! FEATURE ARTICLE I

Changing a Teacher’s Perspective Toward Children
by D. Lyin Cousineau B.A.

Skinny, competifive. noisy. and in a constant state of motion,
Rose was 1he 9% year old 1 worked with in play for six weeks this
year.  The play sessions with Rose were part of the practical
expericnce included in the course "Play: A Counscling Intervention™,
faught by Dr. JoAnna While at Georgia State University. The course
was a requircment of my Masters degree program in school
vounseling. Taking this course and knowing Rose {hrough play was
an enlightening experience for me professionally.

For the past cight ycars 1 have been an elemeniary School
teacher in an urban setting. As a teacher, | have a great deal of
contact with children and comprehend many of their needs. Yet, the
school and classroom sctting only allow e to assist children with
a small number of thelr individual needs. 1 must, for the most part,
sddress children in & group, providing them with  structured
development and acadenile experdences that fit the whole group and
then do my best to customize these activities to each child's
individual abilliy. The primary focus of my activily as a teacher is
to develop each child's potential. I assist them in building skills and
attitudes they will need to be healthy, productive, contributing
adults. 1 am, in essence, required to view the children entrusted to
e as hunan-potentials, or human-doings. 1 rarely get the
opportuzity to stop and admire them for the human-beings Lhey are
in the present moment. As a teacher, | believed 1 knew children
well. Yet, the experience I had with Rose through play, backed by
the theory and encouragement of Dr. White's play therapy course at.
{eorgia State University, changed my perspective toward children.

Rose s nearly 4 fect 5 tnches tall and weighs just over 70
pounds. This is accentuated by the fact that she preferred to wear
slim fitting cotton tights or leggins and light weight tops that look
lke pajamas rather than to wear heavier or warmer clothing, She
also prefers to keep hier feet bare when she is at home. Rose has
Lolow-the-ear length thin biond hair, which she did not fuss over or
aiways keep clean. When her mother was present Rose would pul)
on my anns, hug me for prolonged moments, and assert herself
Isudly in an attempt to tell her mother “This is iny tine with Mr. C.,
go away!l™

Rose is In the fourth grade. She gets mostly A's on her report
cands but usually ends up getting unsatisfactory conduct grades.
She gets into trouble with her teachers because she often completes
her work belore most of the other students and then wants to
“soctalize” with her friends in class. Rose acknowledges that this is
Lier behavior patterm in the classroom but, to Rose, the socializing is
more valuable than the price of the consequences. She has no
{Aends outside of sehool.

Rose is an only child. She has no cousins and she Is the only
grandchild. ller mother has never been married, Rose's mother is
inn her late thirties. She is attractive and assertive but has had no
significant intimate relationships since Rose was born.  Her mother's
rclationship with Rose's biological father Is adversarfal and based
solely on the issucs of visitation and child support payments. Rose
has scen or visited her father fewer than five times in her lifetinic.
She showexi no interest in knowing hini,

Rose's experience of miarriage is one of frregularity and divorce,
ller only aunt has never been married.  [ler grandparents are
divorced.  Her gmndmother has been Jiving with a man In a
common-law type marriage for more than seven years and her
grandfather has an on-and-off girlfriend.

Rose {ived her first seven years with her mother In a suburb of
a large Midwestern city.  After completing her Master's degree in
cngineering, her mother got a job in the Atlanta metropolitan area.
They inoved into a town house with their two cats, Pork and Beans.
Rose’s physical home environinent is well suited for an only child.
She has almost every art supply appropriate for a child hier age. She
has unresiricted access to her mother's Macintosh computer and
she has a plano. Besides having her own bedroom. she has a
play /television room where she can watch video tapes, do art work,

or Just watch her favorite television show as well as have a messy
snack. She does not play with the children In the apartment
complex because her mother does not like Lthe way they play.

Rose cares for several stray cats from the apariment complex
that came to their back porch 1o visit. She could identify at lcast 16
of them with names she had given them. She was very kind to the
cats. They would let her pel and hold them. when they would not let
hier mother or me.  She and her mother argne over Rose feading
these cats. Her mother did not want her to feed them, bul in the
cnd, a smalt bow! of dry esat food and water was lefi on the poreh.
These cats played an important role by allowing Rosc the
opportunity to murlure somet hing living all by hersell.

