny because she ended up 

being the sister of another, younger, girl - Janet - that we had met the day before (they were so 

obviously related it wasn't funny!). We said, 'is your sister's name Janet???' and she was like 'yeah!'... 

anyway, we got to chatting and she ended up inviting us over to her house for dinner... On our way to 

her place, we bought some ingredients to take for dinner at the local markets (a cabbage, some 

ground peanuts - used to make nut sauce -, vege stock, and rice) and had an awesome time helping to 

prepare the food, as well as getting to know Amina, and Janet and the rest of the family in the 

process. 

 

 Africa » Uganda » Western Region » Fort Portal  

 March 3rd 2009 by Michelle and Jill  

Thought: Uganda is so lush and green, the rich red earth so fertile, that if your feet got stuck too deep 

or for too long in the post rain mud, I think that you, too, would start to grow, sprout leaves, or simply 

burst into bloom! 

 

http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/Eastern-Region/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/Eastern-Region/Bujagali-Falls/
http://www.travelblog.org/Bloggers/Hero-and-Keira/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/Western-Region/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/Western-Region/Fort-Portal/
http://www.travelblog.org/Bloggers/Hero-and-Keira/
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 Africa » Uganda » Western Region » Bwindi Impenetrable National Park  

 March 14th 2009 by Michelle and Jill  

 

Scrawled while making the journey from Kabale to Buhoma (at Bwindi Impentrable Forest National 

Park)  

Hills quilted in a patchwork of greens and browns by terraced crops. If I could find the quilt's corner I 

would be tempted to pull at it, creating new folds of land and revealing what lay underneath this 

blanket. Nature harnessed, stitched and restitched communally by countless people across the land 

and through generations. Is the earth warmed by it, or suffocated? I think the latter - the quilt is 

pinned down firmly and trapped nature denied freedom.  

 

Kids on the side of the road, wearing dirty bodies and ragged clothes, filthy and torn. Hands 

outstretched, demanding money. Our socioeconomic differences evident in our absence of their 

accumulation of dirt, snot and malnourished pot bellies; in the completeness of our clothes; the mode 

of our transport and the colour of our skins. My possession of pen and paper. Their hands empty, 

except for the few girls carrying even smaller children, mini replicas of themselves. I imagine I can see 

the recognitions of injustice, and the justified sense of anger, in the furrows of their brows and in the 

eyes of their long hard stares.  

 

Juxtaposition of forest and farm, wild and tame, creates less visual contradiction than expected. Each 

encroaching onto the other's space, both are beautiful - in fact, almost complementary - as they 

capture and frame each other's magic. Feels almost criminal to write, a betrayal, knowing the 

environmental degradations and threat that one poses to the other, except I can't help but be 

enchanted by the aesthetics of the fields. I suppose bad isn't always ugly, and feelings are rarely 

simple. The hills stand tall to proudly showcase their ordered beauty and with so many rolling across 

the expanse and into the distance my eyes don't know where to focus. 

 

 

 

http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/Western-Region/
http://www.travelblog.org/Africa/Uganda/Western-Region/Bwindi-Impenetrable-National-Park/
http://www.travelblog.org/Bloggers/Hero-and-Keira/
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(Gail imagining) Yuma.  Bloomsbury Square, London 

May 2009  

It’s a cold day. But not as cold as I have known these last few years. I slept through that winter in 

Manchester. On the streets. That was cold! The blossom in the trees around me is calming. Pink, 

white, purple against a blue sky. I feel a surge of optimism quickly crushed by a silent knowing. Don’t 

go there. It’s not safe to feel safe. And I want to hear the word ‘yet’ on the end of my sentence but it 

doesn’t come. ‘Yet’ too is an unsafe word in my desperation to stay calm while I await my fate.  

Do the people who will decide my fate sit in offices like those surrounding this beautiful London 

square? Who are the people who work in such old and upright buildings? I wonder how they got a job 

there? Perhaps I too will one day work in such a building. I will walk with confidence in my salaried 

step. With security in a world as small as a list of things to do at work and a plan for lunch. And what I 

am going to watch on tv that night. Yes, I would have a tv, and a tv licence and I would cook for my 

friends, instead of them feeding me. I wonder whose house I can go to watch football this weekend? 

The sun makes for nice thoughts. A brace myself again. I cannot afford to relax. I am not a member of 

this society. No! I cannot say ‘yet’! I cannot say that word. It is not in my power. It does not belong to 

me. I do not decide. I sag further into the park bench and feel the heaviest of nothings. 

I think some time has passed because it has clouded over and someone is sitting eating their lunch on 

the other end of the bench. I am hungry. I wonder if Gail will have got a hot chocolate waiting for me. 

I feel my spirit go up a degree but I also feel a twist inside, a tiredness at being seen as someone who 

has no money. I am so tired of that. When I was working in the call centre, I had my own money. I 

paid for myself. I am trying to keep that feeling of pride. That’s why I get angry sometimes with those 

people who do not listen, who do not read, who do not believe me or the lawyers or the doctors. I 

feel anger rising in me and I hear myself grunt. The person on the end of the bench looks round. I 

want to say “I am as good as you!” They are folding up half of their sandwich to throw in the bin. Why 

have they spent money on food they are not going to eat? I want to tell them “You don’t know how 

lucky you are!” but I don’t say anything and neither of us is sure if we have been noticed by the other.  

I do not like being a charity case. I still give money to charity. Once a month. When I get my money 

through. And to that homeless man at the tube station. I have my pride and I know they have theirs. 

And that we are all deserving, worthy of a chance and the right to be respected. I like to think Gail 

giving me hot chocolate is a way of her showing me respect. She knows I like chocolate. But 
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sometimes, I see her look awkward. She tries to play down what she is doing and I too play it down. 

That’s what we have to do. That’s alright. It’s okay.  

I want to be going back to work now. After lunch.  I’d be happy to do voluntary work. People don’t 

realise you are not allowed to work even for no money when you are claiming asylum. They see me 

sitting here on the bench but I’m not lazy. I don’t know what to do with my time. I couldn’t face going 

to the museum. I feel too scared to be out really. My dreams – well that’s not the right word – my 

nights are filled by scenes of me being picked up again, thrown into a van, taken to the detention 

centre. I try to get away but they always capture me. It is dark. They are raping me again. They are 

the same people. They shout bad words at me. They say this is what lesbians deserve. Sleep is 

torture. I long for it but when it comes…. Perhaps it is good that I cannot sleep for more than fifteen 

minutes at a time….. 

I can feel my body going very still again. My face is wet. I am in this between space. In a few moments 

I will talk about my week, how things are going and what is on my mind. It is sometimes too much to 

hear myself speak about. I feel better afterwards but churned up. Churned up like red mud roads 

after a downpour waiting for the sun to bake the ground again making it easier to walk on. Here in 

the park, I enjoy the stillness: people saunter with bags of lunch, blossom falls carelessly down, the 

traffic carries on at a crawl. No one can really go anywhere fast. In that sense it is very much like 

Kampala. Strolling pace. Well that’s because of the heat. Here it is because of traffic. 

I hope I am not going anywhere fast. To still be here at three o’ clock on a Wednesday, is the high 

point of my week. My hour of relief.  I am outside, I am free. They have not asked me suspicious 

questions, they have not taken me into another room, left me waiting, confiscated my mobile phone 

and packed me into the dark van to hell, the removal centre. They have let me go. Or did I escape? 

Does that mean I am free? I am not sure. My body tells me I am not free. Day or night, awake or 

asleep, I expect to be abducted and abused. Why do they have this law, this law which invites 

lesbians and gay men to apply for asylum on grounds of being persecuted for their sexual orientation 

– and then not believe them! Why does the British government not believe us? The Ugandan 

government does! The people in Uganda do. No-one has any idea what it is like to walk in the streets 

there. I try to tell people here but they cannot know. I will tell Gail. But she forgets. She asks me 

things and I tell her again. I did not go out there. I did not even go to the markets. They would call you 

things, push you. My father took me everywhere. It was not safe for me……  



Page 263 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

I am free here, yes, no-one will call me names. Even last night Maxine said why don’t you marry 

someone? and I said “No!” I will not. I will not pretend to be something I am not. And what about all 

the people back there who are not here?  

The anger lifts me. I get up and walk towards the park gate. I am a little stiff and unsteady. I have not 

eaten today. I needed to spend my last five pounds on phone credit before I went to report in case, in 

case ….. 

A big red bus is coming close to the kerb. I pull back. A part of me wants to keep going but I hear a 

sensible voice saying stand back from the kerb and mind the gap. Perhaps it is my father’s voice, 

perhaps my mother’s, perhaps Maxine’s, perhaps Gail’s, perhaps mine. For now, I try to cross the 

road carefully. I must stay alive in case….. but I cannot dare to hope. 

 

 

 

Gail. Bloomsbury, London 

May 2009 

Yuma is reaching in her bag for her phone. She brings out a mauve cloth bound book and waves it in 

the air. “I carry this with me – everywhere.” she says. I recognise it as the writing book I took for her 

along with Nelson Mandela’s autobiography Long Road to Freedom when she was in the removal 

centre. She continues, “I think to myself ‘I should write. I should write about…. everything that has 

happened…..’ I have so many things I could tell. But, I cannot write. I open it. I flick through the 

pages….” and she strums through the blank rainbow pages of the book. “I have just written my 

name” she adds with what I hear as a slight edge of irony and she opens the inside cover for me to 

see. I nod. Inside I have a rush of feelings. My thoughts are running to how I can help her to write. But 

something tells me to stop. Do nothing. I have a feeling there is something between us that I do not 

understand, which I cannot see. Perhaps writing her life might mean reliving too many tortuous 

moments.  “Well,” says my colleague and partner Gwyn, later that week, “perhaps writing her name 

is enough. Perhaps that is the telling: a sign she is alive, an act of defiance in itself. She exists. She is 

still here. She has written her name on the page.” 
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WRITING VOICES FROM PRACTICE WITH 

A SOCIAL JUSTICE AGENDA 

PART 2    PERFORMATIVE WRITING 

 

 

 One Place to Start 

 Some Thoughts on Constructing a Performative Text 

 Writing with a Social Justice Agenda 

 Risking Writing “As if” 

 Writing Voice 

 Including / Re-presenting Participant Voices 

 A Community of Voices 

When I do a first draft, it’s usually very bad because my tendency is to write in the language of 

everyday speech, which is the language of business, the media, the language we use to get 

through the day. If you have friends you can speak to in your own language, you keep the 

vocabulary alive, the nuances, the complexity, the places where language had its original 

power, but in order to get there, I have to rewrite, discard, and remove the print-quality of 

language to put back the oral quality, where intonation, volume, gesture are all there.   

                                                                                   (Toni Morrison quoted in Yagoda 2004 p40) 
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ONE PLACE TO START 

This doctorate, this research may have nearly killed someone. I know that sounds a crazy thing to say 

and even when I explain, you, as the reader, may still feel it’s a statement which is unreasonable. But 

it felt like this to me. What am I talking about? I am talking about being asked to write a report for 

the Immigration Court after I was called as an expert witness to offer ‘evidence’ that Yuma Really Is A 

Lesbian. Thing is, I had forgotten how to write in a depersonalised way: with facts and an objectifying 

tone to construct a particular rendition of a professional relationship: expert therapist and needy 

client. After all this researching into reflexive, experimental writing and public sharing of inner 

dialogue (like this), I struggled to remember how to write a court report. I had to re-member the 

young social worker I used to be, who was proud to join in a language of professional expertise with 

my colleagues of the court. But trying to remember that way of being, simply exposed the great gaps 

between what I believed to be good practice then (appearing ‘professional’) and what I believe to be 

good practice now (foregrounding relational ethics). I called for help from friends and colleagues who 

work in or with the court system. This team effort dragged my writing back into the mainstream. 

I was called as an expert witness because I was not only Yuma’s therapist but her lesbian therapist. 

Lesbian. In the court’s eyes, my expertise lay, I would say, about 10% with the therapist  identity, 15% 

with the lesbian element and 75% with the combination term: lesbian-therapist. However, in 

becoming an expert witness, I also ceased to be a lesbian - a real lesbian! I had to play to different 

‘professional’ rules and write all my statements in the first language of the racist, homophobic 

institution. And I worked hard to reverse all those recommendations above by Toni Morrison which 

advocate erasing the sound of the mainstream authorities and dominant culture.  I had to be a nice, 

not too nice, non-threatening (improbable) lesbian; not look like I was suppressing subversive 

thoughts. I had to look like a therapist who was a certain kind of lesbian - not sure what kind. I 

couldn’t be a sister. I must suspend what being a lesbian means to me. I must suspend all personal 

beliefs about race, class, gender and privilege. I must not question anyone else’s thinking.  I must 

speak and write from a position which John Shotter would describe as about-ness (Shotter 2011). I 

must answer questions in the court about my ‘professional’ opinion of ‘my client’s’ sexual orientation 

and sound certain without sounding opinionated.  

My understanding of research ethics turned upside down. I felt sick and thought about the things 

people do when someone’s life is at stake.  
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I can’t-won’t repeat here what happened at the subsequent court hearing or what I was asked or 

how I answered because I would feel so angry and humiliated and upset and I would remember how I 

imagined the humiliation of Yuma sitting behind me hearing me speak so crudely and officially and 

differently to how we normally speak. She understood it was an attempt to secure her safety - which, 

in any case, has so far, not succeeded. 

At this moment, looking back to then, I hear autoethnographer, Carolyn Ellis in my ear: “Tell the 

truth. Say it how it was. Write it and write it well. It may be therapeutic for you.” “You weren’t 

there!” I shout back. “No, exactly,” she says softly. “I want to know what you went through. And I 

want to know about Yuma. She sounds an amazing person. And you do too. ” Despite my imagining of 

Carolyn Ellis’s kindness and the power of her academic invitation, I feel alienated. I know not 

everything can be processed and dealt with by sharing. I’m a therapist. Talking is often over-rated as 

a means to feeling better. Some things are just best forgotten and blocked out to keep moving 

forward and deal with the now and next. I have sometimes suggested that people write or talk about 

difficult stuff without enough anticipation of possible negative consequences for those involved. I’m 

not just talking about my feelings. I couldn’t allow myself to add to further humiliation for Yuma by 

inscribing a painful episode with the indelible ink of autoethnographic writing. And I don’t think it’s 

even mine to tell. Not everything a person goes through is theirs to share. Especially when you are a 

therapist. But I have probably said enough for you, as reader, to get my drift. 

 

I started writing about this initially to help me process deal with the irony of a young white lesbian 

woman wanting therapy to help her achieve residency in the UK so immediately after the phone call 

telling me of Yuma’s imminent deportation followed by my subsequent day trip to the removal 

centre. I wanted to explain myself and, at the same time, share the reality of my muddled response 

as a therapist. I began to wonder what I could learn and what stories I could share through writing 

about i) the relationships in and between my inner and outer dialogues as a therapist with the people 

in the previous paper (Part 1); ii) an episode in my practice which I found difficult to manage and iii) 

most challengingly, how I might speak to Yuma’s situation without stealing her voice or exploiting her 

story.  
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SOME THOUGHTS ON CONSTRUCTING A PERFORMATIVE TEXT 

 

“Constructionists describe narratives as forms of action, as social performances.”                       

                                                                                                        (McNamee 2004a) 

 

“No matter how we stage the text, we—the authors—are doing the staging. As we speak 

about the people we study, we also speak for them. As we inscribe their lives, we bestow 

meaning and promulgate values.”  

                                                                                                  (Richardson 1992 p131)  

 

Subscribing, as I do, to the relational ethics of social constructionism, I must, as author, take 

responsibility for my staging by transparently sharing with the reader the connections between 

structural and ethical choices.  

The text in the previous paper is made up from i) my autoethnographic writing; ii) my ghost-writing 

imagining Yuma; and iii) quotes from travel blog entries written by Michelle and Jill. ‘My’ stories lie at 

the interface with Yuma’s stories and with those of Tanya, Jill and Michelle, across and between areas 

of common ground and different ground. My autoethnographic writing draws on actual 

conversations I had with Tanya, Yuma, Nona, John Burnham, Gwyn Whitfield and with staff at Yarl’s 

Wood Removal Centre. It is as close to what happened as I could remember without making 

electronic recordings.  

These are stories from my practice. My diary may paint a picture of a sequential life but these stories 

act as overlays for each other, collapsing time into personal experience, creating contrasts and 

highlighting the difference that makes a difference that matters (Bateson 1979, elaborated by 

Shotter 2007). I am the curator of these tales. They happened within my realm of experience and 

relationships. I have chosen to group them as I feel they are worthy of mention. I need to share them. 

I want to point them out to people. Together, they feel like naturally occurring features in my living 

landscape. Like Brimham Rocks or the Norber Erratics. Unique, individual structures from a common 

ground.  My attempts to collate them, even in the words of the original authors, still say as much 

about me as about the people concerned. Who was it who said ‘the description says more about the 
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describer than that which is being described’? When I read Van Maanen’s comment “Artistic nerve is 

required of the teller” I feel anxiety and excitement at the challenge I have set myself (Van Maanen 

1988 p205).  

Writing from within living moments (Shotter 1999) has made it possible to capture different types of 

detail but I often needed some distance to be able to pan out a little and see what there was to zoom 

in on and so tell my tale to a reader in ways which would leave an impression and stay readable. I 

started to write as soon as I could after the events though I needed to wait for myself to feel in a 

state where I was not too traumatised to write but close enough to be able to remember the detail of 

embodied and dialogical inner and outer movement.  

I have offered a Cast of Characters in order of their appearance in the text to help orientate the 

reader. This reminder of a theatrical script or a performance piece sets a degree of context for the 

reader about who the participants in the text are whom they are about to meet in the text. I have 

had this writing in mind as a piece of performance reading and writing. By this I mean that it could be 

read aloud for others or read ‘silently to oneself’ but where the reader could hear the voices of all the 

people in the text as if they were speaking. 

But this cast of characters speaks only partially to the experiences of each individual. Together, they 

create another whole which troubles the completeness and truth of each story.  

“In using the notion of representation in research, it is therefore important to problematize 

the relationship between representation and reality and to examine how texts can be seen 

both to represent something other than themselves (i.e., the experiences of research 

participants) as well as presenting themselves as texts.” (Rhodes 2000 p514) 

Rhodes reminds us “In what Lather (1991) calls “post-representational theory” (p. 25), language does 

not transparently reflect reality, but rather, it is productive and constitutive of reality.” (Rhodes 2000 

p514) 

By presenting the text in a fragmented manner, as a collection of stories, the reader can immediately 

see that the text has been orchestrated by someone, that the narratives presented have been 

selected, shaped and placed in a particular set of relations to one another. Bakhtin (1981) also used 

the notion of "orchestration," referring to the means for achieving polyphony. These are polyvocal 
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texts in which dissonance has as much to contribute as resonance in experiencing stories from the 

real world.  

“Polyvocal writing stands as a critique of the criterion itself. In these writings clarity and 

certainty of the traditional variety give way to ambiguity and ambivalence; in reaching for a 

full relationship through writing there is no "comprehensive account" for space must always 

remain for the added voice of the reader.” (Gergen 2009a) 

In approaching writing as a relational activity, I am anticipating a responsive dialogical readership 

which includes: the participants in the text; systemic colleagues; members of the public; people 

involved with matters of asylum and trauma, race, sexuality and gender; and the assessors of this 

doctoral portfolio.  

In his paper, “What is an Author?” Foucault presents a history of how different forms of writing have 

been accorded authority. He critiques the scientific paradigm as having created standards for what 

counts as a trustworthy and scientific text which, he suggests, became such when they had a name 

attached to them. Anonymous texts had less credibility than those with authors (Foucault 1980). He 

says now we can abandon ‘tiresome’ questions such as “Who is the real author?” - “Have we proof of 

his authenticity and originality?” - “What has he revealed of his most profound self in his language?” 

(Foucault 1980 p138) and instead ask new questions:  

“What are the modes of existence of this discourse?”  

”Where does it come from; how is it circulated; who controls it?”  

“What placements are determined for possible subjects?”  

“Who can fulfil these diverse functions of the subject?”  

 

Behind all these questions we would hear more than the murmur of indifference:  

“What matter who’s speaking?”  

                                                                                (Foucault1980 p138) 

It matters who is speaking. Not in the nominal way linked perhaps to academic credentials but rather 

to the possibility of laying bare to the reader enough about the writer that they can begin to develop 

a relationship with the text through the writer. When I see artist Andrea Lange has called a series of 

her work about the plight of asylum seekers “Pay Attention Motherfuckers”, I can feel rage and laugh 



Page 270 of 396 
 

WRITING (AS) SYSTEMIC PRACTICE     Gail Simon     2011 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice                                     University of Bedfordshire 

at the same time because I have seen her work and I have an idea about ‘where she is coming from’, 

who is speaking. And furthermore, Andrea Lange is not simply giving her work a title so others know 

how to refer to it. Her title is a speech act. She is addressing someone. I hear her speaking to people 

in the Borders Agency in the UK and I hear myself saying what she is saying. I have always been saying 

it. She says it better and more publicly. Her artwork and its caption position her as another 

participant-speaker in this text. 

 

WRITING WITH A SOCIAL JUSTICE AGENDA 

 

“How can I make my writing matter? How can I write to help speed into this world a 

democratic project of social justice?”   (Richardson & St Pierre 2005 p967) 

 

“The metaphor of the 'fifth province' enables a re-view of the issues of power, justice and 

language in relationships.”  (McCarthy and Byrne 2007 p342) 

 

“Shouldn’t relational ethics be informed by a social justice agenda?” (Ellis 2009 p314) 

 

Yuma and I have discussed on a few occasions her desire for others to know what is going on both in 

Uganda for lesbian and gay people and in the UK for lesbian and gay asylum seekers. I revisited the 

question John Burnham posed, at the start of the paper above, about my ‘ghost-writing’ role in 

therapy. How far should I offer to take this facilitative role? I thought about the potential power of 

Yuma’s story being out there for others to read and learn from. Much as I could hear some clues 

about her rage at the ignorance and disbelief of others, her desire to write her story, I did not feel 

this was my story to reproduce. I worried it might sound like fiction or like an early anthropologist 

doing about-ness writing. I stumbled across a few ways of speaking to her situation: through showing 

the impact on me of my involvement through autoethnographic writing, through imagining and 

ghost-writing with Yuma’s help, pasting quotes from travel blog entries written by Michelle and Jill 

and through creating a bricolage with these texts.  
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“The narrator of a tale cannot converse in a story with “types” of people. Characters in 

impressionist tales must be given names, faces, motives, and things to do if a story is to be 

told about them. More important, when a story is at stake, these supporting players must be 

given lines to speak.” (Van Maanen 1988 p105) 

I feel a responsibility to writing this well. But I’m not sure I write as a narrator, as Van Maanen 

mentions here. I have decided to sidestep that role out of a concern that I might objectify Yuma’s 

story (as discussed above). I have asked myself what does that make me in the collection of writings 

in this paper? What is my position? What are my responsibilities?  I have already suggested in this 

paper that I have a role as curator and writer. Maybe, a playwright or a director of staging? An actor, 

a participant? 

“Because we use the voices and experiences of the people we study, both for their own sake 

and as evidence of our credibility, we are constantly making writerly decisions about who 

gets to say what and how and how often.” (Richardson 1990 p39) 

I am making ‘writerly decisions’, as Richardson suggests above, though I would rather find a term 

which conflates literary and ethical to describe the decisions I have been making. I feel an obligation 

to showcase this grouping of tales. I believe it makes audible a potentially powerful story of 

contemporary injustice. The inclusion of Tanya’s tale and the travel blog entries from Uganda by two 

white Australian lesbian women contrasts with Yuma’s situation demonstrating the randomness of 

privilege based on ethnicity, economic opportunity and geography. I show or create connections 

between the focus of a conversation at an immediate level in therapeutic conversation with the 

wider socio-political issues, in the relationship between what I have termed local reflexivity and 

global reflexivity81. 

A primary question for me is how do I present these tales in a manner which is respectful to those 

involved and which does not put them at risk. I have changed many identifying details but there are 

risks one cannot anticipate. How readers may interpret or use texts or how they may be attributed to 

particular people is unpredictable and uncontrollable. For example, when I attended a workshop for 

counsellors working with lesbian and gay asylum seekers, I was shaken to read a case study which I 

thought was based on Yuma’s experiences. The detail was so close to her life stories that I asked a 

colleague who was hosting the workshop who knew of Yuma’s situation, if he had suggested her as a 

                                                                    
81 See Paper 4 in this portfolio 
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case study to the workshop presenter. He clearly hadn’t and it turned out that there are many 

common features to her story amongst lesbian asylum seekers from Uganda.  

I have been encouraged by the work of Irish Fifth Province practitioners, Imelda McCarthy and Nollaig 

Byrne to experiment with ways of creating possibilities for hearing stories which might have 

remained untold and unwitnessed.  

“As a province of possibilities in language and imagination it also becomes a province or 

domain of ethics. If those from marginalised groups are to be able to tell the stories of their 

lived experiences in a context where normative compliances are expected then we must also 

recognise that there is a danger of subjecting them to silence and co-option. (Byrne & 

McCarthy, 1995). We would hold that imposing normative expectations on marginalised 

clients without reference to their contexts of adversity constitutes a colonial therapeutic 

stance which distances us from the subjugated 'other'.” (McCarthy and Byrne 2007 p330) 

 

RISKING WRITING “AS IF” 

 

“In exploring alternative forms of writing, so do we open the door to new modes of 

relationship. Thus to hammer out forms of relational representation may bring into being 

new forms of action.” (Gergen 2009a) 

In the piece of writing ‘(Gail Imagining )Yuma’, I felt a huge sense of responsibility. In the context of 

her and my relationship and many aspects of the wider world, I am a person with privilege: I am 

white, English speaking, professional, have financial stability, have UK citizenship, I have an education 

under my belt; I have a home, a partner and a different history in relation to safety. On the other 

hand, I wear chips on my shoulder with a lesbian feminist, European Jewish, socialist Pride. These are 

cuts which speak to my metal, those of my sisters and brothers and act as a reminder of my 

responsibilities to those whose lives and life stories are at risk of erasure. They inform my 

commitment to creating opportunities for the telling of stories even if the reading or hearing of the 

story invites discomfort. I try to set out stories to invite reflexivity from the readership. In this paper, I 
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write from inside and outside of my ‘own’ experience with the responsibilities of care of a ‘fluid and 

imperfect ally” (Reynolds 2010). 

Lorraine Code is concerned to raise the problem of claiming to understand the other: 

“Often we do not understand even “our own” experiences as well as that seemingly 

sacrosanct expression of ownership implies; and only rarely can we presume to understand 

exactly how it is for someone else even of our own class, race, sexual orientation and social 

group.” (Code 1995 p27) 

In the piece of writing where I imagine Yuma sitting in the park, I am exercising an attempt at 

understanding but I am not presuming to present this as a truth of how it is for her. This writing of my 

imagining what Yuma would say, notice, be feeling is based on hours and hours of conversation, 

sitting with Yuma, being in conversation not just about or with facts but at an emotional level. She 

has had her story usurped, retold, misquoted, walked all over by the authorities. The ‘facts’ of her life 

have been paraded in public courts, evidence photocopied in colour, challenged and ripped to shreds. 

