‘SANDPLAY STORYTELLING’ TRAINING MODULE

Facilitator’s Version

OBJECTIVES:

By the end of the session, participants will be able to: 

1.) Summarize the sandplay storytelling theory. 

2.) Identify the necessary components of a sandplay storytelling program.

3.) Describe the steps of a sandplay storytelling session.

4.) Implement a sandplay storytelling session.

Time:  3 hours

WELCOME AND ICEBREAKER

Welcome the group and thank them for coming.  If there are any strangers in the room, go around the room and have everyone introduce themselves and say what their job position is.  You may also ask for a show of hands as to how many in the room have counseled or otherwise worked with children in the past. Have them share how long and what their role was / is.

“Draw What you Hear”

1. Divide the group into pairs.  Have each pair place their chairs back to back and have a seat.  Advise that you are going to give one person in each pair a pencil and paper.  This person will be “the drawer”.  The other person will be given a picture, and they will be “the describer” .  Emphasize that the describer must not show the picture to their partner.  Instead, the person with the picture will describe the picture to their partner, and their partner will do the best they can to draw the picture exactly as it is described to them.  The drawer may ask as many questions as they would like to get the information they need to make an accurate picture.  There will be five minutes allowed for this part of the exercise.

2. When time is up, invite each pair to tape their actual picture and their drawn picture side by side on the wall.  Ask them to look at their work, and also at everyone else’s work.  Ask how they think they did, and how the experience was for them.

3. Wrap up the ice breaker by explaining that the activity depended not just on the describers ability to describe what they saw, but also on how the drawer interpreted the words.  As we have seen, getting an accurate picture can be somewhat challenging even for adults.  For children with an even more limited command of the English language, it is far  more difficult.  For this reason, some of the most effective counseling techniques (art therapy, play therapy, sandplay therapy, etc) for working with children as well as adults are non-verbal.  The purpose of today’s training is to learn about one of these alternative forms of counseling - sandplay storytelling.

INTRODUCTION

This “sandplay storytelling” approach was adapted from a popular psychotherapy technique.  It has been simplified significantly from its original format so that it can be learned and utilized by counselors without requiring extensive training.  For counselors interested in successfully using the sandplay storytelling technique with their child clients, the key requirements are an understanding of the fundamentals of counseling, an ability to create an environment of trust and safety in the counseling room, patience, and a willingness to look, listen, and hear.

THEORY

In sandplay storytelling, the child is invited to share their story and work through their problems in a non-intrusive, symbolic manner.   To facilitate this, the counselor provides an environment that is safe, secure, and quiet for the sandplay session.  The counselor encourages the child to select figures from a large variety of figures that include people, animals, food, vehicles, buildings, religious symbols, mythological characters, and more.  The child is then invited to place these figures in the sandtray in whatever fashion makes sense to them, and to just enjoy the process of playing with them.  

From the child’s perspective, this part of the session feels simply like playing.  From the counselor’s perspective, however, there is important therapeutic work taking place.  All of the choices that the child makes have important symbolic significance.  As the child selects figures and places them in the sandtray in ways that have personal meaning, they are unconsciously working through the issues that are most important to them.  This process is healing in and of itself as the child is able to address fears, express wishes, and process conflicts and losses that are beyond their control.   

But there is more.  At the conclusion of the session, the child has the opportunity to share their sandplay story with a non-threatening, non-judging adult who really listens – the counselor.  The experience of sharing their story with a caring adult has important implications for the child’s self esteem and emotional health.  However, it is important to note that the child is also allowed the opportunity to not tell the story if they do not wish to.  In sandplay storytelling, the choice to speak or not speak belongs to the child only.  It is within the context of the safe environment, the trusting relationship, the playing, the choices, and the optional storytelling that the healing takes place. 

WHY SANDPLAY?

Ask the group what techniques they have tried with their child clients in the past.  Ask them to name some of the challenges they encountered.  Also, you may want to ask if they can think of any advantages that this technique might offer over talk therapy.

1.) Sandplay storytelling is essentially a non-verbal technique.  For this reason, it has particular advantages over verbal therapies.  Young children do not always have the language skills necessary to express their feelings or talk about significant events in their lives.  Through sand play, they can express themselves symbolically instead of verbally.

2.) Sandplay storytelling is also a non-threatening, non-direct method.  This makes it particularly well suited for working with children who have trouble comprehending and talking about sensitive issues like domestic violence or child abuse, incest, or the death of a loved one.  Sandplay storytelling can be used to express feelings, perceptions and nonverbal memories without having to explicitly name them or own them.  Some children may even place the miniatures in a way that re-enacts actual traumatic events from their life.  

