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There is learning here, offered to us by those who have shared their stories of 
experience. We are grateful to all the authors and their insightful contributions.  

We hope you enjoy and that as you reflect on the stories shared here, that you too 
consider your own stories of experience.  

 
Sincerely,  
Thom, Jaspreet and Aurrora 
 
 
 

 
 

Fiction, Frictions, and Truth 
 

Wolfgang Vachon 
 

s someone who came into child and youth care (CYC) through theatre, story has 
been central to my work, before CYC and since. As a CYC instructor, I/we share 
stories in the classes I teach. As a theatre maker I draw on stories to create 

engaging performances, as a CYC practitioner (CYCP) I listen to stories from the young 
people I work with, and as a researcher I invite stories from those I speak with. 

I am currently working on my PhD. A study with CYCPs who have lived in residential 
placement- group homes, foster homes, and semi-independent living. For this project I’ve 
met, spoken, and created audio dramas with CYCPs from care (CYCPfC) who live across 
Canada. I find the inquiry fascinating, fun, informative, and important. Some of the people 
I’ve met don’t want anyone to know that they lived in placement (indeed, several would 
not even “officially” speak with me as part of the project). Others claim this history as a 
central element of their identity. When CYCPfC talk with me, they frequently share their 

A 



 

ISSN 2410-2954 Volume 34 No.1 

8 

experiences in the form of stories. They transform the facts of their lives into compelling, 
revealing narratives. I listen (and re-listen) to the stories they tell me, stories they tell 
themselves, and the stories they don’t tell.  

 
A personal narrative is a distinct form of communication: It is meaning 
making through the shaping of experience; a way of understanding one’s 
own or others’ actions; of organizing events, objects, feelings, or thoughts 
in relation to each other; of connecting and seeing the consequences of 
actions, events feelings or thought over time (in the past present and/or 
future) (Chase, 2018, p. 549). 

Thinking narratively allows us insight into how, what, and why we communicate. Why 
and when do we tell the stories we tell? What does that reveal about us? What do we 
learn about the other person through how they receive our stories? These are the sorts of 
questions asked, and answered, through narrative inquiry, a process which uses stories 
(be they auditory, visual, or silent) as a form of research towards understanding self, 
others, and institutions. It starts by listening to, and for, what the individual is 
communicating through the narratives they share (and don’t). The above quote from 
Chase also seems to me like a pretty decent way to think about our own work as CYCPs. 

Every CYC instructor that I’ve ever asked tells me they use “stories from the field.” 
Encapsulated wisdom born of practice, shared with students, packaged in a structure 
that is unique to people. To the best of our knowledge, no other creature on earth tells 
stories. It has been suggested (Harari, 2014) that the ability to tell stories is what moved 
us towards becoming the dominant species on the planet. According to Yuval Noah Harari 
(2014) about 70,000 years ago homo sapiens had a “cognitive revolution” which allowed 
us to use language in new ways. Moving beyond basic communication (which is 
accomplished by many species from ants, to monkeys, to whales, and far beyond) 
humans developed the capacity to form language. Language allowed us to do many 
things, not least of which was to tell stories. It might even be that the ability to tell stories, 
and specifically create and tell fiction, is responsible for our “successes” on this planet. 
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The cognitive capacity to fictionalize, according to Harari, allowed us to move into larger 
communities, to develop myths, religions, rules, laws, to gossip; thus, allowing us to 
understand what are and what are not acceptable practices in our communities. 
Storytelling permits us to keep tabs on each other, to regulate larger and larger groups of 
people, to learn through means other than direct experience, to benefit from others’ 
experiences. 

This is what I am doing each time I tell a story in class. I am sharing successes and 
failures. Communicating what is acceptable and what is not. Inviting reflection, debate, 
more stories, more experience. I am teaching through my experience to people who have 
not yet had the experience, and asking them to teach me, and the rest of the class, from 
the experiences they have had. In an introductory relational practices course I teach, I 
start each semester by beginning, but not completing, stories based on my experience. It 
is a compelling and engaging way to start the year, and students remember the stories 
right to the end of the semester. I complete these tales as the year progresses, tying 
them into different topics of the course (usually saving one story for the very last day, 
which students will frequently ask me to finish). 

 
Me: remember that story about the young person who showed up needing to leave their 
family and find a place to stay, but wouldn’t say why? 
Students: Yes. 
Me: Let’s talk about relationship building and how a child welfare call works. 
Me: Remember that story about the guy who showed up intoxicated to the group I was 
facilitating? 
Students: Yes 
Me: Let’s talk about relational dynamics and different therapeutic approaches to treating 
addiction. 
Me: Remember that story… 
Students: Yes. 
Me: Let’s talk … 
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People remember stories, because we have evolved with stories, and they have 
become a central element of who we are as a species. Holstein and Gubrium (2012) 
write, "stories are discursive ways of doing or accomplishing something. The narrator or 
storyteller actively shapes or constructs narrative reality to achieve particular descriptive, 
rhetorical ends—be they personal myths or extraordinary events…"(p.7). Stories are how 
we make meaning; it is how we shape and construct our realities. In many respects not 
only do we make stories – stories make us. We create ourselves and the world we live in 
through our stories: our cultures, identities, professions, ethics and values are all 
constructed through the stories we tell (Harari, 2014). 

