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Moving Towards Change: The Role of People, Place
and Programme in Creating a Residential Therapeutic
Environment for Children

David Dean

(This chapter onginated as a paper first delivered in Mbscow in October 1990 to a meeting
of 50 Directors of Special Schools and their associated psychotherapists. )

What more difficult a situation could a family in crisis be asked to face than to
commit itself to agreeing to one ofits children leaving home for a residential schoal
or community. For despite the gravity of the problems which will have brought
them to this point in their lives, the agony of the impending separation is
considerable. The family finds itself caught between two painful extremes. One
the one hand, they are both the perpetrators and the victims of their family's
disintegrating wholeness, a process which has weakened and alarmed them, and
on the other hand they experience a serious loss in self-esteem and control over
their affairs which can render them emotionally traumatised.

‘The children of these families are, however, the more fortunate of all the
children with whom we work. The family I have described suggests a mother, a
father and a number of children. My picture also suggests that, despite the
damage they are suffering, there is the potential for investment or re-investment
amongst themselves. When a child in these circumstances enters our school/
community, there must be two essential questions which are asked.

L. How do we support this family and allow the child frequent
enough access to it so that whatever success he or she may have
within our community can be regularly carried home and seen
within that context?

- Can we look ahead and make at least the first guess as to when,
if at all, this child should return to mainstream day schooling
and eventually to home?

There are -other children, however, whose circumstances make it

inappropriate for us to be thinking in these terms at all. For these children the
‘investment’ from the family or the parenting figures is either absent through
negligence on the partof the adults or it has become polluted and twisted in bizarre
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fashion resulting in the child holding only a frightening and grossly inadequate
concept of what families are all about.

George

George's mother came from a small village in the Scottish Highlands where
secrets in the family are held onto very tightly. Only the people who had been in
the village for several generations knew of George's family affairs. All newcomers
who had arrived in the last twenty years or so were excluded from any gossip or
discussion.

George's mother had several brothers and sisters. The identity of George's
father was a close secret and never spoken about. One night, on a fast, wet road,
following a bout of drinking alcohol, the car in which George's mother was
travelling, with a new boyfriend, left the road and crashed. George's mother was
killed instantly. George was three years old and was staying that night at the house
of his mother’s parents in the same village.

In the family discussions which followed, the grandparents decided they
would look after the young boy. Atthe age of five, he started school and there were
immediate difficulties. When he was seven years old, his grandmother died and,
within two months, his grandfather married the woman in the next door house
and moved in with her, disposing of his own house. This lady did not like George
and so he went to live with his mother’s eldest sister, again in the same village.
There were still problems at school; George interfered with other children, both
in their work and at play, he was aggressive and threatening and was frequently
violent. The elder sister of his mother had children of her own and she and her
husband liked to be able to leave the children at nights with a childminder and go
out.

George, however, could not be left and so it was decided that in future he
would be shared amongst the four families of hislate mother’s brothers and sisters,
He had a plastic bag with his few possessions and from the age of eight would go
to whichever house he was directed to for the night. In one of these houses, at the
age of nine, he was sexually abused and penetrated by a male childminder. This
fact was not known until he was twelve years old and resident with us. Between
the time he was living with his extended family and hisarrival with us, he had lived
in three children’s homes, two foster homes and had had five changes of schoal.

By the time he arrived at Raddery, he had experienced eleven changes of
home, eleven or more patterns of parenting, fifieen rejections and fifteen messages
telling him that he frightened other people, children and adults alike, by his
awesome power. He became fascinated, yet distressed, by this power; it was a
power disproportionate in every sense an one which made other people move
away from his or give him messages that he was bad. Some even thought him mad.
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The truth was that, although he could appear as both of these, he was in fact
extremely, extremely, sad.

Itis to this child’s world of disproportionate power, his own fear of hisimpact
on those around him, his lack of any mother bonding and his stifled and
misunderstood self-expression and creativity that we were asked to bring our skills
and our commitment. We learn in our work that each time a young child suffers
yet another change of home base, his likelihood of gaining stability, as an
integrated person, is substantially reduced. *

And not only to George but also to Katherine and Anne whose behaviour was
rooted in their brain disfunction and inappropriate handling at school and home;
to Robert who lived with his large family until the day when, at seven years old, he
discovered he was related to none of them, except his mother; to Fiona who was
ritually tied up and beaten bya perverse and inadequate father. To these children
and all their counterparts the therapeutic intervention of a skilled group working
in a residential environment which gives an unequivocal message of being safe is
perhaps the only possible way forward. It needs a programme which addresses
their psychological and spiritual needs and one in which their intellectual and
creative potential can emerge and be nurtured.