3.)  Sandplay storytelling can be very empowering for the participant.  Children that have been in abusive homes typically do not feel in control of their surroundings.  Unpredictability and turmoil are familiar, while consistency and stability are not.  In sandplay, the child is in charge of everything that happens in the sandtray.  They decide what they want to explore, how quickly they want to move, which toys they want to play with, the progression of the story, and the outcome.  They can express whatever they want in the sand tray, not what anyone else might suggest.  The freedom to create without judgment enhances self-esteem and enables the abused child to feel in control of at least one aspect of their life. 

4.) Perhaps most significantly, sandplay storytelling technique is fun.  A child who finds it excruciatingly uncomfortable to sit and have a conversation with an adult may find it much more soothing and engaging to communicate through play.  The healing that takes place in sandplay storytelling is nourishing, stimulating, and at times very exciting.  

ROLE OF THE COUNSELOR

Ask how they have percieved their role in past counseling sessions.  If they are shy, emphasize that this is not a value judgment question.  Counseling objectives are essentially the same regardless of technique, but the role is different depending on technique or theoretical orientation.  

The counselor’s role is to be the facilitator and observer of the sandplay process, and to create the conditions where healing can take place.  Throughout the session, the counselor observes, while also taking care to cultivate a trusting and non-judgmental relationship with the child.  When the child is finished, the counselor invites the child to tell the story of the figures in the sandtray.   

During the storytelling, the counselor conveys acceptance and interest, and refrains from making any value judgments about the child’s story.  All that the counselor is doing at this point is actively listening to the child.  There is no overt interpretation taking place.  Whatever story the child tells is just “ok”.  For some children, this may be one the very first times that they are able to express themselves in a meaningful way with someone that they trust.   

A critical task for the counselor is to promote a feeling of safety and security throughout the duration of session.  This is accomplished by providing a quiet place where there are minimal outside distractions.  Although it is tempting to have observers from time to time, it is important to realize that observers will reduce the sense of containment and security for the child.  This may affect how the child plays, whether or not they will share their story, and what story they will tell.  For this reason, it is inadvisable to make a habit out of inviting observers into sessions.   

DURATION OF COUNSELING

The entire session is typically 45-50 minutes long.  The counselor should keep in mind that the sandplay portion of the session should end early so that the child has enough time to tell their story – between 5 to 8 minutes should be sufficient.  

Some children may use the entire time to work on one sandtray story, while others may work their way through many sandtray stories during the course of one session.  It is up to them to decide the pace and number of trays they would like to complete in the time allowed.

In sandplay storytelling, healing begins in the very first session.  However, the best results are achieved if the child can participate in multiple sessions over several weeks.  The specific number of sessions required differs according to the unique needs of the child.

THE EQUIPMENT

Use pictures and realia to demonstrate. Have the group get up and look at the boxes and figures

1.) The sandtray

The most essential piece of equipment in sandplay storytelling is the sandtray.  The sandtray represents a miniature version of the child’s world.  It contains the scene and provides the boundaries for the work being done.  The sandtray is a free and protected space that allows the child to reveal only as much as they can deal with at any one time.  The child is in complete control of what is happening in the sandtray.  Therefore, the sandtray offers security while fostering independence.  

Ideally, the sandtray should have the approximate dimensions of 30”x 20”, with a height of 4".  The sand tray should be filled halfway (approximately 2”) with clean, fine sand that has been disinfected to kill any insects /larvae.  It is recommended to purchase boxes with lids to reduce spillage.  The bottom of the sandtray is usually painted blue to represent water.  

2. The figures

The figures act as miniature representations of the people, places and things that are important in the child’s life.  The representation may be actual, imagined, idealized, or otherwise exaggerated.  The figures include everything and anything that exist in the real world.  They should include many different people of different ages, races, professions, genders.  There should also be animals, insects, food, buildings, vehicles, trees, bridges, furniture, mythological creatures, marbles, shells, etc.  The greater the variety that the child has to choose from, the more likely that they will be able to select figures that have symbolic significance to them.  Given the right circumstances and an adequate selection of figures, the child may project their deepest thoughts and feelings onto the figures in their sandtray.  

GUIDELINES FOR THE SANDPLAY STORYTELLING SESSION

The following guidelines should be followed when implementing a sandplay storytelling session: 

A. Before the Session

1. Set up the sandtray on the floor so that the child can reach inside of it and move around it easily.  Cushions may be set down for added comfort.  Plan on staying on the same level as the child as this is much less intimidating than sitting at a higher level.  

2. Make sure that the child has easy access to all of the sandplay figures.  Arrange the figures so that the child can easily see what is available without having to dig through a big box or a bag.

3. Explain to the child that the sandtray and the figures are there for them to play with. Let them know that they can choose to play with whichever figures they want, and as many as they would like.  Tell them how long the session will be.  Ask them to let you know when they are finished so that you can look at their work together.  Suggest that they will then have the chance to share the story of the sandtray with you if they would like.  

