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EXPRESSIVE PLAY THERAPY
FOR HELPING TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN
PART I}

| This is the third in a series of anicies provided for us by Marie Jose Dhaese, Ph.D., ATR, CET. RPT-S. in Part ‘

I, she presents us with more techniques that she has used in her work with children over the past 30 years.
Ms Dhaese founded the Centre for ExpreSSWe Therapy on Hornby Istand, British Columbia, Canada. To find

_out more about herwork, gote . . - ¢ - g

MUSIC

Singing and music making can also beused asa
therapeutic ool The materials. The musical
instruments arc normally stored away on shelves.
They are brought out according to the age. need and
inclination of the child. The instruments available
arc drums, tambourines. and bells of various kinds.
cymbals. and a xylophonc. There is also a Kantcle,
a string instrument that is tuned in pentatonic scale
and therefore only makes harmonious sounds. |
atiempt to provide instruments that casily lend
themscives to the expression of the whole range of
moods and feelings (c.g. the drum can convey
aggressive feclings, the Kantele a more
introspective mood. the bells happiness. oic ). How
and when it is used. Music 1s used cither as past of
the play or with somg children it is used, on
occasion as a main mode of sclf -expression. The
child then uses it in the same way as another child
might usc art. It is for him a safc way of rclcasing
repressed fectings that is also cgo strengthening. Tt
can also be a step towards verbalizing feclings. as
when the child is asked to give the music plaved a
title or when he sings a song about his lifc, pain and
wishes. In some situations | usc singing as a wav of
reflecting back to the child what he is doing and
cxpressing in his activitics, or as a way of summing
up the sessions. For mstance, | now work with a
mentally handicapped bov who responds to singing
and not the spoken word. Singing has become our
way of verbally communicating in the session.
also use plaving a picce of music together as a way
of interacting and forming a relationship with
children who are more comfortable with that
particular medium than with art. We both take wrns
playving and alse play tegether at the same time, In
the casc of a child with a {imited ranpe of
cxpression of feelings. { use this cxercise as an
opportunity to introduce him to diffcrent
possibilitics (from loud to soft. froni fast to sfow).
Music is 2 usefil tool 1o belp create a soothing,
nurturing atmosphere as well as communicates
acceptance and understanding. For instance. in the
case of a child wanting to spend his time curled up
under a bianket in the fetus position. | might play
on the Kantclc in a way that refleats. in the music,
the mood of'the child. as I sensc it. Thus | found
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that the usc of music brings many more possibilitics
to the therapy session.

STORYTELLING

Storviclling is another form of symbolic expresston,
which ¢ncourages the usc of imagination. It isa
way of providing the child with images that wil
soothe the inacer chaos and state of anxicty as well
as cnrich his world of imagination. fmages can heal
or destroy. Such images counteract the effects of
the destructive ongs the child has been exposcd to
The materials. A varicty of story books for
children of vanous ages arc stored on a shelf. Near
it there is a rocking chair for the child to sit in while
telling or being told a story. The "cozy comer” with
its comfortable cushions is another possible place
conducive to such an activity. How and when it is
used. As mentioned before, storstelling. in the form
of the child tclling a story is uscd as a means of
self-expression in conjunction with art and
sandplay. when the child is encouraged to tell the
story of the picture he drew or the world he ereated
in the sandplay. Another way of encouraging the
chuld to cxpress himself svmbelically in the form of
a story is by suggesting making onc up together.
First we choosc a thomwe. such as dreams. sadness.
anger, Christmas, etc.. then we each take turns and
together we make up a storv on that particular
theme. In such an instance. storvielling, can be used
as a mcans of approaching painful subjects ina
non-threatening way. 1 also usc storvtelling in the
form of the child being told a story. At times |1
choasc the story myself. | do this especially with
children who have been deprived and have suftered
various traumas. It is a way of providing themt with
nuﬂurinb ima&,us \\hich 5ivc a sense of hope. that

