By Dale Elizabeth Pehrsson EdD, LCPC, RPT-S

CLINICAL EDITOR COMMENT
This article explains why the use of

stories and books in the playroom is
consistent with play therapy and describes

theoretical ideas about their use.

Benefits of Utilizing

Bibliother

within Play Therapy

Children have always included storytelling in their play. Their stories are sometimes
expressed verbally but more often through interactions with objects, especially

toys. Children use their stories as metaphors to represent their knowledge, feelings,
concerns, fears, etc. A well-prepared play therapist recognizes their therapeutic P
value and knows how to read such stories. When play therapists use books to tell J/
and read stories to children, the process is known as bibliotherapy. Bibliotherapy -

is defined as the use of “...literature to bring about a therapeutic interaction
between a participant and facilitator” (Hynes & Hynes-Berry, 1994, p.10).
Bibliotherapy interventions tend to fall into three categories; therapist
initiated, interactive and client initiated.

The use of books for therapeutic value may be traced to the
ancient Greeks. Throughout the ages adults have used literature to
guide their children’s thinking and to strengthen their character. In
a 1916 issue of Atlantic Monthly, Samuel Crothers suggested using
books for patients to help them understand their problems and he
called his technique “bibliotherapy” (Crothers, 1916, p. 291).

Carolyn Shrodes (1950) developed the first theoretical model
from which current bibliotherapy expansions and applications
have been derived. She suggested that bibliotherapy is
effective because readers can identify with characters; and
clients can work through a problem along with a character,
ultimately achieving insight about their own situations
(Shrodes, 1955, p. 24).

Bibliotherapy divides into two practice domains.
Developmental bibliotherapy deals with transitions and
normal life issues and is used primarily by educators.
Therapeutic bibliotherapy involves the deliberate and
planned intervention, using books in a psychiatric or mental
health paradigm (Hynes & Hynes-Berry, 1994).

Some play therapists contend that using books is not
congruent with principles and practices of play therapy, .
notably client-centered play therapy. In my earlier years as a
professor, | agreed and actually discouraged students from
utilizing bibliotherapy during play therapy. | even barred
books from the university training playroom. Then Lillian, a graduate
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student, approached me, waving a book and exclaiming, “I
found this fabulous book, it's called ‘No David!" (Shannon,
1998). It's perfect for my little guy (who coincidentally
was also named David).” | suggested she try it while |
observe. | watched David's smiles as Lillian read the
book and | then watched as David retold the story
with toys. | reconsidered my previous stance, a stance
| now consider to have been rigid. Lillian and David
demonstrated the effectiveness of bibliotherapy

in play therapy.

| began to encourage students to seek
appropriate books to use with play therapy clients.
| sought a theoretical rationale for integrating i
bibliotherapy and play therapy. Proponents of
Alfred Adler's work recommend the use of
bibliotherapy, applied within
each of his four therapy
stages: establishing
relationship, exploring
lifestyle, promoting insight,
and reeducation or reorientation
(Jackson, 2001). My students and | modified
Axline’s client-centered approach
to include more Adlerian theory. o /
Kottman (2002) recommends "’}r o
bibliotherapy as an added ' }
intervention during Adlerian 1
play therapy.

Does bibliotherapy qualify as
play therapy? Bibliotherapy
definitions and advantages
fall into alignment with the
definition and benefits of
play therapy put forth by the
Association of Play Therapy
(2006) in that “Play therapy
refers to a larger number of
treatment methods, applying
the therapeutic benefits of
play.” Whether the therapist or the child chooses it, the book is
used as a springboard to launch children into play representing
their issues and concerns. Play therapy builds on the natural way
that children learn about themselves and their relationship to
the world around them. In our culture, school-age children listen
to and read stories in printed form. Reading is woven into the
context of who they are and how they learn. Books and stories
provide the same safe psychological distance that is provided
by a sandbox or puppets. Further, advantages and outcomes of
play therapy, including problem solving, creativity, expression
and mastery, align with benefits of bibliotherapy. Bibliotherapy
is particularly effective in environments with shorter play therapy
sessions, such as schools.

Since Lillian and David demonstrated the effectiveness of
bibliotherapy and | opened my mind to its value, | have come
to recognize additional benefits of bibliotherapy in play therapy.
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the use of

Children can experience catharsis and emotional release - often
expressed in their play after a story. A wisely selected book

can put words to issues when children cannot. For
example, Kylie, referred to my practice for anxiety
and fear was drawn to the book Go Away Big Green
Monster (Emberley, 1993). Reading this story allowed

her to acknowledge that there are ways to calm
ourselves and rid ourselves of anxiety when things
are scary. At 4-years-of-age she was able to slam
the book shut and exclaim bravely...”And don't
come back until | say so!” Books and stories can
express in written form thoughts and emotions
that a child may think about and feel but not yet
be able to express.