Her lived experience ripped to shreds! Her life is at stake because the legal system in the UK demands 

evidence equivalent to officially witnessed transcripts from her former life, of conversations in the 

street, abuse hurled from a passing car, a re-enactment of a shove coupled with a sneer. At times, I 

have fantasised that presenting her more mundane inner dialogue to the life-granting authorities 

would be more successful than the decontextualized parading of terrible catalogue of events always 

referred to as ‘alleged’. But, I ‘made it up’ - so it doesn’t count for anything. 

Code advises that “Questions of advocacy have to be engaged with the greatest of care.” (Code 1995 

p27). Parts of my writing do contain an agenda of advocacy. The account of my visit to Yarl’s Wood 

Removal Centre was, in some ways, a form of advocacy. While not speaking for others, I wrote so 

readers could share some of my experience and learn something. By foregrounding my own 

experience and side-lining the main character, I not only protect her from too much exposure but 

when her voice is heard, it hopefully carries more weight. 

I wrote in earlier papers in this section of the portfolio82 about reading ‘as if’ one was the writer but 

here I talk about writing ‘as if’ from within the inner dialogue of another person, Yuma. This is 

perhaps the closest out of my usages of the term to how Harlene Anderson originally imagined the 

                                                                    
82 Reading Out Loud The Writer’s Writing For The Listening Writer and Reading Gregory Bateson 
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use of her ‘as if’ exercise: to generate an intimate, detailed empathic alongside-ness (Anderson 

2005). 

I find an interesting connection to ghostwriting. Rhodes uses the metaphor of researcher as 

ghostwriter. 

“the textual practice of research as a form of ghostwriting can provide useful avenues for 

understanding the relationship between the researcher and the researched and for 

accounting for reflexivity…… In this sense, ghostwriting is used to refer to a practice where a 

researcher engages with a research participant and, as a result, creates a new text that both 

tells a story of that participant and implies the involvement of the researcher.” (Rhodes 2000 

p514) 

‘The research’ in this portfolio is all about relationships, relationships in which I am a participant and 

my task is to find ways of writing from within those relationships which reflect aspects of the 

dialogical and relationally reflexive ways of being in systemic practice relationships. Rhodes writes ‘as 

if’ he was his research participant but he becomes less visible to the reader as the writer or 

articulator of the text. In some ways, or to a degree, I render myself invisible in the piece ‘(Gail 

Imagining) Yuma’ with the hope of foregrounding her story, amplifying her voice.  The title of the 

section alludes to my role in imagining her speaking. No-one is pretending Yuma wrote this piece. I 

also include a reflection ‘by her’ on our relationship. It has some resemblance to Tomm and 

Burnham’s Internalised Other Interviewing (Tomm in Burnham 2006, Burnham 2006, Epston 2003) in 

which a therapist interviews a person ‘as if’ they were someone or something else.  

I feel encouraged to think of this kind of writing as created by taking on what Imelda McCarthy and 

Nollaig Byrne call a ‘fifth province dis-position’ (McCarthy and Byrne 2007 p3). In their writing, 

“Towards an Ethics of Imagination”, they make links between creativity and care. 

“Imagining another calls for an ethic of care. To imagine the life of an other is to adopt a 

stance of ethical responsibility towards the other. Placing such a stance within a therapeutic 

domain, which features issues of social justice, is also a political act. Thus imagining a fifth 

province dis-position in systemic therapies is, for us, about occupying a borderline territory 

between one's own world and that of those we are in conversation with.” (McCarthy and 

Byrne 2007 p330). 
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“Sometimes,” said a colleague after reading this paper, “Sometimes the old world and the new world, 

they just have to rub along together.” (Grant 2011) 

 

WRITING VOICE 

 

“How do we create texts that are vital? That are attended to? That make a difference?” 

(Richardson 1994 p517) 

 

Writing ‘(Gail Imagining) Yuma’ presented me with both ethical and technical challenges. Actually, it 

is hard to separate out the technical from the ethical. Am I borrowing her voice to write with? I think 

so. I may be lending her my articulation of my imagining of her thoughts, feelings and bodily 

responses. I may be imposing my sentence construction and language. And it may be that in 

‘imagining Yuma’, I am also writing my concerns. “I cannot dare to hope”, “I want to hear the word 

‘yet’ on the end of my sentence but it doesn’t come”. I know those feelings. There are some overlaps 

in our language now. But this isn’t totally made up. Yuma is not a ‘made up’ character. She is 

someone I know and am in moving conversation with, silent and spoken. Sometimes she has told me 

what she feels and thinks about her life, about the people she meets, the authorities, the place of her 

past in her waking and sleeping life. When I remember the conversations with Yuma, I hear her voice. 

It is the voice of an African woman from Uganda. When I ‘transcribe’ some of ‘her’ thoughts about 

her life, I hear her voice. I try to write and read it with a Ugandan accent, with an African voice in 

mind. 

I asked Yuma if this piece of writing sounded like her talking/thinking or like an Englishwoman 

speaking for her. She said it sounded how she thinks and gave me an example. But there are 

complicating issues to do with power and resources which influence the exchanges between us and 

which may create a sense of indebtedness to me.   

I am a white European woman. I am writing from the inevitable position of how she sounds to me. I 

try to find a way of speaking inner dialogue which is recognisable to me and recognisable to Yuma. 

What I haven’t done is try to write phonetically. I don’t have that level of audio observation or skill 
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and that could be very wrong and create more distance than closeness. It could be objectifying with 

my limited skills to try to capture a Ugandan accent. And how many Ugandan accents are there? 

Perhaps Yuma sounds quite English to Ugandan ears.  

I have tried to capture intonation but I write with my inner ears and read back with a listening for 

what I call ‘sounds enough like’ which I feel is the best I can hope for and offer. I associate intonation 

more with speech whereas tone I think of more connected to addressivity, to a relationship between 

writer and reader. Richardson recognises the power of the author to make ethical choices about 

using tone in writing speech: 

“Tone is revealed in many different ways, such as choice of metaphors, organization of 

material, how a quotation or a person’s experience is framed and treated by the narrator, 

what and how much the narrator lets who say and so on. Tone, consequently, becomes a way 

for the omniscient writers of qualitative research to accomplish two interlocking tasks: 

reduction of their authority over writing for others, and amplification of their credibility as 

writers of interpretive social science.” (Richardson 1990 p39) 

Whereas Ong, writes about the technical problems in trying to convey tone in speech: 

“In a text even the words that are there lack their full phonetic qualities. In oral speech, a 

word must have one or another intonation or tone of voice – lively, excited, quiet, incensed, 

resigned, or whatever.” (Ong 1989 p101) 

There are some significant differences in my position as a white European woman trying to write an 

African woman’s voice compared to the issues Toni Morrison describes as an African American 

woman struggling to overcome the voice of prejudice in what counts as ‘proper’ writing. She tries to 

capture the sound of African American people’s talk in her writing so the reader can feel, hear, see 

the scene she is describing. 

 

“Some of the writers think it’s dropping g’s. It’s not—it’s something else. It’s a putting 

together of all sorts of things. It’s cleaning up the language so the old words have new 

meanings. It has a spine that’s very biblical and meandering and aural—you really have to 

hear it. So that I never say, “She says softly”. If it’s not already soft, you know, I have to leave 
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a lot of space around it so a reader can hear that it’s soft.” (Toni Morrison quoted in Yagoda 

2004 p40) 

I have been likening writing choices to that of taking a professional stance. Imelda McCarthy and 

Nollaig Byrne suggest “that a professional stance is never 'innocent' (McCarthy, 1991; Andersen, 

1995). This is because professional discourses are shot through with normative and professional 

judgements, that inevitably collide with marginalised personal accounts. (Byrne & McCarthy, 1995)” 

(McCarthy and Byrne 2007 p330). 

Bakhtin’s idea of ventriloquation creates permissions for both the writer and the reader as “the 

taking on of voices -- is precisely to make the words spoken appear to be at a certain distance from 

the speaker's lips, in the sense of distancing the speaker from responsibility for an utterance.”  

(Tannen 2009 p6).  Perhaps my writing ‘as if’ Yuma was a form of ventriloquation, a way of creating 

distance between the speaker of the words and their writer. While Yuma is not able to write, it 

doesn’t mean she does not want her story to be told. But I am not going to tell it as she has told it to 

me. I am going to write my imagining of her and I will write in the hope that Yuma feels something 

important has been understood by me about the complexity of her experience. Describing Yuma 

sitting on a park bench in a London square with not much happening, with everything quite slowed 

down provides a contrast to the internal activity in a range of extreme feelings she experiences 

during this time, in contrast to the trauma she has experienced and still does. I create distance 

between her and the writing by titling it as me imagining her. There is distance in the descriptions of 

her relationships with me, with friends, with the authorities, with the person on the bench – none of 

which are said aloud. She is immersed in a private inner dialogue. This form of ventriloquation brings 

the thoughts closer to the reader. 

“The taking on of voices, then, is a resource by which speakers negotiate relative connection 

and power, because it allows them to introduce a persona, then borrow characteristics 

associated with that persona, to, for example, downplay the relative hierarchy between 

themselves and interlocutors or create closeness with interlocutors or with those whose 

personas they reference.” (Tannen 2009 p6) 

Bakhtin says that 
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“The word in language is half someone else's. It becomes ‘one's own’ only when the speaker 

populates it with his own intent, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it 

to his own semantic and expressive intention.” (Bakhtin, 1981, p 293) 

I think Bakhtin is here speaking of a technical exchange but hints at an issue of ethics through his use 

of the word ‘appropriates’.  This is a relational verb in that one can only appropriate something from 

someone or somewhere. And it is true that I am not attributing my imagined reflections of Yuma to 

her but to my understanding of her inner dialogue and its relationship with outer dialogues.  

In contrast, I am attributing the words of Michelle and Jill to them. Their texts are lifted without 

change from their beautifully written travel blog during their tour of Africa. They write with 

appreciation and sensitivity to their environment and speak of quite another Uganda.  

Writing with white Australian women’s voices in mind who speak through a travel blog is also a 

problem. I wanted to show up the contrast, the difference that makes a difference that really matters 

in people’s lives. But how do I do that without characterising Michelle and Jill as ‘just’ privileged 

white women? I have so much respect for each of them but I don’t know if that comes across to 

readers. It’s not their fault that the world is so black and white, that there is unfairness and injustice.  

The crude juxtapositions of these texts are designed to echo the sharpness of my parallel experience 

of colliding conversations. 

In creating an experimental space for a range of writings from the normal, restrictive formats of 

representation available, I happen upon a hospitable territory which has magical powers for 

enhancing sound like a cave with many chambers offering distorted echoes. This space is, for me, 

reminiscent of the fifth province which  

“is in itself a metaphor for multi-cultural perspectives as it refers to the possibility of holding 

together multiple stories and social realities in dialogue. As such, for us, it is a province of 

possibilities, imagination and of ethics.” (McCarthy and Byrne 2007 p330). 

By attempting  to write in a transparent, reflexive manner I am not trying to demonstrate ‘good 

therapeutic practice’, techniques or make a case for a theory. I am laying bare a muddle of thoughts 

and texts for the reader to pan in and out of and enter into some reflection about the ethics of 

writing from within practice relationships. Such writing invites the reader and the writer to consider 

the place of power in the relationships described or created through writing. 
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INCLUDING / RE-PRESENTING PARTICIPANT VOICES 

Patti Lather and Chris Smithies worked to foreground the voices of research participants in their 

research report (Lather & Smithies 1997) but some of their research participants were unhappy with 

the publication of the research. The participants felt the selection and editing of their stories by the 

researchers destroyed some of their story and was not what they had expected (Lather 2007). Lather 

speaks of the inevitable failure of feminist research as does Visweswaran who says “it seems to me 

that most ethnographic writing, and much recent feminist theory, is founded on the fiction of 

restoring lost voices” (Visweswaran 1998 p15). 

When Yuma says, “I think to myself ‘I should write. I should write about…. everything that has 

happened…..’ I have so many things I could tell. But, I cannot write.” I hear not so much a lost voice, 

as Visweswaran suggests, but a censored voice or a person traumatised into silence. The word ‘lost’ 

sounds more innocent than censored, overwhelmed, silenced or murdered. I have found it useful to 

borrow from Burnham’s practice of ‘lending someone his imagination’ in thinking about lending 

voice, courage or, indeed, borrowing their voice, courage or imagination with which to speak 

(Burnham 2003).  

Perhaps we have no choice but to be (critically) in relation to the dominant narratives around us. 

Perhaps we need to respond in order to know what they are saying (given their loud, often unspoken 

presence) and dismiss them or offer counter claims. Perhaps this links in with a both-and of a) 

systemic theory and b) “doubled epistemology where the text becomes a site of the failures of 

representation and where textual experiments are not so much about solving the crisis of 

representation so much as about troubling the very claims to represent.” (Lather 2007 p37)  

Rhodes suggests  

“research can be examined as a form of textual practice in which researchers create images 

of others and also enter those images…… In such a practice, research can be understood as a 

dialogic process where researchers are never neutral in their attempts to write about the 

lives of other people. This then leads to a need for researchers to account for their textual 

choices and their role in producing accounts of the experience of others.” (Rhodes 2000 

p511) 
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I discussed all parts of the text with Yuma. She has made some dry and humorous remarks and she 

has also been moved. She says it is important for this piece of writing to be out there so others can 

know what is going on. But this writing has done more than highlight the situation of Ugandan lesbian 

asylum seekers and specifically Yuma. It has provided material for Yuma and I to discuss in our 

conversations and she has said how important it has been for me to try to understand her situation 

as shown through my writing. Fortunately, Michelle and Jill got back safely from their travels and 

were happy to support the inclusion of their travel blog entries in this text to highlight the plight of 

Ugandan lesbians. 

 

A COMMUNITY OF VOICES 

Finally, this paper finishes with an example of living relational ethics, a care for the unknown other, 

the reader. And I am reminded how powerful it can be to experience one’s own story being heard, 

really heard, by another (White 1990 p17). 

In this email from one of the two Australian women who travelled through Uganda, Michelle 

describes her struggle to find a way of saying something to Yuma. It is a fine example of the tussle 

which can go on in inner dialogue, when trying to commit one’s inner dialogue to writing while 

anticipating the wider contexts influencing both the writer and the reader.  

I asked Michelle if I could include this whole email here in this paper. She said I could and agreed for 

me to send the email as it is to Yuma. The shy, pleased smile on Yuma’s face when we spoke about 

Michelle’s email told me that while our inner dialogues, made outer can, on occasion, be a burden for 

others, at other times, sharing them, can lighten some of the load. “I will send her an email,” said 

Yuma with a nod and a smile. 
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-------- Original Message --------  

Subject:     Yuma 

Date:     Fri, 28 Jan 2011  

From:     Michelle  

To:     Gail 

 

Hi Gail 

 

How are you? I am so sorry for the delay in my getting back to you.  When you asked me 

about the floods in Australia I spoke prematurely when I said that it wasn't near where I live.  

Whilst my place was fine, the flood that hit Brisbane affected the city centre and also 

surrounding suburbs quite badly.  I helped my very good friends, Tim and Karen to pack up 

and move most of their things out of their place and then force-evacuated them as the waters 

rose.  They lived with us from the 11th until a couple of days ago, when they shifted into a 

longer term accommodation option while they start to organise repairs.  It has been a very 

hectic time, with the community clean-up and recovery process, as well as managing 

emotional reactions to the flooding.  Tim in particular has not coped very well; however, 

whilst they are both still fragile, they are much more positive and realise that things could 

have been much worse. 

 

Learning today about the murder of David Kato83, I was propelled out of my narrowed little 

world and back into the wider world where my life is insignificant and there are far more 

important things happening to and being done by others.  It was a wake-up call to action for 

me, to email to you the consent form you asked me for weeks ago.  And to write to Yuma, a 

task I have been thinking about but haven't done - well, haven't done to satisfaction - because 

I have been unsure of exactly what I wanted to say and how to express myself.   

 

So I have attached your consent form, signed.  And below is a short message to Yuma.  I 

                                                                    

83
 David Kato was a prominent gay activist murdered in Uganda on 26th January 2011.  
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ended up completely scrapping what I had previously written, in which I wrote more about 

reflections on Uganda and my time there.  Everything I wrote just seemed so inadequate, so 

superficial and... I don't know... just not right.  I am sure that Yuma doesn't need me to write 

to her about her own country, and insensitively say both how wonderful it is and also how 

horrifying other aspects are; or to try to express my empathy for her and outrage at people's 

lack of compassion, without sounding anything other than patronising.  What I have written 

below is still not right, I don't know that it conveys my intention.  Words just seem so lacking 

in the face of Yuma's experiences and the overwhelming cruelty and injustice that just makes 

me want to say a big fat "fuck you" to the world.  And even then I would feel like an imposter 

of sorts, because for all my ranting I am still ranting it from the safety of my white middle 

class privilege.  Anyway.  Sorry for my dramatic little explosion.   

 

I do know that writing something is usually better than writing nothing, and if nothing else, I 

would like to convey to Yuma that I care, that the system is fucked and it doesn't represent 

what everyone thinks and feels, that she is so brave and I have so much respect for her 

courage and conviction to be true to herself.  But then.  Is that condescending too?  It isn't 

how it is intended, but I worry that it comes across as some kind of 'validation' which is 

something that is certainly not needed! 

 

Well - I will let you be the judge.  If you feel that my message to Yuma is appropriate, then 

please go ahead and forward it on to her for me.  You are welcome to give her my email 

address in case she would like to write to me.  If, on the other hand, you don't feel that it is 

appropriate, feel free to let me know and I am have another go...  

I sincerely hope that things are going well. 

 

Kind regards 

K. 
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______________ 

For Yuma: 

______________ 

 

Hi 

 

I am one of the privileged white Australian lesbians that Gail refers to in her 

Professional Doctorate.  My real name is Kxxxxx, and I am 27 years old.  I travelled to 

Uganda early last year with my then-partner, and spent six weeks exploring there as 

part of a longer camping trip through East and Southern Africa. 

 

Having read a little about your experiences through Gail's ghostwriting, I hope you 

don't mind me writing to you.  I want to add my voice to those of others who have 

supported you, and to let you know that there are so many others like me.  I am 

outraged by the policies and practices of the British Government (sadly my own 

country is very similar) and despite the messages their treatment must send to you, 

please know that the system does not represent the views and attitudes of all of the 

people it presides over. 

 

You are worthwhile and you are deserving of safety, respect, and love.  Through the 

very act of seeking asylum and speaking out, and for remaining true to yourself in the 

face of persecution, it is clear that you are brave and you are strong.  I sincerely hope 

that you are able to stay in the UK for as long as you need and want to.  I also hope, 

with all of my being, that one day it will be safe for you and I, and for all gay and 

lesbian people, to walk the streets of Kampala being true to ourselves, in safety and 

without fear. 

 

Thank you for sharing your experiences; my thoughts are with you 

 

K. 
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Summary 

This is a paper of two parts. In the first part I present a bricolage of voices which are juxtapositioned 

to highlight inequalities and ethical dilemmas I face as a therapist. I use a range of writing strategies 

to render audible different voices. The text is designed to be evocative, provocative and highlight 

injustice. It is written to be heard by the reader. The second part is a reflexive commentary on the 

first part of the paper. It continues with more explicit discussion of ethical dilemmas about 

representing self and other, about the matters of ethnicity, professionalism and privilege in writing 

the other into text. It addresses the political, ethical and technical challenges of capturing the sound 

of speech in general and against the backdrop of therapeutic relationships. This second section is, like 

the first part, ‘constructed’ but with the additional agenda of situating the first paper in an academic 

discourse and presenting it as a form of inquiry in that the writing leads to the emergence of new 

thoughts, connections, experimental ways of writing and presenting writing within a reflexive 

dialogical context. 
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PART 6 

WRITINGS TO END WITH 
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PAPER  25                     

CONNECTING  
A Reflection on the Impossibility and Inevitability of Pattern and Connection in Sharing Research 

Sometimes I think 
Making Connections 
is a 
greatly overrated 
therapeutic activity. 
 
Pattern must be detected. 
Molecular? Predictive? 
Controllable?  
And by an expert  
with a circular magnifying glass  
which 
When turned over 
Distances the image 
To glean more information, 
To see the whole 
in some of its context. 
 
Pan out some more  
and lay side by side  
Examples of Something, 
Writing, for example. 
Examples of writing. 
Step back,  
step forward,  
step back again. 
 
What do you make of that then? 
Can you make something of it? 
 
As I reach for one of these things in front of me 
Something sparks a connection 
- how I can use something here. 
I am connected by possibility 
And as I go to pick it up 
It melts at my touch 
I breathe in with surprise 
And yet I still feel 
I have taken something. 
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PAPER  26                    WHILE WRITING MY DOCTORATE..... 

 
Personal Professional Methodological 

 

I got cancer and got well 

again  

and I treated someone with 

cancer 

who died.  

My mum got ill and died. 

We got a replacement cat. 

I bought a laptop. 

I paid off debts. 

I went for walks,  

Travelled 190,000 miles. 

My brother moved near to 

us. 

We became active aunties. 

Kezia batmitzvahed. 

Josh did exams. 

Gwyn tired of supporting 

but carried on. 

My mother-in-law fell and 

rose 

As did my football team. 

I made new friends. 

The course team fell apart 

And eventually KCC too. 

We converted the 

basement. 

I rediscovered novels 

and became a writer. 

 

I wrote a research module 

And delivered it. 

Had a row with John 

And got over it. 

I joined two Research Ethics Committees, 

Did a presentation at the BACP Research 

Conference 

And at the Bradford Post-Grad Research 

Conference. 

And at Doncaster College R & S Forum. Twice. 

I delivered a ‘paper’ at the International 

Congress for Qualitative Inquiry in Illinois. 

Was an invited speaker at the Tavi and IFT’s 

Systemic Supervision Conference  

And wrote it up as a paper for JFT. 

Sue Wheeler invited me to teach writing to her 

doctoral students at Leicester Uni. 

I ran several workshops on writing for 

counsellors. 

I joined an international research group on 

reflexivity in research and education, 

Wrote a chapter on anti-oppressive training, 

Ran workshops on working across difference, 

Managed to do some therapy, 

Ran a lesbian parents-to-be group, 

Became a JFT reviewer 

and co-edited two journals. 

I went to KCC to discuss 

and Norway to write. 

 

I got design fever 

Felt proud of being on track 

Got distracted by life and 

death 

Took stock 

Shook my head and 

Found a new research focus 

Which made me happy 

And changed my practice. 

Found a way of describing 

my methodology. 

Developed a diagram. 

Make links and connections 

And felt part of a movement. 

I moved from monological to 

dialogical writing. 

Students followed and 

elaborated. 

I wrote about them, with 

them and to them. 

We found new ways of 

speaking. 

I did not always hear what I 

wanted to hear.  

Mostly I was excited. 

I wrote in my sleep 

And while moving around. 
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PAPER  27     

A REVIEW OF THIS RESEARCH JOURNEY:  

CREATING A CONTINUITY OF LEARNING 

 

Introduction 

This paper shares some of the effects of this research and gives examples of how they are being (and 

may go on to be) useful to the profession of systemic practice and for colleagues in the wider fields of 

counselling and psychotherapy, research and education.  

The first part of this paper starts with a summary of theoretical and practice developments and the 

second part shares a number of examples of how the research has been making an impact for others.  

I conclude with some dreams and imaginings of future possibilities for myself and others. 

**************************** 

REVIEWING THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF THIS RESEARCH AND WHAT THIS MIGHT OFFER 

OTHERS 

Methodological Adventures 

This research has drawn on a number of forms of inquiry. I have used writing as a form of inquiry 

both in generating material and as a means of reflexively considering the material. As part of my use 

of writing as a form of inquiry, I employed autoethnography as a method which allowed for much 

transparent sharing of inner dialogue with the reader. Readers were able to witness some of my 

decision making process that goes on in inner dialogue for therapist, tutors and supervisors and how 

bound up decision making is with an ethical concern for self and other. In my introductory paper, 

Writing (as) Systemic Practice (Paper 6), I express some frustration with the limits of 

autoethnography in a professional context which foregrounds a social constructionist interest in 
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relationality. I start to propose relational ethnography as perhaps a better description of my research 

writing. There hasn’t been anything substantial written about relational ethnography and I think this 

is a potentially useful area for further development for the field of systemic inquiry and practitioner-

researchers in general. Writing as a form of inquiry also allowed for some literary adventures and 

creative responses. I flirt with parody and irreverence as forms of inquiry: what can be learned or 

seen or heard differently when going out on a limb and creating alternative forms of talk. There are 

reflections on the methodologies throughout most of these papers: some on the use of reflexive 

dialogical writing in a practice context, others in a research context. The discussion of methodology is 

situated in almost each of the discreet papers so as to provide a response to a specific practice 

context. I think I would have lost some of the richness of reflection if I had limited methodological 

discussion to a methods section. In addition, I include in this portfolio two papers which aim to set a 

broader methodological context for systemic practice research. The first proposes Systemic Inquiry as 

a form reflexive action research with an activist agenda, ‘Praction’ Research (Paper 4). The second 

paper proposes Systemic Inquiry as a form of Qualitative Inquiry (Paper 5). Both papers aim to build 

bridges between systemic theory and research theory and encourage systemic practitioners to feel 

confident about their existing ways of inquiring and to feel part of a broader community of caring and 

inquiring people beyond systemic practice. They set an theoretical, ethical and practical context to 

help me develop an account for the use of qualitative inquiry methods in a systemic practice context. 

The feedback from doctoral and masters students and colleagues on the drafts of these papers has 

been very encouraging. 

Experimental writing 

It has been important to have created permission for myself to experiment with how to echo the 

sounds and values of everyday systemic practice relationships in research writing. I found the 

traditional format of a research dissertation was restricting of my imagination and my hearing. In 

declaring I was writing an experimental sheaf of separate papers, the structural permissions allowed 

for a looseness which generated many creative responses to serious issues and dilemmas and a 

light-hearted treatment of some dense theory. I tried to work an audible sense of the conversation 

and addressivity into all the writings which treated the reader as a conversational partner. I wrote 

from within relationships rather than about them.  I explored inner dialogue through the slowed 

down time of writing talk.  
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I listened out for ways of capturing the cacophony of voices in inner dialogue and how each voice 

needed its own response. I experimented with sharing my ‘own’ reflexive dialogical writings with the 

people who had provoked a need in me to reflect through writing. Our conversations often moved us 

into writing exchanges and opened up new areas of talk and even new styles of talk. I experimented 

with capturing the sound of talk in writing for a listening dialogical reader. I gave over a whole 

section of papers to the matter of sound and voice in reading and writing, and the impossibility of 

the writer directing meaning in the text for the reader.  