Her mother acknowledgod that because Rose was an only child
she got a great deal of attention from adults. She described Rose as
being one half of the houschold bt not having gquite one half of the
household chores. 8he said that  se ofien wanied things to go her
own way and wanted things tnmcdiately. If things did not. go her
way, slic would yell or tantrum until she did. Rose oiten engaged
her mother in power struggles. Her mother mast viien responded (o
these by shouting untll Rose gave in.  They had no openly
established set of democratic rules or consequences in the home.
Whenever her mother saw Rose doing somethi: of sie did not approve
of, llke playing piano when her molher was cnothe wispl e or
jumping on the furnifure. she yelled at Rose to stop: Haer i e
would yell at Roese when they were in public and Kose wounid - ds
tantrum in public.  Most of her mother's corrcetion of Nose's
behavior was in the heat of the moment and was expressed in a lou
and angry tone of voice. She was very direet with Rose and did not
give her much of an opportunity to speak for hersell when they
argued. She did not reason or compromise with Rose when she
wanted things done her own way.

In some instances, Rosc's moither was penmissive with her
Rose was free to choose how she spent her tie at home and was not
asked to do many chores around the house. She was not expoected
to always have a clean bedroom or to pick up her clothes..

The family atmosphere was a combination. One, the houschold
was authoritarian. The rules were that Rose had to abide by her
mother’s wishes and demands. ‘Two, Rose was expected to perforin
well and apply effort in all of her pursuits, so the atmosphere was
one of high expectations. Finally, therc was an disparaging
atinosphere because her mother was often critical of Rose’s behavior.
She expected Rose to be appreciative of the life and things she gave
her.

During our play sessions together, which were conducted al her
home, Rose was outwardly polite in oflering me a say i what we
chose 0 do. Towever, when told that this was her time and she
could choose, she had a definite preference for the types of activities
we engaged in. She did not like having to draw when § asked ber to
and she preferred to play board games with me, ratlir than engage
in any type of fantasy pilay. I ttnagine that she liked board games
because they were systematic and had nules. Rose s at a
developmental age were understanding rules and applying thens is
quite important. | also suspect that she liked board games bocause
she could win. She appeared to find great pleasure in winning a
game against me, the adult.

In our first pfay session together, we played the new Monopoly
game she got for Christmas. She had it already set up for us when
1 got there. We played at the kitchen table because she said her
bedroom was too messy. Rosc took a lot of risks and tried many
strategics during the game.  She would say, “1 don't like you” il
advanced. bought property, or if she landed on something 1 owned
and had to pay me. She would celebrate with a deep affected Jangh
if I had to pay her or if one of my moves was not favorable for me.
At times, she made up rules. When she did 1 wouldd resd trom the
official rules to clarify. She acquiesced when she was shown that
her rule was not official. 1 realize now that 1 should have gone by the
rules she made up. rather than iry to clarify them. It was Jier play
session. | was there to observe and interact, nol win the game. We
played the game for our cntire time together and she attemnpted to
hedge and add time when | told her our time together was almost
over.

In our second play session, 1 asked Rose if she wanted to show
me the toys and stuffed animals she had. 1 was hoping this might



dive her the opportunity to engage in some role or fantasy play. She
began by showing me her doll collection, especially her collecifon of
old Barbie dolls thal were once her mother's. She showed me her
stuffed anfmal collection but only gave me a brief tour, Rose socon
dot tired of doing this and quickly cngaged me In a game of
Manacala, an African stone counting game. 1 asked her to explain
to me how to play the gaine, which she did both by description and
example. We played several rounds of the game, most of whieh Rosc
worl. Again, she cheered with excitement upon winning or growled
and said “I hate you!” if | won a round. She then tnoves us (o a
game of checkers, which she forfefled and let me win because it was
taking too long.