I have chosen to use the titles of People, Place and Programme as categories
which are useful in looking at the work of a schoolcommunity for emaotionally
damaged children.

Youwill nate thatin my paper, [use termslike psychologically disfunctioning’,
‘maladjusted’ and ‘emotionally damaged'. 1am not, you will see, concentratin gon
the issue of delinquency alone. For many of our children, delinquency is not a
problem in isolation. Itis the manifestation of much deeper pathological damage
which itis our task to confront. Of course there are children whose acting out of
their pathological state has brought them to the heights of law breaking and so
entrenched are they in this way of behaving that they are not reachable in schools
or communities like ours. This situation, however, is not common.

I would like to say something of the three categories I have referred to.

People

I do not subscribe to the notion that quite ordinary and moderately
competent workers can be recruited to work in our schools and that, in order that
they may survive the pressures involved, a whole system of limiting safe guards has
to be devised for their safety. This results in a mediocre organisation and
programme which does little to engage the children at the level at which they are
functioning and transport them on to the wavelength necessary for the process of
healing and growth to take place. Neither am 1 recommending outrageous
leadership from adults but I would, at all costs, avoid having faceless and
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bureaucratic workers in direct contact with children. Staff membcrrl. wha_ne:d to
be dragged unwillingly into contact with the fantasy world our children u_\hlbil:,
or whose sense of adventure is so impaired that they cannot connect with the
natural, let alone the unnatural surges of adolescence, or whose nmill fm.' a
personal security is so tightly held that they cannot approach a relationship with
the unloved and potentially unlovable - these workers are not best suited to our
kind of work. b

When I was in the Leningrad Special School in May, I was invited to see
several formal classes in progress. The one [ liked the best had the teacher, a ladly
who was by no means young herself, easily and naturally mxwersmglwlﬂm aboyon
details of Russian architecture in the city of Leningrad. She was using some film
slides which she was showing to the class. In fact, [ knew the boy better than | lr.nctw
the teacher. His name was Andrei and he had been a visitor to our school in
Scotland last January. ) ; : ]

What wasimpressive here was the teacher’s skillin getting thisboy to interact
with her at the highest level possible for him. He was not a passive recipient of
information; he was participating in his own education in a very '.re:-a]I way. Hl:m"
vital it is to have staff members with these skills and how essential it is that in as
many of the staff group as possible there is present the ability to connect not Just
at an intellectual level but at a social and psychological level too.

We can interact with a pupil in adiscussion aboutarchitecture or ma!lzt_amaﬂﬂ.
music or literature. Are we also prepared, by virtue of our own Lraining and
understanding, to engage with him on the issues to do with his own identity, his
sexuality and his family relationships? Furthermore, can a health number of staff
members manage a small group of such children together so that, as Iwell as having
their own individual session with a competent, they can also join w:tht ather
children with parallel experiences of deprivation and confusion and gain new
insight from the security and wealth of exchange in the group? Can the stafl
members respond to an ongoing staff development and support programme and
will enough time be devoted to it in any one year? ;

We have found it useful to develop such a programme for which we allow
fourteen full days a year. Five of these days are in August, before any children
return from their summer holidays. This block of five days we call Community
Week and during this time we organise in detail our individual treatment for each
child and we look at the overall educational and therapeutic programme. We

might examine essentials of primary care, such as feeding, toileting, sleeping and
clothing. These are not seen just as organisational issues but as representing the
very core of our children’s emotional requirements. ; |

If the neurotic, or almost neuratic, feeling of danger a girl experiences
through not having privacy in toileting is not recognised, then presumably
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institutions could continue for years in making minimum provision for its
children’s most basic needs, blissfully unaware of the perverse behaviours such
provision is keeping alive and quite unprepared for making the most appropriate
use of funds for refurbishment of such areas as bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen and
dining areas, when they become available.

Within the staff group there must always be enough understanding and
knowledge to address these fundamental points. Consultants can advise, require
action even, but for real progress tobe made, the knowledge and theimplementing
of that knowledge has to be the property of the staff group. It properly belongs
to them and, if they invest in its future, the outcome for the children will be all the
better.

