Creating a Childhood Worth Remembering for Children Living in Residential Treatment

Guidelines for dancing with the nervous systems of children
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Editors’ Note

Skovgaarden is an institution in Fuglejerg, Denmark, that serves children and teenagers ages 5 to 16 with social,
emotional and learning disabilities. Most of the children also have serious attachment disorders. Two thirds of the 29
children reside at the school and the rest live with their parents or in foster homes. Because a large number of the
children do not have the opportunity to develop adequate patterns of attachment with their parents, the focus of the
Skovgaarden program is the emotional contact and attunement provided by primary caregiving adults who are part of the
everyday life of the children. The program at Skovgaarden includes principles from Brain, Attachment, Personality: An
Introduction to Neuro-Affective Development (Hart & Silver, 2008) and Theraplay (Booth & Jernberg, 2010). Also see
Hart, 2010 and Bentzen & Hart, 2015.

Historically, Skovgaarden's theoretical foundation included systemic theory and method, developmental psychology,
healthy lifestyles and the importance of play in children’s development. Hart's influence is seen in the keen focus on
contact and attunement through play, regulation, joy, vitality, interest and the creation of calmness in the child. This article
introduces the guidelines that define the milieu of Skovgaarden, originally authored in 2009.

In 2013, the authors of this article published Children In Good Hands in Danish, a collection of case stories based on
descriptions of everyday life from all branches of professions at Skovgaarden. In very accessible language the theory of
neuroaffective developmental psychology and the use of Theraplay are described.

An article by the authors in The Theraplay Institute’s Summer 2013 Newsletter gave basic information about the
Skovgaarden program. A poster about the Skovgaarden guidelines was presented at the 2013 International Theraplay
Conference in Evanston, IL, and remains at our headquarters. We are happy to share these core guidelines, now including
clinical examples, with a wider readership. The authors hope their book will be published in English soon.

Guidelines and Case Examples

The Concept of Being Together and Interplay

Adam is a 9 year old boy who came to us after having been placed in two different foster families. He assaults
other children and they avoid him. He does not seem to be emotionally attached to anybody. He runs away when
confronted with tasks in school. He has the diagnoses of severe attachment disorder and ADHD.
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Being together in quiet moments can influence the flow of impressions and emotional influences. Contact and physical
touch have the effect of reducing the sense of stress in a child, whose world seems chaotic and overwhelming. Additionally,
physical touch and contact is significant in providing the child with an opportunity to “pull himself together”. When feeling
himself from the outside, it helps the child sense himself from the inside. In this manner the body is the child’s way of
getting in touch with its feelings.

Adults attempt to regulate the child at different levels and in doing so always take the child and his state of mind as the
starting point:

On a sensory level it is primarily about creating resonance and calmness in a fragile autonomic nervous system, which
fights for survival, and seeks to find a balance between the active and acting (sympathetic) nervous system on the one
side and the resting (parasympathetic) nervous system on the other side.

* Onanemotional level itis about creating development within contact by creating resonance between facial expressions,
eye contact, tone of voice, body movements and their timing. Play and contact are within themselves important
contributions to the development and well being of the child, and they are a vital part of the processes of affective
attunement.

* On the cognitive level it is about creating an understanding of behavior, actions and emotions through words and
reflection. The reflective mentalization of feelings and sensations form the basis of personal development.

Adam often needs the hands of an adult on his shoulder or to be held closely when listening to a story or doing a
task in school. He used to either run away all the time, or was restless and avoided physical touch. Little by little
he adjusted to closeness with his primary adults, who on their side found ways of comforting him just before he
started getting restless. Today he expects a hug whenever he greets his primary adults. When troubled, he now lets
the adults comfort and help him instead of running away. For Adam it has been a new experience letting himself
trust somebody else.

Being a Caravan Leader

A vulnerable nervous system needs to interplay with a mature and well founded nervous system that will not be seduced
by emotions no matter the challenges deriving from the interplay, but instead remains calm and is capable of providing
a sensation of security. The adult is always responsible for the contact and must be prepared to manage countless
situations in which the child acts based on previously learned patterns. The Finnish child psychiatrist and psychotherapist
Jukka Makela inspired us to use the metaphorical term caravan leader for the grown-up in this role. It means the adult
has to take on responsibility for leading the way — in a manner that does not exceed the child’s capabilities.