For our third scssion | asked Rose to make a drawing for me.
I wanted her Lo start with the House. Tree, Person (HTP) drawing.
She said she did not want to just then but that she would do it later
in the sesslon. She wanted to play the Atlanta version of Monopoly.
We did thts instead and the game carried out tnuch as it did during
the first session. Rose took many risks with her money and
purchases. She also complained loudly whenever a move was in my
favor. She never did do the drawing | had asked her o make, even
though I reminded her twice during the game. She did not want to
do the drawing and while she said she would. she passively let the
game carry on to take up our enlire Ume together, She won the
game and showex great joy by singing, “1 won, | won! Ha, ha, ha. Ha,
ha, ha!® For me, it was a Joy to see her ¢njoy winning so much.
Rose promised she would make the TP for me during the week ard
have it Ior our next session. She also ealled ine the next night to ask
sne specifically what 1 wanted in the drawing,

Rase did not make lier HTP before our next session. 8o, she
made it during our fourth session. She wanted to do it while
watching television in the living room. 1 told her { wanted to talk
with her and that the television would be distracting. In response,
Rose got out her mini-television and placed it on the kitchen table
where we were going to work. She was engaging me in a power
struggle and was going to watch television anyway. I rellected to her
that she liked to do things her own way. To this she responded with,
‘not always” and put the little television away. She then proceeded
to make the HTP drawing. During this session she commnented that
her cal “was being stubborn today.” She was sharing an accurate
projection of herself, 1 suspect. The drawing took the entire 1%
hours of our time together.

Two of the most striking features of Rose’s HTP were how
exactly she had drawn it and that she used no color, only pencil.
She sald she wanted to leave the color to the imagination of the
person looking at the drawing. Not using color probably reflected
her wish to be evasive in revealing too much about. how she felt
about her home and life. Lily was very careful to draw each element
to her own very exact standards. She used a ruler to get the roof
Jnst the way she wanted to. The house was very large and fancy.
The girl in the drawing was small and seated sideways. This might
reflect Rose's feeling of being dominated by her mother and her lack
of power in being able to compete with her mother. Rose said that
she Hked the drawing a lot and asked for both her mother's and my
opinion of it.

Our fifth session consisted of Rose and mc playing Manacaia
and Monopoly again. She won more often and continued to show
gree  joy when she did.  She also read a story to me that she was
writing. It was based on the Laura Ingles Wilder book "Little House
On Tue Prafrie” and gave different names Jor the girls in the story.

| scheduled an additional sixth play session with Rose so that.
she could do her kinetic family drawing. She procrastinated doing
this by becoming engaged in another activity. 1 patiently attended
as she reorganjzed her animal cards notebook until she was ready
to begln the drawing. Once she began Lthe drawing, 1 noticed that if
§ moved or ¢lid anything that took my focus away from whai she was
dolng. she would stop drawing until 1 refocused my attention on her.,
This was an cye-opening experience for me. Something that
reminded me to be conscious of my own actions and to altend fully
and directly to children when working with them in one-te-one
essions.

It is significant to describe Rose's favorite television show, “Xena
Warrior Princess”. This is an action fantasy where the heroine is a
strong, aggressive woman, like IHercules. She roams the medieval

countryside of Europe with her female companion.  Together they
resolve conflicts and help people in need through Xena's cunning,
superlor strength, and sometimes mystlical magic powers. 1 jfinagine

* that Rose identified with the main character and would like to he

able Lo solve her own conflicts with the same success as Xena., Rose
said in her interview that she and her mother gquarreled a lot. ‘This

. bothered her, particularly because her mother aiways won. “I don'l

ever win", she said. Rose would like to get back at her mother for
always winning but she knows she would just get into more trouble.
Undoubtedly, her behavioral goals of power and attention are Rose's
way of getiing back and winning.

Rose showed an houest concern for other people i the world,
especially children. When ashked to Lell three things she knew were
true, she responded with, "I'm very hicky (o sleep in a bed when
many children don't have one. There is lots of suffering in the world,
especially in Bosnia. Children in some places have (o fight in war
when they arc only seven. There 1s lots of violence In the world”.
When asked who was the worst person in the world, she responded
in general with, “The people who bring ont violence, The destroyers
of the earth”. She then satd that the greatesi person in the world
were her ancestors {sic) “...who lought in the war against the evil
king who killed all the Jews™. 1 recall in an earlier conversation, she
referred to Hitler as “the evil king™. In several instances she spoke
of how lucky slie was to have a homne and a family and that many
children in the wordd do not. One instance stood oul ds signiftcant
because she said something to her cat 1 suspect she meant
metaphorically for herself. As her cat ineowed loudly while sitting at
the back door, she said, “Oh, Pork. Den’t be so territorfal. ‘This {sn't
your condo and 1t isn't mine. We don't own it and we're fucky Lo live
here™. Rose believed 1hat she was fortunate (o have what she had,
when most children In the world dfd not have as iuch as she did or
“liad 1o work for their food™, ier mother stressed (o Rose that she
should feel grateful for thce things she had. She often used this as
a ploy Lo motivale Rose to do more of what she wanted her to do.

