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interests, abilities, and clinical needs. The same can be said for the people and spaces with which
these narratives are shared.

The following sample application, co-created with young adult advisors, demonstrates
these elements in practice. The general aims and six session arc are presented, followed by a

sample session with text box notations of various elements in action.
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Chapter Three
Story Constellations: An Example Application

Introduction

This sample application builds from the core features above and demonstrates one of
many ways in which documentary arts approaches might be harnessed within clinical settings to
facilitate collaborative storytelling and cultivate narrative agency. The application focuses on
child welfare-involved youth, employs photography and narrative writing as documentary tools,
and explores storytelling through the metaphor of constellations within a group setting. A multi-
session arc is mapped out with one session presented in more depth. This demonstration centers
populations of digital natives who have experiences with complex trauma and/or limited buy in

with more traditional therapeutic constructs.

STORY
CONSTELLATIONS
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Youth and therapeutic support join to scaffold dynamic and accessible spaces to place
and hold elements of their stories

Move m youth’s stories being perceived as static, distant, and kept

by adults (in file cabinets or public opinion)

Move their stories being perceived as evolving, complex, constructed

\

Six-week therapeutic group for adolescents in foster care placements, ages
14-18. Through the use of documentary arts methods and narrative therapy
constructs, the group explores the ways participants relate with stories
about their lives through the metaphor of stars as the elements of their
stories and constellations as stories themselves. Through this process
facilitators and participants collaborate in deepening awareness of and
developing emotional/social/cognitive skills with regard to narrative agency
and self-concept.

from particular perspectives, and accessible by themselves over time and

space

Six-Session Arc

Where do your . Locating your
. A . Charting —
Introductions stories live? our sk new Viewing,
& & ¥ ¥ Charting a constellation Celebration
& new 2
Stories What are your constellation &

X Observing one
surround us stories made .
constellation

Your evolving Closing
of? universe
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One session, in depth

STORIES SURROUND US

Introduction to group and participants
Present structure of group
Begin exploring stories: parts, perspectives, and organizing principles

Introduce star/constellation metaphor as proxy for stories

. Introductions

. Purpose and plan of group
. Stories Surround Us Activity
. Stories as Constellations

. Closing

6

Smart phones, as available

Paper (construction, roll, tissue)

Markers, Colored Pencils, Glue, tape, sticky notes
Examples of stories (photos, song, music video)
Examples of constellations (photos)
Notebooks/pens, pencils

Dry erase markers

Portfolio folders

Snacks

w
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WELCOME (facilitator)

* Introduce facilitator, brief purpose of the group,
commonalities between participants, and the use of .
different forms of media GROUP FOCUS (facilitator)

Acknowledge that the group might bring up some things ¢ This group is about stories. The stories we tell ourselves,
that are hard for people, note that we’ll make space for and have been told, as well as those that are told about
this, and that being supportive is important us. It’s also about the stories we hold, and others hold for
and with us, and how we might choose what we carry of
them from this point onward. It’s about how these stories
are represented in our lives, and how we might be able to
GROUP SHARE (facilitator/members) choose how they show up more than we think we can.

. Name

*  Something you are carrying with you today GROUND RULES (co-created by members/facilitator)

How are you feeling about being here today scale of 1-10? * some guiding concepts
(facilitator: get a read on youth’s entry point and possible «  Confidentiali
hesitations; Pay attention to how youth engage with each EnifeemiElisy
other and with the process, important to know who elected ¢ Choice
to come and who was encouraged to come by their case e Collaboration
worker or other adult)

Safety

Empowerment

STORIES SURROUND US. THEY ARE EVERYWHERE, IF WE LOOK FOR THEM.

¢ Brainstorm: What are some stories you know? Have heard or seen?

Find an image or video or meme or song on your phone that represents a story, share with group

As members share ask follow-up questions: Where did you hear or see stories? Where did they come from? Children’s

stories/fairy tales, friends, movies, books, the news, music videos, songs, poetry, family, cultural narratives, religious
stories, school

Ask for a volunteer from the group to explore their example in depth: as the group shares write each point or
comment on an index card and put on the table OR write on whiteboard (invite any group member to do this with you)

What are the main parts of this story? Characters, plot, setting, etc.

Who tells this or told this story? How did they? Books, movies, people, church, etc.
Who are they telling it to? Why?

Whose stories aren’t told here? How can this story be told differently?

The stories that surround us

The board or table is now full of different parts of stories (people, places, things, audiences, motivations, etc.)
Point out that stories:
. Are made of elements (people, places, events, etc.)
* Are seen and told in certain ways by certain people
* Are given certain meanings
These meanings impact people

Ask one member to arrange the story elements to tell a different story- discuss how the shifting of the
elements in a different arrangement makes the story different
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CONSTELLATIONS DEFINED

¢ Hand out or show an image of a night sky with stars

Ask for group to share what they know about constellations
. What are they? Can you see stars where you are staying? If not, what do you imagine them to be?
0 Any examples? Your favorite one?