Throughout this portfolio, I have responded to theory and writings in a contextually responsive way. 

A separate Literature Review, would have pre-focused my field of view and I might not have become 

interested in an emergent range of theory. I also wanted to experiment with whether I could do 

justice to theory in other ways. My first attempt was the Radio Panel (Paper 18) in which I wanted to 

provide theory but in a more conversational manner so I gave the participants on the panel scripts in 

which they spoke their own words or quoted others as part of the panel conversation.  Other texts to 

be heard, seen in one’s mind’s eye, are the performance pieces involving two characters, Voice of G-

d and Fellow Writer who meet on four occasions in this portfolio (Papers 10, 13, 16, 19). The 

characters debate a number of theoretical, ethical and practical matters to do with writing in a 

relational context, relational ethics, addressivity, temporality, relational technologies in writing and 

talking and so on. This work goes some way towards animating theory and practices which may have 

held less dimensionality or live-ness if presented as a dry summary of the ideas of others.  

As I have pointed out in various places, experimental writing is not simply an adventure in employing 

literary techniques. It is an ethical matter and ethically motivated. There are hardly any of the 

writings, including the ‘dilemmic poems’, which do not address the problem of relational ethics. I 

have been influenced by the challenge posed by the work of John Shotter of how to write from within 

relationships rather than about them. I think this batch of reflexive dialogical writings goes some way 

towards achieving this in a number of ways. 

I faced some stretching technical and ethical challenges. In the papers, ‘Writing for Readers: a 

challenge for practitioner researchers’ (Paper 12) and ‘Writing for a Wider Audience’ (Appendix VII), 

I faced the reflexive dialogical problem of how to write for readers and a public audience through 

teaching ‘writing for readers’ and ‘writing for a public audience’ to students. I wanted to 

demonstrate this concern theoretically and practically with coherence in my writing style. I wanted to 

show that writing about dialogical writing could be done through writing dialogically. The final 
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paper ‘Writing Voices from Practice with a Social Justice Agenda’ (Paper 24) was written from a 

position of instability, anxiety and outrage. I felt a commitment to showing the ad hoc, crazy 

juxtapositions in society and in the working life of a therapist. I experimented with ghost-writing as a 

means of saying something without usurping someone else’s voice or objectifying them. I don’t know 

if it works. It is a work fraught with ethical dilemmas and relational risk-taking but, as one of the 

participants84 says, “I do know that writing something is usually better than writing nothing” and 

where I come from, there is a saying from the early AIDS campaigns “Silence = Death”. So this 

attempt at bricolage was a form of research with an activist agenda. I discuss many aspects of 

relational ethics in the second part of the paper which acts as a space for reflection and debate.  

There is one more point I could add in this section and it is about the shaping of a practice doctorate. 

Experimenting with reflexive dialogical writing as a systemic practice has offered me freedom to 

develop ethical and playful responses to research challenges. I hope to show colleagues in the field 

that researching even the most difficult and complex topics can be an exciting and energising process 

and can be researched with a methodology which reflects our practice methodology. I am committed 

to dispelling the myth that doctorates involve an inevitable sentence of hard and miserable labour 

and the learning of an altogether foreign way of doing and being. I hope this doctoral portfolio will 

add to the range of stories for systemic practitioner-researchers about what a systemic practice 

doctorate can look like and feel they have a choice about whether to be led by the same relationally 

responsive practice values we use in systemic practice. 

 

Many things all moving 

The research has been written with a reader in mind and in the form of self-contained papers with 

the hope of making them accessible for colleagues in the fields of counselling and psychotherapy 

practice, supervision, training and research. I have produced a batch of writings about reflexive 

dialogical writing about and from within systemic practice relationships. I have done this in a variety 

of ways for a variety of audiences: some systemic, some for a generic therapy audience, for trainees 

and their tutors, for supervisors and supervisees, for therapists and clients, for practitioner-

researchers and their supervisors. I give more specific examples below of where and how the 

research has been making a difference in the field.  

                                                                    
84 Michelle in her email to me (Paper 24). 
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I think the writings here, my other publications and presentations at conferences, my teaching 

practice are all working to engage people in the important matters of how we can write about our 

practice with a relational sensitivity, with a concern for relational ethics, with a transgressive 

creativity which allows for a range of stories to be told and heard, which speaks to the complexity of 

inner and outer dialogue and in which our conversational partners have some authorship in the texts.  

I have had some wonderful feedback from people. Following a workshop I presented at the ‘Training 

in a Woman’s Voice’ conference at the Kensington Consultation Centre in July 2009, I came across a 

review of this workshop in the magazine, Context. It was not my best presentation by far. I’m not 

being modest. I was unsettled and just acted in an improvised manner. Here is an extract from the 

review. 

Workshop 3 – Gail Simon 

“As previously stated, I have had a lifelong interest in language and words as well as social 

justice. It was inevitable then that I would be keen to attend this workshop, which I found to 

be so powerful that I couldn’t talk afterwards. […] My own sense of passion and desire to 

change things was ignited by this workshop.” 

Iona Cook, RMN and Family Therapist, Context, December 2010 

I was very surprised and moved by this. I don’t know the writer and I felt embarrassed and honoured 

to have the conversation from this workshop spoken about with such inspiration. I felt pleased to 

have another opportunity to hear that what I have been writing about and grappling with really 

makes sense for other people. I am hopeful that in a few years’ time, many of the ideas in this 

portfolio will have found their place in the mainstream practices of writing in the field of counselling 

and psychotherapy and will have been elaborated on by others. I see these texts as transitional ideas 

for this era only. They are not objects of permanence. They are conversations which may find a 

temporary audience and transitional use. 
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I want to write my thesis on sheets of thin ice 

and watch the print  

watch all those carefully formed lines of letters 

bleed blue-black 

and sink under the heat of one degree centigrade 

lost forever into a bank of deep white snow. 

Gone. 

 

but 

    I’d like the results of the research 

    to linger in and around the edge  

         of professional conversations 

  and change the shape 

of practitioner writing 

 

 

From my notes: May 2008 

 

 

WHO ELSE HAS BEEN AFFECTED BY THIS RESEARCH PROCESS AND HOW? 

I have had some amazing, moving experiences during these doctoral years. Not all of them were 

described in the texts presented in this portfolio. There has been much spilling out and flowing back 

of other activities connected to the research in focus. I feel these other things warrant their inclusion 

in this portfolio. It may be most useful to mention some examples as a way of showing how the ideas 

and practices from this research portfolio have moved out into the wider communities of systemic 

practice, counselling and research. 

So much has happened over this time, so many conversations, passing remarks, lengthy and briefly 

written responses, reactions to conference presentations, talks with a multitude of students….. Too 

many things to cover here in entirety. This is a selection of things which have stood out for me or 

which I simply managed to remember. 
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 Participants in the research 

 

Something special has happened as a result of the research in most of my practice 

relationships. I feel the therapy or the supervision or whatever has moved us into a more 

inquiring collaboration. There is much more of a feel of shared investigation, more sharing of 

‘expertise’. Several clients, supervisees and trainees have told me how they have felt an 

increased sense of participation and choice in our conversations as a result of my increased 

transparency through writing. We have noted how our conversations expand with, through 

and after writing. It takes us to new places, some of them quite important. I think, from what 

I have noticed and some things people have said or written that they are pleased, proud 

even, that their writings are valued by me and others and have valued their own ideas and 

their contribution to the field of therapy and/or the wider community. Some people have 

been surprised by how much I notice or ‘know’ of them as comes through in my writing. I 

think this has so far been met with pleasure. Some supervisees and trainees have responded 

to the research by expressing their pre-existing interest in writing about practice and have 

taken up some of the ideas in these papers. A number of clients, supervisees and trainees 

have expressed a commitment to contributing to the development of this area of practice. I 

feel the relationships with research participants have been joint adventures with all parties 

learning something of use. 

 

 Systemic therapists, systemic supervisors and teachers of systemic therapy 

Some of texts included in this portfolio directly address systemic practitioners whereas others 

use systemic-social constructionist-collaborative-dialogical ideas to speak to a wider 

theoretical audience.  

I have had very encouraging feedback on my paper ‘Self-Supervision, Surveillance and 

Transgression’ (Appendix VIII), initially from the reviewers (published in the Journal of Family 

Therapy 2010) and since from many systemic colleagues. I originally delivered this paper as a 

keynote address at the 2007 Systemic Supervision Conference hosted by the Tavistock Clinic 

and the Institute of Family Therapy. I worked on this paper with a lot of help from colleagues 

to get the sound of ‘talk’ into a paper intended for reading. I was surprised at how much 

difference was required to stop addressing a live group audience and address a solitary and 
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remote reader. The paper is now required reading on the Systemic Supervision Trainings at 

the Tavistock Clinic, at the University of Leeds  and at The Relate Institute. 

The paper ‘Writing as Talk’ (Paper 9) is almost ready for submission to a journal. My informal 

reviewers have said that they found the practices and the theories really useful and 

supportive and have started using ideas from the paper in their practice.  I have passed on 

feedback to 'Susan' who has appreciated how valuable her sharing her ideas with me has 

become and will become for the systemic therapy field. I am hopeful that through several of 

these papers, systemic practitioners will find an easy step to using writing as a reflexive 

dialogical to extend conversations with people and become more interested in the 

possibilities and intricacies of listening to inner and outer dialogue and the relationship 

between the two. 

Feedback from final year systemic masters students and doctoral students who read drafts of 

‘Praction Research: A Model for Systemic Inquiry’ (Paper 4) and ‘Systemic Inquiry as a form 

of Qualitative Inquiry’ (Paper 5) was that they found the papers very easy to follow and 

useful in creating connections between systemic practice and research methodology. This 

was very significant feedback to me as I wrote these papers for exactly this group of systemic 

research students in response to what I felt was a gap in the literature. I feel sufficiently 

encouraged by the feedback to submit them to journals. 

Gwyn Whitfield and I acted as guest editors for the October 2010 edition of systemic 

magazine, Context in response to The Pink Practice, a lesbian and gay systemic therapy 

practice, celebrating its twenty year anniversary. The act of editing Context and giving 

encouragement and 'realistic' feedback to practitioner-writers was an important learning 

experience which directly benefitted from this research project and contributed to it. Giving 

feedback to experienced and inexperienced practitioner-writers was a delicate responsibility 

and one, which, from the writers' feedback, I think we managed well. It felt like a big 

responsibility within the systemic community. We had a huge amount of very enthusiastic 

feedback from readers who were excited by this collection of writings.  

In the paper which Gwyn and I prepared for this edition, ‘Transgressive Lives, Transgressive 

Practices’ (Appendix IX), we wrote a piece which set a context as to why, as lesbian 

therapists, we turned to social constructionist systemic therapy. It was a nice thing to do, to 
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retrace our steps moving between theory, living politics and therapeutic practice. And the 

two anecdotes from practice happened to include writing - again as a relational activity, as an 

act of community, creating community. 

A shorter version of ‘Writing Voices from Practice with a Social Justice Agenda’ (Paper 24) 

triggered expressions of anger and deep sadness and gratitude to 'Yuma' for sharing her story 

which I have passed on to her. 

I have been co-editing a special issue of The Research and Scholarship Journal of University 

College Doncaster on the research of The Relate Institute. This has involved encouraging and 

supporting experienced practitioners who are not experienced at writing for a public 

audience. 

I have been teaching on the Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice at the University of 

Bedfordshire with the next cohort. I notice how much I have learned through this doctoral 

process when I speak with these students. I am preparing a proposal with a colleague for the 

University of Bedfordshire to continue to offer this unique programme.  

 

 Counsellors and psychotherapists, supervisors and trainers from most schools of 

therapy 

I have written papers with a more eclectic audience in mind. I have used systemic values and 

theories to set a context but in quite a low key way so as not to put off people who are not 

familiar with the theory. The themes are relevant to the broader field of counselling and 

psychotherapy. I have presented these ideas at conferences and had very positive feedback 

resulting in invitations to do further teaching presentations. 

I have presented a workshop 'Writing for Readers: a Challenge for Practitioner Researchers' 

at the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy Research Conference in 2009. 

It was very well received by attendees. The chair of this session was Andrew Reeves, the 

Editor of Counselling and Psychotherapy Research Journal. He recommended me to several 

counselling courses for teaching sessions on the subject to several training courses. 
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Professor Sue Wheeler, Counselling Dept, University of Leicester, then invited me to teach 

doctoral students in counselling 'Writing Research: a Relational Activity'. They became 

enthused with a subject they had not previously considered. After that session, one of the 

doctoral students, for whom English was not their first language, asked me to help her find a 

writing style and we entered into some interesting and useful (to both of us) conversations 

about how to write creatively within a traditional academic format.  

I have run several workshops and teaching sessions through The Relate Institute on 'Writing 

for Publication' and 'Writing with Clients'. In these workshops, I have noticed a need to have 

more discussion about ethics. So while, for example, I used a PowerPoint handout to present 

stylistic and practice matters to hold in mind in Writing for Publication, the issue of relational 

ethics with people to be written 'about' and with employing organisations and professional 

bodies, has formed the bulk of the conversation during these various sessions. I have written 

about this in the paper ‘Writing for a Public Audience’ (Appendix VII).  

In the papers ‘Writing for Readers: A challenge for practitioner-researchers’ (Paper 12) and 

‘Writing for a Public Audience’ (Appendix VII), I develop a creative way of raising many of 

the concerns faced by practitioners considering how to write about practice. I experimented 

with writing in an autoethnographic style which might help both tutors and students see into 

the thinking behind the responses of me-as-tutor and connect to the complex issues linking 

teaching and writing. Both are relational activities with a constant series of ethical choices in 

which needs to privilege and how best to co-ordinate with the other.  

One of the things I have felt able to bring to writing for counselling practitioners from other 

theoretical approaches, is a systemic perspective on relational ethics, on rule-bound and rule-

creating professional discourses, and to understand transgressive practices as pragmatic, 

responsive gestures. It has been warming to see and hear practitioners grow in confidence 

and find a way forward to write about and from within their practice relationships. 

At this year’s British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy Research Conference, I 

am presenting a paper, ‘A relational turn for qualitative research in counselling and 

psychotherapy?’ I feel relationality is the next big thing for counselling and practice research. 

It’s a big ethical shift and I am anticipating it feeling a very comfortable development for 
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therapists from an individualised discourse but will need much theoretical and ethical 

brokering.   

 

 Students and teachers of counselling and psychotherapy research 

Students are the future custodians and leaders of the profession. They are an important 

audience for much of my research as they are engaged in critical thinking during their 

training, immerse themselves in novel ideas and practices and can grapple with all kinds of 

papers. They also need support to hear what matters to them and develop independence of 

thought and an ability to fit with the needs of the people with whom they are working. Much 

of my writing is intended to bridge theories and practices and create practical permissions to 

act creatively with relational ethics in mind. 

Students need to have available ways of writing from within practice and find ways of doing 

research which echo the values and practices of their own working relationships. This 

research introduces theoretical and ethical links between systemic therapeutic practices and 

areas of qualitative research theory. In the current climate which leans towards a 

quantitative form of evidence based research, I feel committed to creating examples of 

research which centralises the reflexive, dialogical and collaborative elements of systemic 

practice. This has been successful with my students on the MSc Relationship Therapy, a 

research degree. They have experimented with ways of writing and conducting research 

which are coherent with their clinical practice and producing of new narratives or ideas. 

During the course of my doctorate, I have written and taught the research modules for an 

MA Relationship Therapy (a qualifying course) and the entire MSc Relationship Therapy 

programme. They have provided opportunities to introduce writing as a dynamic, reflexive 

and relational process. The MSc students have produced examples of exciting creative writing 

styles about counselling or to present their research. They have also written with more 

mindfulness about stylistic and ethical decisions they are taking when writing.  

I have been asked to teach research alongside colleagues without experience of teaching 

research so they can learn how to teach the research methods module mentioned above. 

Now that I am writing this, I see I may need to ask them what kind of conversations they 
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would find useful about teaching research. One colleague recently remarked how much I 

have learned in the last few years. It is quite amazing to me. Even though I have this feeling 

of stepping through an ever-widening gateway, I clearly have a lot more learning than I did 

five years ago. 

I have had some really heart-lifting praise on my conversational style of assessment 

feedback to students' work from Dr Claire Lennie, University of Manchester, in her role as 

the external examiner for the MSc Relationship Therapy. For me, marking and assessment 

feedback are an opportunity to demonstrate to students and colleagues the ethical aspects 

of dialogical addressivity and the creative relational possibilities in 'feedback' on a person's 

academic and professional development while still working within an academic framework. 

This is an area which I am keen to write a paper / chapter about. 

The students I have been working with over the course of my doctoral studies have offered 

me some challenging and useful feedback on my writing. They have been research 

participants, collaborators and critics. I have felt very proud of the risks students have taken 

to hear the voices with which they needed to write and who have gone on to produce some 

very fine pieces of writing. 

Most of the papers in this portfolio are written with counselling and therapy students in 

mind. They are the most likely consumers of articles out of need or interest.  

 

 Researchers from outside of qualitative inquiry 

I had a paper accepted at The Post-Graduate Student Research Conference at the University 

of Bradford which was hosted by their Department of Social Sciences and Peace Studies. It 

was on 'Writing Research - A Challenge for Practitioner Researchers'. It was a fascinating 

experience - for most people there, I think - to attend presentations and present to people 

from very different disciplinary backgrounds and methodologies, philosophies and ethics.  I 

had to work harder to set a context for this research. The post-graduate researchers had a 

range of responses to my presentation. Some were amazed at ‘what counts as research’ and 

others thrilled and found the research inspiring and daring.  
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I have been participating in an international symposium on teaching reflexivity and my 

colleagues who are from management and organisational studies, find the ideas I have to 

bring extend their own thinking and practices.  

 

 Researchers from within Qualitative Inquiry 

I presented a paper at the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry at the University of 

Illinois in May 2010 on 'Dialogical Writing: A Challenge for Practitioner-Researchers'. It was 

there, in speaking to a group of academics, that I found myself storying a relationship 

between Systemic Inquiry as a form of Qualitative Inquiry. I needed to build bridges for this 

audience and I realised they were easy to identify. I am grateful for that opportunity as I 

stumbled into connections I felt but had not needed - or, perhaps, been able - to articulate 

before then. 

I feel that my research presentations foreground the context of practitioner-research with all 

the relational ethics that are involved which may be different to or additional to non-practice 

based research relationships. Practitioner research is a  'growth' area in qualitative research 

and I believe systemic practice has something special to offer in terms of relational 

understandings of reflexivity, attention to research relationships and the co-construction of 

meaning. I hope my papers can act as a stepping stone in this journey. 

I am presenting two very different papers at the 2011 International Congress of Qualitative 

Inquiry: i) ‘Writing Inquiry as a Transformational Challenge to Power in Therapeutic 

Practice’ and  ii) ‘No-one is Illegal: Autoethnography as Lesbian Activism’ (a part of Paper 

24) which is part of symposium or panel, ‘Lesbians Crossing Borders’, with three other 

lesbian women reading writing for performance. 

 

 Managers of counselling and psychotherapy services and trainings 

I think that some of my writings and presentations are already impacting on the choice of 

teaching methods, curriculum content in a teaching context. This can also filter down to 

counselling centres where I hope that managers will allow for a broader acceptance of what 
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counts as good practice. A colleague and I are planning some new training programmes for 

supervisors and counselling centre managers from outside of systemic practice to realign 

the boundaries of a relationally ethics led idea of good practice. 

 

 Journal Editors, Publishers and Reviewers 

I have had some interesting email exchanges about the paper ‘Writing for Readers: A 

Challenge for Practitioner Researchers’ (Paper 12) which I submitted to a counselling and 

psychotherapy research journal. I have raised issues about what counts as practice research 

and entered into an interesting and important dialogue with them about methodological 

issues and the brief of the journal. It is a conversation in progress. 

I have become a peer reviewer for both the Journal of Family Therapy and for the 

International Journal for Collaborative Therapies. I have noticed my reviews to peers have 

benefited from this research in that I have confidence to be encouraging of writer's creativity. 

I have been appreciating the joint responsibility of protecting the uniqueness and quality 

standards of journals but also to being bold and anticipating where there may be room for 

growth or change in the life of a publication.  

I expect journal editors and reviewers are changed when we read each other's reviews. It is 

an important area of reflexive dialogical writing. I have, myself, had some good reviews which 

were encouraging, clear, critical and appreciative. I have experienced others which were so 

negative and narrow that they could have discouraged anyone from ever writing again. In this 

sense I feel confident as a result of my research to articulate publicly why it is in the best 

interest of our profession to find supportive ways of encouraging writers while maintaining 

standards. 
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DREAMS, IMAGININGS, HOPES  

 I am planning to write a book on Writing (as) Systemic Practice or perhaps with a more generic 

relational title for the counselling and psychotherapy communities. 

 I plan to submit some of these papers to journals. 

 I want to write a paper on written responses to students’ work in the context of training and 

assessment. 

 I am hoping to continue to learn by teaching doctoral students and by witnessing colleagues 

teaching doctoral students. 

 I hope to continue to run workshops and groups for practitioners who want to write about their 

practice and have three workshops planned for this year. 

 I want to enthuse trainees and fellow practitioners with excitement for research and claim a 

space within this arena and use it to further our learning as a community. 

 I hope to continue to find the experience and courage to forge links between the different 

schools of counselling research and between the fields of counselling and qualitative inquiry. 

 I want to learn and talk more about relational ethics. 

 I hope to learn more about sound, embodied responsivity and listening. 

 I want to have a go at writing the Voice of G-d and Fellow Writer into a performance piece for a 

therapy conference. 

 I want to read everything I did read but see what else I hear and learn a second time around. And 

I want to read things I should have come across but didn’t. 

 I would like to have that feeling of confidence more often which I have noticed a few times 

recently when teaching on the subject of reflexive dialogical writing or writing as a form of 

inquiry or on systemic inquiry.  
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Through the Gateway.... 

When I look back, I realise that I thought of a doctorate as a journey with a beginning, middle and an 

end. And certainly we were encouraged to work with an end-in-view by the doctoral teaching team. 

But, I must say, the process at this point feels like playing a video game when, in completing one 

level, a player automatically proceeds to another level. As I am finishing this project – meaning in this 

moment of binding work done so far with an examination of its worthiness – I feel as if I am passing 

through a gateway and as I move from one space into another, the horizon widens and the light 

shows up so many more vistas and much more detail than I had anticipated. I am walking out into a 

whole new world of texts and practices, sensitivities and possibilities. 
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85 Reproduced with kind permission of Junyoung Park 
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Appendix I 

Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice Programme Handbook Excerpts on 

Description of Course Ethos 2006 

A program for people in practice providing opportunities for developing sophisticated ways of 
working, creating exceptional relational achievement. The award of the degree is subject to the 
presentation of materials used in innovative practice(s), together with a commentary inter-relating 
the practice(s) to research literature, making a portfolio. 

The Professional Doctoral Program is unique, in that it focuses on practice as developed by the 
participants in the program, often working together as members of the research school. 

The program is designed to include innovative material in the formulation of novel, maybe daring, 
practice(s) that create energy and life enhancing "nourishment" for both the practitioner and the 
situations they work in, as well as for the people they work with. Through the application of reflecting 
processes within the ongoing conduct of the practice, attention to the crucial details of the practice 
will grow out of the interests and enthusiasm of the practitioner. This will reflect back into the 
program, so that as the practice research develops, so specific methods of working will be created, 
refined, savored and shared with others within the program's research school. 

The practice will be innovative, creative and grounded in relation to those who might benefit from 
the methods used. Ethical reflection will be included as a central part of the evolution in the program. 
This will entail broadening and deepening the focus for the practice. The program will provide for 
creating and expanding relationships between practice and commentary and theoretical 
considerations, such that new theoretical commentary and theoretical considerations, such that new 
theoretical dimensions are fashioned out of the reflection on the developing practice. The practice 
will make a contribution to the learning of others through the innovative and refined activities in 
working with others - another aspect of the program's research school. 

The background to the program is based on the perspective that managers, leaders, consultants and 
therapists, for example, create excellent practice through engaging with clients, other people at work 
and others in similar fields who may possess a diversity of practice. At the beginning of the program 
participants will form learning contracts with other group members so that, through the engagement 
with each other, learning is developed and the course of practice is formulated with each other in the 
research school program. 

Thus participants of the program draw on each other's resources and knowledge. The groups that are 
formed will be central to the learning. Course staff will facilitate the learning events and processes 
together with program participants. Course staff will be available for coaching, advice, tutoring and 
sharing in the processes of the program. 
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Appendix II 

RESEARCH PROPOSAL FOR PROFESSIONAL DOCTORATE IN SYSTEMIC PRACTICE 

 

A PRACTICE CONTEXT FOR THE RESEARCH 

RESEARCH FOCUS 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

THE RESEARCH PORTFOLIO 

HOPES FOR OUTCOMES OF THE RESEARCH 

REFERENCES 

------------------------------------------------- 

A PRACTICE CONTEXT FOR THE RESEARCH  

 

If ‘life’ had not intervened by creating interruptions in my doctoral studies I may well have just ploughed ahead 

with the original project. I may not have come to the realisation that I did not need to invent a specific research 

project for a practice doctorate but that it was enough and appropriate to explore the rich and fascinating 

detail of my existing working practices. I found that some of what I was interested in was already occurring 

spontaneously and I became curious about how opportunities arose for extending conversations, meaning, 

trust and so on and ways of speaking publicly of these practices. This shift situated the practice and focus of 

inquiry directly into the lived practice of everyday conversations. Inquiry into existing practice replaced the idea 

of an additional research project. I spent an exciting and productive second year of my doctorate experimenting 

with styles of writing which lent themselves to writing about and from within different areas of systemic 

practice.  

I think of systemic practices as guided by ethical concerns, as working to decentre power, as a shared and 

sharing process. Some of the practices which form a backdrop to this inquiry include working with and 

alongside people (Anderson 2007, Shotter 2004), an open exchange of ideas (Roberts 2005), an openness to be 

changed (Leppington 1991, Burnham 1992).  

I have found that reflexive writing can be useful in therapeutic, supervisory and training conversations. 

Examples will come from work with people in therapy through The Pink Practice86, supervisory conversations 

both a private context
87

 and in Bradford Relate
88

 and training courses through the Relate Institute
89

. These 

                                                                    
86 The Pink Practice is a systemic therapy practice based in London serving the lesbian, gay and queer 
communities. It has been in existence since 1989 and I am one of the co-founders. 
87 Systemic supervision groups in Manchester. 
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institutions are happy for me to negotiate with individuals as to whether and how our conversations are 

represented and used as part of this research and for wider public presentation.  

