Improvisations in Child Focused Practice

A Collaborative Systemic Approach

________________________________________________________________


A Framework for Practice and Thinking:

· This approach is founded upon systemic principles informed by the Milan and post-Milan developments in family therapy. 

· It considers how best to create an improvisational, imaginative and novel circumstance or context in meetings with clients in order to move beyond the restrictions of their predicaments. 

· To this end the approach is inclusive of  ideas and orientations  shaped by “ what is possible”  in therapy  consultation and training contexts .

· It assumes a recursivity in the shaping of practice between  four dimensions ~ our values, our performance as therapists ,the “practising Self” and the theoretical orientations we use

Creating more Resourceful Beginnings

· Attention to our capacity for decentring as practitioners/therapists.

· The search for a useful connection with each family member.

· Affording each family member the opportunity of talking or not talking and of listening or not listening.

· Appreciating and acknowledging the music in the words of complaint and concern.  This is the emotional context within which the meeting occurs.

· Breaking the hypnotic pattern of complaint and other redundant talk.

· Creating a tolerance of difference and a climate of exploration.

· Searching for resourceful contexts abilities and problem solving capacities within the family member’s repertoire.

· Creating a direction for Practice headed towards possibilities in achievements (rather than utopian ideals).

· Mapping the resourceful context.

· Noting key themes, goals and mini-steps towards useful outcomes.

The Classroom of Concepts and the Playground of Practice

· The link between theorising and the performance of practice

· The significance of the “Board of Governors” and the links between values and theories

The following techniques and modes help annotate and expand a child’s perspective, hoping to bring fuller meaning and understanding to the child’s experiences.  The child’s perspective is then brought into light alongside the perspectives of other family members.  These contributions become available as a resource and source of serious novelty in the family’s repertoire.

Child focused circular questions~ creating a language of engagement

· Attention to the child`s offerings  as opportunities to engage in their “language”

·  Describing emotions as interactions and pictures

· Attention to image and Imagination in asking questions

·  metaphor in questions to create a safe ambience of exploration and imagery

· Following the child`s lead ~ simple words to explore the context

· Leading gently to new destinations ~ positing what ifs ?

· The Magic of numbers ~ scaling and ranking questions

 Questions may be augmented by the use of props such as puppets, symbols, toys,  flip charts, games and other more  visual and  tangible  means of  creating opportunities for  creative possibilities. 

· Storytelling and story making including ;

· Therapist as conduit ~using the community of ideas from other children’s experiences, 

· Therapist and client as co-authors ~creating opportunities for co-writing, 

·  Spontaneity in storytelling~ creating a parallel story in session.

·  Creating  fresh direction in therapy through poetry and song, questionnaires and postal therapy.

· Attention to voicing , gesture and other performative characteristics in creating the context for the story

· Mini sculpting; this technique helps children and family members to express their views on family relationships, transitions and important difficulties through the use of symbol, thus creating the possibility for a slightly more distanced and less blaming talk about family matters.  This seriously playful technique can allow children opportunities to tell a story through action and words in ways which feel less oppressive to them.

Systemic Focused Dramas ~ Co- creating a Sense of Occasion

Facilitating  Movement and Perspective for Family and Therapist

Practice Modes

· Children as consultants to the therapist, parents as consultants to the therapy

· Rehearsal or Enactment:  doing something different and more useful

· Playful Reversals such as therapists as “pupil” to the child as “teacher”, client as “therapist” and therapist as “client”

· Developing sibling groups as a resource to parental problems

· Children as Reflecting Team members

· Family Focus days :  reconfiguring  therapy as  a  workshop for families

· Reflecting Team as theatre to expand and develop the plot between family and therapists

· Time Travel Talk; “returning to when it all went wrong”.

· Re-imaging~ creating and amplifying  alternative pictures of the past

· Future Imaging:  creating fresh pictures from restricted stories

· Therapist as Personification of a central theme

· Therapist  as “voice” of the child’s inner talk

· Therapist  voicing  alternative inner talks~  giving mixed feelings their place.

As with all techniques the context has to fit the occasion.  Each of the above examples is dependent upon the client’s and practitioner`s ability to enter into their “discomfort zone” and feel in safe enough hands in so doing.  If the context is one of threat, fear or powerful negativity such apparently playful techniques are not appropriate and open to abuse, embarrassment or humiliation.  They should be used with caution and with a sense of mutual capacity for experimentation between therapist and client/family.

Discomfort Zone; the place of experimentation, exploration and potential creativity for all involved in therapy

Comfort Zone: the place of relative safety and familiarity that is useful, even necessary, to establish before safe entry into the Discomfort Zone can occur.

Enhancing The Performance of Practice

· On Theorising: The  limits of Collaboration and the danger of dogma .

· On Practice:  Scales for reflection - in - action; six dimensions  for Systemically Informed  Reflective Practice.

· On Self:  Therapist as Transitional Performer, From  Inspiration to Courage.
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