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Play

Therapy

with Children in Crisis

By Nancy Boyd Webb, DSW, BCD, RPT-S, a
leading authority on play therapy with
children who have experienced loss and
traumatic bereavement.

traumas, their families and communities inevitably
also are involved. Sometimes adults actually cause

How does living through a cdhjd@d t8 beittim9etd tas i# cased df hotise Sin
inner world, behaviour and relationships 27 What other situations (such as natural disasters), no one
can we do to help children cope with extreme person is responsible, and the entire affected
stress and build needed skills for the future  ? community must deal together with the shared
o ) N ) experience.
Crisis and traumatic events are ubiquitous in
modern life and affect people of all ages. We know that children depend on the adults
Contrary to the myth that the magic years of around them for security and protection, and the
childhood are a period of guileless innocence and younger they are, the more this is the case.
careless play, the reality of the preteen years, like Furthermore, evidence in professional literature
that of later life, includes experiences that provoke increasingly attests to the influence of adul t 48
anger, jealously, fear, and grief as well as joy and responses to crisis or trauma on the subsequent
pleasure. When children experience crises or nature of chi | drends reactions (Rrro

McFarlane, 1987; Rustemi & Jaranei, 1996;
Pfefferbaum, 1997; Swenson et al., 1996). Because
children watch and take their cues from adults, when their
caretakers feel and  act terrifie d, children become
even more panicked 9 since they know that they
themselves are helpless and powerless.

Pl ay, an activity done 0j us fo
crucial functions for the young. It encourages
creativity , imagination, and general intelligence.
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It enables children to practice new, more advanced
behaviours. It teaches them to anticipate the future.

At the same time, play allows for the discharge of a
childds emotions. I't al so
of large problems, giving a youngster an overview of
otherwise difficult -to-envision circumstances. Play
helps young people to get along with others. In fact,

all normal children, living in reasonable normal
environments, play.

play; say something pungent about it; or say
something that carries special meaning for the child.

need to master overwhelming situations through play,
a tremendous number and variety of therapeutic
interventions have become possible.
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e S Creativity, imagination, and general intelligence.

purposes. They use

their play to try and master their fear  -provoking pasts . .

and anticipated futures. Using the tricks of imagination §tr§S§ CrIrSIS &
that have been ofundé up t n , e c' A= r

(and adolescents) create monotonously grim scene

and characters which are often repeated. The play T m

continues regardless of any obstacles. Children in war rau a

zones, for instance will play owaro6é in the street, if t
the only option for a opl aygf weditbns of &3, crisid &8 draurkalinvolve

master trauma and stress outweighs all else.

Childrenés overwhel ming
suits our purposes as mental health professionals. It is
our job to help such children. A traumatised or

chronically stressed

dilemma is so great that the youngster will even play it
out with us! Secret as the game may be, the child
may also play it out in the presence of a family
member. The young persons may even go as far as to
-up or outcome of the

let us alter the presupposed set

need

chil dods

distinct but overlapping concepts. Whereas the
d0averageo6 person (adult o
life with the ability to withstand most of the ups and
t @wn df & typicd day, 8omé pedble aré 1Bs8 tediiént
to stress because of their temperaments or because
their personal histories make them vulnerable. For
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late and have to skip breakfast to avoid being late for
school. The child in this situation feels some stress, but
her stress level soon diminishes once she decides to
omit her breakfast and to drink or eat something on
the way to school, thereby allowing her to arrive on
time, In contrast, another girl in a similar situation may
not see any alternative to being late; she becomes
hysterical and decides not to go to school at all,
because she is afraid of being reprimanded for being
late. Furthermore, she fears that the school will report
her absence to her mother, who will respond
punitively. If we speculate that this second girl has a
history of being harshly abused by her mother, we can
see that the same circumstance 0 waking late
creates stress for both girls, but precipitates a crisis for
the second girl, who may already be functioning on a
marginal level because of her history of traumatic
abuse.