4. It is important to not place a lot of rules on the children.  If at any point you see a child trying to sneak a figure into their pockets, firmly tell them that the figures must stay in the counsleing room.  Let them know that they can play with them again when they come back the next time, but that they cannot take the figures home.  Usually one or two reminders should be enough.

5. The counselor should make sure every effort to limit outside noise or distractions.  The child should feel that the play space is a quiet and safe so that they feel comfortable to allow their imagination to work through whatever it needs to during the session.  For the duration of the session you should be attentive and completely available to the child if they need you.  NOTE:  Turn off your cell phone each time, every time!  

B. During the Session

1. When the child starts choosing and placing figures, you may want to join them on the floor and quietly observe their play.  For many children, this will be happily welcomed.  But all children are different, and it is important to be aware and to adjust your actions to meet each individual’s needs.  Pay attention to the child’s body language.  If you perceive that your presence is making the child uncomfortable, or otherwise affecting their play, sit a little further away.  With a few children, it may be best to NOT closely watch them play at all.  When you perceive this to be the case, remain available and in the room with them, but allow them to just be absorbed in their own sandplay world.   

2. You may want to take notes, and this is fine.  The notes may include which figures are chosen, how and where the figures are placed, what the child names the figures, and any other comments the child makes while playing.  Take care to keep the note-taking low key and discrete.  

3.  The child may decide to tell you a running story as they play.  This is ok.  Listen carefully, but be careful not to give any feedback.  Use active listening techniques.  Nod your head, say “hmm”, “oh, I see”, etc., to acknowledge that you are giving the child your full attention.  Do not say anything like “good!”, or “oh, no!”, or “pretty”, as this may be perceived by the child as reinforcement or punishment and may influence the path their story takes as they try to please you.  However, it is appropriate to listen attentively.  Remember: in sandplay storytelling, this is no right or wrong, and the child must really believe this.   

4.  Resist the temptation to reach your hands into the sandtray, touch the figures, or suggest figures for them to include.  This is their sandtray and their story, and they must choose how it unfolds.

5.  If you have access to a camera, you may want to take pictures at different points to document different stages of the stories.  If you choose this, first tell the child you’d like to take pictures of their sandtray, and ask if this is ok.  Be selective and be subtle as you don’t want the child to fell scrutinized or self conscious. 

C. After the Session

1.  As the end of the session nears, one of two things will typically happen.  In the first case, the child will finish their box, and they will let you know.  You can now move to step 3.

2. In the second case, the child will still be playing as the end of the session draws to an end.  In this situation, you should let them know that they have two minutes remaining to finish what they are doing, and that then you will look at the tray together before putting everything away.  It is important to give them some advanced notice so they can put the figures in their final places inside the boxes.  When two minutes are elapsed, let the child know that play time is now over, and that you’d like to spend some time looking at the tray with them.  

3.  Join the child in looking into the sandtray.  Ask the child if they would like to share their story by asking: “Would you like to tell me the story of what is happening in the box?”  If they say “yes”, listen carefully.  Again, take care to refrain from saying “good”, “bad”, pretty, beautiful, or anything else.  Just listen and acknowledge.  

4.  After the child has told the story, you may choose to ask one or two questions about specific aspects of the sandtray story.  For example, if the child doesn’t address a specific aspect or character in the sandtray, you may ask “who are these people over here?” or “what is happening over in this corner?”   These questions are asked to clarify, and should be open-ended.  Do NOT ask “why” questions as these can be perceived to be judgmental.  

If you are considering asking a question, be aware of the child’s body language.  If the child seems tense or uncomfortable, it may be better not to ask.  If you do ask and the child indicates verbally or non-verbally that they don’t wish to go into detail about something, do not push it.  Let them know that it is ok if they don’t want to say.  When you do decide to ask a question, do not touch the figures in their sandtray.  Simply gesture to the figure or area in the tray that you are curious about, and ask your question.  

5.  When they are finished, thank them for sharing the story.  If there is still time left, they may do another sandtray, or they may do something different.

6.  For the counselor, hearing the child’s story might be the most interesting part of the session.  This is indeed a powerful process, as the story can provide much insight into the child’s needs.  However, if the child refuses to tell their story, it is important to accept this and to not try to persuade them to talk.  It takes time to build trust.  If they do not speak today, they may choose to share their story next time.  Remember:  even if the child does not tell the story, there is still healing taking.  Thank them for their work anyway.  Let them know when they may return again for another session.  

7.  If the child starts to take the scene apart, you may gently stop them.  Thank them for wanting to help.  Let them know that this is your job.  The significance of this will be discussed in the next section.

Ask if the group can think of why this is important.