One of the things I struggle with regarding the sharing of stories as a CYC practitioner, 
educator, and researcher is: are they mine to share? The stories I tell as an educator, for 
example, are about me, but they usually involve other people. Of course, I don’t reveal 
details of who the people are, but I also don’t always know who is listening. The stories I 
chose to share, I share because they teach something or provoke conversation. This 
frequently means they have unique features, features which might reveal who the people 
in the story are, if people know some of the elements or some of the people. This became 
evident to me one day at the beginning of a semester. As students entered the first class 
one approached me and asked if I used to work in a particular place. I had. In a warm, 
friendly, and unsolicited manner, they started to give me an update on some of the young 
people who used to access that service. It quickly became apparent that one of the 
stories I had planned to tell that day in class—linked into several lessons throughout the 
semester — would involve people that this student knew. Following an initial moment of 
panic and last second re-organizing of the entire semester’s lesson plans in my head, it 
was a lovely teaching moment for me, and the class. After asking permission from the 
student, I revealed the dilemma I was faced with and said that because of confidentially 
reasons I would not be sharing some things that I had planned on sharing that day. This 
opened up an informative conversation about relational practice in action. Fortunately, I 
had many other stories I could draw on that afternoon; unfortunately, I had no idea if any 
of the other students might know any of the other people. 
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This is not a unique situation. I’ve taught students who I’ve had prior professional 
relationships with, I’ve had students know guest presenters I’ve brought in, I’ve had 
students identify people in the stories I’ve told. All of these situations sit uncomfortably 
for me. It is one of the reasons I am drawn to fiction. Fiction allows for the pedagogical 
value of the story without the risk of disclosing information about someone. In the PhD 
work I’m doing, we take the stories and experiences people share and turn them into 
audio dramas, into fiction (see TuningIntoCYC.org to be launched in summer 2021). While 
everyone involved in the project signed a consent form allowing their information to be 
used, the CYC community in Canada is relatively small. Identities may be unintentionally 
disclosed, information shared that people may not want known at a later date. What we 
agree to at one point in our life, might be different than what we want known at a later 
point. As such, the audio dramas don’t reveal the specific details of a particular person. 
Instead, we weave stories together, add new context, create composite characters based 
on multiple people, shift, alter, manipulate, obfuscate, all with the intention to ethically 
share the material (the findings, the “data”) while minimizing the risk.  

Variations of this are done all the time in CYC, social work, nursing, counselling and 
numerous other classes. Educators strive to tell stories while minimizing the risks. For 
ethical reasons I change names, omit information, am intentionally vague about details 
that might divulge specifics. And while doing all this, from a place that I believe is correct, 
I wonder where the line is. When does the story slip from truth into, “based on real 
events”, when does it slide into fiction, when might it become a lie? And does it matter? I 
remember, years ago, speaking with a college about these sorts of dilemmas. Their 
solution was to make up stories. They told me they fabricated stories all the time to tell in 
class. Situations that never happened to them or those they worked with (that they were 
aware of), but they would tell these stories as though they were real and came from the 
direct experiences of themselves and the young people they supported. From their 
perspective the pedagogical value was the same. The students think the story is real, they 
will treat the story as real, and the class conversation will happen as though the story is 
real. But there is no risk to having an unintentional disclosure. No risk of revealing 
inappropriate information. No risk of breaking confidentiality. Of hurting those they 

http://tuningintocyc.org/


 

ISSN 2410-2954 Volume 34 No.1 

12 

worked with. For this colleague, to tell a fictional story was more ethical than telling 
stories that are about actual people, if you do not have their permission to tell those 
stories. This colleague had no lack of stories, they had worked for decades and had a 
vast repertoire of incredible experience. Indeed, it was this very experience that led them 
to make this decision. 

I have not asked every young person I ever worked with if I could share moments from 
our lives together in order to teach others. I am confident some would give permission for 
some stories, others not. I have also heard stories about myself told by others without my 
permission. Sometimes these are uncomfortable to hear, sometimes I have learned from 
them, and sometimes they have been harmful. In my formal inquiry processes and 
theatre work, I always seek permission, and don’t use that which is forbidden. When 
telling stories, I strive to maintain a balance between pedagogy, ethics, and relationality. 
And because of this, I wonder what “stories from the field” I should tell, if any. When is it 
okay, when is it voyeuristic, when is it exploitative, when is it wrong? I work in fiction 
because of the possibilities it creates and the ethics it allows. I work in CYC for similar 
reasons. While telling stories might be part of what makes us human, being humane 
requires us to think of our part in the story we want to tell. 

 
References 

 
Chase, S. E. (2018). Narrative inquiry: Toward theoretical and methodological maturity. In N. K. 

Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.) The SAGE handbook of qualitative research (5th Ed. pp. 546-
560). Sage Publications. 

Harari, Y. N. (2014). Sapiens: A brief history of human kind. McClelland & Stewart 

Holstein, J. A. and Gubrium, J. F. (2012). Introduction: Establishing a balance. In J. A. Holstein & J. F. 
Gubrium (Eds.) Varieties of narrative analysis. SAGE Publications. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781506335117. Pp 1-12 (The pagination of the online version 
will vary from the pagination of the print book.) 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781506335117