Stress

Everyone knows how it feels to be under stress. These
feelings typically emerge in situations that an
individual perceives as challenging or threatening.
Usual responses to stress involve either attempting to
get away from the uncomfortable circumstances
(flight) or, alternatively, aggressively confronting the
cause of the problem (fight). This dynamic has been

call ed 1t toef iogihltiog hrtesponse
The body under stressful circumstances actually
undergoes physiological changes due to the

outpouring of steroid hormones from the adrenal

0

(Selye,
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glands, causing increased heart rate, blood pressure,
metabolic rate, and blood flow to the muscles
(Benson, 200l Selye, 1978). Although Selye maintained
that stress in itself is not harmful, he pointed out that it
may precipitate a state of crisis if the anxiety that
accompanies it exceeds t
function adequately.

child with the nightmares did benefit from six play
therapy sessions.

abi |

Fraumes s

In contrast to the possibility of brief and successful
treatment of anxious individuals following crisis events,

he i ty to

People have different levels of stress tolerance, as well
as different ways of responding to stress. Young

children are particularly vulnerable to stress because therapy for traumatized persons often takes
of their youth, immature defenses, and lack of life considerably longer. The word 0
experience. They often require assistance from adults the Greek, meaning owoundo¢. I n

edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of

Mental Disorders (DSM -IV-TR), the American Psychiatric

Association (2000, p. 467) defines exposure to trauma
as experiencing,

to obtain relief from their anxiety and to learn new
coping methods.

. . witnessing, or
CnSlS being confronted
with o0an event
events that
The term ocris involved actual
situation that appears to or  threatened
exceed an in death or serious

coping ability, and results in
malfunctioning of emotions,

injury, or a threat
to the physical

cognition, and behaviour integrity of self or

(James & Gillian, 2004). The ot her sé, and
person perceives and responding with

believes that the event or ointense fear,
situation is an intolerable helplessness, or

difficulty that exceeds his or horroro.
her resources and ability to o, gl
cope. The emphasis on the »
perception of the event,

rather than on the event itself, appropriately draws
attention to the unique underlying meaning of the
situation to each individual. As demonstrated in the
case of the two girls who wake late for school,
different people experience the same situation
differently, and idiosyncratic factors determine their
separate perceptions of the crisis.

Situations that may prove to be traumatic include
experiences of physical or sexual abuse; the witnessing
of violence in the family or community; natural or
human -made disasters involving extensive destruction

of property, injury, and mutilating deaths; and the
experiences of war or terrorism. Children often

become terrified through witnessing adults in states of
panic, high arousal, or frozen shock during traumatic
events.

Another example of distinctive responses to
the same stressful situation involved a group
of third -grade children following the news of
the sudden death of one of their classmates

in an automobile accident. All the children
in the victimbés cl ass
of shock, concern and curiosity about the
death, but individual reactions varied
greatly. One child told his teacher on the
day (falsely) that his father had died
suddenly the previous evening. Another
child complained of headaches and
stomach aches for a week without
physical cause, and a third child, who
was a close friend of the dead child,
had frightening nightmares for several
weeks about being chased by a
monster. However, most of the
children in the class did not develop
symptoms and did not appear to be
traumatized by the death (in the opinions of the
teachers and the school social worker), although the

Extract from Play Therapy with
Children in Crisis: Individual, Group,
Jang Famdy Treatment, 3rd Edition
Edited by Nancy Boyd Webb, The
Guilford Press, 2007.

The Bereavement Buddy Issue 4 September 2008 3



Working
Creatively
With Children

By Trudy Hanson

Manager NALAG Centre for Loss
& Grief Dubbo, Grief Counsellor &
Educator.

Children are often exposed to a range of very
stressful and horrendous events. Despite our best
efforts to protect and
exposure to trauma the world continues to roll out a
parade of tragedies before our eyes. Children these
days are aware of, witness or often exposed to
murder, domestic violence, abuse, shootings,
robbery, and physical assault in regular
neighbourhoods and communities.

Through the media our children are
exposed to worldwide events such as the
9/11 terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, the tsunami in South East Asia in
December 2004, Hurrican Katrina in
August 2005 and the London terrorist
attacks in July 2005. In Australia the Bali
Bombing terrorist attacks in 2002,
brought home to us the fear of terrorism.