transformud into llght and \\armth. Such slorics also
give exampies of alternate ways of coping with fife,
Storvtclling is somctimes followed by painting or
drawing the unages that stand out most for the child
and discussing them to belp him refate them © his
own life. At times the child govs to the shelf and
picks a story he wants ro hear. This sometimes
becomes a nitual at the beginning or at the end of
cach session. | once worked with a child who. for
the first four months of therapy. asked me to read
the same story at the beginning of cach scssion.
Storvtclling is also used within the play session. as



a way of providing images that activate the sclf-
healing process. Such stories arc similar to guided
famtasies. which 1 make up spontancously during
the play. They arc related 1o what the child is
struggling with and offur possible solutions. 1 ofien
use tmages related to the ones the child has already
created i his svmbeolic plav. For instance to a child,
who in her previous play sessions had been looking
for a big whitc whaic, 1 told a story_ while she was
hiding under a vellow cloth, about hersclf
swinnning in a river of golden water. finding the
whalc. riding it, playing in the water with it. I found
that in other simifar cases the chitdren used such
imagcs fater on in following play sessions and built
on them to make new discoveries. fn my
experience, telling the child a story as part of the
play is Yoss threaiening. and thereby more effective
than using deliberate guided fantasy. | have found
that storyvtelling is a very valuable tool of therapy
both as a means of sclf-cxpresston and a vehicle o
provide nurturing images that activate the scif-
healing process.

CRAFTS

1 only usc two kinds of crafts: making soft tovs and.
in the winter, candle-making. The materials. In
the "craft comer” | store a basket of uncarded wool
dved in many bright colours. a basket of picces of
felt of various colours. a scwing basket with
ncedles. scissors. embroidery threads. pipe cleaners
and old stockings. 1 aiso have hot plate and
candlcmaking matcrials (beoswas, wick).

How and when it is used. Elementary school age
children choose to use crafts mostly of their ouwn
initiative. However 1 encourage children who are
particularly inwardly lcthargic to usc crafts as it
cncourages them to use their hands. to use their
imagination and to become involved in the creative
process necessary o make something out of
nothing. Crafls demand inner and ouler
involvement. I is an cgo-strengthening, nurturing,
activity. which can alse have a soothing and
centering cffect. ffor instance. I now sce a child
who begins cach session by making a smatt gnome
ont of wool and felt. This gives her a chance 10
scitle hersclf down, talk about her week. before she
begins to plav. 1 use candlemaking as part of
celebrating the winter festival. On occasion |
include the child’s carcgivers in such a scssion to
expose them Lo a simple non-commercial wav of
cclebrating, new to most parents | have met. Inthe
case of a child who Jikes sewing and fecls
threatened by other modes of expression § may
suggest to him. when relevant. that be make cach
member of his fanuty. himiself included. in the form
of small daolls or finger puppets. As he chooses the
colour of the clothes, the colour of the hair of each
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one, whom he starts with, a fot of valuable
infarmation comes out. The child then begins o
discuss his feclings about cach member. the nature
of his rciationship 1o cach one, cic. The next step is
to make the dolls or puppets, talk o cach other, re-
enact family scenes and thus explore possible
solutions to their probloms.

OUTINGS

How and when it is used. 1 take on outings
children aged ten and up who are at a stage where
they need to release a lot of cnergy and can safely
do so without the boundarics of the plavroom. |
have found that running in the woods or by the
occan, throwing stoncs in the water, burving them
in the sand. climbing trees can be most therapeutic
for such children. Going on a hike ¢an be used as an
cgo-sirengthening activity in which Y imvolve
children who are particularly lethargic and lack sclf
-confidence. The goal is then to help them go
bevond their usual phyvsical limits and theretore
discover new strengths. This is donc with a lot of
cncouragement and awareness of safety. With
children who have been deprived and have been
minimally exposed to their natural surroundings. |
make an ctfort to take them 1o a forest or a larpe
park oncc during cach scason. For instance. m the
winter we might go where there is new snow or
before Christmas to gather cedar boughs to decorate
their home. As we are walkiag we mught make up
stories or songs related 1o what we sce. If we go by
the ocean or up a small mountain 1 might take
binoculars for them to lock at blue herons, seals.
cagles. moumtain peaks. ctc. | also bring a camera
and food lor a picnic. | have found that the beach
and the woods can be a manvelous playroom,
where, within the security of the retationshig. the
child can feel saft to release a lot of cnergy and
make new discoverics abont himsclf and the natural
world around him,