. Why do you think people made them a thing? Indigenous wayfaring, colonial conquest...

Show image of constellations drawn in the sky

CONSTELLATIONS ARE LIKE STORIES

* Someone looked at stars, made lines between them and imagined they looked like something

they could recognize

o Then they drew it out, told other people, and so on

But have you ever looked at a constellation like:
o “that’s a bear, what?” Yeah. Someone else said it was bear... so I'm trying to see the bear.
. But, what if | see something else? Or don’t see it at all? Can’t see it? Don’t want to?

STORIES ARE LIKE CONSTELLATIONS
The stories we’re surrounded by are like constellations,

Many of which we didn’t actually make!

STORY ARE LIKE CONSTELLATIONS, EXAMPLE
. Put three-five things on the table (facilitator)
9 Each of these things is like a star

Ask each group member to arrange them in some order to tell a story

While this metaphor works to bind
these ideas together, | am aware that many
young people live in urban environments with
lighting that obscures the stars and/or lives that
don’t afford time and space to star gaze. For
them, this reference may seem foreign. It Is one
(not the only) metaphor that might be used to
tie together this concept. | encourage
facilitators to consider metaphors and ideas
that resonate for them and the young people
they are joining in this work.

Share any stories

Let’s go back to that thing you shared at the beginning: what you are carrying with you. Ok,
now can you think of or find 2 more things you are carrying?

. Write them down, put them on the table, imagine them in your head in some order
. What’s a story there? About your day? About right now?

Share as desired

One volunteer- can we arrange their “story constellation” differently? TRY IT AS A GROUP

NEXT TIME

We’ll be focusing on some of the stories of our own, remember what you share and how you
share are entirely up to you!

In between now and then- take a look at the sky some night and see if you can find an image
or a story there, it could be something you know to look for or something of your own

FINAL CHECK-OUT

Weather Report on mood/feeling right now

This group is heavy on materials. Be sure to
adequately plan, and adjust, based on the
group dynamic and pacing, as well as the its
members’ particular interests. Collateral work
is critical with this population. Each young
person has multiple adults in their sphere
(some more intimately than others)—case
worker, foster parent, bio parent, lawyer,
therapist, etc. It is important that youth are
aware of the facilitator’s line of
communication with at least one critical adult
and that the facilitator and youth’s adult
figure can communicate between groups as
needed.
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Chapter Four
Discussion and Future Directions
Introduction

We are living through a critical moment in media and youth culture as well as mental
health awareness. Young people carry computers in their pockets and their emergent senses of
self on their persons all the time. Mental health concerns appear decreasingly stigmatized and
increasingly problematic for populations of youth and their communities of belonging. Countless
young people need mental health support and interventions that center their ways of making,
expressing, and receiving meaning, meet them in their spaces of knowing and confidence, and
listen to hear their voices and perspectives. While many caring professionals and concerned
allies raise warnings of the dire circumstances with regard to young people’s mental wellness,
especially in the wake of COVID-19, the supply of models and practitioners is not nearly as
diverse, creative, or accessible as the demand necessitates.

This dissertation explored one approach to manifesting such work as it considered the
intersections and spaces between documentary methods, trauma-focused clinical social work,
and adolescent development. | suggested a conceptual integration of constructs of narrative
therapy (and the use of story as an organizing principle) and documentary media arts production.
And | posited an application, created in collaboration with young people with experiences of
trauma, loss, and child welfare involvement, that demonstrated possibilities for such work with
similarly vulnerable populations of youth. The work proposed within this dissertation emerged
from a certain belief in the radical potential of cultivated creative spaces in which young people
(themselves in transitional developmental moments) might critically consider their stories, curate

them with care, and reconstruct them into some further becoming.
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But suggesting potential in this moment is not enough. We must push the possibilities
into real life opportunities and real time interventions. Young people struggling with their mental

health deserve creative and culturally relevant options for clinical support, right now.

Strengths and Limitations

This conceptualization of documentary arts in narrative practice is rooted in my own
work as a social worker with young people involved with child welfare. | pulled from two
decades of clinical relationships and learnings with youth and critical insights from young adults
with prior experience in child welfare during the dissertation process. The voices and visions,
experience and expertise of these young adults complemented my own and played essential parts
in the development of this work. From a methodological perspective, the engagement of these
young adults was a necessity, given my convictions around collaborating with constituents in
creating interventions that are vested most deeply in their own perspectives, experiences, and
knowledge of capacities and needs.