 

RESEARCH FOCUS 

Reflexive writing has been playing an increasingly useful role in conversations with myself and with others. It 

has created and extended opportunities for transparency, collaborative meaning making and new ways of 

communicating. I have found it useful to move between talking and writing in therapy sessions where people 

find talking a less accessible means of expressing themselves. In addition to people finding it helpful to extend 

their talk through writing, I have become very interested in how my talk has been affected by the feedback 

arising out of collaborative writing. For example, despite my attempts to share my thinking openly with people, 

they have been surprised on reading a broader range of my thoughts than I have thought to share with them 

and they have encouraged me to share more of my responses with them. This has changed how I speak with 

people and it has changed my ideas about when to use writing  as a means of speaking with each other. For 

example, I now use collaborative and reflexive writing with people for whom spoken talk is not identified as 

restrictive. I have also been experimenting with reformatting the written or spoken words of others and asking 

people what difference it makes to read their own words set out as I heard them. Sometimes I intersperse their 

words with my inner talk responses. We seem to get a lot out of each other’s writings. These practices position 

people differently in relation to their own words and make more audible my hearing of their words and their 

hearing of my responses.  

 

So the work is based around the spontaneous emergence of a mix of spoken and written exchanges. It involves 

reflection on a widening of tellings of these anecdotes through the collaborative meaning making activities of 

participants, of writer and reader. I am calling this set of practices relational panecdotalism. 

I am reflecting on the different opportunities for collaboration in writing and speaking, about the emergent 

relationship between writer and reader, about how one writes intonation, pace and whatever else voice sounds 

like. I feel an ethical obligation to try and capture some of what a conversation sounds like or feels like to me, 

to share that with others so they can respond and add to the chiasmic element of relational activity  (Shotter 

2004) – not with a view to any notion of accurate recording so much as creating opportunities to respond to 

how we hear each other, make sense of and react to the other and how to go in conversation. The presence of 

a research process is also of interest to me as a practitioner. Despite the conversations not being research-led, I 

find that the research does heighten the degree of reflexivity I am experiencing in everyday work and my 

commitment to extending the boundaries of my practice. It feels important therefore to track and develop an 

account of the reflexive relationship between the research and systemic practice. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
88 Bradford Relate offers relationship therapy to families, couples and individuals. 
89 The Relate Institute is the training arm of Relate counselling services. I teach on two of the Masters level 
courses in Relationship Therapy. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS (IN PROGRESS) 

 

1 Working Relationships 

1a. How does reflexive writing by and for myself in and about systemic practice change or enhance my working 

relationships?  

1b. What differences do I hope reflexive writing and the research might make to these relationships? 

1c. How can I use reflexive writing in a way which fits with and possibly extends some of the systemic principles 

of transparency, collaborative meaning making and reflexivity?  

1d. What opportunities are created through sharing and collaboration in reflexive writing with people with 

whom I am working? 

1e. What sorts of collaborative practices are we engaged in? 

1f. What emerges from these practices? 

1g. What learning can there be for myself and others? 

 

2 Writing with and for others 

2a. How might I find a writing style for speaking about experience from within a conversation which reflects a 

coherence with the lived experiences being described?  

2b. How can I use writing about intimate conversations in a more public way?  

2c. How should I to take the reader into account when writing? 

2d. How am I changed by the reader writing back? 

 

3 Research Methodology 

3a. What kind of research methodologies lend themselves to a systemic practice context? 

3b. How does the backdrop of research inquiry enter into the self and relational reflexivity of systemic practice? 

3c. How can I push the boundaries of existing knowledge to further learning for myself and colleagues and 

extend ideas about what counts as useful in academic and practice contexts? 
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RESEARCH DESIGN   

 

Methodologies 

Overall, I would say this research falls in the zone of qualitative inquiry and is a form of action inquiry (Torbert, 

Reason & Bradbury, Barge & Pearce). 

 It draws on methodologies from  

 reflexive research (Etherington 2004; Finlay & Gough 2003) 

 autoethnography (Bailey 2005; Bochner & Ellis 2001; Ellis 2004; Reed-Danahay 1997) 

 writing (Bolton 2005; Clough 2000; Hunt & Sampson 2005; Richardson 2003; Shotter 2004; 

Wittgenstein 1966;) 

 performance ethnography (Denzin 2003)  

 transgression (Agar 2006; hooks 1994; Lather 1994, 2007; Richardson 2003; Shotter 1997) 

 

Criteria for the research 

I have found it helpful to include criteria for the inquiry which connect with the above methodologies. This 

creates some guidance for me in what to include or emphasise. The criteria are also intended to offer guidance 

to the reader and assessor.  

Denzin (Denzin 2003) identifies different sets of criteria which are useful for reading and writing performance. 

Aside from thinking of the activities of reading and writing as performative activities, I think of the systemic 

practices of therapy, teaching and supervision as performative in as much as they involve storytelling, hold 

ethical and aesthetic responsibilities, always occur in a relational context and practitioners expose themselves 

to a public accountability. 

The research methodologies I am drawing on are useful because they situate the inquiry in the personal and 

interpersonal but there are not many examples as yet of research into therapeutic practice from within 

practice. Research into psychotherapy tends to be dominated by outcome measures at present. It would be 

inappropriate for me to use established criteria measuring outcomes of therapy or supervision as this is not my 

objective. Instead, I have chosen criteria from the theoretical and practice relatives (Bochner 2000; Clough 

2000; Denzin 2000; Ellis, 2000; Richardson 2000b, 2000c) closest to what it is I wish to research in systemic 

practice. However, because the researchers are not inquiring into and out of a therapeutic practice context or 

therapeutic teaching context, I am considering additional or amended criteria to ensure all aspects of my 

research are covered. Furthermore, I may amend some of the language to make for coherence with systemic 

theory. This will form part of a more elaborate discussion elsewhere in the portfolio.  

A brief list of criteria-under-formulation includes: 

 A substantive contribution: extending / challenging boundaries 
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 Literary value 

 Relational, dialogical situatedness – involving self and relational reflexivity; critical and appreciative 

responses with conversational partners within working relationships and within the worlds of systemic 

and research theory. 

 Experimental attempts to write and present portfolio or work with some connectedness to themes in 

systemic practice. 

 Lots of detail speaking not only of facts but feelings, thoughts in progress, the concrete and the 

transient. Speaking from within as opposed to speaking about as if from without. 

 Authentic adequacy 

 Positionality. Speaking directly to the community or people I wish to reach 

 Theoretical and structural irreverence; independent thought and practices 

 Usefulness to conversational partners and readers 

 Readers can engage with texts and bring new meanings rather than be taught anything fixed 

 

Opportunities and co-participants 

It is not possible to predict if or when an opportunity for writing in systemic practice might occur so it has not 

felt appropriate to ‘recruit’ participants for this inquiry in advance. Once something which might be useful to 

the area of inquiry has occurred spontaneously in a work relationship, I take some time to think how using the 

experience in the research may impact on co-participants, working relationships and others who haven’t been 

part of the episodes.  I then talk to the co-participants about options for making more publicly accessible 

aspects of our conversations for other practitioners to read and think about the use of writing in their own 

practice. This is not merely a process of ‘gaining consent’ so much as an extension of the collaborative working 

relationship in which people are encouraged to share ownership of the conversation and choose how to use it. 

Working to ensure co-participants have an experience of ‘real’ choices is very important to the integrity of any 

past or ongoing collaborative working relationship. The original and current professional interests of the 

conversation take precedent over the interests of the inquiry.  
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THE RESEARCH PORTFOLIO  

One of the more interesting challenges for me is the aesthetic and ethical challenge for the practice doctoral 

student to present examples of work with some means of connecting them, a sense-making account perhaps, 

addressing an audience which includes but is not solely addressing academic assessors. The idea of a sheaf of 

papers frees me and the reader from a notion of logical sequencing, of lineal expectation and joined-upness. It 

invites the reader to make their own connections and follow their own interests. It challenges the idea that 

there is a conclusion with ‘findings’ which can be objectively presented and analysed by one person for 

another. The structure is intended to reflect my experience of my work life and the conversations I have with 

people which can have a sense of collage and shifting sands. The postmodern qualitative research 

methodologies outlined in the previous section lend themselves to a social constructionist practice framework 

which is a coherent with spontaneous acts of meaning making in the context of relationships and their broader 

cultures.  

At this time, I am imagining that the portfolio will include  

 a collection of reflexive and collaborative writings from within the practice relationships of teaching, 

supervision and therapy 

 reflections on methodologies I am using to inquire into systemic practice 

 conversational reflections with other practitioners and theorists 

 papers (getting) ready for publication on writing practice; transgression; in search of a research 

methodology for systemic practice; collaborative moves in furthering understanding. 

 images of writing 

 dilemmic poems 

 possibly other items useful in speaking about some of the themes in the inquiry 

 references 

There will be a table of contents and suggestions of possible routes for reading but ultimately it will be for the 

reader to decide how to engage with these offerings. 

I am thinking of the portfolio as an eruv90, as a symbolic space within conceptual boundaries in which certain 

practices are allowed which would not normally be allowed under more orthodox conditions. The use and 

meaning of an eruv has been extended to recognise and overcome some of the dilemmas in contemporary 

living. It extends the practices of a more traditional rule bound academic culture to allow for the lived rule 

creating practices of my working life to be presented here and in a variety of forms.   

The boundary of an eruv is regularly checked for breaks. I am not too worried about ruptures, apertures and 

difficulties in connecting pieces appearing in the portfolio because this would reflect how my working life and 

the conversations within it are often fragmented, interrupted and involve a fair amount of disconnection – or at 

                                                                    
90 An eruv is a means of creating and demarcating geographical boundaries for an orthodox Jewish community 
which allows community members to observe the Sabbath and Holy Days whilst still being able to perform 
some basic activities which would otherwise not be permitted outside of the home. 
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least, not obvious connection. However, walking the boundaries of this portfolio could create opportunities for 

reflecting on inconsistencies and gaps. It could create further opportunities for ethical, reflexive and critical 

conversation about the needs of the research participants and the expectations of other theorists and 

practitioners to see what subjects need further accommodation and how this can be done.  

As the relationship develops between systemic practice and academia, new communities could grow on the 

boundaries and one might expect tensions as to where a borderline community will ally itself. An eruv techumin 

is a practice of extending the usual borders of an eruv to make further allowances for practices to be carried 

out outside of the normal boundaries of a particular community. Eruv can mean a shared domain.  The eruv 

chatzerot, or "mixed [ownership of] courtyards/domains", operates so that all the residents treat the entire 

area as their common "home".   

This portfolio is about claiming the new ground at the boundary and proclaiming independence of thought and 

practice while recognising the discourses of academic formulation, postmodern qualitative inquiry and systemic 

theory and practice.  

 

HOPES FOR OUTCOMES OF THE RESEARCH   

 

For participants: I am hoping that co-participants would enjoy some creative and collaborative exchanges and 

the sense that we have produced something useful not only for ourselves but for other people too. 

For practitioner colleagues: In discussing and sharing detailed accounts of my own and collaborative journeys in 

these practices through presentations at workshops and conferences, published papers in practitioner journals, 

practitioners might reflect on how they could extend their talking practices to include writing and elaborate on 

some of these ideas. Making new methodological connections forms a significant part of this research. 

Exploring the use of new methods of research inquiry within a systemic practice context will, I hope, interest 

my systemic colleagues in extending their ideas about inquiry, encourage engagement with research and 

writing systemic practice. 

For myself: This is a great opportunity for me to explore and present aspects of my experiences and 

collaborations which might otherwise not get the time to be the subject of deeper reflection and study nor 

emerge from within the limited confines of a specific environment for the interest of others. 

For the academy: There is a dominant expectation of what research should involve and look like which has 

emerged out of the scientific expectations of positivist research and which many forms of qualitative research 

have not shaken off. The type of inquiry and the role of research in the field of counselling and psychotherapy is 

a debate in progress. I feel an ethical obligation to participate in this debate and explore the usefulness of 

different methodologies and see what my practices of inquiry can add of value to the field. 

 

Contribution of this research to the field of systemic practice 

Writing systemic practice has in the main reflected a traditional format of academic writing culture over, for 

example, the cultural contexts in which the work arises. The writer will position themselves so they can talk 
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about what happens in the work and how practice links with theory. Postmodern practitioner writers are 

increasingly drawn to include themselves in their writing but this has been limited to a) acknowledging the 

place of self in the working relationship and b) offering contextualising statements to orientate the reader. The 

writing in this doctorate experiments with how to write-from-within systemic practice and exposes through 

reflexive and collaborative writing my own and others’ responses. This critical, autoethnographic style of 

writing invites the reader in to a more intimate relationship with the writer(s). The reader has more access to 

shared and private conversations and how connections with other theorists/storytellers come about. Creating 

styles of writing about systemic practice from within is coherent with dialogically situated practices of therapy, 

teaching, supervision and practitioner research. 

Systemic practitioners have generated some creative uses of writing in therapy (Penn & Frankfurt 1994, White 

and Epston 1990). Some have tried to help people focus of what the issues are, others have been an 

opportunity for witnessing. There is some debate about whether these practices can be understood as 

techniques within Burnham’s model of Approach-Method-Technique (Burnham 1992) or as discursive practices 

as described by Leppington (Leppington 1991). In this research, the dialogical activities of writing emphasise the 

doing of a relationship, ways of being whether in relation to inner or outer conversation and may fall under the 

umbrella term of discursive practices as distinct from a set of techniques.  
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Appendix III 

Research Ethics Committee  Submission 

Writing systemic practice. A proposal to the Research Ethics Committee – 

following a change in focus 

 

Refocusing the research 

I imagine a research ethics committee might be curious about why there has been a shift in the focus of my 

research and I am interested in developing an account of what has been an important process in my doctoral 

studies.  

If ‘life’ had not intervened in creating interruptions in my doctoral studies I may well have just ploughed ahead 

with the original brief. I may not have come to the realisation that I did not need to invent a specific research 

project for a practice doctorate but that it was appropriate to find ways of exploring the rich and fascinating 

detail of my existing working practices. I found that some of what I was interested in was already occurring 

spontaneously and I became interested in how opportunities arose for extending conversations, meaning, trust 

and so on and ways of speaking publicly of these practices. This shift situated the practice and focus of inquiry 

directly into the lived practice of everyday conversations and removed the distracting presence of the concept 

of ‘add-on’ research project over inquiry into practice from within practice. I spent an exciting and productive 

second year of my doctorate experimenting with styles of writing which lent themselves to writing about and 

from within different areas of systemic practice.  

 

A systemic practice context 

I think of systemic practices as guided by ethical concerns, as working to decentre power, as a shared and 

sharing process. Some of the practices which form a backdrop to this inquiry include working with and 

alongside people (Anderson 2007, Shotter 2004), an open exchange of ideas (Roberts 2005), an openness to be 

changed (Leppington 1991, Burnham 1992).  

Reflexive writing has been playing an increasingly useful role in conversations with myself and with others. It 

has created and extended opportunities for transparency, collaborative meaning making and new ways of 

communicating. I have found it useful to move between talking and writing in therapy sessions where people 

find talking a less accessible means of expressing themselves. In addition to people finding it helpful to extend 

their talk through writing, I have become very interested in how my talk has been affected by the feedback 

arising out of collaborative writing. For example, despite my attempts to share my thinking openly with people, 

they have been surprised on reading a broader range of my thoughts than I have thought to share with them 

and they have encouraged me to share more of my responses with them. This has changed how I speak with 

people and it has changed my ideas about when to use writing as a means of speaking with each other. For 

example, I now use collaborative and reflexive writing with people for whom spoken talk is not identified as 

restrictive. I have also been experimenting with reformatting the written or spoken words of others and asking 

people what difference it makes to read their own words set out as I heard them. Sometimes I intersperse their 
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words with my inner talk responses. We seem to get a lot out of each other’s writings. These practices position 

people differently in relation to their own words and make more audible my hearing of their words and their 

hearing of my responses.  

So the work is based around the spontaneous emergence of a mix of spoken and written exchanges. It involves 

reflection on a widening of tellings of these anecdotes through the collaborative meaning making activities of 

participants, of writer and reader. I am calling this set of practices relational panecdotalism. 

I am reflecting on the different opportunities for collaboration in writing and speaking, about the emergent 

relationship between writer and reader, about how one writes intonation, pace and whatever else voice sounds 

like. I feel an ethical obligation to try and capture some of what a conversation sounds like or feels like to me, 

to share that with others so they can respond and add to the chiasmic element of relational activity  (Shotter 

2004) – not with a view to any notion of accurate recording so much as creating opportunities to respond to 

how we hear each other, make sense of and react to the other and how to go in conversation. The presence of 

a research process is also of interest to me as a practitioner. Despite the conversations not being research-led, I 

find that the research does heighten the degree of reflexivity I am experiencing in everyday work and my 

commitment to extending the boundaries of my practice. It feels important therefore to track and develop an 

account of the reflexive relationship between the research and systemic practice. 

 

Key questions forming the focus of this inquiry 

1. How does writing in systemic practice enhance working relationships?  

2. What difference does writing make to these working relationships?  

3. How can one use writing in a way which fits with and possibly extends some of the systemic principles 

outlined above?  

4. How might I find a writing style which reflects a coherence with the lived experiences being described?  

5. How can one use writing about intimate conversations in a more public way?  

6. How should I to take the reader into account when writing? 

7. What kind of research methodologies lend themselves to a systemic practice context?  

8. How does the backdrop of research inquiry enter into the self and relational reflexivity of systemic 

practice? 

 

Outcomes 

For participants: I am hoping that co-participants would enjoy some creative and collaborative exchanges and 

the sense that we have produced something useful not only for ourselves but for other people too. 

For practitioner colleagues: In discussing and sharing detailed accounts of my own and collaborative journeys in 

these practices through presentations at workshops and conferences, published papers in practitioner journals, 
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practitioners might reflect on how they could extend their talking practices to include writing and elaborate on 

some of these ideas. Making new methodological connections forms a significant part of this research. 

Exploring the use of new methods of research inquiry within a systemic practice context will, I hope, interest 

my systemic colleagues in extending their ideas about inquiry, encourage engagement with research and 

writing systemic practice. 

For myself: This is a great opportunity for me to explore and present aspects of my experiences and 

collaborations which might otherwise not get the time to be the subject of deeper reflection and study nor 

emerge from within the limited confines of a specific environment for the interest of others. 

For the academy: There is a dominant expectation of what research should involve and look like which has 

emerged out of the scientific expectations of positivist research and which many forms of qualitative research 

have not shaken off. The type of inquiry and the role of research in the field of counselling and psychotherapy is 

a debate in progress. I feel an ethical obligation to participate in this debate and explore the usefulness of 

different methodologies and see what my practices of inquiry can add of value to the field. 

 

Contribution of this research to the field of systemic practice 

Writing systemic practice has in the main reflected a traditional format of academic writing culture over, for 

example,  the cultural contexts in which the work arises. The writer will position themselves so they can talk 

about what happens in the work and how practice links with theory. Postmodern practitioner writers are 

increasingly drawn to include themselves in their writing but this has been limited to a) acknowledging the 

place of self in the working relationship and b) offering contextualising statements to orientate the reader. The 

writing in this doctorate experiments with how to write-from-within systemic practice and exposes through 

reflexive and collaborative writing my own and others’ responses. This critical, autoethnographic style of 

writing invites the reader in to a more intimate relationship with the writer(s). The reader has more access to 

shared and private conversations and how connections with other theorists/storytellers come about. Creating 

styles of writing about systemic practice from within is coherent with dialogically situated practices of therapy, 

teaching, supervision and practitioner research. 

Systemic practitioners have generated some creative uses of writing in therapy (Penn & Frankfurt 1994, White 

and Epston 1990). Some have tried to help people focus of what the issues are, others have been an 

opportunity for witnessing. There is some debate about whether these practices can be understood as 

techniques within Burnham’s model of Approach-Method-Technique (Burnham 1992) or as discursive practices 

as described by Leppington (Leppington 1991). In this research, the dialogical activities of writing emphasise the 

doing of a relationship, ways of being whether in relation to inner or outer conversation and may fall under the 

umbrella term of discursive practices as distinct from a set of techniques.  

 

Methodologies 

Overall, I would say this research falls in the zone of qualitative inquiry and is a form of action inquiry (Torbert, 

Reason & Bradbury, Barge & Pearce). 

 It draws on methodologies from  
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 reflexive research (Etherington 2004; Finlay & Gough 2003) 

 autoethnography (Bailey 2005; Bochner & Ellis 2001; Ellis 2004; Reed-Danahay 1997) 

 writing (Bolton 2005; Clough 2000; Hunt & Sampson 2005; Richardson 1994; Shotter 2004; 

Wittgenstein 1966;) 

 performance ethnography (Denzin 2003)  

 transgression (Agar 2006; hooks 1994; Lather 1994, 2007; Richardson 1994; Shotter 1997) 

 

Opportunities and co-participants 

It is not possible to predict if or when an opportunity for writing in systemic practice might occur so it has not 

felt appropriate to ‘recruit’ participants for this inquiry in advance. Once something which might be useful to 

the area of inquiry has occurred spontaneously in a work relationship, I take some time to think how using the 

experience in the research may impact on co-participants, working relationships and others who haven’t been 

part of the episodes.  I then talk to the co-participants about options for making more publicly accessible 

aspects of our conversations for other practitioners to read and think about the use of writing in their own 

practice. This is not merely a process of ‘gaining consent’ so much as an extension of the collaborative work ing 

relationship in which people are encouraged to share ownership of the conversation and choose how to use it. 

Working to ensure co-participants have an experience of ‘real’ choices is very important to the integrity of any 

past or ongoing collaborative working relationship. The original and current professional interests of the 

conversation take precedent over the interests of the inquiry.  

 

Working environments 

I have found that reflexive writing can be useful in therapeutic, supervisory and training conversations. 

Examples will come from work with people in therapy through The Pink Practice91, supervisory conversations 

both in a private context92 and in Bradford Relate93 and training courses through the Relate Institute94. These 

institutions are happy for me to negotiate with individuals as to whether and how our conversations are 

represented and used as part of this research and for wider public presentation.  

 

Confidentiality, Security of information 

These remain the same as outlined in my original application to the research ethics committee.  

 

                                                                    
91 The Pink Practice is a systemic therapy practice based in London serving the lesbian, gay and queer 
communities. It has been in existence since 1989 and I am one of the co-founders. 
92 Systemic supervision groups in Manchester. 
93 Bradford Relate offers relationship therapy to families, couples and individuals. 
94 The Relate Institute is the training arm of Relate counselling services. I teach on two of the Masters level 
courses in Relationship Therapy. 
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Time Frame 

The course finishes in July 2009. Like several of my colleagues, I expect this inquiry to be concluded by July 

2010. 

 

Supervisory and Consultation Team 

 Peter Lang, Programme Director PDSP and Co-director KCC 

 Ravi Kholi, Head of Department of Applied Social Studies, University of Bedfordshire 

 Lisen Kebbe, PDSP student Year 3 

 Ann-Margreth Olssen, PDSP student Year 3 

 Ann Hedvig Vedeler, PDSP student Year 3 

 Shoshana Simons,  Program Chair for PhD Transformative Studies, California Institute of Integral 

Studies 

 

[References not attached here] 
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Appendix IV 
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Appendix V 

Information and Agreement Form 

Dear , 

I am writing to invite you to participate in some research I have been doing. As I may have told you, I am doing 

a Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice at the University of Bedfordshire.  It’s another kind of PhD but for 

people who are already experienced in therapy, counselling supervision or training therapists. I am expected to 

study something in depth from my work and then write about it so other therapists, supervisors and trainers of 

therapists can benefit from my studies. 

About my research 

I have chosen to study writing in and about therapy, supervision and training. It breaks down in to three main 

areas:  

1) writing for myself so I can extend my thinking about a conversation I have had with someone and 

listen out for things I may have missed at the time; 

2) having written conversations with someone I am working with in the hope that writing   takes our 

conversation into new areas or generates new understandings; 

3) writing for therapy and research colleagues ways which are live and conversational! Like the 

conversations I am writing about.  

So I have been doing lots of experimental writing and trying to work out how to capture the sound of ‘talk’ in 

writing. I’ve been reading a lot more than I usually would - anything and everything - to see how people write 

‘talk’ and capture the feel of a conversation. I’ve been reading novels, plays, comics and textbooks. 

Conversation and thinking can happen really quite quickly. Writing slows things down and I find I hear other 

things when I write that may have been overlooked. It is important to me as a trainer of therapists to 

encourage the very best practice that therapists and their supervisors can offer.  

The uses of this research 

And I have spoken about this research at conferences and tried to encourage other counsellors to find ways of 

using writing in their work or about their work. So far the feedback has been very positive and there seems to 

be a lot of interest from counsellors who are in the process of training as well as experienced practitioners. 

They tell me they need these ideas and feel encouraged by the examples I have given them so they can 

experiment with new ways of writing and communicating with people. I feel this is an important area which can 

help therapists or supervisors listen more carefully to the people they are talking with.  And if they are going to 

write about their work, then I hope to impress upon them the importance of writing with the same blend of 

respect and creativity that we bring to counselling conversations.  

Your help 

If you can help me with this research, I’d be most grateful on my behalf of my research and also on behalf of 

the therapeutic community. I find it is often helpful when trying to explain things to someone to be able to give 

examples of what I am talking about. It’s important because counsellors need to connect counselling practice to 

people not just theories. So I am inviting you to work with me in deciding how to present an example from our 
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contact.  By now, I may have already discussed how I feel a particular bit of conversation we had might be 

useful to other counsellors.  

Privacy matters 

There are two key questions: i) is it okay with you to include this writing in my research? and ii) what can we do 

to make is more than okay? For example, you will notice that I have already changed your name and some 

other identifying details. Perhaps you suggested that alternative name or perhaps you can do that now? Is 

there anything else you would want me to change that doesn’t sit right with you? It’s absolutely fine to be as 

direct with me as you like. Your feedback is part of my research learning. I won’t be irritated or disappointed 

and it shouldn’t affect our conversations.  

In my writing on the computer, I have used an alternative name for you from the start and removed identifying 

details. I keep the writings on my laptop and a home computer which are both password protected and my 

writings are kept in password protected directories. When I carry a memory stick, I always encrypt anything 

that relates to the research conversations and it is password protected too. When I discuss the writings, I also 

use your made up name not your real name. 

Do you have any questions about any of this? 

If you wanted to speak with my supervisor rather than me, he is Professor Ravi K S Kohli at the University of 

Bedfordshire and is contactable by email: ravi.kohli@beds.ac.uk or by phone:  +44 (0)1582 743092 

The other thing I would like to take this opportunity to say is that your responses to our conversations and the 

writing about them is important to me. Maybe your ‘take’ on all this has changed over time. It may be that this 

writing was a while ago for you now. How are you seeing it now? Do you have any hints or advice for me to 

think about?  

Thanks for your time in considering this. Do feel free to contact me by phone or email if you want to discuss 

anything at all. 

If you are okay about completing the form, I would really like it back as soon as possible. 

