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Learning Objectives: 

1. Define play therapy.

2. Describe the role of play in the development of   

empathy.

3. List three benefits of implementing play/play 

therapy activities at the community level.



Structure
5 Minutes Introduction / Contracting

20 Minutes Theoretical Discussion

20 Minutes Review of Theater Project 

30 Minutes Expressive Arts Exercise

10 Minutes Processing and Discussion 

5 Minutes Wrapping Up & Moving Forward



Contracting (1 of 2)

Expressive Arts: The intentional use of creative processes, 
such as art, dance, theater, writing, etc., to facilitate healing, 
growth, and development. 

Note: Often times, unconscious material is revealed in the 
creating process as well as the created product. 



Contracting (2 of 2)

Agreements: 

Reveal what you are comfortable revealing during 
discussions. 

Speak from/about your own experience. 

If needed, seek out additional support outside of this session 
to process.



What Would You Like to Discover with Me?



What do you see? 



What is this? 



Art & play are used to create a shared 
experience that crosses borders. 



What Makes a Topic “Hot”? 
Let’s list some hot topics … 



What Makes a Topic “Hot”? 

Kaplan, Gimbel, and Harris (2016) 
demonstrated with MRI studies that 
challenges to political beliefs light up 
two parts of the brain: the amygdala, 
associated with negative emotions, and 
the areas known as the “default mode 
network,”  related to mind wandering 
(reverie) and thinking about the self. 



“Hot Topics” are Serious Topics, Why Play/Create?

“Community art ... gives a community an 
opportunity to leave the zone of conflict with an 
opening to options for new actions and thoughts.” 
(Levine & Levine, p. 216)



“Hot Topics” are Serious Topics, Why Theater?

“American theatrical critic Robert Brustein wrote “... there are 
very few places to look for solace and reflection to our current 
cultural problems and the nightmare of terrorists in our midst. 
One of them is among the talents of our political playwrights, 
because, as Philip Roth has noted, if politics generalizes, 
art particularizes, and today we desperately need to look 
into the hearts of individuals, not mobs.” (Labute, et al., 
2019, Kindle location 16).



Why Use Expressive Arts? 

● Create a way to concretize the indescribable
● Give access and expression to unconscious material
● Promote expression of feelings
● Promote dialogue
● Create a safe holding space









Overlapping Spaces are Powerful

Performance invites intersubjectivity

“Audience members are within two affective 
sensations of presence: face to face with 
performers and shoulder to shoulder with other 
audience members.”
Madison, D Soyini. Performed Ethnography and Communication (p. xxiv). Taylor 
and Francis. Kindle Edition. (Summarizing the work of Alison Jeffers)



“Two lifeworlds meet, and the domains of outsider and insider 
are both and simultaneously demarcated and fused. … I 
am now in the midst of a profound meeting. Do I remain here 
at the margins of the meeting, or is the performance beautiful 
enough and political enough to compel me to travel more 
deeply inside the mind, heart, and world of the subject?”

Madison, D Soyini. Performed Ethnography and Communication (p. xxv). Taylor 
and Francis. Kindle Edition. 



What is Play? 

Garry Landreth described play as:

“a voluntary, intrinsically motivated,child-directed activity involving 
flexibility of choice in determining how an item is used. ... No 
extrinsic goal exists. The process of play is usually enjoyed,and the 
end product is less important. Play involves the child’s physical, 
mental, and emotional self in creative expression and can involve 
social interaction. Thus when the child plays, one can say that the 
total child is present.” (p. 10)



Facts About Play
● Many animals play (Brown, 2009)

○ Play behavior has been observed in mammals, birds, fish, and ants. 
● Play appears purposeless 
● Play can be dangerous and deadly (Brown, 2009)

○ Yet, nature’s selection has not eliminated playful beings
○ Purpose is embedded

■ Grow
■ Develop
■ Practice in a “safe place”
■ Promotes mastery
■ Exporation 

● Our brains are wired for play 
○ Play promotes neurological development. In fact … 



The Seven (known) Affective Brain Circuits
SEEKING (anticipation, desire)

RAGE (frustration, body surface irritation, restraint, indignation)

FEAR (pain, threat, foreboding)

PANIC/LOSS (separation distress, social loss, grief, loneliness)

PLAY (rough and tumble carefree play, joy)

MATING (copulation who and when)

CARE (maternal nurturance)                                     Panksepp, J. (1998) 

Panksepp, 1998



What is Play Therapy?