In 2002 in Australia, two and half
thousand refugee children were
being detained behind razor wire in
our isolated detention centres. These
children were deprived of their
freedom, witnessed violence, stress
and suicide attempts almost daily.
According to psychological reports,
children in these centres are at risk of
becoming self harmers, are timid,
fearful and depressed.

The ongoing effects of eight years of drought
are now showing an impact on rural communities,

mi ni mi s &achgisare tefiing pf ghildren who are stressed,

angry and sad. All these events are well publicised
in the media. Today all children are at risk. They are
continually bombarded regularly by radio, television
and newsprint of senseless tragedies and worldwide
disasters. These images have the power to evoke
anxiety beyond what most children are able to

handle on their own. Children have a limited
capacity to absorb this toxic
part of life.

These children are forever
changed. What they have
learned is that life is not safe.

know how to feel and keep safe.

experiences depend on a wide
range of factors. Some of these
include their age and stage of

development, and the impact on their
parents or others including their siblings or
carers. Usually very young children are
unable to understand what has happened.
They may be scared, especially if their
parents or caregivers seem confusing and

An increasingly large number of

children are being more directly

impacted by crime and trauma. They are the
innocent victims of these random acts. Some
children witness unspeakable acts of violence in
their own homes.

For children, as for adults a distressing frightening
experience can challenge their sense of security
and the predictability of their world. Such events
can include; life -threatening car accidents,
bushfires, flood, sudden illness, the plight of our
indigenous children in many communities,
traumatic death in the family, crime, abuse or
violence.

Children want to understand and

Childrends responses t

strange.

Children wil!/ ofill in the
reaction to want to shield children from

harsh realities. However, k

the darkdé does not protect

emotional impact of a distressing or
frightening event. It may even make it worse for
them as children are keen observers and will realise
that something is wrong even if no one in the family
talks to them about it.

If a child has not been given the facts, they will fill in
the blanks from previous knowledge or experience
or from their imagination. Since children are naturally
self-centred, they may assume the tragedy was
somehow their fault; for example a child thinks God
sent a bushfire to punish them for disobedience. In
some cases, the chil dds
may be far scarier than what actually happened.

constru
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From our research it seems that whilst there are a number
of courses available which deal with information there

are less opportunities to learn and practice practical skills.
Learning by doing is the aim of the  Children: Crisis,
Trauma and Grief - Working Creatively With Children
Workshop designed and developed by the NALAG
Centre for Loss & Grief.

The workshop whilst it cannot offer a detour around
suffering and pain, it can offer a path and direction
through it and creative and helpful ways to work with
children. This workshop does not deal extensively with
theories, but will concentrate on basic practical skills for
engaging and working with children who have been
affected by loss grief and trauma.

Trauma and grief changes all who encounter it. For
those who survive, life will never be the same, this
does not mean life is over or that life will be worse
it simply means it will be different. Healing is a
process that happens in unique ways to each
person.

What | have put together in this workshop is a blend
of my experience as a grief counsellor, mother and
grandmother, working in the field of loss grief and
trauma intervention with children over many years.
The workshop is based on the most current best
practice methods. It aims to provide participants
with skills which will help them help the children
they work with. It teaches them to anticipate the
future. At the same time, play allows for the

di scharge of childrendsé
making larger problems become envisioned as
smaller problems. Play helps young people get
along with others. In fact, all normal children, living
in reasonably normal environments, play.

Under extreme stresses, however children turn their
play efforts to very specific purposes. They use their
play to try to master their fear -provoking pasts and
anticipated futures. Using the tricks of imagination
that have been o0fund in
stressed children create monotonously grim scenes
and characters, which are often repeated. The

play continues regardless of any obstacles.

Children have an overwhelming need to play out
crisis or trauma. With the options given to us by the
childds need to master t
through play a variety of interventions have

become possible.

At the NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief in Dubbo, we
encourage the use of empathy and the 4 key
Healing Messages as used by the Australian Play
Therapy Clinical Training Program.

| am here,

| hear you,

| understand and
| care.

emot i

t he

he

past

over wh

The interventions used by the NALAG Centre for
Loss & Grief to support children who have been
exposed to trauma, crisis, stress and grief are

based upon the fact that
medi um of expression. We
outd the feelings and pr
circumstances adul ts ou

Play is a natural way for children to understand their
world, express thoughts and feelings, develop
social skills and learn self mastery. Children often
have difficulty trying to say in words what they feel
or how their experiences have affected them.