All the best, 

Gail                                                                                      
07979856929     gailsimon@clara.co.uk

mailto:ravi.kohli@beds.ac.uk
mailto:gailsimon@clara.co.uk
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Information and Agreement Form 
 

Here is the agreement form we have spoken about. Please will you cross out or delete Yes or No by each 

question or statement below so I know what your answer is. Please would you sign your whole name at the 

bottom of the form? Do call, email or text me if you want to go over anything or if something bothers you. The 

form may sound a bit formal but I am just trying to be clear and check you do understand what you are 

agreeing to. Will you please email this to me at gail.simon@clara.co.uk from your own email address? 

 

I understand that Gail Simon is doing some research on writing about her work as a therapist, supervisor and 

trainer as part of her doctoral studies.                                                    Yes   / No 

Gail has explained to me that she would like to include some writing about our conversations in her research 

writing and has shown me what she has written.                                                            Yes   / No 

I am comfortable with what Gail has done to disguise my identity.                                    Yes   / No 

She has explained that there is never any guarantee that someone might identify me from the writing.                                                                                                                                            

Yes   / No 

Gail has told me that it absolutely fine for me to say that I don’t want her to make any reference to me in her 

work.                                                                                                      Yes   / No 

She has also explained that we can change or edit any descriptions of me or our conversations so I feel 

comfortable with what she has written.                                                                    Yes   / No 

I feel okay to discuss any worries I might have about her writing about our conversations with her so we can 

come up with a solution.                                                                                   Yes   / No 

I understand that the following groups of people will read about our conversations: Gail’s examiners from the 

University of Bedfordshire; her supervisor and consultants to her research; other therapists, supervisors, 

trainers and researchers who want to learn more about ways of using writing with people and what it can 

achieve.                                                                Yes   / No 

I understand that I can say ‘No’ to any or all of the above and that Gail won’t be disappointed in me or cross 
and that it won’t make a difference to any ongoing work we are doing together.     
                                                                                                                                                         Yes   / No 
 
I understand that there is a cut off point for saying ‘No’ as some things will go into print or be presented at 
conferences and can’t then be withdrawn.                                                     Yes   / No 
 
I agree to Gail writing and talking about conversations we have had so other people can benefit from new ways 
of using writing in and about therapy, supervision and training.          
                                                                                                                                                         Yes   / No 
 

Signed……………………………………………………..   Date…………………………………………………….. 
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Appendix VI 

WILD GARLIC : SOME THOUGHTS ON 

UNDERGROWTH 
 

It’s nice sitting out here. Yes there is the distant drone of traffic but people are passing on the 

opposite bank, chatting with each other, out for the day, dogs straining on the lead. And all against a 

very milky background of the hill opposite. It is so warm and hazy. Perhaps it will thunder later. I 

wouldn’t be surprised. 

I’m sort of relaxing now. Here at my wobbly blue table on the canal. The dog is lying quietly – for 

now. It’s only 10.30 and I have already dug two beds and weeded three. I broke this up with a walk 

into the woods at the back of the allotment. The stream there, well, it looks kind of unnatural, though 

it isn’t. It’s just another place of nature which was once harnessed by industry and then let go. The 

water is randomly scored by carefully carved stones which speak of another era, another function 

long since passed. The stone, while soft, is still not old enough to be river worn nor is the flow strong 

enough to mark the stone. Well, at least not to my eye. 

It’s a changing environment. Sometimes I think it’s only me as the visitor who does not really change. 

The wild garlic comes up slowly promising a white carpet and such an olfactory trip! But it gives way 

very quickly to the sweep of bluebell carpet which stuns everyone into a state of repetition: “Oh!” 

and then “Oh!” and later “Oh!” There is something so enveloping about standing in a bluebell wood 

or in amongst the wild garlic. It is as if one is just another plant, a living form, alongside and amidst 

the undergrowth. It would be too presumptuous to assume we are more than it. 

Since John made that comment about undergrowth (to my memory, it went something like “Much of, 

er, your, er writing, reminds me of what I call, er undergrowth.”). It was not a compliment. It was 

intended I think as a signpost towards offering more distinct waymarkers for the reader. This creates 

a dilemma for me. 

I like undergrowth. I have an eye for it. Because that’s where, quick as a flash, you are likely to see 

the tail end of a weasel or a mouse or a rat heading. It’s an environment which is home to much of 

what is beyond our view. And we don’t often think about it. Even when bird watching I will often look 

to the skyline, the place where light and shape make each other stand out and hopefully, with it, the 

silhouette of a hazel hen or little owl or a woodpecker standing at an angle to the trunk it is climbing. 

Undergrowth is not that kind of place. Things are less obvious and more fleeting. 
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I quite like the biological and environmental metaphor of field notes. Furrows, cycles of growth, 

produce, boundaries which harbour life, nesting places, shapes and lines and patchworks reminding 

me of zooming in and out of satellite images of the earth until I can point to where I walked and what 

I saw. 

Sometimes I do walk and just speak everything I see. Particularly the familiar things. But not always. 

Sometimes I stray from my spoken map and hear words for other things. Are they always smaller, I 

wonder now? Or things which are not normally there? I remember each place with a story of what 

has happened there. The pool, the half stone, the deep bog, the dry bog, the lost stream, the deer 

path, shining roots… 

And now I am thinking about Aborignal practices of singing up the country. And I’m thinking about 

the naming of relatives in some Punjabi families I have met:  Fat Uncle, Red Cousin, Birmingham 

Auntie, Middle Uncle. Are these relatives undergrowth? Meaning, how do we speak of them? Which 

people are entitled to being documented? Which moments are deserving of study? Whose stories 

merit telling? And in what context are they likely to emerge? So many people are written out of 

history because their story is not considered worth hearing. To some degree, this may be the job of 

therapists and consultants and researchers: to make possible the hearing of some stories which 

would otherwise not get told, or at least, heard. 

I guess this doctorate is about exposing the undergrowth of practice. Perhaps this is how new theory 

is formed. This is what I do in the privacy of the classroom or the consulting room. It is a making 

public of private conversations. It is overriding the context within which these conversations 

happened and putting them into another relational map. 

People tell me stories. Now, looking back from within new practices, I have relied on a number of 

factors for people to feel that their story has been heard. But I have only in the last few years started 

to read people’s stories back to them. I write back, I transcribe, I read aloud what they have written. I 

read and write the undergrowth of our conversations found in our inner dialogues. We weave inner 

and outer. In exploring what is it that we are doing, in trying to expose the undergrowth, am I 

jeopardising such an eco-sensitive environment built up carefully, randomly over time. When is a 

nudge of the homeostasis useful? And useful to whom? When is it disruptive? Destructive even?  

These are not questions I can answer on my own but I live with them and this inspires the reflexive 

inquiry into conversations I have with others. When John Shotter asks “What is happening here? In 

this moment?” I feel this is an important question and one  which I can only answer I can only talk 

about with the person or people with whom I am in conversation. If we are going to fully take on 

board John’s idea of speaking, inquiring from within a conversation, then perhaps only we-together 

can look around us at what might to others appear a tangle of roots and shoots, debris and new 

growth and give it language, give it sense.  Perhaps only we-together can tune into the vibrations of 

slight movements in this environment and enquire into the interconnectedness of things and the 

consequences of change over time.  
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Appendix VII 

WRITING FOR A WIDER AUDIENCE 
 

 Introduction 

 First Coffee of the Day 

 Counsellors’ Hopes and Fears of Writing for a Public Audience 

 Writing, Publication and Authorisation 

 Writing Relationships and Ownership 

 Writing as Moving Conversation 

 Consensual Practices 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This book is a work of fiction and is therefore closely based on the lives of a good many real 

people whom I have had the pleasure of knowing. (Duncker2006) 

 

This paper addresses some ethical and practical challenges practitioners face when contemplating 

writing about ‘their’ work with others from therapy, supervision or training relationships. Over the 

last few years, I have had a number of conversations with counsellors and practitioner-researchers on 

training courses or at workshops who are interested in writing about their work. I may be writing this 

paper and working with a systemic social constructionist appreciation but the conversations re-

presented here are with counsellors from across a range of theoretical approaches. I am choosing to 

write this paper as an autoethnography so I can re-present my experience and many of the common 

concerns raised by counsellors through a community of conversation – which is how I experience my 

work and is a metaphor for teaching groups that I aspire to. Autoethnographic writing allows me to 

share with readers not only some of the issues counsellors raise about preparing to write but how 

these issues connect to the human experience, professional, cultural and personal narratives, 

people’s feelings and the struggle in inner and outer dialogue to tease out what the issues are. The 

concerns, reflections, questions raised in this paper all come from actual conversations in teaching 

sessions which I have had with masters level counselling students and counsellors interested in 

writing about their practice. Using composite characters allows me to share a range of issues from 

different conversations in different settings. It allows for coherence in the flow of conversation and 
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for grouping together similar themes into one meeting. Having a cast of characters also allows for 

hearing an interactive polyvocality. In the scenario in this paper, I also move between several 

positions: educator, ethical advisor, fellow practitioner, fellow writer and simply, fellow human being. 

I present the paper as inner and outer dialogue and through this transparent, in-the-moment 

description. I invite the reader into the conversation as well as being able to have a bird’s eye view of 

it. It is my hope that the reader will be moved to explore their own and others’ thinking by the 

opinions and feelings of the different characters.  

This approach to speaking of and from within practice is a literary challenge and also an ethical one. I 

seek to situate myself as the narrator but I am also present as an editor, a filter and blender through 

which these stories are told and re-presented. I am present as a curator, a collector of stories and a 

decision maker regarding which ones are included or excluded and what should hang where in 

relation to an unfolding conversation. Curation is a relational act: it is storytelling exercise, one which 

anticipates an audience; it implies exercising one’s power to privilege one element over another and 

foreground some voices or characterisations over others. It also implies a relationship with aesthetics 

in deciding on a style of telling. For example, I choose to speak in the present tense about a past 

event. This is not simply a technical choice or a literary device. It is an invitation to the reader to walk 

alongside me so I can show them as much as possible (without boring them) of my decision making in 

the course of the conversation. It is an attempt at inclusion, transparency and anticipates a reflexive 

reader. I speak with a mindfulness of being in relation to readers with different interests.  

As a systemic practitioner who is concerned with collaborative meaning-making, with dialogical 

process, I am keen to present my work in a form which reflect the nature of the work: a conversation-

in-progress, reflexivity-in-action, a concern with relational ethics, ways of remembering ‘textual 

friends’ and conversing with them. 

I planned this text as a teaching resource for publication. I am addressing a particular audience of 

reflexive practitioners, mainly counsellors and psychotherapists. I have written it as a chapter for a 

book on writing for counsellors and this is the chapter on Writing for a Wider Audience. I imagine the 

chapter being used as a reference and discussion document for counselling and counselling research 

courses. It is not intended to cover everything but to get people thinking ethically and critically. 

The characters in the previous paper on Writing for Readers are the same as in this paper. I hope this 

lends continuity and is less demanding of the reader than introducing a new setting and cast.  

 

 

 

FIRST COFFEE OF THE DAY 

I’m the only person in the café besides a man who has just walked in with a newspaper. It’s still early. 

He looks like he comes here every day. I like this kind of café writing. But you have to make sure you 
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don’t drip or drop anything on the keyboard. Anyway, I’m having a leisurely breakfast, stocking up on 

energy to see me through the day. 

I have exactly half an hour before our penultimate meeting of the year. After tomorrow, this group of 

final year Masters students break up for the summer and will be working on their final dissertation 

which includes writing one or two papers ready for publication. But this is my special time. Time for 

myself before an intense period of focus on others. I take another gulp of coffee. 

I’m excited. These two days will be a challenge. Some of the students are already interested in 

writing. Some are intimidated by the idea of writing for others; others haven’t given it much thought. 

When we had the Writing for Readers session a month ago, I could hear how some of the students 

were immediately engaged with the idea of writing as a relational activity with ethical 

responsibilities. Others were drawn towards writing with more traditional scientific styles of 

‘reporting on’ their work. Today we are focusing on writing in the context of therapeutic practice. 

These students are already qualified and experienced counsellors. This teaching session is one of 

several designed to enable them to develop the skills to research and write about their own practice. 

They are invited to find creative ways of interacting with the literature and to immerse themselves in 

reflexivity about their inner and outer dialogue. They familiarise themselves with a choice of ways of 

inquiring into practice and reporting on it. This session is going to concentrate on writing about what 

they do in therapy, in supervision, as trainers and sharing it with a wider audience: other 

professionals, people with similar issues or challenges, trainees. Most therapists and counsellors only 

ever write about their practice for personal learning and assessment purposes during their training. I 

am interested in encouraging counsellors to find ways through publication or presenting of 

showcasing their experience, sharing their learning with an attention to relational ethics. 

Time’s up. I push my laptop back in my bag, pay and saunter up the road to the college.  

 

 

 

COUNSELLORS’ HOPES AND FEARS OF WRITING FOR A PUBLIC AUDIENCE  

We are in the same fourth floor room as last time. Large, airy, windows from floor to ceiling on two 

sides affording us a grand view of the treetops in the large grounds of the college. The foliage is fully 

out creating a feeling of being surrounded by woods. It is a warm day. I go round opening some 

windows. The cool air gives me additional inspiration and hope that we can work comfortably enough 

in this space. My mind empties. I feel I’m in that place I call Entzwischenplatz, an in-between space, a 

no-man’s land, where my knowledge and know-how are suspended95. It feels as though there is 

                                                                    
95 My mother’s family came from Berlin in 1939. I spent many school holidays in East Berlin visiting relatives. I 
visited again soon after the wall came down and made several pieces of artwork at the time, mainly 
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nothing going on but I suppose there is. I feel a kind of meditative state coming over me, calm, open, 

not defensive, welcoming, careful, vulnerable, anticipating that something is coming next but I don’t 

know quite what. I just have a vague trust that I tend to find some kind of response to most 

situations. I must wait and see what emerges into this learning space. 

Two students arrive, one of them Rani who has brought all the tea and coffee. One by one they roll 

in, greet each other, unpack their bags and create a space for themselves. After a while, the 

atmosphere in the room seems to have developed a reflective quality. I feel I can start. 

“Welcome to our day together. I’m hoping that over today and tomorrow you will hold lightly onto 

the idea of yourselves as ‘students’ and privilege instead a description of yourselves as skilled 

counsellors, therapists, trainers, supervisors and consultants. This session is an opportunity to learn 

about yourself as a writer-practitioner and respect what you know, what you can say & how you need 

to say it. We need to support your conviction that you have something which is worth saying! Look 

around. You will be an important resource to each other while you are preparing your papers over 

the summer.” 

Jean breaks my flow. That’s okay. I’m starting to talk too much. 

“Are you going to offer a structure on how to write a scientific paper or a formula for getting a paper 

accepted for publication?” 

“We are going to discuss some of the choices you have about styles of writing, achieve some clarity 

about what it is you want to write about and how. I’m not going to encourage you how to write in a 

particular style or any one formula. You might all have different writing interests and will, no doubt, 

be writing about different subjects and for different audiences. These choices will impact on how you 

need to write your paper and for whom.” 

Jean gives a polite nod but looks uncertain. I try to offer more. 

“We are going to spend some time talking about what you each of you wants to write and how you 

can best achieve that. So if you have a style in mind, we can explore how you can achieve that.” Her 

next nod looks like it is disguising a sigh of relief. I guess she is worried that she is in a minority in 

wanting to write a traditional scientific report of her work. 

“Can we spend some time now hearing what you all feel about this Writing for A Wider Audience 

session?” 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
installational, about Jewish history, boundaries and landscape but I also made a series of maps which drew and 
redrew Berlin with its no man’s land around Die Grenze, the border. I made up some terms to describe these 
spaces. A cousin, a lecturer in linguistics at a Berlin University, dismissed these new words saying they are not 
real words! But for me, Entzwischenplatz is a real place which speaks of the temporal nature of change, shifting 
geography, changes in power structure, social, cultural and historical belonging, not knowing how to influence 
only how to describe, planning for a number of eventualities but not knowing if any of them will be of use.  
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Jack is happy to start. “Well, I have got a degree in Social Psychology and a Masters in Psychotherapy 

so I know how to do academic writing. Inside out. Been there. Mastered that, so to speak. But I am 

tired of mainstream academic writing styles. If I never see another paper with Freud or Klein being 

referenced, it will be none too soon. I’m past it. But I do like writing and I also write poetry. And I feel 

like I want to use it in how I talk about my work but I just can’t see that being acceptable….” 

I feel struck by his clear opinions and wealth of experience. But that’s probably true of all these 

people. 

“So what are you hoping you might get from this session, Jack?” 

“I want to find a new style of writing which is alive, which reflects the kind of work I am doing and 

which is not just a load of dead theory on the page. When I write poetry, I feel that aliveness. And I 

feel good about myself. When I write professional articles, something gets lost. It just feels so, er, so 

mainstream. I want to find a new way of writing about work which adds something.”  

Jack is nodding to himself. Good start. I’m so hoping that these practitioners will value their own 

voice, the voices of the people with whom they are working and be bold with finding a style of 

speaking about their practice. 

A moment’s pause. 

Rani takes the floor. She speaks with a reflective, uncertain tone but also with passion. Rani has an 

impressive professional background and I wonder how, as a second generation British Asian woman, 

she has negotiated traditional mono-cultural institutions. “I want to set myself some more challenges 

at this point in my career,” she says, “It’s time to come out the closet and put some of my ideas out 

there for others to use.” That’s interesting. Perhaps writing is another level of coming out. Only, the 

way she looked away after speaking suggests to me that this isn’t the right moment to ask what she 

means by ‘coming out’.  

Andie starts to speak, a little shyly at first. “I find writing a very powerful tool. I write for myself and 

have used reflexive writing with the certificate students. It can be very provocative, moving at times 

for them – well, and for me. Recently,  I have started to write for half an hour every day now and I 

feel much calmer afterwards.” She looks very reflective as she speaks. “I’d like to experiment with 

writing in other genres. See what suits me.” And then she pauses and a shy smile creeps into the 

corner of her mouth. “Actually, I have a secret.” She has everyone’s attention. “I’d really like to write 

about me. When I was doing my some undergrad research, I interviewed people who had lost their 

mothers at a young age. It was very moving, very interesting and I really want to write about that. But 

you see, when I did that research, I wasn’t in the story even though it was my story. So that’s what I 

want to write about now.” 

I’m feeling moved. Or is it charmed? Or just excited? Not just by what Andie has said, but by the level 

of investment people have in the need to write about an area of lived experience – and include 

something of themselves. 
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“My partner has been writing a doctorate in the last few years,” Hannah volunteers. “I don’t want to 

have the experience she has had. It all started out really creative. She was writing what people said as 

blank verse. It was very powerful stuff to read in that format. Then, somehow, the more she got into 

the doctorate, the more constrained it all became. She’s published a few papers out of it but she has 

been saying that she doesn’t feel she has done justice to the voices of the people she met with. That 

worries me. I do want to write about my work but I don’t want to be forced by reviewers and editors 

to cut out the parts which I feel are the most alive, the most representative of people’s experiences.” 

Anna is nodding. Andie looks alarmed. Hannah is raising this because she is a determined person, 

governed by what she believes to be ethical and is unlikely to compromise. 

“Yes, when we have tutorials, we need to discuss which audience you want to reach, the choice of 

publications and their writing styles. Where to publish, how to hold onto what you believe is 

important is something we need to make time to discuss.” I offer. 

Serena  goes next. “I have a case I want to write about. It’s been such a powerful piece of work – for 

me and for the family. I’d like to share their story with others.” I’m glad she has said this. We will 

need to speak about ownership of stories and how to include the voices of clients or supervisees in 

ways which they feel comfortable or even proud. I wonder about the ethnic background is of the 

family Serena wants to write about. In conversations the group has had about their lived experiences 

of diversity, Serena hasn’t spoken much about her experiences of being a black woman. But that may 

be a reflection on the culture of this group, the larger organisation or my leadership than Serena. Or 

everything. I stifle a sigh from becoming audible. 

“Oh and another thing I would like,” continues Serena, “is some clarification about boundaries. 

What’s okay to write about and what’s not? How do we go about getting permission? That sort of 

thing.”    

Andie joins in, “Yes, I want to talk about that too. I spent two days last week going round the houses 

trying to find out whether I need client’s permission to write about them. And I got nowhere. Not 

even with the BACP practice guidelines.” 

“The BACP research guidelines may be helpful. But this is an important area and we will talk more 

about who owns the conversation and what might be some good practice guidelines about including 

participants in the decision making about what gets shared elsewhere.” I offer. 

Jean hasn’t spoken. She takes a deep breath and I feel protective of her already. 

“In some ways, what I want is very simple. I want to know how best to present my work so it stands 

up well to criticism and is clear to understand. It needs to get past the reviewers so it is accepted for 

publication. There is only one publication in this country suited to my work and they have very strict 

guidelines and very traditional expectations. So I need some guidance and support to knock my ideas 

in the right kind of shape.” 

“Okay. Anything else?” I ask Jean. She is thinking.  
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“Well, I am someone who needs a deadline otherwise I don’t write.” 

“Hmm?” I have a feeling there is more. 

 “Well,” Jean pauses. She decides to continue “there is something else. Being dyslexic, I have a 

hangover from my experiences of education where I was judged as not having any ability to produce 

written work. I could verbalise things well enough. Actually, in some ways, I could even write things 

well enough – at home when I made up stories – but at school, I sort of lost hope that anyone would 

ever be able to read what I had written and see what I could do. They couldn’t get beyond the 

muddle in my writing. It’s better now. And I can ask for help. But I want to use this workshop to learn 

how to write better so people get what I am saying and then I can have confidence in my writing.” 

“Okay.” I say.  

That’s a clear request. I want these people, these practitioner-writers to relax into hearing their own 

voices and whatever it is they need to progress their writing. 

“So we should take a break? Thanks everyone. Let’s continue these conversations over coffee. And 

then we can start to think some more about writing voices and who we want to hear us.” 

 

 
 
 
WRITING, PUBLICATION AND AUTHORISATION 

“Let’s think about the writer for a moment. What words can you think of for writer?” 

“Scribe”, “Creative voice”, “Poet”. 

“Author” suggests Jack. 

“What does the word author bring to mind?” I ask. 

“It makes me think of being an ‘authority’ on a subject, that as a writer, I would know what I am 

writing about and be seen as an expert by others.” suggests Hannah. 

“As if authorising ideas, beliefs, practices?” I ask. “Yes, I expect the notion of ‘author’ is perhaps more 

closely associated with a modernist tradition of discovering knowledge with the author recording it 

for others to benefit from. Well, this form of writing has also been part of the foundations of our 

profession too. Our theoretical ancestors wanted to acquire knowledge about their patients and then 

they wanted to share this knowledge with us through speaking and writing.” 

“Yes but the patients never got to tell their story. I read a book about the real person behind Breuer’s 

case study, Anna O, and there was quite a different story.” Jack adds. 
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“Yes,” I join in, "I expect John Shotter would say that genre of case study was written from an about-

ness position (Shotter 2011) - speaking from outside of a situation, in a detached manner, striving for 

objectivity. A monologue, in effect.”  

“You make this kind of writing sound like it is in the past but that’s how my colleagues write now. It’s 

the gold standard.” Jean sounds wound up but is trying to sound reasonable. I recognise the culture 

of the prestigious clinic in which she works and can imagine some of the pressure on her to produce 

papers for certain journals. I wonder how this requirement works for or against a belief in herself 

given the history of how her dyslexia was treated. In her organisational culture, I could imagine that a 

difference in writing styles may be construed as a form of professional inferiority. 

“It’s true. A certain type of scientific writing does dominate. It appears as if it has just always been 

with us. But it’s interesting to remember, as John Shotter tells us, that ‘the Royal Society of London 

deliberately attempted to create a form of writing which was concise and to the point. The point.’ as 

Shotter emphasises. He describes this style as ‘impersonal, written for the reader and intended to be 

fair and balanced. Neutral language, two or more voices – tactics to create an overall impression of 

THE news, objectivity.’” (Shotter 2006 p84) 

“I didn’t realise that,” Hannah says. “It’s strange to think people deliberately set out to create a way 

of speaking about their work. As a professional community.” There is a pause. People appear to be 

deep in thought. 

“I guess,” says Andie “that perhaps our profession of counselling faces similar choices. I’m just not 

sure about opting for one size-fits-all kind of language for writing. I mean, we cover a lot of different 

topics and client groups. We want to write about quite different things. We write for different 

reasons and for different people. It’s kind of crazy to imagine we could all do justice to our subject 

and write in the same style. That’s like saying there is no room for individuality in our counselling 

practice.” 

I want to elaborate on this point. “Well, in our counselling work, we encourage people to explore 

which choices feel most right for them so I imagine we might want to create choices for ourselves as 

writers about a writing style or audience which feels most ‘right’ for us and for the people we have 

been working with. So many of the problems which lead people to come to therapy appear to stem 

from them feeling they don’t have real choice or not having real choice. And from an idea that their 

way of doing things is wrong! So, fine, there may be times when we want to write a very traditional 

paper in a scientific style. There may be times when we want to write in, for example, a more 

conversational style which more closely reflects what we do. We live, we work in conversation. That’s 

what we do. So why not write how we speak? Would that make it bad writing?” 

“No, it would make it authentic writing.” Andie responds. 

“Authentic meaning?” I ask Andie. It’s one of those words which we take for granted but probably 

could use a bit more unpacking. 
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“Meaning you would be using your everyday voice?” suggests Andie. 

“Hmm, one’s everyday voice. I like that.” says Serena. “To me that sounds more honest than trying on 

a way of speaking which is from another time or another profession. It would be the voice I walk and 

work with. My everyday wardrobe.” Hannah nods. 

“You might want to use an everyday voice in order to authorise your experience.” I add. 

“How can you write about your experiences and still write in the third person as ‘the author’?” asks 

Rani. “I’m confused.” 

“Good question. John Shotter says that the genre of traditional academic writing ‘contains more than 

just a friendly pointer to good style, it is the beginning of a whole set of procedures aimed at 

separating the self of the professional academic from the mass of ordinary people.’” (Shotter 2006 

p86) 

“Yeah.” says Hannah. Xena nods thoughtfully. Andie’s eyes widen and her mouth opens as if to speak 

but she hesitates. I pause. When you quote someone, what they say can carry so much authority! 

Maybe people need time to see what they think of that idea. 

“I feel relieved when I hear that,” kicks off Hannah. “It critiques writing as an act of power which puts 

the writer back in the position of expert. And that’s something I thought we were trying to get away 

from: that idea of seeing ourselves as beings with a superior knowledge; that we are trying to see 

ourselves alongside the people we are working with, co-producing knowledge? I have never written a 

paper saying ‘the author says this or that’.”  I note Hannah’s use of ‘we’. It’s ironically prescriptive 

given her interest in taking what Harlene Anderson has called an not-knowing position. She’s 

assuming a set of shared ethical stances and aspirations across the group. I have to stay inclusive but 

my bias is apparent and that’s what Hannah is picking up on. 