Rosc had already eslablished several beliefs that will effect how
she approaches the mastery tasks in her life.  She ts an intelligent

 and highly motivated young person. She demonstrated that In her

work she felt she must always do her best. The results of her work
need to be nearly perfect for her (o feel satisfied.  This will most
likely be a useful quality in her educational and carcer pursnits, hut
it might cause her to have poor sclf esteern if she ever faills or does
not meel. her own expectations.

Rose has Jearned thal  her friendships  are briel  and
circumstantial. lier only friends are her schoolmaies. She scemn to
believe she has to do something, rather than be herself, in order to
atiract [riends. She also learmed that authority can sometiines
prevent her from interacting with friends, making irends, keeping
them, and developing meaningfial {rendships may be an issue for
her tn adulthood.

Rose learned from the adults in her famfly that intiinate
relationships were teinporary, hard to come by, and that they are
riddled with fristrations. She has never seen a lasting successtul
marriage among the adulls in her sphere of influence. This too, may
be an issue Rose will have to learn on her own through the schoof of
“hard knocks”.

Rose's kinetic family drawing was also done in penctl.  The
picture was of Rose and her mother sitting together watching
television with a cat between theru. The content was significani. for
several reasons.  First, it was probably the only thing they do
togeilher that was not business or a task of daily life. The sofa was
the central focus ans was the only place In real lifc where Rose is
allowed to be free, relaxed and aflectionate with her mother, They
were however, not touching each other in the drawing. lnstead, a
cat was sitting between themn.  Cats could symbolize the mother's
presence and the cat in real life was, in a sense, the property ol her
mother. It may indicate that even when Rose wanted to fect close (o
her mother as a person, the issue of parenthood, authority, power,
and the struggle these involved would always prevent Rose from
being close to her mother. The drawing was very Hteral. She would
allude to no elements of fantasy when asked about the picture. For
example, when | asked her what was in the closct, what was up the
stairs, and what was ontside the window, shc gave only real-life
responses. The low celling in the drawing inighi iimply that Rose fell



that her house was a restrictive enviromnent.  She did not like this
drawing as mucls as her first.

Rose demonstrated two mistaken goals ol behavior al home with
lier mother andin the play sessjons with me.  Firs{, she sought to
have power i the interactions she had with adults. She used both
actlve and passive destrucilve behaviors to attain power. She was
destructive when she argued and had (antnans, and passive when
she was stubborn and lazy. ‘Then, Rose demonstrated a strong need
for attentlon. She loved {o perform and display her talenis. She
sang, playcd the piano, and did magic tricks. She sald things (hat
she knew would impress adults. Perhiaps these goals were parily the
result of her family constellation and the fact that Rose had no other
clilldren to play with in her ncighborhood. At home and in her
mother's world, she interacted mostly with adults.

Yel. Rose also has many positive goals ol behavior. She was
quite sell’ directed when she was allowed (o be. She was not afraid
{o try new activities or becomne involved with an unfamiliar group of
people. She was olien willing to take risks that shy people would
otherwise not want to try. She had a strong scnse of world justice
and wanted genuinely o do something about jt.  Roge was very
aceeptng of other people who are different. She had contact with a
great, variety of people throngh her mother's pursiils and interests.
Rose viewed the world as a collection of Interesting and worthy
people who are all different and yel all alike.

Rose's mother expected Rose to do well in school, pradice
piano, and do many things for herself, She did noi allow Rose to be
lazy in the way she perffonmed intellectnal or artistic cndeavors. Her
mol her's expectations were expressed eft her through anger or direct
stern statements. When she was tender and loving with Rose, she
spoke (o her as if she were A mueh younger child. She often calied
Rose her “little flower™ when slie was being tender and endearing.