Other days of staff support and development are directed towards grasping
knowledge new to us and for this we do need to hear from practitioners in other
places. In these tasks, researchers, psychologists and psychiatrists all place their
part. For the staff group to move as one, though, a level of contact and
commitment to each other needs to be developed. Our community has always
worked on the holistic principle of engaging every single person on the payroll in
the therapeutic process. No one can justifiably say ‘I teach at Raddery’ or 'l cook
at Raddery' or ‘I houseparent at Raddery'. All members of the staff, with the
exception of the secretaries, are engaged to work with children. Of course, we all
have our specialisms and we appreciate each other’s skills but in holistic working
for the overall benefit of psychologically damaged children, we do not neglect to
train the cook!

A part of this process requires us to develop a professional intimacy; to be
able to interpret each other's non-verbal language, to recognise stress and to co-
work to the highest standard imaginable. Therefore some games involving co-
operation rather than competition, trust rather than deceit, are as important for
the staff to play as they are for the children. We see it as essential that we build
ourselves into a body of people who can provide security for the openly hostile,
warmth for the fearful, understanding for the misunderstood and time and even
more time for us all. We all know just how much we struggle to achieve these goals
and we must be glad when we can even approach attaining them.

One final attribute in staff members, [ would like to mention here, is a sense
of vulnerability. If the message of security to the children's group has been
successfully absorbed and there is an appropriate air of predictability in the
establishment, still allowing for spontaneity and behavioural upset even, it must
be a revelation for children who, in their families have seen largely the extremes
ofadultinteraction, to witness the gentle teasing of one member of staffby another,
shared humour, or a self-deprecating remark in front of the whole group from the
director, who is secure enough in himself to make it. If we need to parade
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constantly our absolute competence in front of the children, are we not
demonstrating a role model, not so far removed from the parenting models which
took some of our children from their homes in the first place?

Place

What of the environment in which all this work takes place. You know how
it is as a director. You have a little knowledge when you start, except that you do
not see it quite like that at the time. 1 suspect that, at whatever level we thought
our knowledge, qualifications and experience were, when we were appointed, ten
years on and we realise that we were only just starting.

The knowledge we do have at the beginning serves us well, however, and it
becomes either challenged or reinforced as we progress. In 1979, at the start of
my school, I invited a colour therapist and designer to look at our buildings and
to recommend to us a colour scheme which would contribute to the healing
process. The Waldorf Schools founded throughout Europe on the principles of
the nutritionist and teacher, Rudolph Steiner, knew much about the effect of
colour and texture on children’s sensory deprivations. The schemewasou?mplk:ud
and involved using a bonding colour, in this case a coral salmon pink, for all
corridors. From there the scheme was sequential and a journey throughout the
building would take us through the bonding, coral salmon ;:uink colour, to greens
and white to aid digestion to reds for invigoration in learning areas and to blues
in layers for sleeping and passive areas. Five years later I met Melvyn Rose who
was, as Founder Director of Peper Harow, several years ahead of us in our work,
He told me about the work of the American psychologist and psychiatrist, the late
Dr Bruno Bettleheim, founder of the Orthogenic School in Chicago, whose ideas
about creating an appropriate environment for the treating of en'fotion:]ly
disturbed adolescents, 1 read with fascination. Not only was he reinforcing to the
provision we had already made but he explained in psycho-therapeutic terms why
our intuition was right to lead us in that direction. Butl learned much more. We
had not seen the deeper implications for children of our less than adequate privacy
in toileting and bathing. The relevance of providing a recumbent mother ﬁg_ul"\!
in stone which invited and received all kinds of abuse as well as loving actions
became clear.

It became only too clear to me last week, when I listened intently to the story
of a young girl of nineteen years old, the daughter of one of my colleagues, wlfo
has just returned to Scotland from spending two months in an orphanage in
Romania. There she endured the behaviour of children eight years old and
upwards, naked in their rooms with negligible access to the green grass outside
who, to prevent her leaving them after her allotted time, would not only rock to
and fro moaning and banging their heads on the walls but would bite deeplyat her
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ears and urinate on her chest. The regression which Bettleheim was allowing for
by the provision of the recumbent mother figure in stone was identical to that
which the Romanian orphans were exhibiting as their only known response to
their being denied a mothering figure.