The Association for Play Therapy (http://www.a4pt.org) 
defines play therapy as: 

“the systematic use of a theoretical model to establish an 
interpersonal process wherein trained Play Therapists use 
the therapeutic powers of play to help clients prevent or 
resolve psychosocial difficulties and achieve optimal growth 
and development.”

http://www.a4pt.org


Benefits of Play Therapy

Schaeffer and Drewes (2104) identified 20 
“therapeutic powers” of play therapy.

One benefit is that play promotes empathy. 



Play Promotes the Development of Empathy

“Among other lessons, rough and tumble play teaches 
humans the limits of their bodies, the way other bodies move 
and interact with them, how to develop rhythm and 
coordination, the experience of both physical and 
psychological painful sensations without direct threat or harm 
to the body and how to deal with that pain, how to empathize 
with others, and how to create positive sum interactions with 
others.” (Kelley & Kelley, 2018)



Results of Lack of Play, Especially R&T Play:

Stuart Brown discovered the importance of play related to 
another school shooting: The University of Texas tower 
shooting on Aug. 1, 1966. 

Led him to research murderers in Texas prisons. One 
common factor: lack of play, particularly rough & tumble play 
(2009)



The Columbinus Project
The Concern: Gun Violence

A total of 235 school shootings took place between the 1992-to-1993- and 2014-
to-2015 school years killing 317 people (Fox and Fridel, 2018).

Since the April 20, 1999, school shooting at Columbine High School, 228,0000 
students at 234 schools have experienced gun violence (Washington Post, 2018)

In response to the shooting at Stoneman-Douglas High School in Florida, local 
theater students reported powerlessness to change society as well as stress and 
anxiety related to lockdown procedures

They wanted to do something--they came up with this idea as a way to have a 
voice and “make the adults around us listen.” 



The Columbinus Project

The Event: Actors age 14-16

I was brought in as a therapist working with the actors throughout the rehearsal 
period & to facilitate discussions with the audience.

Contracted with children and parents to offer support for processing feelings 
related to gun violence, relating to the characters (especially the shooters), etc. 

During the rehearsal period, processed feelings (or lack thereof) related to the 
March 15 shooting in Christchurch, New Zealand. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmVjMdutQrc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmVjMdutQrc


Haka Dance
Many students shared feeling numb to the shooting. 

I also felt numb, until I listened to this: 

According to Wikipedia, the Haka is “a ceremonial dance or challenge in Māori 
culture. It is a posture dance performed by a group, with vigorous movements and 
stamping of the feet with rhythmically shouted accompaniment.”

It is a collective form of art.  In this case, it is an expressive art. 



Columbinus 
Written by Stephen Karam and PJ Paparelli (2007)

Act I: Follows the lives of 8 teen stereotypes (Jock, Perfect, AP, Faith, etc.)

Act II: Freak and Loner morph into Erik Harris & Dylan Klebold

Act III: The actors voice the townspeople in the aftermath of the shooting, ends 
with a candle going out as the projected image of the victims goes of screen.

Incorporates the music the shooters listened to, journal excerpts, lighting, pictures 
of the victims, and the audio of a 911 call. (All of this heightened the emotional 
experience during rehearsals and during the play.)

https://youtu.be/e35y616AfZk?t=22

https://youtu.be/e35y616AfZk?t=22


Community Dialogue 
We handed out boxes at the beginning of each 
show. The boxes were labeled with stickers 
that read “Shame” “Depression” “Fear” etc. 

The boxes were stacked to create a wall (that 
divides us).

We dismantled the wall as we handed out the 
boxes.



Contract
Listen openly. 

Be respectful of differences.

Speak from your own experience. 





“Forgive myself”

“Check in with others more 
often and not letting a 
screen take over”

“Reach out to people and 
continue the conversation”

“Listen”

“Be more present around 
children & really listen” 



Experiential Exercise

This exercise is an adaptation of the the “family 
aquarium” art project developed by Eliana Gil 
(2016).



Why Implement Play at 
the Community  Level?

The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human 
Rights(UNHCHR) identified play 
as a basic right of every child 
(UNHCR, 2016).The UNHCHR 
further specified that children 
have the right to play despite 
being born into poverty or 
localities that are unsafe



How Do We Implement Play and Art to Help 
Communities? 
We have a spontaneous longing 
to come together and use arts to 
heal.

https://youtu.be/IN05jVNBs64?t=
21

Need for change is urgent. 

Resistance to change feels life 
threatening. 

It makes sense to do it 
intentionally: to go beyond the 
therapeutic hour.

https://youtu.be/IN05jVNBs64?t=21
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