
The purpose of the exercise is to notice when there’s a shift from looking at your thoughts to looking 
from your thoughts.  

Some people find visualization very hard. So it’s a good idea at the start of any exercise requiring 
imagination to say,  

“Different people imagine in different ways. Some see very vivid pictures as on a TV screen. Other 
people imagine with words, sounds, feelings, or ideas. However you imagine is absolutely fine.”  

Leaves on a Stream  

1. Find a comfortable position, and either close your eyes or fix your eyes on a spot, whichever you 
prefer.   

2. Imagine you’re sitting by the side of a gently flowing stream, and there are leaves flowing past on the 
surface of the stream. Imagine it however you like— it’s your imagination. (Pause 10 seconds.)  

3. Now, for the next few minutes, take every thought that pops into your head, place it on a leaf, and let 
it float on by. Do this regardless of whether the thoughts are positive or negative, pleasurable or painful. 
Even if they’re the most wonderful thoughts, place them on the leaf and let them float on by. (Pause 10 
seconds.)  

4. If your thoughts stop, just watch the stream. Sooner or later your thoughts will start up again. (Pause 
20 seconds.)  

5. Allow the stream to flow at its own rate. Don’t speed it up. You’re not trying to wash the leaves 
away— you’re allowing them to come and go in their own good time. (Pause 20 seconds.)  

6. If your mind says, This is stupid or I can’t do it, place those thoughts on a leaf. (Pause 20 seconds.)  

7. If a leaf gets stuck, let it hang around. Don’t force it to float away. (Pause 20 seconds.)  

8. If a difficult feeling arises, such as boredom or impatience, simply acknowledge it. Say to yourself, 
“Here’s a feeling of boredom” or “Here’s a feeling of impatience.” Then place those words on a leaf, and 
let the leaf float on by. 

9. From time to time, your thoughts will hook you, and you’ll lose track of the exercise. This is normal 
and natural, and it will keep happening. As soon as you realize it’s happened, gently acknowledge it and 
then start the exercise again.  

After #9, continue for several minutes or so, periodically punctuating the silence with this reminder:  

“Again and again, your thoughts will hook you. This is normal. As soon as you realize it, start the exercise 
again from the beginning.”  

You can end the exercise with a simple instruction such as this:  

“And now, bring the exercise to an end … and sit up in your chair …. and open your eyes. Look around 
the room … and notice what you can see and hear … and take a stretch. Welcome back!”  

 



Afterward debrief the exercise with the client:  

What sort of thoughts hooked her? What was it like to let thoughts come and go without holding on? 
Was it hard to let go of any thoughts in particular? 

(Clients often want to hold on to positive thoughts, but that defeats the purpose of the exercise; the aim 
is to learn how to let thoughts come and go.)  

What feelings showed up? Was acknowledging the feeling (as in instruction 8) useful? (This is an 
acceptance technique.)  

Did she speed up the stream, trying to wash the thoughts away? If so, she’s probably turning it into a 
control technique, trying to get rid of thoughts. This is not the aim. The aim is to observe the natural 
“flow of thoughts,” allowing them to come and go in their own good time. That’s why I’ve put 
instruction 5 in there.  

Practical Tip: Some people find visualization very hard. I’m one of them. So it’s a good idea at the start of 
any exercise requiring imagination to say, “Different people imagine in different ways. Some see very 
vivid pictures as on a TV screen. Other people imagine with words, sounds, feelings, or ideas. However 
you imagine is absolutely fine.”  



a. Workability will be our yardstick.  

We want to engage in actions, pursue goals, and "buy into" thoughts  
  only when they meet the workability test. 
Paying attention to what works in the service of a vital, meaningful life. 
Control strategy that are workable, are not a problem. 

 
7. Slide: So ask yourself the workability question 

a. again, this is our yardstick. 
 Does____________________ work in the service of a vital, meaningful life? 
 Does listening to the thought, “I’m a loser,” work in the service of a vital, meaningful 

life? 
 Does numbing my anxiety with excessive exercise or procrastinating on my computer 

work in the service of a vital, meaningful life? 
8. Slide: workability 

a. Focuses on direct results: pay attention to your experience! What does it tell you? 
9. It's not about what should work:  
  our minds will say a lot of things about what should work.  
 Telling myself I'm a good person should make me feel like a good person.  
 Drinking a ton on Friday night shouldn't affect my studies.  
 Working all the time should bring me better results.  
 But my experience might tell me something different.  
 
Feel free to elicit examples from the group members about things that they think should 

work, but really don't. 
 

Fusion,  
 allowing thoughts to have excessive influence over our behavior 
 looking from our thoughts rather than at our thoughts 
 Synonyms: absorbed, wrapped up, entangled, hooked 

i. introduce concept intellectually, emphasizing allowing thoughts to have 
less influence on behavior 

 
c. Slide: What thoughts get you hooked? 

 Rules:  
 “I shouldn’t be feeling this way,” “if I can’t do it perfectly,  no point in trying” 

 reasons 
 “I’m too tired/busy/anxious/depressed,” “I’ve always been like this,” “damaged” 

 judgments 
 “I’m weak,” “I’m no good at this,” “I’m lazy” 

 the past: Old hurts, failures, mistakes, missed opportunities, the “good old days” 
 the future: What you have to do later, fantasizing about a better life, worrying about 

catastrophic possibilities 
 self: “I’m not that kind of person,” “I am a depressed person,” “I have a disorder,” “I tell 

it like it is” 
i. Brief large group discussion.  