“I have,” says Jean. “I have always done that in my papers.” 

“Did your original training courses want different things from your writing?” I ask the group. People 

nod. “Some courses demand a form of detached writing though, in counselling courses, I’d say that is 

less the case these days. Many counselling courses insist on a first person description so as to include 

space for self reflection in the work. Like courses, professional journals are also different.” I continue, 

“Some have a strict house style which insists on writing in the third person but in the field of 

counselling and psychotherapy and other areas of the social sciences, that is much less the case. The 

exception might be people who are not researching their own practice. What are the issues which 

would guide each of you to choose how you wanted to write?” 

“I had never considered there was a choice!” said Jean. 

Andie says, “I would find it hard to write about my own work in a therapeutic relationship and 

exclude myself. I can’t see how that would work.” 
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“We can’t be invisible in our description of our practice!” rejoins Hannah.  

I think this is a moment for some strong voices. “Qualitative researchers like Carolyn Ellis, Art 

Bochner, Norman Denzin and Laurel Richardson think it would be unethical not to ‘out’ yourself and 

show the reader your own subjective punctuation of the story. Can I share with you what Carolyn Ellis 

says in her book, Revision, where she reviews her own research?” Some nod, others look up. I flick 

through my PowerPoint and bring up the following quotes: 

As an autoethnographer, I am both the author and focus of the story, the one who tells and 

the one who experiences, the observer and the observed, the creator and the created. I am 

the person at the intersection of the personal and the cultural, thinking and observing as an 

ethnographer and writing and describing as a storyteller.(Ellis 2009 p13) 

As an autoethnographer, I tell a situated story, constructed from my current position. one that 

is always partial, incomplete, and full of silences, and told at a particular time. for a particular 

purpose, to a particular audience.(Ellis 2009 p13) 

“What’s an autoethnographer?” Serena asks. “Is it like an autobiographer?” 

“It’s a way of writing about and from within one’s own experiences with much transparency about 

one’s reflexivity in inner and outer dialogue, critical/appreciative self-examination. It’s more than just 

telling what happened. It’s an in-depth study of an episode, an inter-action, a series of experiences. 

Something I think we can all take from autoethnography – whatever our writing or research style – is 

that you are the writer, the researcher, the interpreter of an event. And you will be using yourself, 

your feelings, your narratives, your cultural and gendered perspectives and so on to speak with – not 

despite.” 

“I am not used to sharing parts of my work self publicly. I’d feel a bit vulnerable.” offers Rani.  

“Me too,” adds Jack. 

There is a pause as people seems to be processing the range of choices they have in writing 

themselves into the picture. “Well, I wonder what freedoms you could create different for yourself 

about what to share about what you are noticing about the conversation, about yourself, the other 

person or people?” 

There are a lot of thoughtful faces in the room. There’s a lot of inner conversation going on.  

“I’m trying to work out what the difference is between a piece of creative writing then and 

professional writing worthy of publication.” asks Xena. 

“Perhaps one of the best kept secrets about scientific writing is that it is also creative writing! 

Bazerman says scientific discourse appears to hide itself and that “to write science is commonly 

thought not to write at all, just simply to record the natural facts’. (Bazerman 1988) But, it is one 

person’s description of a situation. The facts are never natural, like found objects on a sea shore. 
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Words will have been carefully selected from many and set together in a way which feels true to the 

writer.  Like when we write poetry, it needs to say what we need it to say. And, depending on whom 

the writer is addressing they may have different tales to tell about their subject.” 

There is much reflective scribbling going on. I have a feeling that the notes some of them are taking 

are neither ‘my’ words nor Bazerman’s but that there is a catching of ideas which are resonating for 

them, which they like. There is a strong active silence in the room. I leave a space for them to hear 

their own thoughts and feel their way in relation to these views about writing. I imagine they are 

talking with their different selves and with the different narratives they have come across about 

these issues. 

Jack looks up. “The problem is people like Freud thought they were writing the truth. He did think the 

facts were there to be discovered and written up.” 

“Yes, he did. Freud and some of his contemporaries were writing in an era of scientific ‘discovery’. 

Freud wrote as a doctor about his patients. He told the story of what had apparently occurred in their 

lives and of what happened in the therapy. From his point of view. This model of the single case 

study, the positioning of the patient in the telling of a story by the medical professional has 

influenced a familiar and respected psychotherapeutic way of speaking of talking about our work. But 

we could afford to be more questioning of the model of the single case study and how we position 

ourselves in writing about other people’s experiences.” 

“But he was an engaging writer!” comments Xena. 

“Yes he was. Do you think Freud thought about himself as an artist? He was a great writer, a 

wonderful story teller. He made the most fantastic creative connections between imagination, 

memory, dreams, lived experiences, relationships. Whatever, you may feel about his theories, his 

gender politics, he has had a huge impact on writing about therapy.” 

I draw breath. That’s enough talking for now. They need time to process their responses and make 

further connections. 

“Okay, can you get into twos or threes and come up with some questions you think we should talk 

about to do with the relationship between the writer and the people they are writing about?” 

As they are talking amongst themselves, I wonder what they are going to come up with. There is a 

broad mix of theoretical orientations represented in this group and I imagine that they bring with 

them different stories about the therapist-client relationship which will have implications for how 

they might organise the relationship between themselves as practitioner-writer and client-subject. 

Let’s see. 
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WRITING RELATIONSHIPS AND OWNERSHIP 

“So what kinds of issues or questions came up for you?” I ask when we are re-grouped in the circle. 

“We wanted to know what permission we need to write about our work.” someone suggested. 

“Permission…. Okay, from whom?” I ask. 

“From our organisations and professional bodies.” 

“And what would the permission be for?” 

“Um, to be able to write about the work”, “so we can publish it”, “for insurance purposes” are some 

of the answers.  

“Let’s take those things one at a time and then we will move on to other questions.” I say. 

“I don’t know what the policy is in my organisation about writing about the clients. But I am nervous 

about asking because they are always so fearful of being sued.” says Xena. 

“It’s important to check that your organisation’s or your own professional indemnity insurance covers 

you for writing, research and presenting. Many policies for practitioners do automatically include this 

cover but check.” I offer. 

“You’re worried they will say that you can’t publish anything about your work?” Andie asks Xena. 

“No, well, yes, that too. But I’m worried they will want to edit it, censor my expression.” Xena 

answers. 

“What does the BACP or UKCP say about writing about your work?” asks Jack. 

Hannah has done some research. “I found it useful to not only read the BACP’s Ethical Guidelines for 

Therapeutic Practice but also the BACP’s Guidelines for Ethical Research Practice. That spans both the 

concern about client’s participation and confidentiality in therapeutic practice and also the ethical 

questions about participating in something which will be publicly reported.” 

“Yes, you can download them from the website,” I offer, “but it might be worth informing yourselves 

about these ethical issues before approaching managers or organisations. They may know less about 

these things than you do. Going prepared with a copy of the relevant guidance and being able point 

them to the place where they can find it may be reassuring to managers.” 

“My workplace has a publicity officer whom we have to run anything like that by. Leaflets and the 

like.” says Serena. 

I imagine the clinic in which she works has seen many publications by members of staff. “I would ask 

other colleagues who have written articles for professional journals what they have done, if they 

have spoken to anyone, who and how. While it is important to be respectful and consult if need be, 
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there are limits to what publicity officers or managers can offer to writing for one’s own professional 

community. It can be very useful to have someone look over a paper with a different agenda. They 

may have some good suggestions which offer you protection or which just improve its readability. 

Hold in mind that the same organisations who may be nervous of litigation are usually very proud of 

publications arising out of the work of the organisation. How many people in your workplaces have 

published something about their work?” Jack and Serena put up their hands. The others looks 

uncertain. “Okay, not many. Then this may be new to your managers and supervisors too. I think one 

of the worries managers and supervisors have is whether proper procedures have been followed for 

getting people’s agreement, ensuring clients understand exactly what they are agreeing to and 

getting that in writing or on tape.” 

We talk for a while about approaching managers and supervisors and what the professional bodies 

might say, where to go for clarification. I’m starting to wonder how we are going to get on to their 

writing about practice again. I am hearing a level of agitation I had not expected. 

I remind myself that people are living in the real world of social control, organisational ethics, 

litigation phobia, fear of sensationalist media attention and that the subject of writing for a wider 

audience takes us as practitioners beyond the intimate world of the consulting room and reflective 

supervision. What happens in the consulting room is linked by a bundle of invisible threads to 

broader bodies who may support, pay or cover us and attempt to set good practice guidelines and 

organisational rules of good conduct for our benefit and the benefit of the public. Some authorities 

are experienced as benevolent and as acting coherently with our own ethics; others are seen as a 

critical form of surveillance, overly attached to certain ways of doing and understanding things and 

members hear the rules of the organisation more loudly than their own values and ethics. 

“I was wondering about permission from clients?” I am relieved Andie is pushing this to the fore. I 

was surprised that people seemed so preoccupied with “what was allowed” from an organisational 

point of view. 

“Isn’t it just a straightforward matter of getting them to sign a consent form?” asks Jack. Jean is 

nodding.  

“I wasn’t thinking I even needed consent to write about a family I have been working with.” says 

Serena. 

“Why not?” I remember her comment earlier about her wanting to share their story. I’m sure her 

motivation is coming from the right place. “What’s your thinking?” 

“Well, for a start, I’m not working with them anymore so I thought it would be okay to write about 

them now.” says Serena.  

“Okay. Can we imagine ourselves in their position for a moment? You have been working with a 

counsellor, done some good work together and trusted them. How would you feel if, one day, you 

happen to read something your ex-therapist had written - and as you read on, you realise the 
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therapist is telling your story? What would be some of the issues for you?” I want them to imagine 

how clients might feel reading themselves as the subject of someone else’s writing. I also want to 

plant the idea that professional journals are available for anyone to read and confound the myth that 

we write for a closed or secret society. 

“I think I’d be pleased.” Jack suggests. 

“Pleased that your counsellor had written about you? Pleased that she had felt it was not necessary 

to ask you or involve you in the writing of it?” I ask. 

“I don’t know…. both, maybe.” 

“I wouldn’t be happy about it.” says Rani.  

“Me neither.” adds Hannah. 

Rani interjects. “Maybe we can’t really know for people what they would want. Perhaps it’s best to 

play safe and ask people, involve them.” She turns to Serena and asks, “Are you worried they might 

say ‘no’ and then….?” 

“Yes,” says Serena “because then I would not be able to tell their story. And this family, it’s such an 

extraordinary story. They are an amazing set of people. They have responded to some really terrible 

experiences with such courage and creativity. I want to share with others how they have come 

through all this, how they have used therapy and what difference it has made.” 

“And you wouldn’t ask their permission to tell their story because…?” I ask again. 

“Well,” Serena continues slowly, as if she is starting to question her idea, “I would change all their 

details, of course. And really, it’s my story of their story. I want to explain what happened in the 

therapy. The language could be a bit theoretical in places. And if they knew I was writing something, 

they might ask to read it. I don’t want them to read my thoughts on what I think was going on for 

them.” 

“So how much is it that you feel this is your story which they are not involved in and how much a 

worry about the family eventually reading your thoughts?” I want to tease this out some more. 

“I definitely don’t want to feel constrained by a worry they might read it.” 

“I’m thinking of how Carolyn Ellis addressed this with her students: 

 I tell them that, whenever possible, they should take their work back to participants. “Write 

as if your participants will be in your audience,” I say. “Don’t hide behind our esoteric journals, 

thinking, ‘Oh, they’ll never see it there’” (Ellis 2009 p311) 

“That’s just not how I work....” 
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“But if you were to follow Carolyn Ellis’s advice, would that change how you were doing therapy with 

people? Would there be any benefits? Sometimes we think of writing as something which comes out 

of our practice. But what if it showed us something about our relationships with others? What if it 

changed how we go in those relationships?” I am wondering how this can really work with 

practitioners who subscribe theories of the unconscious and counter-transference. “Have any of you 

read Susie Orbach’s book, The Impossibility of Sex about relationships between patients and 

therapists. Or any of Yalom’s writings about their work as a psychotherapist. Their writing is risky, 

daring, engaging and they find ways around the problem of confidentiality.” 

“Risky?” 

“In the sense that they are taking a risk in going public with their own complex reactions to people 

they work with, dilemmas and so on.” 

“What if you wrote it with them?” asks Hannah.  

“They might like that,” suggests Andie. “They may feel pleased that you think their story is worth 

telling, that you regard them as fine people who have been through a lot and have something to offer 

others.” 

“I can see how moved you are by them and by what they have achieved.” I hope Serena will feel 

supported. “I’m sure it is worth telling, reading. But I’m struck by that word their as in ‘their story’. It 

sounds to me like you are acknowledging who owns the story?” 

Serena struggles on trying to explain her thinking. “The way I see it is that it may have been their 

story but it’s the work with them I want to write about and that’s about me too, what my part has 

been in that journey.” 

“But it’s their therapy you’d be writing about. And what about confidentiality?” asks Andie. 

“Well, obviously, I’d change any detail which could identify them,” answers Serena. 

Andie and Hannah both say, “But it’s still their story.” “Even if you are part of it.” adds Andie. 

Serena is a reasonable type. She’s not authoritarian. She just has not been exposed to this kind of 

discussion about ethics.  

“No, I can see that. But how do we tell our story then if it is theirs too?” Serena wonders. 

Time, perhaps, for some more voices beyond those in this room.  

“Peter Good draws on the writings of Bakhtin when he suggests that ‘Words do not belong solely to 

ourselves, they are not the property of any one individual; they belong to the context of the social 

encounter.’ (Peter Good 2001 p7) and he quotes Bakhtin saying ‘Every single word is borrowed from 

the “agitated and tension-filled environment”’.”(P Good p9 quoting Bakhtin p272). 
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“It’s in the handout,” I say, when they ask me to repeat what I have just said so they can write it 

down.   

“How about just writing a draft,” I suggest “just see how it goes and then revisit these issues. Carolyn 

Ellis has quite a discussion about what she calls Relational Ethics because so many people have asked 

her how she has justified sharing such intimate descriptions about her experiences which have 

involved others. She says, 

I tell [new autoethnographers] to think about ethical considerations before writing, but not to 

censor anything in the first draft in order to get the story as nuanced and truthful as possible. 

“Write for yourself,” I say. Then, I warn, “Later, you must deal with the ethics of what to tell. 

Don’t worry. We’ll figure out how to write ethically. There are strategies to try. You might 

omit things, use pseudonyms or composite characters, alter the plot or scene, position your 

story within the stories of others, occasionally decide to write fiction.” (Ellis 2009 p311) 

“I suppose we can always offer a draft to the clients to read before it goes for publication?” Serena 

suggests. 

“Couldn’t you write it in a way, in a language which they would recognise?” asks Hannah. 

“Why would I…?” Serena is struggling to find what she wants to say.  

Jean joins in. “Surely if we only write so clients can understand what we are saying then we are 

waving goodbye to professional language, to theory. We might as well just never do any training!” 

Serena is looking as if she rendered speechless. She doesn’t nod agreement with what Jean is saying. 

She is deep in a swirl of new thoughts.  

“Not even all autoethnographers have asked everyone they write about permission to have them vet 

their writings.” Hannah points out. “For example, I am not sure how much Carolyn Ellis got her 

mother’s full permission to write about being her carer or Laurel Richardson of her friend who was 

dying.” 

“But we are counsellors. Our relationships with clients, colleagues, supervisees, trainees are based on 

trust and exist in a professional relationship with a code of ethics.” says Jack. “Also, it comes back to a 

point we touched on earlier: that there would be some things which I wouldn’t want the clients to 

read.” 

Hannah asks him for an example. 

“Well, okay, some things get provoked for me which I might take to supervision, which I might be 

prepared to share with colleagues but which I would not want to expose my clients to. They may 

worry about me.” replies Jack. 

A few people are making noises of agreement. They too are concerned about what they can expose 

of themselves to clients. 
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“Well,” I say, “this is about the ethics of ownership. I wonder if there are some texts which would 

help you think through these dilemmas? For example, there are some writers, therapists who have 

tried to deconstruct the place of the therapist as separate from the work, as an objective, self-

contained expert. Harlene Anderson asks how therapists can take a less expert, not-knowing, more 

enquiring approach and build on the story of collaboration in the therapeutic relationship (Anderson 

and Goolishian 1992, Anderson 2007). Rozanne Leppington describes the postmodern shift as moving 

us away from the concern with fixed knowledge and expert therapist position to seeing knowledge as 

co-created and involving an ethical positioning (Leppington 1991). Narrative Therapists might find 

that writing positions the therapist as a social or political ally, as a witness to someone’s experience. 

Shotter talks about writing from within living moment and alongside people (Shotter 2011). These 

texts raise questions about the status, role and responsibilities of therapists in relation to the people 

with whom they are working. Matters of power; whose voice is heard.” I pause. 

“ I’m not sure what you mean by a ‘not-knowing’ approach.” Jack asks.  

Jean supports his question. “Doesn’t that undermine the very reason I want to write a paper? To 

demonstrate some knowing of a professional kind?” 

“It does sound like that. It’s not the best term. I understand taking a ‘not-knowing’ position as about 

loosening one’s attachment to theory so one can hear more clearly what the client is finding useful 

and develop theory out of practice, not just practice what theory suggests.” I wish I hadn’t used the 

phrase not knowing. It always needs so much unpacking and people stop hearing after that phrase. 

But it looks to me like Jean and Jack are okay enough with that for now. They care about the choice 

people have in therapy but they have not been exposed to a critique about the power of knowledge 

creation and how case studies, for example, come into being as public property. But I need to 

illustrate what I mean. 

“A quick story from my own practice. I made some notes from a supervision session and was pleased 

with some of the connections I made about what was going on in the supervisee’s work. I thought it 

would be good to write about this in a paper on supervision so I shared the writings with her in the 

hope that they would enhance our conversations and add in another level of reflection from her and 

from me. It did add new levels of reflection but not in a way I had anticipated. I had misheard or 

misunderstood some important things. The result was not just that she corrected my 

misunderstanding but also that I learned to listen more carefully to what she was saying and also for 

any selective hearing. I could have easily presented a story about her which made complete sense to 

me and which would have made good reading but I would have done her a great mis-service.” 

“How would it be, I wonder,” I continue after a pause, “if we were to think of our clients or 

supervisees or trainees more as consultants to the writing or collaborators in it? How would that 

impact on what you wrote, how you wrote and how you involved them?” 

I glance around the room. I am reminded that some people are familiar with these ideas and others 

are puzzled. But it’s time for lunch.  
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“We can come back to this next time we meet. I’ll be interested in any further thoughts you have 

been having about this in the interim. This afternoon we will make some time for someone to have a 

consultation about their relationship with writing about practice. And we’ll use the last hour to focus 

on designing and using an agreement form.” My voice sounds strained above the gathering up of 

papers.  

 Jean and Jack make for the canteen. Serena is still quiet, processing stuff. I hope she feels okay. 

Andie and Hannah ask her to have lunch with them. Rani and Xena are still making some notes for 

themselves. This group can support each other’s learning. I can take a break.  

 

 

 

WRITING AS MOVING CONVERSATION 

There is much talk when I come back into the room. I think I can hear tones of uncertainty, openness, 

excitement, indignation and defensiveness. I remind myself to stay respectful to the range of theories 

and people’s relationships with therapeutic rules. But, says another voice in my head, while all 

theories may deserve equal appreciation, they may have different ethical consequences which might 

require me to take a moral position and point out implications for self and other of these choices. 

Even if from a position of curiosity, says another voice.  

 

“Who wants to talk about where they are at about writing?” I sound like I have had a break. My voice 

is more upbeat. 

Serena puts herself forward. “I wouldn’t mind thinking about where I am at.” 

“Okay…” and we re-arrange the chairs so she and I are sitting  next to each other. The other group 

members settle down ready to write their letters to Serena. 

Because we have limited time to reflect on the consultations, I have asked everyone to write a letter 

to the person whose relationship with writing we are discussing while she and I are talking. I have 

suggested it comes ‘from the heart’, meaning to avoid intellectualising and rather respond as a 

friend, as a colleague who cares, who is allowing themselves to be touched by the conversation and 

say how they were moved in their thoughts or feelings. It also creates an opportunity to write and 

write from within an alongside position. 

“So what is it about your work or yourself that, as you said in your introduction, needs to come out in 

your writing, Serena?” 
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“Hmm. I have a number of things I want to write about. And I do write. I write a lot. But it’s personal 

stuff. I’m nervous, actually, about talking about my work in a more public way. I have spent a lot of 

my energy working in organisations which have their own culture and the sound of your own voice – 

my own voice - can get lost to the point where sometimes, unless I’m writing in my learning journal, I 

can’t hear myself think.” 

I want to bring someone else into the room. I have a feeling that another woman of colour might 

extend our conversation in some way.  

“I’m reminded of something Toni Morrison said. Can I read it?” I shuffle amongst my papers. “Here it 

is. She says,  ‘When I do a first draft, it’s usually very bad because my tendency is to write in the 

language of everyday speech, which is the language of business, the media, the language we use to 

get through the day. If you have friends you can speak to in your own language, you keep the 

vocabulary alive, the nuances, the complexity, the places where language had its original power, but 

in order to get there I have to re-write, discard, and remove the print-quality of language to put back 

the oral quality, where intonation, volume, gesture are all there.’ (Morrison quote in Yagoda 2004)” 

Serena smiles with recognition. We have another sister in the room with us. “Yes. I recognise that. It’s 

hard hearing, writing what sounds right. I get confused. Should I be writing so it sounds right to me? 

Or should I be writing so it sounds like queen’s English, This is the BBC calling....!” We all laugh but it 

can’t be joked away. I don’t want to lose what we are talking about. 

“Who might recognise what you have just been describing? Writers, I mean, whose voices have also 

been drowned out over time?” I ask. 

“Well, definitely Toni Morrison. But also, I heard Maya Angelou in person, at a literature festival. She 

read some of her poetry. And letters to her daughter. She was so .... graceful. I’ve read all her books, 

her poetry. ........She’s really inspirational.”  

“Yes. She is. I was thinking as you were talking how so many Black women writers had lot of difficulty 

finding anyone to even publish their work for a long time.” 

“Yes, it’s true. It’s easy to forget that when they are more widely available now. But they were 

pioneers.” Serena is looking earnest and relaxed. 

“Virago women’s publishing house was part of breaking the silence. Sheba.” 

“And The Women’s Press.” adds Serena. 

“Yes. So what would Toni or Maya be saying to you about your writing, about making your own your 

voice heard by others?” I’m careful not to use words like encouragement or advice. It may be she 

does not need tactics so much as recognition. 
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Serena tears up. She’s very moved. “I didn’t expect,” she tries “that I would hear Maya Angelou and 

Toni Morrison in the conversation today. They are so important to me.” My eyes have tears in them 

too. I am moved by the significance of what we are discussing.  

I wait. I can’t afford to be aware of the rest of the group at this moment, I need to stay exactly where 

I am. With Serena. These important black women writers are present but I can’t hear their voices yet 

and I’m not sure Serena has heard them though she is clearly feeling their presence. 

I say softly, “And what can you hear them saying? Is it okay to share that here?” 

“They’d be saying I should just go for it. Write about me, my life, in my language, for my ...., for 

whoever I want.” Towards the end of saying this Serena starts to sound feisty, confident and perhaps 

there is a some humour, irreverence. I take a risk and hope that my next sentence is going to 

recognise and add to the experience in a way which strengthens her relationship with these voices 

and not appropriate something which is not mine and not mine to speak. 

“You can hear Maya Angelou saying ‘Get writing, girl!’?” and I laugh. Serena laughs through her tears. 

“Yes! I can hear her. That is what she’s telling me.”  

“I’m rethinking,” she continues, “whose story I want to tell, you know, write about. Right now I 

minded to tell my story of becoming a counsellor and how I use all the different parts of me. The 

family I was working with who were amazing was a white family. But they were really racist and they 

gave me a hard time. The father even used the N word with me on one occasion. But I wore my pride 

and I dealt with their racism and I handled the clients in a respectful manner. You know what, they 

thanked me with a lovely card when we finished work and they hugged me. You have to understand 

the significance of this. Hug equals touch. You don’t touch a black person or even like them where 

they were coming from. I was so proud of myself. But you know, I never did take that stuff, the race 

stuff, to supervision. Not once. I talked to my friends about how to handle it.” She paused. “And 

that’s the story I want to tell.” 

Time is up but I feel something has moved. I don’t feel inclined to analyse what. I am drained. The 

feeling that something important has occurred here is enough. We both need to let go of some of 

that intimacy for now and become part of the larger group again who are all busily finishing up their 

letters to Serena. People pass their letters to her. I need a break. That was very intense and special. I 

feel so appreciative of her trust in me and in the process to have taken those chances. I’m in awe of 

the risk she has taken. I speak from the heart when I say, “Thanks for sharing that, for speaking so 

openly.”  

I feel I need to take this down a few emotional notches before the break. I slide back into group 

facilitator role. 

“It can be important to get people around you, meaning, in your mind before you start to write. They 

may be the people who most understand what it is you want to communicate.”  
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“I remember when I was preparing my first paper for publication. I had an idea of what I was going to 

write about but still I could not get started. When I listened to my feelings, I realised I was writing 

with a community of psychotherapists at my side and they were too diverse, too different to me. 

They wouldn’t know, really know, where I was coming from. It dawned on me that I needed to write 

with my lesbian feminist sisters at my side, academics, practitioners, poets: people who had walked 

the walk that I was trying to write about.” 

“And in this way I also privileged conversation with those people’s writings. They became 

conversational partners in the process of writing. I carry them with me because without them, I feel 

so isolated, on my own, without authority. But they know what I am talking about. And I borrow 

some courage from them.” 

I feel myself letting go a little of the emotional intensity I have been feeling and invite us all into a 

more reflective position.  

“Anything anyone wants to raise before we break for lunch?” 

“I just want to say that I found the conversation between the two of you very moving and helpful to 

me but I don’t want to say more about that now.” Hannah says. 

“Okay. Anyone else? Well then, let’s take a tea break and afterwards, we will finish the day with a 

focus on agreements with people you might write with or about. 

The room empties and I stare out at the leaves swirling four floors below and go over the 

consultation with Serena. Being a trainer, or a supervisor or a therapist can be both emotionally 

exhilarating and emotionally draining within a short space of time. I felt so utterly present in my inner 

conversation: listening to the range of thoughts in my head and feelings in my body and asking myself 

which cues will prompt my next response and in the outer conversation in which I was feeling my 

way, looking for clues.  