Books can enhance self-awareness, promote

values clarification; aid the process of self-
discovery; develop empathic understanding;
and improve self-efficacy, communications

skills, and emotional growth. One's

own ethnic and cultural identity can be
discovered at a deeper level. Children can
come to understand how others cope with
painful and challenging situations and
thereby develop their own coping
skills. Through the process
of bibliotherapy,
youngsters
become
motivated to

Bibliotherapy is defined as
...literature to bring about

a therapeutic interaction between a
participant and facilitator” (Hynes & Hynes-Berry, 1994, p.10

behave in new and healthier ways. The nature of reading to a
child establishes a trustful and warm bond that helps even the
most resistant child feel at ease. It also provides a temporary
escape from pressing problems. Indirectly and cautiously
literature offers advice and recommendations for decision-
making and helps children communicate more openly. Books
provide a distance, a kind of safety net for emotional intensity, a
buffer that children often need (Pehrsson & McMillen, 2005).
Many resources are available for helping therapists select
literature. The APT website has resource links that provide
current information. Library children’s sections have librarians
who are well informed regarding themes, reading levels
and interest. Online searches provide resources regarding
multicultural and diversity websites. Many are linked to libraries
and universities. Some books remain timeless and accessible
and do not go out of print quickly.
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There is no need for a large collection; a few carefully selected
books should be sufficient. Choices will vary depending on
populations being served. Sometimes the therapist finds the
perfect book; in some cases the child know the best one. Book
should be placed within a child’s reach and displayed with
covers showing so the child can select one.

David, a 4.5 year old European American male, was discussed

earlier. He had been referred because of impulsive classroom
behaviors and anger management difficulties. His family was

in the midst of changes and disruptions. Chemical abuse and
an absentee father were just two of the issues that seemed to
affect David. David's grandmother was trying to help, but she
was at her wit's end. Several times David entered the playroom
with tears and anger; he would grab toys and books and throw
them on the floor. Such behaviors appeared to be
David's primary coping strategies. His graduate student

“wj therapist, Lillian met little success in her attempts to
'? set limits but. It was then, almost as a last resort, that |

| agreed to Lillian use of “No David.”

reading, David attending, turning pages, and talking

i "Books can enhance self

When David entered the playroom Lillian explained,
“We are going to do something different today. |
found a book just for you. | think you'll like it.” David
was intrigued and settled into a reading and listening
posture. Lillian and David read the book together, Lillian
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-awareness, promote values
of self-discovery; develop
and improve self efficacy,
emotional growth.
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about the pictures and the story. Lillian did not attempt to
analyze or process the meanings. They just read together
until Lillian closed the back cover. David took the book
and turned it to the front cover and then gently placed
it on table. Then David pretended to run water into a
toy bathtub. He turned the faucets to "“off” position and
placed the tub back in the bathroom, placing a baby
figure in it. Next David rearranged furniture, working hard
to set the dollhouse in order. Fifteen minutes into this
process, David looked up and said, “I don't listen too,
just like David in the book”. Lillian reflected, “Sometimes
you act just like the other David”. David responded,
“|] can be good too.” Lillian countered, “You know just
what to do to be good. You can choose.” David pointed
to the dollhouse and proclaimed, “Just like now!"”
Eight of us, seven students and |, standing behind the
observation window, looked at one another, shook our
heads and smiled. | was amazed by both the power of the
intervention and David's insight. Clearly, he understood
that he was making choices and choices were
his to make.

Bibliotherapy, like play therapy, can be applied in a variety
of ways depending on such factors as a child's interests,
developmental levels, abilities, and issues. When a therapist
reads to a child a trusting bond, a sharing of interests, and a
relationship is established especially when they choose together
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(Gardner, 1992). When used in play therapy that sharing and
expression of the story may be more active than verbal and
therefore very appropriate developmentally.

| now see bibliotherapy and play therapy as a perfect
companion set. The emphasis in bibliotherapy is on reception
while the emphasis in play therapy is on expression.
Bibliotherapy provides an avenue for receptive learning about
and empathizing with problems and feelings of others. Play
therapy allows children to express similar feelings that apply to
their own problems. | have now observed many children telling
their own stories and also retelling a story read to them. How
best do children tell their stories? Through play!
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