Workshop Dates

The NALAG Centre for Grief & Loss, Dubbo is proud to
presentthe Children: Crisis, Trauma and Grief - Working
Creatively With Children Workshop  throughout New South.
For dates and locations please see the back page of the
Bereavement Buddy

Please note this workshop will not qualify participants to
practice as a play therapist. The methods used are for

support of children through crisis, stress, trauma, loss and grief.

A comprehensive set of workshop notes, resources and
references will be provided in the cost of the workshop.

T8 RRegster fof the Wogkshop gleasg downipagl 3 regisyrgtiog

form from our website and return with payment as indicated
on the flyer for the location

www.nalag.org.au

Children

Crisis, Trauma & Grief

Working Creatively
with Children

Presented by
Trudy Hanson oam

Griet Counsellor & Educator
Manager NAIAG Centre tor Lots & Grlet

NALAG Centre for
Loss & Grlel

Wettosal A
tow n:«n(nw;ho

you have selected to attend.
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NSW News

What 6s happen
around the State ?

Trudy

Hanson
Manager NALAG
Centre for Loss & Grief
Grief Counsellor &
Educator

Grief
Awareness Week 2008

On Friday, 29th August the NALAG Centre, Dubbo
concluded a busy week of celebrations for Grief
Awareness Week 2008 with an evening with Father
Chris Riley.

Father Riley spoke to 170 guests at the 0 Ki ds on
Edge: Hel ping Kids
Dubbo.

The dinner concluded a week of events which began
on Sunday 24th August with a Remembering
Ceremony held at St Brigids Church. Over 120
community member attended the ceremony to
remember the loses we have experience in our
community.

This year Grief Awareness week focused
on Children and Adolescents. Clinical
Psychologist Andrew Fuller presented a
semnar O From Surviviog
Sydney which was well received with
over 100 people in attendance.

Dunsmore and Mary EI Il en
accepted by over 100 participants.

Chapters across the State celebrated Grief Awareness
.Week in their own ways in their communities and we will
|have[Tpll iEports of these events in the next issue of the
NALAG News.

Field of Women

Sunday 26th October mar ks -the
Hopes and Hurdles and Cancer Awareness Day 2008.

At the NALAG Centre in Dubbo, we have a team of
Volunteers to provide a NALAG stand with educational
resources and promote NALAGGSs
Vol unteers wildl al so
to raise awareness of cancer. To join the Dubbo team
please contact the Centre on 02 6882 9222.

If you or your Chapter/Branch would like to get
involved in the day please see the Filed of Women
website www.bcna.org.au.

Notice of AGM

The National Association for Loss & Grief (NSW) NALAG,
will hold its Annual General Meeting on Friday 24th
October, 2008. For further information please visit our

website www.nalag.org.au
t he

i dnneDleelil me r a t | AGORIARHSHow

Myself and members of staff of the Dubbo NALAG
Centre are set to leave on a roadshow throughout
the state, beginning with Gunnedah and then
following onto Bellingen and Coffs Harbour.

I will be conducting the Children: Crisis, Trauma &
Grief 1 Day skills workshop which will teach
participants practical skills to
work creatively with children
who are grieving in Gunnedah
and Bellingen. | will also be
conducting the How to Guide to
starting Grief Support Groups for
the Nambucca/ Bellingen District
Chapter.

Andrew then travelled to Dubbo to

present a 1 day workshop 0 Dondt We will then travel to Coffs
Your Breath - Counselling Young People at Harbour to train the Chapter in
Rislo on Thursday 28t ‘Andrew Fulter and'l celebrating a successful i
Workshop was well received with over 110 workshop. tg(:ogrilrl;e Healers  Depression

participants including 50 school

counsellors from across NSW.