I’m reminded of Peter Good using some of Bakhtin’s ideas when he says “So often practitioners find 

themselves entering the clinic on a purely intellectual level. Polyphony demands a physical change to 

one’s own bodily standing. Words sometimes need different bodies in order to live and breathe. To 

travel polyphonically means that the traveller must be prepared to engage their own body in a 

dialogue.” (Good 2001 px) And Good describes the unfolding process in conversation: “In every 

utterance the other makes a form-shaping contribution and both the speaker and the interlocutor 

carry a responsibility and answerability in the unfolding dialogue.” (Good 2001 p3-4). When I look 

back at this conversation I feel a kind of relational vertigo when I think about the risks we both took 

in the steps we both took to go on in the conversation. It’s the kind of thing you only can do without 

planning, in the moment, out of a sense of being moved to respond. Sometimes it happens that as 

counsellors and therapists, we need to go out on a limb with people and hope we have assessed the 

strength of the branch to take us both a little further and in safety. 
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In what John Shotter has talked about as joint action and then as chiasma, he suggests  “our task is to 

think ‘in the moment’, ‘in motion’, from within the midst of complexity, and in relation to unique, 

never before encountered ‘first-time’ events.” (Shotter 2006 p87). And he mentions Wittgenstein 

saying we move on “not by giving new information, but by arranging what we have always known.” 

(Wittgenstein, no 109) I think this is true for Serena. This is not new information for her. It’s 

something she has felt to be true for her. But something of significance has perhaps happened in our 

conversation to move things on. Perhaps, we broke away from a feel of ‘professional’ conversation 

and found a way of talking which lent itself more closely to the subject being discussed.  Shotter 

suggests that to do this, a person “must continually use words outside the confines of any particular, 

already established language games.” (Shotter 2006 p88) 

 

 

 

CONSENSUAL PRACTICES 

“Okay, to finish off today, we said we would look at some Agreement Forms for you to use with 

people you want to write with or about. What have you come up with?” I ask. 

“I have looked at our consent form at work but it’s more about taping for use in supervision. It 

doesn’t say anything about writing.” 

“My supervisor says,” says Jack, “that he gets all his patients to sign a form at the first session giving 

him permission to write about his work with them and present it for publication and at conferences. 

They have to sign saying that they agree to him writing about them as part of the contract of the 

work with him. Do you think that’s okay?” 

 “No. It’s completely unethical!” I spit out. I feel really shocked. And grateful for an example of quite a 

different practice to what we are going to discuss. So far I have been open, mediated in my 

responses, non-judgemental.  “That is not a good example of informed consent!” 

I’m starting to steady and soften my voice. Perhaps it is important at times to be outraged and show 

a strength of feeling. What would it have been like if I had just said “Well, I’d prefer to do it this 

way”? I fear I might have made it sound like they were just equally valid alternatives, on the same 

ethical plane. But the example is one which I would not be alone in considering to be bad practice. 

And now I might be sounding to some people’s ears like the rule-bound authority which they both 

fear and look to for guidance. I need to elaborate on this response so they have something more 

useful to go away with. 

“Would it be helpful to talk about getting people’s agreement at this point?” I ask. 
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Lots of enthusiastic nods. I feel we have to deal with this now before we can proceed to creating 

some stories about the relationship between writer and those involved in the writing.  

“I have an example of a an agreement form here,” I’m digging around in my bag. Excellent, I have had 

the foresight to make enough copies. I’d forgotten I had done that.  

“I tend to say Agreement Letters or Agreement Forms - I don’t like to call them Consent Forms 

because it sounds like the kind of thing you sign as a patient before someone operates on you. 

‘Agreement’ sounds like a term you might find in counselling or psychotherapy relationships. I often 

find myself swinging between thinking of getting people’s agreement as a practical step, like an 

ethical add-on to the process of writing and, at other times, I seem to be able to hold in mind that 

this is the most important way of setting the context for a respectful, honest relationship. So 

privileging the relationship with your client, supervisee or trainee over the writing can be a good 

start.” 

“Can you hand this example of an Agreement Form around and have a look at these in threes or fours 

and discuss what you would find useful about this layout and anything you are not comfortable with.” 

After a few minutes of reading and discussion, we get back into a group. 

“The main thing I am concerned about is that they may say no.” Jack is struggling with this concept of 

collaboration in agreeing. How do I answer this without being critical of him and his idea of the 

therapeutic relationship? 

Hannah jumps in. “I really like it. It makes me feel much more comfortable knowing I won’t be 

construed by anyone as using someone as a stepping stone to get ahead.” Jack looks hurt. Hannah 

notices and says “I’m not saying that’s what you would be doing. I’m just saying this form, the way it’s 

worded and what Gail was saying before about how to use it, makes me feel better about myself as a 

writer, as a therapist. I could imagine it even being beneficial to the therapeutic relationship.” 

 

We are out of time. “Would you each take a copy of this Agreement Form and redesign it to suit the 

what you might want to write about. Please look at this list of good practice guidelines to hold in 

mind when using an agreement form (Fig 1 below) and discuss them with each other over the 

summer.” 

People clear up their things. It’s amazing how people leave a room emotionally before they leave 
physically. They are gone. I think we are all exhausted but the hubbub going out the room is sparky 
and I am looking forward to reading their papers later this summer. 
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Fig 1 

Some good practice guidelines to hold in mind when using an agreement form 

 Let the person see the agreement form in advance so they have time to digest it and work 

out any questions they want to ask. 

 Don’t use up their therapy or supervision time with this process. Ask them if they can come 

half an hour earlier for their appointment. These things always take more time than 

anticipated. 

 Do explain to people what it is you want to write about and why. If they are going to agree to 

something, they need to know specific ways in which your writing might be helpful to others. 

 Encourage them to offer you feedback on the relevant excerpts of your writing about them. 

It might enrich your writing and you might learn something important. 

 Make sure they have a copy in front of them while you read it aloud, slowly, with everyday 

intonation so you both hear it together. Sometimes, when I am nervous, I wouldn’t be able 

to read and take in something like an information sheet or agreement form. 

 Personalise what you give them so it does not say the employee or the worker but has your 

name on the paper. 

 Use a large, clear font like Arial point 14. If people don’t have their reading glasses with 

them, they may still be able to read this. 

 Write the wording and use a vocabulary as if you were writing to an eight year old. Eight year 

olds are competent at understanding most concepts but need more obvious bridging 

explanations so it makes complete sense. 

 Once you have designed a form, try it out on a few different people – not just colleagues – 

and ask them what they thought you were doing, what you are asking for and anything they 

have not understood or felt comfortable about. 

 If you are working with children, you need to test drive it on children of that age of stage of 

development and see what kind of explanations work. It is not enough for parents to agree 

on their behalf though parents may be a useful resource in helping children to understand 

what is being asked and what agreement might mean. 

 It may be helpful to run it by your manager and / or organisation’s ethics committee. 

 See it as an opportunity for further conversation, for sharing more information about what 

you are doing. 

 But don’t forget, you are creating a culture around this talk which will set up whether or not 

people feel they really have a choice to say they are okay or not okay about agreeing. 
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Appendix VIII 

 

 

SELF-SUPERVISION, SURVEILLANCE AND 

TRANSGRESSION96
 

Gail Simon, The Pink Practice97, London 

 

ABSTRACT 

Transgression is not only an inevitable part of systemic supervision but also necessary if we are to 

work towards innovative and inclusive supervisory and therapeutic practice. Defying culturally 

generated ‘rules’ of systemic practice can allow for across more relevant and productive ways of 

talking. Systemic practitioners are increasingly finding themselves trying to practice systemic therapy 

in employing authorities and training courses which are dominated by inflexible professional narratives 

and manualised procedures. Our profession is committed to ethical inner and outer dialogue, to self- 

and relational reflexivity as distinct from the rule-bound, surveillance culture in which we live and work. 

Systemic supervisors and therapists may find themselves at odds with monological institutional 

discourse and attempts from within our own profession to manualise practice. I introduce examples 

from supervisory conversations to illustrate how supervisors can develop more culturally sensitive 

practices through supporting practitioners to hear and have heard their own marginalised and 

oppressed voices and those of their clients.  

 

 

                                                                    

96 The ideas in this paper were originally presented at the Systemic Supervision Conference, Institute of Family Therapy and 

Tavistock Clinic, London on 30th November 2007 

97 The Pink Practice is a systemic therapy practice for the lesbian, gay and queer communities in London established in 1989. 
Many of the ideas found here and elsewhere have emerged over time in conversation with the creative thinking of Gwyn 
Whitfield, co-founder of The Pink Practice. 
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Transgression: a living practice 

It has often seemed to me that systemic practice is a bit of an oddity in more rule bound professional 

cultures. In my work as a systemic supervisor in statutory and independent settings, I have noticed the 

amazement and confusion for trainees, supervisees and other systemically inclined colleagues as they 

explore the spontaneous and innovative practices arising out of systemic therapy. Through 

supervision, people seem to become more curious as to what the relationship is between dominant 

organisational values and systemic practice and between systemic and other therapeutic ways of 

working.  Some have become frustrated when a fixed description of systemic therapy has not 

emerged. My own experiences of belonging to oppressed and marginalised groups, theoretically, 

professionally and politically, have influenced my inclination to work with people to create theory out of 

their lived experiences and develop theory-in-the-moment as a transient, living way of being. 
98

 

This is a paper about systemic supervision which, as with all areas of systemic practice, I have come 

to think of as often being transgressive. By transgressive I mean Breaking New Ground, promoting 

critical thinking, creating permissions that do not already exist from within the systemic texts.  Maybe 

we could even think of systemic supervision as a transgressive  partnership.  

The experience of discussing my ‘own’ work with systemic consultants or supervisors is that we spend 

a great deal of time not only developing systemic accounts of my practice but also extending the 

boundaries of what counts as systemic practice. Like many people I often act first and later on I 

wonder “Now how on earth does that connect with systemic thinking?” and “What would my supervisor 

say about this?” But, it seems, I can never guess. I am always surprised. I never feel my practice, or 

the communities in which I practice, are disqualified in any way. Instead my gestures and forays are 

understood as context specific, a needed response to particular cultural circumstances. The 

experience leaves me feeling part of a comfortable and inspiring, ground-breaking partnership 

interested only in making systemic practice more useful to people. 

I sometimes wonder if supervisees and supervisors from oppressed or marginalised groups might 

have a more vigorous and rigorous inner dialogue with inner supervisory voices about appropriate 

behaviours than those who identify with majority or dominant group norms. They may be living with 

voices from both dominant and counter cultures. In having gone through a process of recognising that 

they are different in some ways from a mainstream culture, out lesbians, gay men and other queer 

identified people, for example, have learnt to be transgressive – to achieve some degree of 

coherence between their private and public worlds. In order to be a lesbian, I have no choice but to be 

transgressive in a world dominated by images, values and embodied practices of heterosexuality. As a 

Jew living in a predominantly Christian culture, recognising or not recognising Christmas or Easter 

could be seen, either way, a transgressive act. 

My experience is that it is unusual for these worlds to come together in a supervision context and that 

transgressive practices and other mindful deviations associated with culture, gender, age or lifestyle, 

for example, are often not welcome or appreciated within psychotherapy training courses or 

counselling organisations. There often exists a form of unspoken censorship by the host culture which 

can lead to self surveillance and private assessment by people from oppressed and marginalised 

cultural groups as they try to anticipate what the consequences might be of expressing or even acting 

on ideas from outside the mainstream culture. 

                                                                    

98 Any examples I use, have either been highly disguised and/or I have agreement from the participants to use the example. 
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It is this more problematic aspect of self surveillance, cultural dissonance and power in training 

courses and in the workplace which I want to discuss further. 

 

Becoming Systemic 

Systemic practice has been changing so fast that its character, its practices, its place in the 

psychotherapies is becoming more difficult to describe. It is a constantly evolving practice. And that 

seems to be part of our ethical commitment: to explore the relationships between different levels of 

context – be it about the most minute detail in how we respond to another person, different 

conversational practices or ideological influences (Leppington 1991; Burnham 1992).  In our 

commitment to challenging our own prejudices, we listen out for the novel, for exceptions, that which is 

unique, “the difference that makes a difference” (Bateson 1972) or, as John Shotter would say “the 

difference that makes a difference that matters” (Shotter 2007). In so doing, we are always taking the 

ethical position of being prepared to change how we go on in relationship with others, how we go on in 

our relationship with theory and, in fact, with our most deeply held assumptions. The potential for 

change between every level of context makes systemic practice a very hard to capture and fast 

‘science’.  

We could borrow from Foucault who felt the term “being gay” was too static, too fixed. He proposed 

that it is more a matter of becoming gay, that gayness was an activity, something which required a 

performance and came to life in the act of doing being gay (Foucault 1981). Perhaps we are always in 

the process of becoming systemic - the activities we engage in develop our story of what counts as 

systemic. We are involved - less in a process of defining or refining - but in naming and situating and 

responding to discursive activities.   

bell hooks suggests that by creating an environment in which people can be encouraged to develop a 

questioning relationship with theory, we are teaching them to become critical thinkers (hooks 1994). 

Instead of absorbing knowledge in what she and Paolo Freire (Freire 1972) describe as the banking 

system (passively take in, store, get out and use as needed), bell hooks encourages teaching as a 

transgressive act with its outcome, meaning and uses always being in the hands of the trainees. 

 

Watching You Watching Me Watching You  

I have been particularly interested in how often supervisees, whether in training or qualified, reveal a 

restrictive inner dialogue. This connects with the frequent examples I have noticed of people coming to 

therapy using apologetic and self pathologising language. Perhaps it is not so surprising that many of 

the inner supervisory voices reported are restrictive and critical given the modernist culture in which we 

live, work and study. Trainees, in particular, have to demonstrate “knowing”, to reproduce and speak 

about theory in a way which is recognisable to others. When practitioners cannot, in the moment, 

recognise and name what they are doing as “systemic” - as is often the case - then a regulatory voice 

can dominate inner dialogue. Many readers will recognise comments such as  

 “But how is that systemic?” 

 “I don’t know what you will think of this….” 

 “I have no idea what I was doing here.” 
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 “I’m afraid I wasn’t being very systemic when I…” 

 “Are we allowed to…” 

 “I was thinking, What Would Gail Say…” 

 

I find Foucault’s idea about Panopticism helpful in offering a partial explanation for some of these 

critical, fretful inner voices (Foucault 1991). Foucault drew on Jeremy Bentham’s design of a prison to 

illustrate how members of the public internalise an invisible monitoring authority and go on to police 

themselves. Bentham's panopticon was designed to be an opposite of the dark cell, the dungeon. In 

his design, cells were well lit - from front and back - and positioned around a single watch tower 

enabling the supervisor, the prison guard to see all prisoners simultaneously. The inmates would have 

no knowledge of whether there was anyone watching at that moment but they would assume that they 

were being observed and therefore be affected by the idea that an authority figure was always present. 

He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the 

constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself 

the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his 

own subjection. 

(Foucault, Discipline and Punish 1991: 202). 

Interesting then to speculate about the effect of live supervision in systemic therapy, audio recordings, 

one way screens, video cameras and note taking. It is often the case that the design and seating 

arrangement, the view through the screen or cameras in the interview room is often to provide an 

optimum view for the team.  

This enclosed, segmented space, observed at every point, in which the individuals are 

inserted in a fixed place, in which the slightest movements are supervised, in which all events 

are recorded, in which an uninterrupted work of writing links the centre and periphery, in which 

power is exercised without division, according to a continuous hierarchical figure, in which 

each individual is constantly located, examined and distributed among the living beings, the 

sick and the dead - all this constitutes a compact model of the disciplinary mechanism. 

          (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 1991: 197). 

 

The Urban Panopticon of CCTV culture (Koskela 2003) in which most of us now live is very different 

from the leisure video culture which gave rise to the use of recording and live supervision in family 

therapy. Given the prevalence of monitoring in most public places, perhaps we need to take into 

account possible changes in meaning and effect of recording and watching practices despite our care 

with language? 

 

Cutting the Power 

In liberal circles, in our effort to be welcoming and inclusive, we may either not know or we might forget 

the oppressive aspects of everyday life for people living in a host or dominant culture not in their own 
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image. It is not just difference about which we are speaking but practices of power in institutions and 

their discourses….. 

“practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1991). 

 

Foucault drew attention to power having been visibly enacted in earlier societies but twenty first 

century Western society is less that of spectacle and more of surveillance.  Foucault defines 

surveillance as a process of supervision that imposes discipline. It is, he says, the physics of power 

and becomes central. 

I want to suggest that members or representatives of non-dominant cultures and communities may 

choose to appear to comply with power with an “anticipatory conformity” (Zuboff 1988). We may or 

may not try to act in accordance with what the central power expects from us but our choices may be 

influenced by the need to be observed putting one’s own cultural values to one side in order to get 

ahead in one’s job or pass a course.  In situations where we feel secure that we are not being 

observed, we may act differently. Otherwise, we might resemble “docile bodies” (Foucault 1991), but 

our docility would only be apparent, a mask that we carried as long as we thought we were being 

observed. To put it differently, we would internalise power’s eye (Foucault 1991) but we would not  

 

“identify with its values.... Self- surveillance would be, in fact, 

experienced as surveillance of an internalized, but identified, other upon us.” 

(Vazl and Bruno 2003 p276) 

 

On the other hand, self-surveillance is part of the necessary care of the self, with this care 

assuming the form of an effort to constitute oneself as a normal citizen. 

(Vazl and Bruno 2003 p279) 

Perhaps this links to the point made by Viv Gross about the usefulness of a person assessing the risk 

in outing an aspect of themselves.
99

 

 

Reconnecting the Power 

Let’s get back to restrictive comments and questions from supervisees which I mentioned earlier. My 

first response to those questions is usually to “think systemically” with them about their practice and 

see if we can together develop an account which brings their practice or dilemma back into a systemic 

framework, a systemic way of talking. However, I have been reviewing this strategy and have been 

thinking of systemic practice as a common language which both facilitates the communication of the 

supervisee and supervisor and which links us to a wider regulatory discourse against which we can 

                                                                    
99 Comment made in plenary at original conference presentation of these ideas. 
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assess good or safe practice. This is more pronounced when supervising practitioners in a training 

context, an assessment context. 

Mostly using a systemic framework appears to work well but when working with people from 

marginalised groups I have felt that at times one or both of us are strangers in another’s country. This 

is not necessarily a terrible thing - I think we could assume that thousands and thousands of people 

are at any moment having meaningful conversations in a language which is not their first language - 

but I have found that by recognising and foregrounding the culture, the language, the customs of the 

supervisee – and perhaps supervisor – over my first port of call - systemic theory - that other 

explanations for practice dilemmas emerge. In short, systemic theory in supervision is a means to an 

end but not always the best starting point. Who I am and what I bring explains, to a significant degree, 

my choice of theoretical approach – not the other way around and these other parts of my life 

experience create a context for my use of systemic ways of thinking. 

Here is an example where culture was not successfully foregrounded in the supervision until other 

events from outside influenced the supervisory conversation.  

One supervisor with whom I was working, a woman of white British origin, was under pressure to 

pass on more intensive work to a less experienced colleague, a woman recently arrived from an 

Eastern European country. The supervisor was struggling to find evidence of the level of competence 

needed in their one to one supervision sessions – in fact she had crossed over into looking out for 

inadequacies. When the team recruited some additional women from the same Eastern European 

country, she noticed this same colleague come up with some very interesting ideas in the fortnightly 

team case discussion.  

The supervisor used her supervision with me to explore how she could work with the colleague on 

making her abilities more visible in their conversations. In a team discussion months later the three 

women from Eastern Europe spoke openly about their frustration of their qualifications not being 

recognised in the UK and how their struggle with the English language seemed to have the effect of 

them being seen as less intelligent. They said this made them more irritable, impatient and try to sound 

more expert that they sometimes felt themselves to be. 

 

Had there not been, in this instance, a number of similar others, the story of an individual’s inadequacy 

may have been further developed. In wanting to be supportive to the supervisor, I had been starting to 

participate in the pathologising of the individual worker. What do we need to see, feel, find out about 

with people from oppressed and marginalised groups to build trust in the supervisory relationship? The 

challenge may be in putting curiosity (Cecchin 1987) and not knowing (Anderson & Goolishian 1987) 

to work in a way which reflexively addresses how one’s own prejudices may influence what does and 

doesn’t get brought forth in supervision.  

We don’t have to know about the experiences and lives of others but we do need to know how to bring 

in the voices of others and make connections across context (Simon 1996, 1998). What we can do is 

believe that people are not ‘bad’ or ‘inadequate’, they are not ‘difficult’ or ‘resistant’ but that they are 

acting out of self-preservation until the relational context is safe enough for them to emerge with 

confidence – and see if and how and with what effect, these two worlds in which people live might 

collide. 

Some questions which might have been useful for the supervisor to ask her colleague: 
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 If you were working with families back in your home town, what would you be doing similarly / 

differently? What freedoms or constraints would there be?  

 With whom would you talk about your work?  

 Who would be appreciative of your skills? What would they enjoy about your practice? 

 What would the you of back home be most proud of what you did in this session? 

 What would your previous supervisor tell me about how your practice has developed? 

 If you were going to a support group for therapists from your country of origin, what would you 

be telling them about what works well about our supervisory relationship and what doesn’t 

work so well? 

 What has working in another language taught you about your practice? 

 What do you think they would suggest we do to preserve the good things and to improve any 

areas of difficulty? 

 What do I need to know about you in order to work with you in a way that respects your 

integrity?  What would be unhelpful? 

 What do you need from me so that our working relationship does justice to your abilities and 

your ambitions? 

It is not that these questions are in themselves novel but there is a need to recognise when there are 

cultural chasms and try not to fill them with the more pathologising language of some of our theoretical 

relatives. In fact, when pathologising language creeps into our speech, we could understand its 

presence as an indication of a need to bridge a culture gap, differences in lived experience and other 

kinds of knowing. 

And here is an example where cultural issues and matters of power were foregrounded and 

addressed: 

As a supervisor in a training team in which there was the only black member of the course, I noticed 

the rest of the group – including myself – cutting across this person. We were always interrupting with 

little awareness of our behaviour. After I had got my own behaviour in check and immersed myself in 

the discomfort of not knowing what to do, I decided to share my observations with the group. The 

black worker welcomed these observations and elaborated with their own perceptions which they had 

until that point chosen not to discuss with the team. So the discomfort was shared and over an 

uncomfortable couple of weeks, the team worked through some reflections crucial to their future 

functioning as a cohesive team. This team was also an important microcosm of the course which 

supported this trainee. 

As the supervisor, I had reasons to feel anxious about my intervention – to some degree because 

naming issues is no guarantee that they will come to a fruitful resolution but mainly because I felt my 

efforts to manage issues of power in the group would not be recognised by the agency in which I was 

working. I felt I needed to keep the process to myself and my own supervisor until it had progressed 

somewhat. I did “go public” about this once things has progressed but for the most part I felt my 

colleagues did not appreciate the importance of the intervention, the risk and the skill involved.  
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Supervisors need to feel supported to deal with matters of challenging power and not out on a cultural 

limb. But if they are in a minority themselves – either in the views they hold or in terms of their own 

lifestyle - it can add to any risk, strain and isolation for that person. 

 

Authorising Theory 

A therapist felt his supervisor seemed to be overly interested in a gay client’s attachment patterns with 

his mother as a way of explaining his difficulties. The supervisee felt the supervisor’s hypothesis was 

pathologising, drawing on stereotypical ideas about gay men reinforced by psychoanalytic theory. For a 

while the supervisee questioned themselves asking if they were perhaps being “oversensitive” but as 

time went on they found they chose not to discuss any gay clients with that supervisor. 

This kind of silent questioning of oneself as a first check point, this anticipatory conformity referred to 

above, is something that will be familiar to many people from minority or oppressed groups. It is more 

than self reflexivity or an ethical stance. It is a comparative positioning of dominant norms with critical 

thinking. 

I did much of my professional growing up in psychotherapeutic discourses which pathologised lesbians 

and gay men. It is only recently that psychoanalytic training institutions have agreed to take on lesbian 

and gay trainees though some are still reluctant. This has not just been a matter of equal 

opportunities. It is a matter of whose theory or knowledge is imported, whose language, whose 

authority we bring to our intimate working relationships and how. When we practice equal 

opportunities we need to ask if we are importing bodies or culture. 

In the 1980s, I was part of initiating a lesbian therapists’ supervision group. There were some 

psychodynamically oriented members (as was I at the time) who were struggling with psychoanalytic 

explanations of the “abnormal sexuality” of lesbians and gay men. After many months of not finding a 

satisfactory explanation, some of the group members suggested asking a respected liberal heterosexual 

therapist if they could offer an alternative psychoanalytic explanation of lesbianism which was not 

pathologising. The group was still looking for theories about lesbianism from outside the experience, 

from outside of the community. We were looking to the watchtower for a description of ourselves. 

The other co-founder and I left the group at this point. Instead of being counter-productive, the group 

was becoming normative-reproductive.  

The profession of psychotherapy has a history of creating ideas about others and imposing these 

ideas as if fixed and legislated by a separate invisible authority which we cannot easily challenge. This 

legacy can still affect us as a systemic community.  

Harlene Anderson told a story at a workshop in Harrogate about a dilemma some supervisees had 

about whether to take up an invitation to dinner from clients with whom they had just finished 

working. She had discussed with them their concerns about how to manage boundaries and the upshot 

of the supervisory consultation was that the therapists decided that the most respectful response was 

to take up the invitation to dinner at the clients’ house.  

A member of the workshop audience expressed a concern as to whether some boundaries from the 

profession should be beyond challenge. Harlene replied: “Where do our rules and policies come from? 

They have been developed by our profession. If they don’t fit the circumstance then it is our 

responsibility to challenge them, to undo them. Taking a questioning or sceptical stance will help us 

avoid being oppressed by our own body of knowledge.” (Anderson 2007) 
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A supervisee later told me how shocked she had been on hearing this. And went on to say how 

shocked she was that she was so shocked. 

By owning our profession, we have a right to re-write the rules and our most deeply held assumptions 

about what is right, what is normal, what is done and how the power is shared. John Burnham gave a 

nice example when he handed the remote control in a video review session to the trainee therapist and 

then invited that trainee therapist to supervise him supervising the trainee supervisor – and, in so 

doing, inverted the power structure in the team (Burnham 2007).  

Supervisors take a key role in the redrawing of these tenets. 

To engage in dialogue is one of the simplest ways we can begin as teachers, scholars, and 

critical thinkers to cross boundaries, and challenge the barriers that may or may not be erected 

by race, gender, class, professional standing and host of other differences. 

(hooks 1994) 

Crossing boundaries in systemic supervision could mean connecting with the experiences of others, 

making new rules, building an enquiring culture which is valuing of diversity and continuing to resist 

pathologising and individualising discourses.  At The Pink Practice, we have found it useful to make 

connections between sexuality, sexual orientation, gender and life choices with other marginalised life 

experiences and peoples. As a supervisor I feel committed to listening out for other ways of practising 

which may not be translatable into systemic-ese. It may be that not all cultural practices are reducible 

into a systemic account. There may be times when community culture, community theory is the highest 

context for understanding what is happening in the therapy. If so, how can we as supervisors 

participate in developing accounts of that? Questions which include others can build bridges of 

knowing and lived experience and can expose the tenuous influence of dominant narratives and 

practices. 