FOOD

Nurturing being such an important clement of the
therapy process, 1 also use food as a concrete
vehicle to provide the child with an opponiumy to
be fed and to feed himsclf.  Cooking also provides
nurturing because of the human contact mvolved in
cooking together and cating together. In the same
way as ¢rafts and various art forms. it demands
involvement of inner and outer capacitics. Cooking
can also be used as a means of self- expressian,
The materials, When working with a child who
has asked fo cook | bring a hot platc or toaster oven.
a pot. a frving pan. or muffin tins or a cookic sheet
| also bring staples such as flour. cggs. nulk, butter.
cie. | keep in the room for cvery child a bowl of
fruit of various kinds. a bowl of nuts. ajar ot ammal
cookies. ajar of fruit juice and a cup and a plate.



How and when it is used. With children who have
been deprived physically and emotionally. | tind
that, at the beginning of the therapy process. their
main interest is food, and what they like best 10 do
is cooking. We then bake together simple food such
as muffins or make pancakes. In further sessions we
mayv go on to making shapes out of covkic dough.
The children can then begin to express themsclves
and usc their imagination. Eventually we might go
on to making and using coloured play dough. With
this particular medium. the child can then express
and resolve his painful feclings. as he feels ready 1o
Al the beginning of such a process which might
take several months. 1 am often the onc doing most
of the cooking and the child mostly the cating. By
the end of such a process | am mostly watching the
child and reflecting what he is expressing. just as |
would with any other mode of therapy. T also use
food as part of the closing ritual at the end of each
scssion as previously described. 1 then give all
children a picce of fruit. or a fow cookics with a cup
of juice. | scrve it always on the same plate. and in
the same cup. 1 soon leamed that was very
important to the children. 1 have found that giving
the child food is an impertant metaphor to carry all
the way through the therapy process. The conerete
nurtaring it providcs aliows the child to eventually
move on to a more symbalic form of sclf-
nurturance.

ANIMAL COMPANIONS (my co-therapists) I
have found that with most children my two dous,
black standard poodies, act as an iccbreaker,
cspecially with teenagers. As my dogs show a lol of
cnthusiasm when a child comes back to see me.
they make the child feel very welcome. When a
¢hild needs comfont and curds up n a comer. the
dogs join him. Their quict presence brings an added
scnse of safety and warmth to the plavroom. When
we go on oulings they becomce the child's playmates
as the child runs after them or plays hide and seck
with them. cte. However. some children do not like
dogs and in stich a case | do not bring them to the
plavroom, In the case of a child actually being
afraid of dogs. I might slowly introduce him to
them. Usually afier a few months. the child will
proudly be walking down to the nearcest park with
the two dogs on lcashes, For many children,
especially the ones who have had mostiv negative
cxpcricnces with human beings, my dogs are the
first creatures they are able to make warm, positive
contact with. On the basis of such an experience
they then atlow themsclves to do the same with me.
SUMMARY

With cach of the techaiques previousty described in
this paper. [ keep ih mind the major factors. Fiest,
that the purpose of cach technigue is to provide the

child with a tool to express the whole range of
feclings and resotve them in a wav he fecls saft and
comforiable with. Sceond. that the purpose is also
10 strengthen and engage his whote soif and provide
him with nurturing images be can internahze and
build on, images which also connteract the noxious
cftects of his environment. The choice of
technigues comes as a result of following the child.
as he scarches for his own unigue means of self -
expression. This demands a close observation of
and feeling with the child. as wetl as a trust inthe
wisdom and healing capacitics of lus psyche, The
relationship. the milicu, the wehniques, altogether
in their constant interaction. form the vesscl which
gives the child the emotional and physical safety
and frcedom necessary to psychologically heal
himself as well as activate the healing potential that
is within his psvche,





