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to att achment and holding safe-space 

from Byng-Hall, Dallos and Vetere; 

drawing from the narrative therapy 

of Michael White and Madsen’s 

collaborative strengths-based therapy, 

and from the att ention-to-body of Tom 

Andersen. 

My understanding of group processes 

came from my background as a mental 

health nurse, when I worked on a ward 

run along therapeutic community 

principles. 

At the time of working in schools, I 

looked to Ann Catt anach and Margot 

Sunderland for ideas about play therapy. 

I also found Sue Gerhardt helpful in 

exploring love in relationship as a 

necessary part of children’s neurological 

development. 

Creativity
“Creativity is just connecting things” 

(Steve Jobs interview). 

Th ere is something about being in the 

zone in order to think creatively: a kind 

of meditation. Have you ever had that 

feeling of dropping into a mental state 

where the meanings and connections 

become clear and fl ow? Th ere were times 

I saw these boys in that state, while they 

were drawing or refl ecting. Th ere is also 

something about this state that is anxiety-

free, at least temporarily, which I think is 

an important function of creative process. 

Winnicott  describes creativity as 

coming aft er a period of relaxation, 

and draws on the idea we need creative 

thinking to make us feel life is worth 

living: “It is creative apperception more 

than anything else that makes the individual 

feel that life is worth living” (1971, p. 65). 

Work
The structure:

Aft er I had met with teachers, the boys 

and parents and carers to talk about the 

group, we agreed I would meet the boys 

weekly for two school terms in the same 

room at the same time. We created ground 

rules. We agreed a structure: we would 

talk and listen, we would draw and read. 

We would sit round the table and roam 

around the room. I chose a theme to explore 

each time we met, for example: feelings in 

our body, masks and shields, a suitcase of 

feelings, naming our strengths, anger stories, 

monsters and super heroes, saying goodbye. 

My task for the group was to bring forth 

the articulation of emotions in a context 

of being heard. My role was to hold the 

structure with love, and then to listen, to 

think, to hear, and to trust my instinct. 

Th e quotations below are from the 

booklets I gave each boy aft er the group 

work was over, and from an evaluation 

of the work by an independent auditor. 

I have included quotes from a previous 

group I ran with Amanda Kardouche, 

to amplify the voices of these children. 

Because I have been unable to obtain 

consent from the boys and their families, I 

have therefore been careful to anonymise 

them. Each heading represents a diff erent 

theme we focused on each week. We 

began every session by saying our name, 

how we were feeling, and where that 

feeling was in our body. My dialogue 

might look like this:

Tanya: I was thinking about our talking 

last week about what happens when we get 

cross and upset, and I thought about what 

A said about not always wanting to show 

his feelings. What do you all think about 

drawing some of the ways we do this? 

Boys: Oh yeah, great! 

(Th ey accept paper and pens and 

photocopies of dual circles, six to a page)

Tanya: If you want, we could draw in 

the top circle how you feel inside, and in 

the bott om circle what we show to other 

people. Is that a good idea? Would that be 

something to do today?

(Boys sit, quiet, concentrating, for 

three or four minutes before starting to 

look at each other’s drawings)

Tanya: I’d really like for all of us to hear 

about each other’s pictures. Can we think a 

bit more about our own and then share?

(Boys agree, and continue quiet and 

drawing for another few minutes)

Where do feelings live?
We asked the question – “Where do 

feelings live?” – and sat with the drawing 

of an outline of a body, pens and pencils, 

and the time to consider the question in 

conversation, in contemplation of the 

page. The question hung in the air like a 

meditation bell, inviting us to gather our 

thoughts and notice our bodies as home 

for our feelings.

A sometimes felt “ the whole world on 

his shoulders” and showed us how his 

shoulders become heavy.

B: “I’m feeling joyful in my heart. It ’s a 

YES feeling!”

C: “I feel happy in my head. It feels like 

something fun is going to happen.”

D: “When I’m happy I tell everyone.”

E: “When you feel angry, you feel strong 

inside, like you’re going to go dizzy. It hurts 
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in here (pointing to temples) like someone’s 

pushing it in – or it’s pushing out.”

F: “Angry feels like your veins are going to 

stick out.”

G told us he “sometimes felt shy in his chest 

and belly”, and we wondered what would 

happen to that feeling if he took some 

deep breaths. When he tried, he found 

some of the shy feeling began to get 

smaller!

Memories of feeling angry:
We paid attention to the memories that 

rose to the surface as we gave attention 

to our feelings. Stories came, and we gave 

them coherence by listening. 

H told us how he was sometimes rough 

with children in the nursery, and felt his 

mum had paid all the attention to his baby 

brother when he was born. He can still 

remember that anger.

J spoke about the anger he showed as 

he came out of his mother’s belly. “Where’s 

my water? Where’s my food?” he cried. He 

can even remember the taste of strawberries 

from that time spent inside!

How do we express our feelings?
K noticed if we cry and the crying goes 

unnoticed, then the crying gets bigger. Tears 

can be a way of showing we need some help.

L told us that sometimes he felt like 

being wild like in the book, ‘Where the Wild 

Things Are’, but he had never let it out.

M told us what it was like to be hurt 

verbally: “ like being punched,” he said. 

How do we cover up our 
feelings?

We explored the many faces we have by 

drawing masks.

N told us that sometimes he felt hurt and 

tearful and would put on an angry mask to 

cover up his hurt feelings. 

O said when he felt like laughing in class 

he would put on a serious face.

What ways do we have of 
dealing with feelings?

P liked to scrunch up paper when he felt 

angry. 