Rose knows she is expected 1o do well in her personal and
intellectual pursuits. She is leaming that expectations do not come
from caring and tenderness but from harshness and anger. i
snspeel thal she may grow to become the kind of adult who gets—
angry with herself when she does not ineet her own expectations
She Is also learmning to act youuger than she is in order to recclve
nurturance and tenderness.  As an adull, this may gencralize to
other relationships In her e, She may have the intstaken beljel
that in order to receive love and tenderness from someonc, perhaps
A significant mtimate other, she will have to regress to a more
immatnre state before she can be seen as suited for receiving love.

Working with Rose in play and by observing her in her home
cnvironment | began to gain an inderstanding of Rose, and perhaps
of all children, that -comes from  within Rose's sphere  of
undersianding. 1 began to see Rose's world from her perspective.
I could understand Rose In a way that was different from my own
adult perspective.  As | worked with Rose, read, and listened in
leetire, 1 began to understand that there was a fundamental flaw in
my approach with my students. 1 was not getting to know them as
individuals as {ully as 1 could. In a sudden moment of insight, 1
realized that 1 was not. relating to my stndents as complete Inunan
beings. My soul was impressed by Lheir development and growth,
but it never recognized the uncharted territory to be explored in the
person cach child is as the compleie and lully developed hnnan

beirags they already are. 1 had not been relating (o and respecting

my  tudents as people, like 1 might respect iy adult as a well
devcloped person. | was amazed by this revelation {and even more
amazaed that 1 discovered It on my own). 1t was a shock (o e that
1 had believed all along that T was doing my best for my students.
I realized that | was not understanding thein as they functioned and
lived in the present.  instead, | viewed and related (o them as the
people they might becomne, (o their potential as adults.

As a leacher, | looked at children as incomplete adults.
Bundles of polential, needing to be molded and developed. My task
as a teacher was to look for each ¢lv'i:!; strengths and help them to
develop Lhese into asscts they could nse as adults. ‘This is an
appropriate task for a Leacher, but It ignores another more
significant aspect of ihe chilld. I dendes a chifld the complete and
whole person they are in the imoment. They arce already lving their
lHves Lo their jullest potential. ‘Their lives are no less meaningtal
becanse they are not adulls, ‘Thelr feelings and motivations are no
less valid beecause they are chitidren. We think children do not know

themselves as well as adnlts know themselves. We believe that a
child’s feclings arc imnature and muted because Hhey have not fully
developed into the mature feelings an adult possess. These beliels
arc conunon in education and penneate whai | do as an edacalos
Yet, theses bellefs are inaccurate and they deny the completeness o.
the child in the present mmoment. Who ¢lse but a child could know
her or him self better (han anyone clse? A child's feclings are
complele as they are and must be respeeied as gennine. A ehild's
Hle has rhyme and reason in isell’ and is not a precarsor 1o what we
adulis olten befieve is the more enllghiened and complete life we
possess as adults.

The experience 1 had with Rose and (he play therapy course
with Dr. White significantly changed the way 1 respect and interac
with children. it also aflected the way § stricture my classroon,
Spending ibne with one chtid and atiending to only the needs and
motives ol that one child gave me the opportimity to relate to
children in a way § had nol done before, In the educational setiing,
1 was expecting mysaelf to attend to Lhe external learning needs ol the
children 1 interacted with. Now, 1 ain able (o see, [eel, and refate to
cach students needs, as well.  |oean value cach ¢hild’s present
moment without aliowing other influences to affeet my interaction
with them. My classroom s much more  democratic and
cneouraging. My students walk in every inoming happy. cnergetic
and positive, which 1 never saw In previous school years. 1 do more
now {o enjoy cach child at the moment 1 am with them. 1 provide iy
students with more confroi in choosing the direction ol our dally
activitics. Jusl becanse 1 am the adult does not always imcan that
| know what is best for my stndents at cvery moment. 1 am
becaming beiter able to mnderstand cach chlld’s need within the
group and pul my own nccds aside withont feeling hanmed,
disrespected, or delensive. My perspective has changed. 1 am
sceing more fally the children T am working with as the people they
arc in the present. | an no longer viewing than as the adulls |
believe they have 1he potential to becomne, adnlts 1 may never know.