We had also taken into account quite early on the value of planned lighting,
allowing for the softening of rooms when appropriate and the highlighting of
features for their practical or symbolic significance. Our dining tables were oval
in shape and made ofinch thick Scots pine. They could be converted into seats with
a high back and solid arms to place in front of a log fire. The plates, cups and
saucers were of substantial hand-made earthenware pottery, painted in earth
colours and made in the Highlands of Scotland. The cups were of such a shape
as to give symbolic breast-like comfort to the child who grasped the warm bowl.
Cutlery was also heavy-weight and does not yield easily to the tortuous twisting of
anxious and destructive fingers.

Another thing we knew was thatanimals, carefully chosen and accommodated,
could contribute significantly to some children’s frail attempts to make relationships.
Neither Dr Bettleheim nor anyone else could teach us much about the potential
here; we were on our own. And as a result we have, in the last five years, acted
as a source of reference for various interested communities both in Europe and in
North America. True, we discovered one or two miniature zoos where children
were allowed to look at the animals through wire fences with no involvernent
beyond that. There were other places which sported the school dog, poor beast,
or had a solitary chained goat treading the same circle of bare earth painfully but
displayed with such pride in order to say ‘we keep animals!" What did children
gain from this? Their teachers not only failed to understand the needs of the
animals, but also failed in addressing the potential that animals hold for offering
comfort for the child who is not yet ready to speak out, or for one who needs to
make an investment in another creature, though perhaps not yeta human one. At
a more natural and sophisticated level a child's genuine interest in the welfare of
an animal or bird can grow to take precedence over her own needs. At this point
the child is discovering just what making a sacrifice for another is all about. She
1s putting her needs aside for the time being. For the child who is ready to do this,
it is a clear step forward.

I often waich with amazement as children whose relationship sustaining
capabilities are negligible come into our animal area at 8.30 each morning and
again at night to demonstrate amongst our goats, sheep, hens, ducks and geese just
how well they.can contain their natural inclination towards self-indulgence.

Oneyearan inspired worker built a little house from old oak beams. Itissited
in a field near to the main buildings of the school. To this structure, he added the
old wheelhouse from a wooden ferryboat long since disused. Almost every child
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in our community must have been involved in the construction at one time, No
machinery was used except for the crane which lifted the wheelhouse into place.
The foundations were dug by hand and every wooden peg carefully made on site
and hammered home. The wooden titles on the roof were in place before winter
and glass, some of it coloured and in beautifully irregular shaped frames, put into
the windows.

The Oakhouse, as it is called, was the product of fervour and joint effore. It
was to be our centre for magic and treats. Shortly after it was finished, three hoys
were allowed to sleep the night there. Two of them took cigarettes with them and
one persuaded another to commit a sexually indecent act. It seemed that the
Oakhouse could not be quite theirs until they had acted perversely in it.

Fortunately, the resultant Community Meeting looked at the issue
constructively. Whilst many people felt strongly about their creation being used
in this way, others divorced the act between the two boys from their feelings for the
Oakhouse. After about an hour's intensive discussion, we were drawn (o
acknowledge the impropriety of the boys' action and to rededicate the Oakhouse
as a centre for magic and treats. It has since become a haven for the children who
love to play at being captain on the bridge, space rocket pilot, Robinson Crusoe on
adesertisland or defenders of the castle. Its very flexibility and its unreality is what
make it so solid and so real.

We have one room in each we meet each day, not to discuss business or (o
examine group behaviour but to bond with each other. It is this room which we
call the Meeting House and upon which the Raddery Room at the Leningrad
Special School is modelled. The Meeting House has been described by a visiting
writer on maladjusted children to Raddery as ‘the symbolic hand of the healing
process’ which he discovered there. Here storiesare told, legends re-enacted. We
make music and sing without a fraction of the usual embarrassment teenagers
suffer in this. Books are read and trust games played. Using the whole carpet in
the middle of the Meeting House and round which we sit on low chairs, the leader
ofa recent meeting enacted the story of the last expedition of the explorer Captain
Scott to the wastes of antarctica. The whole carpet represented antarctica itself
Scott reached the South Pole in the middle of the carpet several weeks after the

Norwegian Amundsen who travelled from the opposite direction represented by
one edge of the carpet. Sickness, insufficiency of food and the severity of the
weather made the journey back slow and exhausting. Two of the five man party
died on the way and the remaining three men, including Captain Scott, died on
oraround March 27, 1912. In November that year, a search party found Captain
Scott’s tent, his records and diaries just five miles from their base at another edge
of the carpet. In his final letter to his wife, Scott had said in respect of his infant
son, who was born while he was away, ‘make the boy fond of nature, itis better than
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games'. That boy grew to be one of the first men to recognise the importance of
protecting the planet and devoted much of his life to the cause with considerable
effect. Thechildren in the Meeting House look wistful. Their emotions are moved
for the leader is expert at engaging with young people at this level. Furthermore,
they hear that they are invited to tour Captain Scott's ship, the Discovery, now she
has returned to the Scottish city in which she was built. Plans are soon to be made.