Q had the idea of offering his hand to 

help someone dealing with anger.

R said you could try just sitting on your 

anger, but it might be better to jump on a 

bed!

S suggested: “Try drinking cool water”. 

T talked about how he helped turn a 

friend’s tears into laughter just by talking 

kindly to him. We thought it was a special 

skill to be able to understand what your 

friend might be feeling.

U said when he felt sad in the playground 

two girls had joined him on the bench and 

not said anything to him but quietly chatted 

to each other. This made him feel much 

better. We discovered that sometimes just 

feeling sad for your friend can help their 

sadness move on.

V said it was a good thing he had been 

chosen for the group: “We’d come in like 

we would explode or something. I get into 

fewer fights because I know what to do to 

calm down now.”

How do we relax?
We enacted the physical shift in our 

bodies from feeling angry to finding 

our ‘paradise within’, using visual 

meditation. Wonderful places included: 

being on a lovely warm beach; surfing with 

sharks; a funfair under the sea; dolphins 

playing; dancing to cool music; being with 

our friends.

 

Being part of a group
Being in a group amplified the dialogue 

and the listening. It also gave us the 

opportunity to play together, to role-play, 

and to enact conf lict and resolution, to 

experiment together with what might 

work and what might not work.

W: “To be part of a group is like being part 

of a family.”

X: “I don’t miss laptop time; they are just 

machines, you are REAL, talking is REAL. 

Look at C, he hasn’t smiled all day until 

now!”

Y: “To be part of a group you have to show 

respect.”

S: “We learnt a lot about our feelings, but it 

was good to be together as well.”

Z: “We learnt not just care about ourselves, 

care about other people … and ourselves, 

keeping everybody safe.”

Vignettes
Experience:

The room feels small, and the boys 

are angry. They have been drawing and 

talking, and the talking about feelings 

has become embodied. They want to 

run and shout and move, and we have 

no space to do that in this small room. 

We have unleashed strong emotions, 

and the paper can’t hold them, and the 

words can’t hold them. One boy starts to 

move round the room, pushing things, 

dropping things, small shoves of chairs 

and feet. Then another joins in, and 

voices begin to rise. We’re on our way 
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to a fight. My thoughts are racing. What 

to do for the best? Keep trying to hold 

them? Stop the group? I’m torn but I have 

to make a decision. I stop the group. I’m 

calm. I don’t feel angry. I say I am not 

angry and they are not in trouble. I’m 

able to say with truth that I am stopping 

the group to keep them safe and that I 

look forward to seeing them next week.

The following week, they came back, 

which in my heart astonished me. I had 

feared they wouldn’t want to, and we 

talked about what happened, and the 

need to be safe. 

Reflection:
This has stayed with me as something 

I feel unsure about. What could I 

have done differently? Should I have 

negotiated a better physical space for 

these boys? But space in schools is 

precious and rarely available. And maybe 

I feared I wouldn’t be able to hold them 

in a playground or a school hall. Maybe, 

too, I feared their angry energy? But they 

came back the following week ready to 

start the group again. So maybe I held a 

boundary well, and protected them from 

losing their tempers? Maybe I did the 

right thing? Perhaps we could not have 

talked about safety without my having to 

stop the group the week before in order 

to keep them safe.

Experience: 
It’s the last time we’re meeting as a 

group, and I want them to remember this 

day. We’ve spent time thinking about 

what it’s been like to be part of the group. 

Now I’ve asked them to create a circle in 

the room, and one by one step into the 

circle, close his eyes, and hear each other 

say what they like and value about each 

other. A part of me is astonished they have 

agreed to do it, and it has worked – they all 

found something important to say about 

each other, and each boy opened his eyes 

beaming with pleasure and pride. 

“Come on, Miss, it’s your turn 
now!”

I didn’t expect that. How can I, the 

person in charge, stand in the middle 

of this group of children with my eyes 

closed? What if something goes wrong? 

Is it a boundary blur? But I know I have 

to respond to this loving invitation 

from these boys who want to share the 

experience with me, so I step into the 

space, close my eyes, and trust …

Reflection:
This has stayed with me as something 

precious, co-created by many people – 

the school who asked me to do the work, 

myself, and the boys who said yes to 

being in the group. It’s what I remember 

best about that group. I think it’s because 

of the trust that was needed to step into 

that circle, but also that it came at the 

end of months of committed therapeutic 

work, like a f lowering. For boys who lived 

in a fractured and stressful community, 

each with their own troubled stories, 

each having to leave school every day and 

step back into a dangerous world where 

they had learned vigilance and caution, 

to close their eyes and to give and receive 

loving words was an act of trust.

Conclusion
I was asked by the school to do 

something quite restricted – to teach 

boys how to behave better in class and 

help them manage their anger better. 

Instead, I was able to create a space 

for them in which they could think 

and ref lect upon themselves and their 

feelings, with the idea that in doing so 

some kind of change might take place.

My creativity was holding the space.

The creativity comes into that space.

The creativity in the space was theirs.

This work was not about producing 

something out of creativity, but about 

communicating from a place of creativity. 

I held a loving space and a commitment 

to the task, which was to explore feelings, 

and in that space the boys were able to 

drop into a ref lective state, from which 

they accessed something of themselves, 

and communicated it authentically, not 

only to myself, but also to each other.

I am currently working on holding 

a refl ective space for staff  working in 

schools. It feels like a special treat, and the 

participants marvel that their school gives 

the space. And yet surely it is only in space 

can we fi nd our creativity? As therapists, it 

is only in such space that we can connect 

with the power that drives our professional 

journeys. 
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