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Foreword


Thomas Armstrong


The field of formal education has had relatively few books dedicated to an exploration of the unconscious and the inner psyche of the child. Neither Freud nor Jung was particularly interested in applying their psychologies to education. Some of Freud’s disciples did make important contributions to the field, including Alfred Adler (1978), Bruno Bettelheim (Zelan & Bettelheim, 1982), Rudolf Deikurs (Dreikurs & Dinkmeyer, 2000), William Glasser (1975) and A.S. Neill (1984). For Jung, there is Frances Wickes’ wonderful book The Inner World of Childhood (1988) and the more recent work of Clifford Mayes (2005). But by and large, this is a virgin field. That’s why it’s so refreshing to have a new book applying the Jungian practice of Sandplay therapy directly to an educational setting.


This wonderful book, the product of a partnership between Barbara Turner, an American psychotherapist and Kristín Unnsteinsdóttir, an Icelandic learning specialist, integrates an understanding of the school difficulties of four children with their explorations in imaginative storytelling and Sandplay work. I don’t believe I can express how significant this book is in breaking new ground that hopefully other educators and psychologists will continue to till in the future.


The situation in education these days is grim. Our children sit in classrooms for six hours a day, five days a week, 40 weeks a year, yet only a handful of researchers have bothered to inquire about what is going on beneath the surface of their conscious experience. Many of these children have undergone traumas that they bring with them into the classroom: the death of close ones, divorce, physical or sexual abuse, bullying, and mental or physical illness, among others. And when they begin to experience difficulties in learning, instead of inquiring into the contents of their psyches, educators are too quick to label the child with some convenient term (ADHD, learning disabilities, dyslexia), and then go about “remediating” it with tools that don’t reflect in any substantial way their rich inner lives. This book is a wonderful antidote to this overly rational way of approaching the needs of children in school settings.


In the course of reading this book, you will learn about Alda, a nine-year-old girl who struggles with reading, yet sings and dances with ease, and whose “dyslexia” and “ADHD” improve as she begins to tell stories and work with the miniature figures that make up her Sandplay worlds. You’ll delight in eight-year-old Filip’s humorous and playful activities in the sand as he creates worlds with titles like The Beautiful Jungle and the Dangerous Statue and The Secret of the Pirate Funfair. You’ll begin to understand how Filip’s wandering mind during class time, which earns him the designation of having attention deficit disorder, is finally able to find in the sand tray a sacred and protected space (the Greeks called it a temenos) where his imagination is allowed to move in an organic fashion that is transformational in its healing, and that ultimately leads to a significant amelioration of his symptoms and even to increases in his IQ test results. That, in fact, is one of the great findings of this research -- that children actually improve their intelligence test scores by exploring their unconscious. I believe that this is the first time a study has ever revealed this fascinating connection between a child’s inner psychodynamic world and intelligence testing. In the field of educational psychology, we have long used IQ tests as an indicator of a child’s “potential.” Clearly, Sandplay and Storytelling shows us how laughable this conception is, and how much more is included in a child’s potential when we begin to embrace her unfathomable inner depths. This book also makes a significant contribution to our understanding of how the child’s brain is positively impacted by the physical and psychic act of touching the sand and manipulating the archetypal symbols of the inner self. As we learn more about neuroscience and the child’s developing brain, we begin to see how important it is that children have the opportunity to engage in rich multi-sensory multiple intelligences activities like storytelling and Sandplay to help them integrate right and left hemispheres, and limbic and neocortical areas of the brain. I want to congratulate Barbara Turner and Kristin Unnsteinsdóttir, for their marvelous contribution to transformational learning and integral psychology, and I wish them the very best in the success of this book so that more and more children around the world can receive the important benefits of storytelling and Sandplay in their lives.


Thomas Armstrong, PhD


October 2011
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Part I


Overview
 Barbara Turner


Permit me to introduce myself. I am Barbara Turner, a psychotherapist with a specialty in Jungian Sandplay therapy. My initial interest in Sandplay came after I had seen some remarkable clinical work using this modality. In 1988 in Switzerland I began my studies with Dora Kalff, founder of the Sandplay method. I focused my doctoral work on Sandplay as a medium of individual, social and global change in the Department of Transformative Learning at the California Institute of Integral Studies in San Francisco. I remained impassioned by the method and was determined to develop an understanding of how Sandplay worked to move the psyche. This culminated in writing The Handbook of Sandplay Therapy in 2005. Prior to that I was also able to return the classic books in Sandplay to print, Dora Kalff’s Sandplay: A Psychotherapeutic Approach to the Psyche, 2003; Estelle L. Weinrib’s Images of the Self: The Sandplay Therapy Process, 2004; and H.G. Wells’ Floor Games: A Father’s Account of Play and Its Legacy of Healing, 2004. I used Sandplay therapy in my clinical work with adults and children for over twenty years and now devote my energy to training Sandplay therapists and writing in the field.


Given the wonders of the internet and technology I had the good fortune of meeting Kristín Unnsteinsdóttir in 2007 through the online curriculum I offer in the theory and foundations of Sandplay therapy. I soon noticed that her work was exemplary. Through correspondence I learned about her extensive background in Jungian psychology and her expertise in fairy tale and storytelling. Not long after she completed the Sandplay curriculum we began consulting about the Sandplay work she had done with children.


I soon discovered that Dr. Unnsteinsdóttir had conducted a remarkable study at the school where she is the Learning Specialist. We will review the study in depth at a later point. Briefly, she had a group of elementary school children who were referred to her office for a number of emotional, behavioral and learning issues. She ran a large battery of pre and post tests that measured many dimensions of the children’s emotional well being, behavioral issues, information processing, learning styles and traditional IQ scores. Remarkably, in addition to general improvements in emotional well-being and behavior, the post test scores showed substantial increases in the overall intelligence scores.