The adult creates what we call a “frontal lobe corset” for the child in order to create a space free of anxiety for the child
through predictability, routines and emotional neutrality.

When Carl turned 15, he was very happy to move to a bigger room. The adults helped him move his belongings
from one room to the next. After some months they realized he still had not organized the room and wasn't using
the cupboards. His clothes were still in bags, things were disorganized and the shelves had not been hung. Usually
Carl wore the same three pairs of t-shirts, trousers and socks every week. It felt as if he never made the room his
own or even moved in.

continued on pa ‘{ 14

Page 13 = www.Theraplay.org



Creating a Childhood Worth Remembering for Children Living in Residential Treatment

Guidelines for dancing w_i_th'_the- nervous systems of children
with severe emotional and behavioral disturbance. - continued

continued from page 13

Using the understanding of being a caravan leader, the adults realized how much Carl needed them to take charge
instead of expecting him to be able to manage by himself. Once they took charge of organizing, structuring and
leading the process of getting things in place, the room finally felt welcoming. Carl was happy and satisfied. The
adults are now aware that he will continuously need their nurture and guidance in order to maintain the room in a
nice condition — by leading the way and not expecting him to take initiative.

Mirror Neurons and Role Models

Some nerve cells have a special ability to help us see beyond ourselves and into others. These cells are called mirror
neurons. When an emotion is expressed in a person’'s face and seen by another person, this other person will be
capable of feeling the same emotions within herself. A mother seeing her sad child will frown and for a moment feel
the same sadness. Likewise a child upon seeing a happy and relaxed face will use those same facial muscles and for a
short moment experience happiness and calmness. For our neural network this means that we almost have the same
experience by observing and looking at others, as we would have experienced by acting ourselves. In this manner the
mirror neurons help us being together in the moment, as well as create empathic and emotional resonance and contact.
Hence, the mirror neurons are essential agents, because they make it possible to interplay with each other on a bodily,
emotional and cognitive level. The mirror neurons are vital teammates when adults try to understand children.

One of the favorite activities for 6 year old Britta in Theraplay is mimicking the sounds and facial expressions that
her primary adult makes. In the beginning, her mirror neurons did not respond. Instead she had a look of wonder and
sometimes even despair. She simply did not comprehend what was going on. Then the therapist and pedagogue*
started mimicking each other while Britta had the opportunity to just watch. Slowly she started responding and
after a while also interacting. Her facial expressions in treatment became livelier and then others noticed the same
animation in her everyday activities.

When Nervous Systems Dance Together

Emotions are anchored in bodily sensations that are experienced through the autonomic nervous system. When a child’'s
nervous system is overwhelmed, the child can experience being in a state of fight, flight or freeze. These states are solely
about survival. This state of mind and body cannot create development, since development is about contact and interplay.
This means the adult has to create a dance with the child's system, in which the primary goal is to create calmness in the
child’s fragile and vulnerable state of mind.

In order for the fragile nervous system not to be overwhelmed it needs exterior regulation. Touch, cradling and comfort can
keep the alertness of the nervous system on a low level. In the long run, regulated interplays with the surroundings allow
the child to develop self-regulating strategies.

Andrew is a big boy, age 13, who is constantly in conflict with his surroundings. Even minor stimuli and impressions
overwhelm him. Brian, his pedagogue, is an elderly man with an endless patience. He knows that he needs to be
three steps ahead of Andrew in order to guide and support him. At the same time Brian needs to be two steps behind
in order not to be overwhelmed by the frustrations and aggressions of Andrew. Brian’s task is about transferring his
own calmness and security to Andrew — instead of letting himself be infected by Andrew’s insecurity and unrest. He
cannot hold Andrew in his arms, since he is way too big for that, but he regulates him by appropriate pressure to his
hands or shoulders or by giving him a warm and fragrant footbath. In those moments, Andrew appears to be a boy
much younger than his 13 years of age—a boy who seeks comfort and nurture.

