Chaper 10

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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