Andrew also presented  Guerrilla Tactics
for Parents to give them some nifty tricks
for raising their children. Over 100 parents
from the local community attended and
enjoyed Andrewds pres

Day 2 of the Dubbo conference, Children,
Grief, Loss and Resilience , with presenters
Dr Cecily Knight, Kerrie Noonan, Julie

Andrew Fuller looks on as participants at the
workshop complete a group work task.

September sets to be a busy
month! Hope to catch up with
many of you on our road tour!

Trudy Hanson

Trudy Hanson

Editor - The Bereavement Buddy
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Children

Crisis, Trauma & Grief

Working Creatively
with Children

Presented by

Trudy Hanson oam

Grief Counsellor & Educator
_ Manager NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief
\

NALAG Centre for
Loss & Grief

National Association for
Loss & Grief (NSW) Inc)

Welchman Street
Dubbo NSW 2830

Ph: 02 6882 9222
Fax: 02 6884 9100

E: nolog@hwy.com.au
www.nalag.org.au

GINSW
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This workshop will explore how living through

| os s, grief and trauma affects
behaviour. Directed at children aged 5 - 12
years.
The workshop covers:
T Overview of loss, grief and trauma

responses;

1 Learning creative and effective play
therapy support skills to assist children;

1 Explore a range of ot o

workbooks, drama techniques, sand

tray play, cards and much more, for

working with children;

 Case studies.

Who is this
workshop for ?

Any one involved in the care and
support of bereaved children
including welfare students,
counsellors, palliative care
practitioners, psychologists, social
workers, nurses, teachers, funeral
directors, pastoral care workers,
chaplains and clergy and volunteers.

What is included ?

The workshop is interactive and
allows hands on experience.

A comprehensive workbook will
be included in the price of the
attendance fee.

When and where ?

For dates and locations and contact
information please see the back

page.

How do | register ?

To register please complete a
Registration Form and return with
payment.

Registration forms are available on our
website www.nalag.org.au or phone
the number below and a copy will be
sent to you.

childrenods

For more information please
phone the NALAG Centre

02 6882 9222

or visit our website
www.nalag.org.au

The Bereavement Buddy Issue 4 September 2008

7



For Your Diary... comingevers

Baby Loss

Acknowledging Loss, Promoting Resilience

Children 1 Day Seminar, Sydney
Crisis, Trauma & Grief Location: Sydney
Working Qreatively With Children Date : Friday 24t October
1 Day Skills Workshop Venue : Isabel Menton Theatre, Mary
Location: Gunnedah NSW MacKillop Place
Date: Monday 15th September, 2008 Cost: $110.00
Venue: Gunnedah Education Centre $95.00 (NALAG Members & Groups)

Gunnedah Hospital Registration: by Friday 17 t October 2008 .
Cost: $60.00 . .

. ) For more information contact:
Registration:  Ph: 02 67423052 Ami Thakker
Health Promotion

Location: Bellingen NSW EeVe||3l\] Bltlr(1 ‘;hmd 3: o
Date: Thu_rsday 18t_h_ September, 2008 Stot/:on;)rrds, 2006r§ ospital,
Venue: Bellingen Uniting Church Hall PH: 02 99267354

Hyde Street, Bellingen FAX: 02 99067529
Cost: $60.00
Registration:  Ph: 02 6655 2334 or 0448 084 792 E: athakker@nsccahs.health.gov.au

Do you want to be added to the Bereavement
Buddy email distribution list ?
C h | Id re n Please send us an email at paulah@hwy.com.au and we
will add you to our email list and you will automatically

Crisis, Trauma & Grief receive an copy of each issue of the Bereavement Buddy.

Working Creatively With Children
1 Day Skills Workshop

Location: Dubbo NSW

Date: Friday 10th October, 2008

Venue: NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief,
Welchman Street, Dubbo

Cost: $100.00

Registration:  Ph: 02 6882 9222

NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief © 2008 PRM 003.1 The Bereavement Buddy Version 1.1 Last Updated 1 September 2008

Registration forms and Workshop details
available from our website www.nalag.org.au

NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief

National Association for Loss & Grief (NSW) Inc

Welchman St Dubbo NSW 2830 Ph: 02 6882 9222 Fax 02 6884 9100
PO Box 379, Dubbo E: nalag@hwy.com.au Website: www.nalag.org.au