While the young adults’ participation and contribution was a strength of this effort, their
insights were located in reflections on their pasts and thus were limited in their current
applicability. As many of them noted, both youth culture and media access shift so rapidly that
the cultural landscape during their times in care looked quite different than it does for young
people presently involved with child welfare. Nonetheless, | prioritized minimizing the
significant risks of re-traumatization by collaborating with young adults who were no longer
involved with the state. Future research might invite young people currently in care as advisors

S0 as to engage constituent participation in ways this project did not. However, potential risks
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related to trauma exposure must be seriously considered to ensure ethical, trauma-informed, and
healing-centered forms of inquiry.

As much as this effort found inspiration and resonance in specific experiences with child
welfare-involved youth, it rests within my larger professional and personal arc, narrative even.
The proposed model of social work practice with youth, story, and media arts tracks through a
two-decade career that has remained oriented toward collaborative efforts and transdisciplinary
approaches. A reminder of this larger arc allows the particular work posited within these pages to
speak to adjacent efforts and gesture toward other applications. Indeed, the themes around which
the argument has been made for documentary arts in narrative practices with youth, and
particularly child welfare-involved youth, can be applied with populations with similar
experiences of complex trauma, housing instability, displacement and/or migration, particularly
in combination with inaccessibility to elements of story and memory. Such populations include
adolescents involved with juvenile justice or refugee resettlement. And they include people
across the life course with certain features of psychological distress or lived experiences that

interrupt their capacities to grasp and embody narrative agency.

Future Directions

My journey into this work started many years ago in a darkroom on the coast of Maine
during my own adolescence. And it sits today within these pages as a collection of memories and
thoughts, lived experiences and shifting relationships developed in collaboration with many
young people, communities, and colleagues over decades. Through the space between then and
now, my efforts to integrate media arts practices with work that supports young people’s health

and wellness have grown more informed and nuanced. My orientation toward the need for this
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kind of creative and transdisciplinary work in the field has become more intimately known and
deeply affirmed. The proposed intervention in these final pages was profoundly considered, yet it
remains incomplete. It was conceived as a foundational piece that could inspire and sustain
continued effort. There are several directions to pursue from this spot, collaborators to be
identified, adjacent endeavors to be considered, approaches to be more thoroughly developed and
integrated into practice.

It is my firm belief that the current moment demands the expansion of effective and
accessible media-centered clinical applications with many populations, and most especially with
digital natives who carry complex trauma. No longer can clinicians, and the therapeutic
modalities and institutions through which they are trained, rely so heavily on long standing
conventions of “talk therapy” as the preeminent approach in therapeutic practice. The limitations
of these methods, rooted in the amplification of certain voices and the privileging of narrowly
considered modes of making and communicating meaning at the expense of other approaches,
may be negatively impacting people for whom these methods do not resonate emotionally or
culturally, as both clients and clinicians (Akinyela, 2014; Chin et al., 2022; McKenzie-Mavinga,
2016).

There are many ways to tell any story, from parts obscured and found, through bits pulled
apart and reconfigured, in moments seared in memory and burned into glossy paper or pixelated
frames. There must be as many ways to access revolutionary healing. The framework and
clinical application described earlier are founded upon this premise and warrant continued
development, testing, and analysis. Only upon being built out more fully, can the ideas and
practices be scaffolded into protocols that can be replicated with providers in the field who have

never used a camera in the 50-minute hour or barely considered meeting a teenager through a
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screen. The investment in this kind of work, work that reconfigures the therapeutic relationship
and field quite significantly and trades in new vernaculars and power dynamics, requires a
paradigm shift with regard to how therapy is done.

This is already happening, forced in part by the COVID-19 pandemic. Clinically oriented
apps and online therapy options have proliferated. Social media sites function as a real time
purveyors of crowd-sourced mental health-related content and insight. Efforts to actively
decolonize social work and therapeutic constructs, and create spaces and services that more
thoughtfully support systematically marginalized populations, are more evident than ever
(Choate, 2019; Hughes & Afuape, 2016; Myrie et al., 2020). Yet the extent to which
conventional mechanisms of therapeutic intervention are evolving to meet the current potential is
uncertain. What is certain is that new platforms offer new possibility, like those suggested in this
dissertation. Now is the moment to resist sliding back into armchairs and expecting young people
to heal from across rooms. Let those of us with the capacity and conviction to meet this time and
its challenges, as well as its opportunities, do just that. We must join with youth in their spaces of
belonging and honor their ways of expression and knowing. In co-constructing new therapeutic
landscapes together, we make room for all of us to conjure new and transformative narratives
from the archives and the ether. As Riz Ahmed stated so beautifully, “This is where the future

2

1S.
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