*Pedagogue is a professional term unique to Denmark. Pedagogues have completed a 3.5 year program in child development and
work in schools and residential settings as a kind of a "coach” for the child.
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Moments of Meeting

Human beings’ need for socializing is crucial in creating contact and relationships. Socializing occurs in the present “now”.
During this socializing, “moments of meeting” are experienced by both parties via attunement between their autonomic
nervous systems, through tones of voice and attunement of facial expressions. These moments of meeting improve
the elasticity and flexibility of the nervous system and open new neuronal connections leading to further emotional
development. Through this process we develop the ability to participate in the complicated choreography of human
contact. This synchronization on the sensory and emotional levels will be of importance to the development of the child’s
neuronal network. The treatment process must create situations that make it possible to produce moments of meeting.

John is sitting in the arms of his pedagogue Jim who is feeding him nuts and raisins. Several moments occur
when the two of them are totally synchronized. They are relaxed, having eye contact and they mimic each others’
expressions. For a moment time seems to stop. It feels as if the two of them become connected in a very significant
way, creating a special bond between them.

"When | See and Am Seen, Then | Am”

One of a human being’'s most hereditary needs is the need to establish contact and relations with other human beings. The
feeling of being important to another person is essential and it also contributes to the child’s development of experiencing
herself. A stable feeling of the self is optimally developed when the child has an opportunity to see herself in the mirror
with her own personal qualities and individual character.

Human beings learn the most when “one small extra drop in the cup” will cause misattunement. This is also known as the
“zone of proximal development”. The human attunement process moves from an imitation process to a process in which
attunement and misattunement flow together. This is a process that helps the child to differentiate between itself and
others. The goal of this subtle balance between attunement and misattunement is always to return to attunement within
a short timespan. Stress on the nervous system occurs if the adult is incapable of returning the child into an optimal
attunement process.

Simon is a bit curious about drums. His primary adult, Lily takes him to the music studio to show him the drums. In
the beginning, he is too anxious to enter, so he just listens to Lily’s drumming from outside the room. The following
day, he agrees to enter for just a few minutes, sitting in a chair listening. Within a few weeks, he is holding the drum
sticks and doing a few rhythms, gently guided by Lily. He tells her to turn her back and make sure not to look at
him when he drums! They started playing together regularly with him on the drums and her on the guitar. After he
left Skovgaarden, he continued playing the drums and today he is a proud member of a band — as their drummer.

Physical Pressure, Vitality and Contact

The nervous system is dependent on motion. Motions including rocking, swaying and physical pressure to help the system
to start up. An older child needs to feel an outer physical boundary to herself — "l extend to this point and here the world
begins” - in the same way in which a newborn child is deeply dependent on the attuned swaying motion in the arms of
mom and dad. Sensing oneself through touch and pressure from the outside opens up the possibility of sensing oneself
from the inside, where emotions and impressions live, and also sensing the selves of other persons. The bodily self (the
physical representation of the child's self) needs to be awakened. The child’s sense of having a body and being a body is
fundamental to the child’s ability to having a growing sensation of the self. The contact is decisive to the child's experience
of security and, therefore, decisive to the child’s development. The eye contact tells a story and offers an opportunity for
the child to go back to the “basic” interplay between child and adult. Just like a little child who is learning to walk seeks
eye contact with mom and dad rather than looking at her own feet, the older child tries to catch the contact in facial
expressions, attunement and vitality within the adult.
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Michael is a 10 year old boy who is described as not recognizing others’ personal space boundaries, so he seems
to be intimidating all the time. In the cold wintertime, he is often found in a t-shirt and without shoes running around
outside. He seemingly does not sense any kind of discomfort.

The adults are playing the game “sandwich” with Michael, wrapping him in soft mattresses, blankets and pillows.
He hereby gets the opportunity to sense his own body in a gentle and caring way. At the same time, the adults get
to create moments of contact and delight. Slowly Michael begins sensing himself from within and registers hunger
and satiety, coolness and warmth.

Play Is Joy, Contact and Companionship

Pamela has never really experienced playing. She does not know the joy and fun of play. Playing with other children
will be too complicated for her, which is why she needs to learn to play in interaction with a mature adult like her
primary pedagogue, Karen. They play exclusively, just like one would do with a very young child. Together they
are doing all the sensory activities that Pamela ought to have experienced early on in her childhood. Karen blows
bubbles, swings Pamela in a hammock and plays hide and seek as well as many other well-known games. This is
very helpful for Pamela in order to let go of control and just enjoy life. She needs to experience her level of arousal
fluctuating between high and low in a regulated manner.