D. Cleaning up

Clean up should take place after the session has ended and the child has left the room.  If the child starts taking the story apart, it is important to stop them and let them know that is your job.  There is an important reason for this.  The scene that they created within the sandtray may have very strong significance for them.  Even though the session is over, the scene that they created will remain with them in their subconscious even after the session has ended.  For this reason, you want the scene to be intact the last time they look into the box before they leave the room.   

Another advantage of waiting until the child has left before dismantling the sandtray is that you can now make some additional notes or take some more pictures without making the child feel self-conscious.  Keeping a running record of the child’s stories is important because it is within this context that you can actually notice changes taking place from one session to the next.  You can also learn about what is important to the child.  You can record these notes right in the progress notes section of the client’s file.

When cleaning up, take time to note if any of these pieces need cleaning, repair, or replacement.  If not, return the pieces back to their storage box and put all the equipment and materials in a secure place until the next session.  

15 minute break.

After break is over, split the participants into pairs.  Explain that it is now time for the experiential protion of the training.  Explain that one person will experience being the “client” while the other person will practice being the “counselor”.  The “counselor” will faciliate a practice sandplay storytelling session with their “client”.  Facilitator should observe to make sure that “counselors” are following the guidelines (i.e not placing their hands in the trays, not giving praise, etc).  After the first “client” has finished setting up their tray and has told their story (or chosen not to tell their story), it is time for the “counselor” and the “client” to switch places, and assume the opposite role.

After the second round, invite the group to share their thoughts and feelings about what it felt like to be a “client” using this technque.  Then ask what it felt like to be a “counselor” observing the technique.  After processing the sessions, you can cover the remaining portions of the training that follow.

USING SANDPLAY STORYTELLING WITH TEENAGERS AND ADULTS

For simplicity’s sake, this training module has introduced the sandplay storytelling technique as a tool for counseling children.  However, it is worth noting that this technique can also be very effective with teenagers and adults.  At the first mention, older individuals may express hesitation to participate in sandplay storytelling as it may seem too childish for them.  But occasionally you may find that some of your older clients are open to trying this powerful alternative counseling technique.  If so, follow the same guidelines described above, and have an open mind.  You may be pleasantly surprised at how enjoyable and healing this technique can be for people of any and all ages!  

WORKING WITH GROUPS

This technique can be effectively used with individuals or with small groups.  The principles and guidelines are the same for both.  When counseling multiple children, be aware that additional problems may occur.   

Ask the group if they can think of some potential problems.  Brainstorm solutions.

For example, in group settings there may sometimes be rivalry over particular figures.  Or you may see have a child that keeps reaching into another child’s tray.  Try to anticipate and plan for these problems ahead of time.   Be sure to monitor to make sure that each child is working on their sandtray and noone elses.   If you see a child in someone else’s tray, explain that they must not touch the other child’s tray.  Reposition them if necessary.  If there is competition over figures, allow just one child at a time to go choose their toys.  

If the problem persists, address it in a firm but non-punitive way.  Let the child know that they will have to stop for the day if they cannot behave.  Follow through if they refuse.  But be sure to let them know they can use the sandtray next time if they behave properly.  Always remember that the environment must be maintained as a safe and secure for healing to take place for all participants.  If one child misbehaves, the others should not have to suffer.     

VARIATIONS

Specific focus activities – After you have been working with the child for a while, you may want to switch things up by trying some variations.  One variation is to ask the child to tell a specific story in the sandtray.  For example, you may want to ask them to tell a story about “The best thing that ever happened to you” or “The worst thing that ever happened to you”.  

Alternately, you may decide to assign a specific theme, such as "Safety", "My resources & strengths", or "My dream for the future".  Remember that even though it is your theme, once the child begins to play, it is their story.  Try to follow all of the guidelines described above. 

CONCLUSION

The sandplay storytelling is not a miracle cure, and it does not magically erase all memories of trauma and tragedy from a child’s mind.  But it is a unique technique that can channel the child’s creative energies in a way that fosters emotional growth and healing.  Moreover, it provides an invaluable opportunity for counselors to join with their children clients in a way that is safe, meaningful, nurturing, and fun.  Children are amazingly resistant, and even the most emotionally injured of them can learn to love and trust again.  When used correctly, the sandplay storytelling technique is an excellent tool for creating the circumstances necessary for this learning to unfold.

Thank everyone for coming.  Administer post-test.
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POST TEST AND EVALUATION

1.)  In your own words, what is the theory behind the sandplay storytelling technique? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.) What equipment is necessary in sandplay storytelling? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.)  What are the steps in implementing a sandplay storytelling session?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.)  How likely do you think you are to use this technique with your clients?

1

      2

      3
   
     4

     5

    Not likely







Very likely

5.)  If you scored less than 3 in question 4, why do you think you will not use this technique?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6.)  One thing I liked about this training was _________________________________________________ _____________________________________________________________________________________

7.)  One thing I didn’t like about this training was ____________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________Thank you for your feedback!
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