ZLINICAL EDITOR COMMENT

Thus arhicle, adaptad trom one that onginally
appearad in the South Caraling APT MewsLoetter,
shows how a case example can be vsed as a basis

for thecratical analysis of play therapy approaches.

By Rebecca Moise

By Cathy Cooper-Ely phb, LPC RPT

CASE STUDY

As a nondirective play therapist traveling to different schaols in my
district, | have learned to use the unexpected in terms of office space
and materials already in offices in which | find myself. | still find ways to
remain consistent with my theorctical approach. An example coourred
today when [ went to get "Sam,” a five-year-old kindergartner, for his
counseling and play therapy session.

Sam [not his real name) was referred to counseling because of
aggressive behaviors exhibited toward his peers. He lived in a
neighborhood that was known to have drug trafficking and violence.
When | visited his home, | saw several homeless men standing beside a
fire in & trashcan and drinking alcehol, Sam'’s mom said the men would
stand there and drink all day. She said she didn't allow her children to

the Serendipitious Session

Therapeutic Aspects of

“The Serendipitous Session” and my response
were off the cuff. Cathy Cooper-Ely wrote the
case study and sent it to me, saying samething
moved her to do so; It moved me also and as |
reflected on why, | began to write a response.
| did not speak with Cathy about this and | had
no knowledge of “Sam” except what Cathy
wrote. Sam's session seemed typical of many
play therapy sessions but this is part of what
mads it interesting: ardinary child’s play is
therapeutic. Sometimeas we might not notice
this, or net think toe much about it, in part
because it appears so ordinary. | found myself
wanting to focus more on what happened.

| thought of different ways that Sarm was
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helped by this session. Sam came 1o therapy
r‘:lay outside, becaus& she fearad ‘Fur tI1E|r Safet}-* When this mather wast in part because he is predisposed to expect
upsEt fwith schonl staff ar her son), she became aasily agufated and sp}oke el e e R T el s

laudly. She admitted to fre uent use of co oral punishment hen 5
¥ i Hop! BUenenL Y A prebakle link between his acting viclently and

exhibited inappropriate behaviors at hame o school,
On this particular day | found Sam in the,muitupurpom room: partmpranri’g feeling vulnersble to hurt. He views the warld
with other children in the *Reading is Fundamentaf" P"F*Qm”"_.- _;&Ft:—:-r shaglng threugh this lens and strikes out against the
erperiences in reading,-a,:—n:h;chilid was 1o choose & paperback book danger he teels arcund him, (Althaugh
to take harme. Sam selected one in which Curicus George®

goes to the haspital. | told him that we could read the boak

abjectivaly at school this danger

: mastly does nol exisl) His

mqether if he wanted to, but he declined. Before we enterad

counsalor halped Sam learm ways

our counseling room, a teacher met us in the ﬁdllway. SEm '
L [ y I 1 H L ] b

his book, and asked if he would like 1o take her Curious ot stippressing his urdel o fight

George puppet into his session with me. With a hig grin on when he feels he is or might be

his face, he said that he would. hurt: Having an oppartunity to

Upan entering the room, he immediately began playing oractice this skill s rart of wha

with Curicus George, While typically | Begin my sessicns . '

! P rge. v .WP_ ¥.lbeg ¥ SEs5 made this sesson therapeulic,
with a few minutes of "talk time” to address teacher _
; : i . e At the same time, what might
concerns or simply dialogue with the chifd, | said that '
today we could have "special play” tme first, since he be called Sam's "world view
had already begun, He took out twa more puppets started o change n this

from n‘-y |:}|a].-' basket and set up a pupp@j show, session, To understand

something he has never done betore, as he s this, it helps ta snf

ically rathar guiet during our sessions. ) .
t},.rr:u. Y o4 ad AEn ol altantion. away fron

Sam'’s puppet show involved Curious ,
X, ; ; ! external benavios or
George befriending a cow puppet; then
the monkey and cow puppets playing S

i * torus on the kind of

i imternal wocd that
would produce Sam’s

Dehavion | Delevs it s

togethaer Soon Gearge became hurt and
neaded 1o sae a doctor. A turtle, the only
ather puppet | hag, became
the doctor who nurtured
George back to health,

this lzrgel,
Sarm playved the docter gely

helping Gearge. The invisitle
turtle-doctar was hit by a rock interma
and went insice his shell where . "

he took a nap and calmed himself that helps
down befare coming out. Sam said he
clic this so he would not hit or hurt the

animal whao threw the rock. Sam has difficulty

scoount for the

e of childran's seemingly
manner, when he perceives a threat, and has sitnpsler, Gradisary ey, A e el

been working on controlling his anger mora epprosch called Somatic Experencing

eftectively. This "turtle technigua” is cne that {SE) suggests it is possible to build

b g 1] 0 Fear i ;
he and | had worked on together, in previous b el At et
sessions) as a way to behave when Sam becomes _ _
: e : reprogramming emational parts of awr brain,
angry. In the technicue, ha (the turtle) can “go inside his shell” and not

i L i z
say anything or do anything that will hurt somesne until he feels calm. Mg, Tt conld e digued, xtarial suppor, i

sam had recently made use of this technique inclass, Here he brought it concert with Sam’s spentaneous play, is changing

spontaneously inte his play. My response was, "he's going inside his shall his intarmal weorld,