Joyful moments are important nourishment for the child’s nervous system. When the level of dopamine (the reward drug of
the brain) is high, it helps the child to be curious and interested in contact. Play gives the child a sense of being important
and unigue. The development of the ability to play is essential in order for the child to feel “at home in himself”, as well
as for him to gain a feeling of having a place that is the origin of thoughts, emotions and actions. Play has significance for
the ability to distinguish between the inner and the outer world. Play must at the same time be both planned and open to
whatever pops up along the way. Play is fellowship that brings experiences into the child. It is a joyful opportunity to open
a window in the child that allows for the tender start of the experience of “here is something that | didn’'t know existed!”
Play and sadness are contrasts, hence play is an amazing route to helping the child open up to the world.

Pamela needs to experience what it is like being able to play as any other small child — including the feelings of
excitement, fun, pride, laughter and thrill. We want her to sense having “happy butterflies” in her stomach. At
Skovgaarden we have added this dimension to the frontal lobe corset and named it “ramasjang”, roughly translated
as “hullabaloo.” We find it important for the children to experience carefree togetherness and the opportunity of
noticing the reward of the body in the sense of balance and harmony.

Challenges

To challenge a child, the adult comes up with something new that the child can master doing. The adult follows the child
exactly until the point where the “surface still holds”. The adult understands not to leave the child alone with his fear of
the unknown and the adult is able to remain near the child while providing encouragement and support. The child has
the feeling that the adult mentally reaches out to her and makes sure the road to the unknown is safe.

The overwhelming experience of suddenly being able to do something, which the child didn't even know was possible
previously, can be hard to share through words. Sharing the experience via bodily and affective attunement, controlling
excitement and contact are often easier ways to integrate new knowledge.

Max was a very anxious boy, age 12. Only seldom did he have the courage to participate in any kind of challenging
activities. According to the school, he seemed to be a clever boy with a good cognitive potential. In practice though,
he was so anxious about making mistakes that he seldom got to do any assignments. He reacted by crying,
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screaming and escaping from the classroom. Max and his teacher Kirsten were together almost every day. On a daily
basis she was inventing new, minor challenges designed to fit Max. In the beginning the challenges were a bit under
his level to make sure he would succeed. Later on, as Max gained self confidence, Kirsten gradually found herself
being able to challenge him with tasks, he did not even know he had the ability to accomplish. The two of them had
been practicing skiing every year at the traditional skiing hill. A huge victory for Max took place one day when Kirsten
received him at the end of a grand ski slope. The grin on the Max’s face is huge when he shares the story of the
experience with the rest of the group afterwards. In addition the school is noticing how Max has started to develop
his academic skills and how he now dares to participate in more challenging tasks.

Calmness, Pauses and Nature

Nature and pauses can be healing. To wander barefoot in the waterline, listen to the birds singing, feel the smoke from
a bonfire, collect stones at the beach in contact with an attentive and present adult can support the development of an
immature sensory system. When the child is calm it is possible to work with her vulnerable nervous system, because
feeling safe forms the basis for having the courage to be part of a genuine field of contact.

Contact is essential no matter which level the child is at. The adult attunes the contact individually based on the immediate
condition of the child. A committed and empathic contact creates new experiences of relation between the child and
the adult, and such contact opens up for the child to create new experiences and patterns. Stern (1985) calls these
Representations of Interactions that have been Generalized (RIGS) and points out that RIGs are not static but on the
contrary open to development through changes in life conditions.

Joyline is a girl aged 8 who often ‘disappears’ in the group of children. However, she loves being outside. Her
teacher, Sue, has repeatedly experienced Joyline changing into a lively, present and engaged girl, when they spend
time together in nature. They do not need much talking, but Sue is convinced that both of them have a feeling of
togetherness when they are walking in the woods or collecting stones at the beach. Without words, the glances they
send each other show how much they enjoy the togetherness. Over time, Joyline starts getting closer to Sue. To
her great delight Joyline starts taking the initiative to hold her hand while walking in the woods. Their body language
synchrony shows that they both recognize the sensation of togetherness. Sue also observes how Joyline starts to
stand out in the group of children and mark her limits more clearly.
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