There is the customary reflective silence at the end of the meeting and then
a haunting Scottish song about the return of this ship to its native port after many
years absence is played. We leave the Meeting House to commence the rest of the
day's lessons and activities.

So much has already been said about the Programme in the two sections 1
have just covered People and Place. Suffice to say here, that our Programme
reflects each child’s need for three kinds of time:

1. structured time
2. semi-structured tme
3. unstructured time

Before we can assume a child will manage beyond Raddery with any real
success, they must be able to cope with each category of time. It would be too
simple for us to occupy every available hour of the child’s day in tightly structured
activity. Many children will need this for quite some time but, as they progress,
they will require to develop coping strategies for the future when not everything
is organised for them. Their subject learning in English, Mathematics, Science,
Social Skills, Art and Music needs to carry an element of private study, just as soon
as it is likely to succeed.

Responsibilities which each boy and girl has in the Community are, by
tradition, carried out when staffing numbers are fairly low. Logs are chopped for
the wood stoves, the kitchen is cleared of the breakfast things, bells are polished
and goats milked. The Meeting House is prepared for the Morning Meeting and
the visitors’ waiting room got ready. Older children from our Half-way House in
the town arrive by minibus for their meeting with me. An old ship's bell rings and
we walk together to the Meeting House.

Expeditions in mountain country should carry an element of acceptable risk
if they are to have any of the value they do hold for more stable young people. In
structured time we must continue to make demands too. We must tackle
intellectual needs by a thorough education programme with external certification
where appropriate and group work should address emotional issues. The whole
day, including all its component parts, from rise to bed, is the therapeutic process.
‘There are no exclusions and everyoneisinvolved. More and more contact outside
the community becomes possible.

Meeting Special Educational Needs:

o A Scottish Perspective

Chapter 10

Some of our older pupils will be working in the community for experience.
Graham is going to the hotel to work in the kitchen. Lechlan will go to the pottery
and today is working on the making of jugs. Margaret has had her first successful
two days with a ladies’ hairdresser. Finlay is helping to make a gate at the
blacksmith's. Gavin and Tracey worked behind the stage one day a week for three
months at the theatre in the big town. They are all preparing to leave us. John
is staying with us at our Half-way House until he is seventeen. He will attend the
local day school to sit for his Higher examinations.

The Annual Gathering of Families in September has three children out of
forty unrepresented. ‘Why won't my parents come?’ moans Gary but we knew
they would not be there and made special arrangements for him. Nothing,
however, can quite compensate Gary for their absence. The drama performance,
the music, the parents' meeting with the staffand me, and the visits to classteachers
and group leaders go really well and the staff detect a greater level of interest and
good questioning from the parents. Even this festival weekend, though, does not
rival the value of the small area parents’ groups which meet in the house of one
family in the area from time to time. In these meetings eight parents can keep two
or three staff members actively discussing the issues common to them all for several
hours - how to handle the children during periods at home, prospects for what
happens after Raddery, learning to understand their own feelings as parents;
feelings of guilt and reaching for clues right back to their childhood and
resurrecting painful memories of how they themselves were parented. “Take on
the child and we take on the family’ has been our measure if at all possible; and
of course sometimes it is not possible and we must not pretend to the child or to
ourselves that it is otherwise.

Conclusion

The possibilities of therapeutic intervention with a community of children and
adults living and working together are exciting butit is always a high risk business,
A new culture for the group and new perspectives for the individual are attainable
by careful selection of the staff for their understanding and therapeutic potential
as workers.

The environment in which this work takes place must reflect the philosophy
of giving security, allowing for fantasy and exploring creativity to encourage each
child to move towards achieving their potential.

The Programme needs to be flexible enough to accommodate both the
unintegrated child who is struggling to make even the first relationship in his life
and whose capacity to respond adequately in groups is minimal, to the integrated
young person whose eyes are now looking beyond the intensity and special nature
of this community to the next period in his life when the support systems which
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