 If this had not been a supervisory / therapeutic conversation you had had but one with a friend 

how would you have felt / behaved differently?”  

 How would your language have changed if there had been no team with you? 

 Or if the team was only made up of other lesbian therapists? 

 What meaning do you think this black couple gave to the fact you as a black therapist are 

working with an all white supervisory team? And how might their story have affected you / us 

during the session? And affect you / us now in this post session discussion in how we are 

talking together as a team? 

 How would it have been do you think, if you had asked your colleague what she thought other 

lesbians living in NW3 who work at this clinic would say regarding her dilemma about coming 

out at work?  

 Can we imagine for a moment that your training course decided to always have a minimum of 

five black/ disabled / transgender/ lesbian or gay trainees in each intake? How would that be 

impacting on the choices you make for yourself in what you do here in the clinic? How would 

that impact on the kinds of accounts you as a team come up with for your practice? How do 

you think we might be behaving differently – if at all? 
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A primary concern for me as a supervisor is to find ways of encouraging supervisees to relax into 

being in relation to the people with whom they are working, find common cultural ground and live in a 

language which both parties recognise; to get them beyond a preoccupation with the dominant culture 

of the agency or course.   

In one instance, a black supervisee felt he connected with a black client in a manner of talking 

which worked for them. With a change of manager he felt this way of communicating was 

frowned on and not seen as sufficiently systemic.  As his supervisor, we had to find ways of 

developing bridging accounts between therapeutic connections made with people out of an 

ethics driven with-ness approach and a method driven about-ness approach (Shotter 2011). 

 

A tense supervisee, supervisor or manager may become more method driven, approval seeking and 

have lost the connection with their own cultural backgrounds or that of their clients and be preoccupied 

with the dominant language of systemic therapy or the host institution. Practitioners in training are 

even more vulnerable. They are practising ways of working in a therapy which privileges the 

immediacy of the therapeutic relationship yet they have to be simultaneously in relation to the well 

known concepts of distant printed others.  

One supervisee, a young Asian women, a trainee, spent her first year of clinical practice trying to re-

produce techniques and practices imported from systemic texts. With a change of job where she 

worked alongside more “out” black and Asian workers - and maybe with time - she started to relax 

into a style of working which allowed both for a culturally useable and relevant form of conversation 

as well using systemic opportunities for talk. She became increasingly pleased with the quality of 

connection she made with the families and with their feedback to her.  

 

Systemic training courses and allied registering bodies necessarily require that people are sufficiently 

connected to systemic ideas and that they pass for systemic. This might also involve passing or being 

passed by others for culturally straight, for demonstrating cultural ways from the dominant host culture 

and so on.  

I find the concept of being OUT is useful in not only meaning proud and confident, but also in finding 

the courage to add to the language and practices of the dominant culture, to cha(lle)nge society, to 

cha(lle)nge professional practices and stories compared to fitting in, imperceptibly, changing only the 

statistics and not the practices. 

I’m talking here of the individual – perhaps the most common unit for supervision outside of courses – 

but we do need to remember the co-construction of self and try to work with teams to create a space 

for La Différance (Derrida 1968) – not as a guest but as an ongoing, uncensored influence upon us all. 

 

Transgression: The New Inversion 

So what do we do with transgressive thoughts and practices? Do we keep them to ourselves, remain 

impassive while thinking ill-fitting things? Do we turn our back on the supervisor so they don't see what 

we are thinking or doing? Do we try to join these odd thoughts or practices up with a systemic 

discourse, a cultural discourse? Do we leave them in a parallel world?  
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How do we create the conditions for conversations about our practice if we don't see ourselves as 

writers, as authors of the rules?  

A supervisee recently wondered aloud “But how would I know if I had gone too far, if I was behaving 

unethically?”. We found ourselves discussing the context in which her behaviour had arisen, the strong 

commitment in systemic practice to examine what we are doing and with what consequences, to hold 

ethical practice at the forefront of our relationships, to practice reflexivity about all the major and minor 

choices we are making inside and outside of the conversations. Most importantly, we would ask 

ourselves either in the moment or retrospectively, “When and why am I being transgressive and what 

is it about the context that has invited this response?”. By contextualising decisions about and within 

practice, we are beginning “to comprehend the idea of rules as being socially constructed and start to 

develop our own style of choosing how to participate in the construction of rules in various contexts” 

(Markovic 1993b p237). 

One of the most exciting uses of my authority as a supervisor is when trainees want further clarification 

when theory does not fit a situation. I say “You are inheriting systemic therapy. How are you going to 

develop it?”  I am always struck by the stillness that follows, the surprise, the sense of seriousness, of 

deep reflection, realising the shift in the story of themselves from absorbent learner or challenging 

trainee to critical thinkers, creators of theory, contributors to the field. 

In offering a pragmatic attempt to invert hierarchy, the World Upside Down movements
100

 connect with 

systemic practice reflexivity. Our commitment to live with changing values, practices and theories is a 

strength in systemic practice as demonstrated by John Burnham (above) and in his critique of 

hierarchically organised levels of context (Burnham 1993). 

In Bakhtin’s notion of carnival, there is “a reversal of the hierarchy of top and bottom” (Bakhtin 1968: 

81) in which the linguistic rules and grammatical order of the dominant classes are transgressed to 

create counter-meaning (Bakhtin 1968).  But systemic practitioners are not invested in merely a 

temporary display of challenging power as might be found at carnival where those with power allow 

only a time-limited and event-based contestation of the rules (Balandier 1972; Eagleton 1981). Rather 

our commitment is to a continual and persistent undoing and reviewing practices of power (Amundson 

1993, Anderson 1992, Krause 2002, Simon 1998, White 1991), achieving “positive delinquency as a 

position from which the practitioner becomes interested in the processes that organise rule creation, 

rule adherence and rule questioning” (Markovic 1993b p 243). 

******************************* 

How would it be if we found ways of ensuring that therapeutic stories were influenced by talk outside of 

therapy, by a range of social stories from within our different communities? Perhaps we would be 

encouraging a critical and appreciative elaboration of theory and practice in a transgressive climate 

and minimise the risk of unfriendly self surveillance.  

Psychotherapeutic training institutions and organisations can only take on this challenge if they are 

committed to deconstructing their own ideology. The diagram (fig. 1) illustrates the direction of 

influence of professional and social stories as it is and as it could be – the downward arrows lead to 

                                                                    
100

  A form of grassroots activism in which less powerful community groups promote a critical bottom up 

approach to social policy, work to  decentralise power  and challenge restraints imposed by dominant 
theories and practices of power. There seems to be many examples in Latin America, perhaps 
influenced by the work of Paolo Freire and others. 
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modernist ‘knowledge’ about ‘others’ and the upward arrows indicate the potential for an unfettered, 

critical elaboration and ownership of psychotherapeutic theory by all sections of the population. 

 

Fig. 1 

 

What differences would it make to have service users, trainees ‘running the asylum’, really influencing 

the discursive and practical foundations of the institution? Or would institutions fear losing control of 

their identity and more?  

Overcoming the problems of surveillance and self surveillance is not a matter of rolling out a welcome 

mat in 140 different languages. We live in a culture which is perfecting superficial inclusion practices. 

Many of our colleagues in their workplaces and training courses, will feel split between their two 

worlds, between acting with a conformative, normative self and feeling other parts of themselves are 

experienced as too different, too transgressive. Supervisors and consultants are well equipped within 
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an ethics led, responsive and irreverent culture of systemic practice to enter into transgressive 

partnerships with the people whose work they are consulting. It is tempting, as I have noticed in my 

own practice, to think of systemic therapy’s commitment to challenging unhelpful practices of power 

and irreverence as enough of a response but it can lead to self delusion and lost opportunities.  

Systemic ideas can lead us to be seduced by our position on the margin (or meta – position), 

making us vulnerable to what I sometimes call “systemic arrogance”. By privileging our critical 

ability to question, deconstruct, take risks and encompass multiple context levels, we can put 

ourselves above it all and ironically become blind to the limitations of our practice. Being 

systemic does not protect us from being compliant to the very practices we purport to 

combat…. (Markovic 2008) 
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Appendix IX 

Article from Context, October 2010 which Gwyn and I co-edited. 

TRANSGRESSIVE LIVES / TRANSGRESSIVE 

PRACTICES 

Gwyn Whitfield and Gail Simon, The Pink Practice, London 

 

June 1990: Lesbian and Gay Pride in Camberwell Park. We set up a stall and formally launched the 

first independent lesbian, gay and bisexual counselling practice in London. Why? Well, we kept 

getting phone calls from people saying, “I’ve heard, um, that you’re a therapist who, um, works with 

lesbian and gay people? Is that right? That you’re gay?” And people told us how difficult it was to find 

a gay or gay-sensitive therapist. Worse, we heard terrible tales of therapists situating people’s sexual 

orientation at the heart of highly pathologising hypotheses – ones which they were married to with 

an unswerving monogamous loyalty!  We’re using the past tense here but unfortunately this is still 

common across many psychotherapeutic modalities. 

As survivors of psychoanalytic therapy and having failed to develop into healthy heterosexual adults, 

we decided to deviate from mainstream psychoanalytic theories. We abandoned that backbone of 

analytic theory, the developmental model, which described ‘healthy’ maturational processes and 

outcomes. We became interested in how people get pathologised, how their own experience is 

undermined and subjugated, how some stories dominate and present themselves as common sense 

or professional knowledge. There felt to be an uncomfortable fit between socio-legal oppression and 

psychotherapy theory-in-practice bullying tactics. Reading texts like Adrienne Rich’s "Compulsory 

Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence" (Rich 1986) and connecting with other critical thinking lesbian 

therapists like Shoshana Simons (see her account in this edition) helped us stay connected to what 

we knew to be true for us. 

As lesbian therapists working in the lesbian and gay communities of which we were and are also 

members, we wondered how to position ourselves and our knowing. We asked ourselves which 

therapeutic theories we were using and why. We were mindful of what impact these ideas and 

practices were having on each of us, on people coming for therapy, on the therapeutic relationship 

and on the broader lesbian and gay communities.  

In the eighties there was, as many of you might recall, much discussion of power in relationships be it 

professional or partner relationships, in workplace teams and so on. Conversations and learning, 

sometimes painful, sometimes joyous, happened between people of different sexualities, ethnicities, 
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ages, abilities, gender, class and more. The lesbian and gay communities have a history of connecting 

their own struggles with those of other peoples. Lesbians and Gay Men support the Miners! was a 

familiar sight outside Hackney Town Hall in the mid eighties. Lesbians and Gay Men Against 

Apartheid! banners were always present at anti-apartheid marches in London and elsewhere at that 

time. The campaign Gay Men Fighting Aids did not mean ‘we are only looking out for ourselves’. Yes, 

it was in response to a slow reaction from the medical establishment but it was also an attempt to 

utilise the tragic experience of us losing so many beautiful men in our own community as a 

springboard to generate changes in policies on an international scale which would educate, resource 

and protect others and encourage medical progress. 

Solidarity between oppressed and marginalised groups was at the heart of the politicised lesbian and 

gay communities in the 1980s. And as a community we continue to address our own inclusiveness 

and speak about a Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer community where Trans advocates 

choice and determination of gender stories and identities, where Queer proudly embraces a range of 

sexual and gender identities and practices which transcend, critique and corrupt inherited binaries. 

This sense of us at The Pink Practice being part of a community which is connected to other 

communities, particularly people experiencing oppression, drove us away from theory which 

individualised problems. We could hear how people coming to therapy had already been inducted 

into very closed, undermining stories about themselves by the normative pop-psychology discourses. 

So when we heard about the shift in systemic therapy moving from a modernist, method led 

approach to a post-modern critique of theories as stories, as products of culture, time and place we 

immersed ourselves in systemic practice. In 1989, Gwyn joined the first ever intake of the training in 

Systemic Therapy with Individuals at the Kensington Consultation Centre which positively 

undermined the story of the individual as the site for the identification and treatment of pathology. A 

year later, Gail followed her tracks into KCC and trained in Systemic Therapy with Individuals, Couples 

and Families.  

The theory of Co-ordinated Management of Meaning (Cronen and Pearce 1980, Pearce 1999/2004) 

encouraged a recognition of multiple levels of separate and interconnected influencing contexts. It 

offered us ways of storying what it might mean to be, for example,  from a particular ethnic group 

and class and be gay, be of a particular age and work as a housing officer. W could use this theory to 

explore with people what other choices there might be for them and explore relational consequences 

of those choices. Social Constructionism provided us with a means of critiquing theory. Michael 

White’s paper “Deconstruction and Therapy” (White 1991) was hugely supportive. He drew on the 

work of our gay brothers, Derrida and Foucault, to describe how oppressive practices can function 

and suggested some means of subverting them through therapy. Heroines have included Rozanne 

Leppington for her paper ‘From Constructivism to Social Constructionism and Doing Critical Therapy’ 

(Leppington 1991) and Celia Kitzinger for her book ‘The Social Construction of Lesbianism’ (Kitzinger 

1988), a fine text – both of these works acted as theoretical, political and philosophical cornerstones 

for our practice. Judith Butler helped keep us sane with her thoughts on the construction of gender 

and positioning in relationships (Butler 1990) as did Patti Lather with her politicised theory, courage 

and complexity (Lather 1994). John Shotter understood something about the affordances and 
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limitations of what we can create with each other, of each other in speech. In his chapter ‘The Social 

Accountability of You’ he says "I act not simply 'out of' my own plans and desires, unrestricted by the 

social circumstances of my performances, but in some sense also 'in to' the opportunities offered to 

me to act, or else my attempts to communicate will fail or be sanctioned in some way." (Shotter 1989 

p144). John Burnham and Gianfranco Cecchin theorised the importance of a playful and lively 

relationship with theory (Burnham 1992, 1993; Cecchin et al 1993). The emergence of this permission 

within a broader professional community felt like an invitation to participate fully, openly and with an 

expectation of dialogue as opposed to top-down theoretical monologue – and with it, possibility. 

Having colleagues writing about repositioning expertise (Anderson & Goolishian 1992), making visible 

one’s own thoughts and experience (Roberts 1995), addressing issues of power and possibility (Byrne 

and McCarthy 1999), and understanding something about living change on the margins and the 

inherently transgressive nature of systemic practice (Markovic/ Radovanovic 1993) has helped us 

elaborate what we were already trying to do through politicised intuition. These theories have 

supported us in creating contextually responsive rule-creating practice. 

At The Pink Practice we developed questioning styles to contextualise people’s individual struggles 

using what we called wider system questions with hypothetical audiences (Simon 1998, 2010). We felt 

that systemic therapy focused too much – and still does – on close family systems and not enough on 

other quite specific groupings and communities of which people are members – for example, gay 

second generation Greek Cypriot builders working for the family business who are the eldest son with 

aging parents. We need to remember that there are others out there who would identify with this 

description, who can offer understanding and suggestions. They can become consultants to people 

through the therapy, albeit in a virtual way. 

We have needed to develop therapeutic practices which are useful to the people with whom we are 

working and not worry about upholding the foundations of an imagined institution. In that sense we 

have felt much ethical responsibility for how theory and practice play themselves out.  

Overall, we have shied away from invitations to offer “How To” courses, how to work with lesbians, 

gay men etc as we have been concerned to avoid presenting ourselves as insider experts with a fixed 

knowledge which might exclude other people’s knowledge. It can so easily thingify both ourselves as 

‘representatives’ - of what exactly? It can fix in language the very mixed group of people who live in 

evolving communities with emergent practices and identities and ways of speaking about them. 

Instead we have offered “Working Across Difference” trainings which help practitioners to get 

beyond any paralysing liberal guilt and rather explore limiting stories, develop confidence and care in 

their conversations with others and experiment with questions which situate people in wider, 

culturally complex systems. We have invited therapists to have confidence in exploring the many 

overlapping, sometimes less noticed or contradictory circumstances in which people live. Our 

message has always been that one needs to know how to work with one’s own not knowing and use 

it to find ways of drawing on knowledge which people already have. Having said that, it has been 

useful at times to just share examples and stories with people about what others have done in similar 

situations. 
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These two examples illustrate how we have at times used therapy as a means of relocating the 

experience of the individual, couple or family into a broader community of conversation. 

 

One Story 

A young woman told her Pink Practice therapist about a really profound thought she had that day. 

Her therapist could see she was still reeling from the effects of it as she was speaking. The therapist 

asked her to repeat what she had said so she could write it down. It felt important to capture it in 

some way. The therapist felt inspired by the experience the woman was describing and suggested 

that it might be moving or useful to others. She asked “How would you feel if I asked you to write 

that thought on the whiteboard and, um, leave it there for others to experience?” It was a bit of a 

risky suggestion. She hadn’t discussed this with a colleague who also used the room. “I was aware” 

she said, “of being quite impetuous. Hmm, maybe intuitive is a kinder word! I was also aware that I 

was transgressing one of the principles of several therapeutic approaches: to keep any information 

from any one client out of the sight of other clients. But it felt like something to celebrate, something 

worth putting out there.” 

But then in subsequent consultations with other clients, we found ourselves asking people, “We’re 

doing this thing of inviting people to write on the whiteboard an important thought or feeling they 

have been having in the last week or so. If something occurs to you that you want to share, feel free 

to put it up there or just forget about it if you can’t think of anything or you don’t want to do it.” It 

was especially important to create some choice so people did not feel pressured to do something 

they were not comfortable with. And it helped to provide an explanation for what was already 

written on the whiteboard so people did not think it was a careless left over from someone else’s 

session. Anyway, by the end of the week we had a long list of really amazing reflections. For us as 

solitary practitioners working with all these compartmentalised conversations with people, it felt not 

only liberating to break down some of the knowledge boundaries but also was an exciting 

opportunity to connect people. Most people were keen to participate and they connected to 

something on the board which was meaningful to them. One or two people just ignored it. One 

person contributed by translating something someone else had written in Italian into English. That 

was moving.  

It was interesting to see how people took to it as if it was a natural thing to happen. It seemed to feel 

more unnatural for us as therapists than for the people coming to therapy. And we were moved by 

the things people wrote and moved also by the time people took to read the words of others. Many 

people pointed at someone else’s reflection and said how they connected to it. It seemed like an 

opportunity to be alongside someone they had never met and feel understood, supported in a shared 

experience. Perhaps they felt that their contribution might be make sense to someone else. This one 

white board acted to unite all these disparate conversations and create a sense of participating in a 

resourceful, supportive and creative community. 
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Another Story 

A fairly isolated lesbian couple wanted to move to London which was going to be more lesbian 

friendly and a better cultural fit with their particular ethnic backgrounds than where they were 

currently living. They had no knowledge of the different areas of London. Their therapist suggested 

that she could ask everyone else who came for therapy at The Pink Practice what suggestions they 

had about suitable areas of London to live in for couples in their situation. They looked surprised at 

the offer and were keen to take it up. For a month, their therapist carried round in her diary a folded 

piece of paper and she ended each and every session with this question. People took the request very 

seriously, gave it some thought, put their suggestions in order of consideration, offered the thinking 

behind their ideas. When she met with the couple a month later, she handed them a rather battered 

piece of paper for them to take away with all the suggestions from the other people. They were 

blown away by it. It looked to the therapist as though the couple was starting to feel more part of a 

LGBTQ community before they had even decided on an area. 

 

These kinds of activities decentre us as therapists. Our words, our thoughts mix with other voices so 

that people coming to therapy have more of a choice about which words to read or hear. We enjoyed 

seeing how this kind of process could connect people in a lateral way. It foregrounds a person’s 

situatedness in a community of real people beyond the consulting room. We are led by the idea of 

therapist-as-connector (Simon 1998, 2010). We see these activities as forms of activism which offer 

opportunities for challenging oppressive practice wherever it occurs and which require our vigilance 

against complacency, against tokenism and modernist monological truth discourses. 

While we are writing, we are remembering, many years ago now, an annual meeting of the register 

of therapists at the Kensington Consultation Centre. We were, as a community, reviewing the Code of 

Ethics for Systemic Therapists. There was one particular clause which pronounced “Thou shalt not 

bring thy profession into Disrepute.” It was at the time when there was much public challenging of 

Section 28 and some lesbians had the day before abseiled into the house of lords. We were clear that 

in the event that we needed to act as a lesbian or as a woman first, then we might act in a way that 

could be considered ‘to bring the profession into disrepute’.  We like to think that the systemic 

therapy community does appreciate that therapists are members of other communities with their 

own priorities which at times may clash with professional concerns. On the other hand, to not act, 

meaning to act in a way which contradicts one’s ethics might in itself render our ethics-led profession 

disreputable. 

Gwyn Whitfield and Gail Simon 

The Pink Practice 

We would like to recognise the special contribution of our supervisors over the years who have 

supported our work at The Pink Practice: Caroline Dalal, Desa Markovic and John Burnham. And of our 

fellow community members. And each other. 
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Appendix X 

CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS, 

TEACHING & PUBLICATIONS    2006 - 

2011 

 

Presentations  

Title Format Institution / 

Event 

Location Date 

Self-Supervision, 

Surveillance and 

Transgression 

Conference 

presentation. 

Invited Speaker 

Systemic 

Supervision 

Conference, 

Tavistock Clinic & 

IFT 

London November 2007 

Therapeutic Use of 

Family Trees 

1 day Workshop The Relate Institute York June 2008 

Writing in Practice Workshop KCC Summer School 

2008 

London July 2008 

Working across 

Difference 

 

1 day Workshop The Relate Institute Doncaster November 2008 

Writing with Clients 

 

1 day Workshops The Relate Institute Manchester and 

London 

December 2008 & 

January 2009 

Writing for 2 day Workshop The Relate Institute London February / May 
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Publication 2009 

 

Creating Contexts 

for Counselling 

Lesbians, Gay Men 

and Queer Others 

1 day Workshop The Relate Institute Manchester February 2009 

A Doctoral Journey Presentation to 

Faculty 

Research and 

Development 

Forum, Doncaster 

University College 

Doncaster May 2009 

Writing for Readers: 

A Challenge for 

Practitioner-

Researchers 

Conference 

Workshop 

BACP Research 

Conference 

Portsmouth May 2009 

Writing Practice: 

Collaborative 

Dialogical 

Partnerships 

Workshop KCC Summer School 

2009 

London July 2009 

Writing Practice: A 

Challenge for 

Practitioner-

Researchers 

Conference 

Presentation 

3rd Graduate  

Conference on 

Social Sciences and 

Management, 

University of 

Bradford 

Bradford October 2009 

Writing Research: A 

Relational Activity 

Presentation to PhD 

students 

Counselling Dept, 

University of 

Leicester 

Leicester November 2009 

An Introduction to 

Systemic Therapy 

1 day Workshop Greater 

Manchester North 

Relate 

Manchester January 2010 

Research Choices 

for Counsellors 

Presentation 1
st

 Student 

Research 

Conference, The 

Doncaster May 2010 
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Relate Institute 

Dialogical Writing: 

A Challenge for 

Practitioner-

Researchers 

Conference Paper International 

Congress of 

Qualitative Inquiry 

Champaign, Illinois May 2010 

Let's Imagine: 

Dialogical and 

Collaborative 

Writing from within 

Practice 

Workshop New KCC Summer 

School 2010 

Cambridge July 2010 

Hearing Voices for 

Written 

Conversation in 

Research 

Paper Vital Signs 2: 

Engaging Research 

Imaginations, 

Manchester Uni 

Manchester September 2010 

 

Teaching  

Course Subject Institution Location Dates 

PG Dip Couple 

Counselling 

Qualifying Course 

BACP accred. 

Systemic Therapy. 

12 days per year  

The Relate Institute Manchester 2006/07 

MA Relationship 

Therapy Qualifying 

Course 

6 day Systemic 

modules in  years 1 

and 2. 

The Relate Institute London 2007/2010 

MSc Relationship 

Therapy  

Post-qualifying 

Research Degree 

 Research Methods. 

16 days year 1, 6 

days year 2. 

The Relate Institute Doncaster 2008/10 

2011/12 

Introductory Course 

in Family Therapy 

Culture and 

Diversity in Systemic 

CMFT NHS  Manchester April 2010 
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Practice; 

An Introduction to 

Dialogical Therapies 

 

MA Relationship 

Therapy 

Research module 10 

days year 3 

The Relate Institute London (3 cohorts) 

Doncaster (2 

cohorts) 

2011/12 

 

 

Course Development 

Course Task Institution Location Dates 

MSc Relationship 

Therapy  

Post-qualifying 

Research Degree 

Wrote and delivered 

10 day Research 

Methods Module.  

Curriculum Leader 

for whole MSc 

programme. 

The Relate Institute Doncaster 2008/10 

MA Relationship 

Therapy Qualifying 

Course 

Wrote & teaching 10 

day Research 

Methods Module to 

3rd year students. 

The Relate Institute London 2010 

 

Supervision 

 

Type Format & 

frequency 

Setting Location Dates 

Systemic 

Supervision 

2 monthly groups 

and monthly  

individual sessions. 

Relate Bradford Bradford 2006~ 
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Systemic 

Supervision  

2 monthly groups Systemic North Manchester 2007~ and 2009~ 

Systemic 

Supervision 

3 Individuals monthly Systemic North Yorkshire 2007~ 

Research 

Supervision 

2  MSc Students and 

group consultations 

The Relate 

Institute 

Doncaster 2008~ 

 

 

Therapeutic Practice 

Client Groups Times Setting Location Dates 

Individuals & 

Couples 

150 hours per year The Pink Practice London ongoing 

Couples & Families 50 hours per year The Pink Practice Yorkshire ongoing 

 

 

 

 

Publications 

Title Publication Role Status Date 

Self Supervision, 

Surveillance and 

Transgression 

Journal of Family 

Therapy 

Writer Published July 2010 

Critical Thinking: A 

first step towards 

good practice in 

In C. Lago & B. 

Smith (Eds.) Anti- 

Discriminatory 

Writer Published September 2010 
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training.  Counselling and 

Psychotherapy 

Practice. London: 

Sage 

Praction Research: 

A Model for 

Systemic Inquiry 

Human Systems Writer Ready for 

submission 

 

Systemic Inquiry as 

a form of 

Qualitative Inquiry 

Journal of Family 

Therapy 

Writer Ready for 

submission 

 

Reading for 

Listeners 

Journal of 

Qualitative Inquiry 

Writer To be submitted  

Down to the Wire  Context Writer Published October 2010 

Writing as Talk Collaborative 

Therapies 

(Co-)writer Ready for 

submission 

 

Transgressive Lives Context Co-writer Published October 2010 

Writing in a 

Training Context 

Context (Co-)writer Published December 2009 

Writing for Readers Counselling and 

Psychotherapy 

Research Journal 

Writer Under Review 2010 

Pink Practice 20th 

Anniversary Issue 

Context Co-editor Published October 2010 

The Relate Institute 

Research  

Research and 

Scholarship Journal, 

University College, 

Doncaster 

Co-editor In press March 2011 
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