Tharspeu o power
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sa that he won't hurt anyvone when he's mad.”

At this point in the puppet show, Sam decided to read the Curious
George book to the puppets. Afer he began, he needed help and asked
me to read the book 1o the puppets, which | did. When the story was
aver, Sam began his puppet show once again, In the second pupoet
SR, George and the cow puppet were arguing and hitting one ancther
and George was knocked to the floor This aggressive; fighting behavior
exemplifies how Sam tends to act with his peers. Curing this second
puppet show, neither of the puppets was “hurt,” as ane was by the thrown
rock in the first show. When Gearge hit the floar, the turtle swam down to
hire, picked him g, and brought Rim back to safety,

Af this point | gave Sam our 5-minute sessior-ending warning. Sam
always creates his own closure for our session by drawing a picturé.'l
occasionally write down a story about the picture as he dictates. Today's
picture was of an airplane containing many people being tossed to the
ground by two anary clouds on tha right. The airplane was in danger of
crashing when Superman appeared o the left, rescusd tha plane and all
the peaple were saved.

I this session, Sam worked an his ssues of anger, safely and contral,
| had not planned the sessior to happen that way, Serendipitous factors
—the Cutious George book and puppel — contributed to the envirenment

that Sam nesded to work on what seemed most important to-him.

s

The play seemed to heip Sam feel less alone
and threatered. Storias ol rescue and safety
helpea do this, In the second puppet show,
when George bits the floos the turtle is able o
rescue Bim. When the second scenano ended
i safely, we note that Sarrs play changed
somewhat. Somenow thens was a bil more
satety than there was before, Ore might raise
the guestion of “why"? Did the change in the
play scenaria accur because of the oreviously
taught “turtie techniqua™7? Did it stem from the
counselors empatky? An SE therasist might
suggast that when Sam acted out scenes of
hurtand depger, he experienced release o
discharge. Such release can create a sense
of greater safety whern il aceurs in safe, small
dases. In his play, Sarm moved back and farth
between scenes ol canger and recovery, a
mavemenl [called “pendulation™ i SE therapy

which can be powertully tharapeulic, There are
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sevieral possibilities for “why" when Cathy sersad something
new in Sam's play, something later emphasized in his airplane
picture at the end,

The learning or new sense of satety experienced in a therapy
session might be supplied by the counselor, Here, it was
pewerul for Sam o have Tound the stores and created the
sense of salety himself, Differert peeple and circumstances
strengthened Sam's contidence. He chose a book dealing with
the preblem of hurt and later a teacker loaned him a special
toy that “spake™ ta him. Mext his counselor allowed him to go
directly into special play. Sam was then able to put on puppet
snows, something ke had not done betore, The stories be
created helped reduce his perception of threat, Sam acted
oul a story in which Gearge, in whom he probakly saw part of
hirmseil, was hurt but then fustured back to health, In another
story, George was knacked to the flaor bul then brought back 1o
safety. Finally 5am imagined a whole plane load of people about
to crash, but saved by Superman, Sam had added the image

af a powerful, rescaing Supermean to his internal world. The

counsalor assisted, rot by supplying healing staries and images,

bt by creating theraseutic condilions wharain Sam could
do this himsell. 11 is a core balief among many play therapists
that children have the capacity to move spontanecusly toward
health. A number of lherapeut.ic forees were indeed coming
together here. Counseling <id not change Sarm's real warld but
it helped create more positive images of what the waorld could
b like

This case study helped illustrate the value of going with the
Howee of serendipitous things that seern to come together. Fram
a peychadynarmic or Jungian point of view, this ocours whan
the unconscious becomes more active. | hope the case sludy
anc discussion presented here might give other play therapists
mare confidence 1o lune into their own unconscious and let this
happen, This helps explain why Hound myselt “analyzing” this
case study, shilting slichtly Fram the external situation 1o what
was happaning in Sam’s internal world. It also nelps explain
why not only the sessian in the case study, but also most
ordinary play is therapeutic. In play, children are able to 1une

into their own unconscious.
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