I was greatly intrigued. While this is just one study, the clinical documentation of this finding is highly significant and has far reaching implications for the use of Sandplay as a standard component of the educational setting. Dr. Unnsteinsdóttir comes from the fields of Education and Analytical Psychology. My background is in Religious Studies, Counseling Psychology and Transformative Learning. I have long been a firm believer in interdisciplinary studies, knowing that reaching beyond the limits of our particular disciplines has the advantage of contributing new information, insight, vision and possibility to our work. With the input of specialists from outside our areas of expertise, we increase the possibility of seeing things in new ways in addition to learning a great deal. Thus Dr. Unnsteinsdóttir and I began our collaborative effort to share this information with other educators and mental health clinicians who might have interest in Sandplay as an important supplement to education. Perhaps this will inspire a new level of collaboration between teachers and school counselors, art therapists and psychologists who train to practice Sandplay.









My Way to Sandplay
 Kristín Unnsteinsdóttir


The path leading me to use Sandplay and storytelling in my work with children was unforeseen 35 years ago when I started my professional life. However on the way my interests gradually coalesced around children’s development. I was particularly concerned with their emotional development, and methods that would allow them to access their inner worlds using imagination and creativity.


I started my professional life as a children’s librarian in a public library and soon changed to school libraries where I became interested in education. Both my M.Ed and PhD in education were based on studies of fairy tales from oral tradition. In the doctoral studies I also investigated self-generated fairy tales and how they function as catalysts in children’s educational and emotional development. My study drew from theories of analytical psychology and models derived from structuralism. Following the completion of my dissertation I continued my studies in analytical psychology. That is when I first learned of Sandplay therapy. I located a Sandplay therapist who lived nearby the little town where I was living in England and began my personal Sandplay process. Soon after I defended my dissertation and returned home to Iceland. This was in 2002. To this day I continue my Sandplay process and studies in Sandplay.


When I returned to Reykjavik I began work in a public grade school where I became the director of the Learning Center. From the beginning I was determined to use Sandplay and storytelling with my pupils who needed help with learning disabilities, reading competence, attention and/or emotional problems. I was convinced that the best I could offer these children would be drawn from fields I understand well and am profoundly interested in. This led me to the conclusion that the children’s strongest tool to tackle problems of all sorts was their imagination. My role was to help them get into touch with this source within themselves. In all of my reading about Sandplay I did not find any accounts of the systematic use of the method in the school environment until I came across an inspirational article that described the positive influence of Sandplay on reading skills (Noyes, 1981). This supported my own ideas and I was excited by the possibilities this might have at the Learning Center.


I began offering Sandplay to the children who visited regularly. Sometimes a child would use the entire time period for work in the sand, and other times we would do additional activities in conjunction with Sandplay. At all times I collaborated closely with the School Psychologist and did extensive consultation on my Sandplay case work.


I soon realized that I missed doing research and received a grant that allowed me to launch a study that lasted from 2005-2009. This was entitled, The Influence of Sandplay and Storytelling on the Self-Image and Development of Children’s Learning, Mental Wellbeing and Social Skills. The cases presented in this book are all drawn from this project. I have recently received another grant that has enabled me to resume data collection.


I was professionally isolated during the first few years of my study at the Learning Center. I knew of no one in Iceland who was working with Sandplay using Dora Kalff’s Jungian approach. After studying abroad for years I did not have the means to take a long break and leave the island for further studies. It was such a welcome revelation when I contacted Barbara Turner in 2007. In 2010, after consulting on a number of the Sandplay cases from my study we decided to collaborate on a book that would focus on evaluating the regular use of Sandplay and story making in the school context. The opportunity to work with Barbara has been invaluable to me professionally and has put my study into a context that was beyond my imaginings. As a mentor Barbara is not only an extremely experienced and a knowledgeable Sandplay therapist and scholar but has also proven to be a generous and open-minded person with a warm sense of humor which makes her so pleasant to work with.









Part II


Sandplay Therapy









Introduction to
 Sandplay Therapy


Sandplay therapy is a psychotherapeutic modality that was originally developed as a means of doing Jungian analysis with children. Sandplay stems from the pioneering work of Dr. Margaret Lowenfeld, a physician who worked in London in the early twentieth century. Lowenfeld had dual citizenship, having been born in Poland. She visited her native Poland after the ravages of a devastating war and was overcome by the trauma suffered by the children. This experience inspired her determination to find a way to work with children that would allow her to understand their thinking.


Lowenfeld recalled reading a little book written by well-known social critic, H.G. Wells, called Floor Games (Turner, 2004). In this delightful book Wells talks about the imaginary worlds his boys built on their nursery floor with wooden blocks and miniature figures. With his inimitable wit and humor Wells describes their endless play and how this was essential to their creative development. He counsels parents, as well as uncles and aunts, about the value of play in childhood. In addition he admonishes shopkeepers for selling only figures of soldiers and having no regular people.


Inspired by this Lowenfeld brought a large variety of miniature figures to her clinic for the children. What she soon discovered was that the children were taking the figures from the cabinet on one side of the clinic and playing with them in the sand box across the room. This motivated her to create a small sand tray in which the individual child could build a miniature world. It was the natural brilliance of the children that created Sandplay. Lowenfeld called her method The World Technique. Lowenfeld’s approach was to ask the child to build a miniature world in the sand tray and then they would talk about it together.


Dora Kalff, who had been displaced from her native Holland by another war, lived in Switzerland very near Carl and Emma Jung. After completing her analysis with Emma Jung, Kalff was pursuing options for a career. Carl Jung said that he had noticed that his grandchildren were always in better condition when they returned from Kalff’s house, so he suggested she find a way to do Jungian analysis with children.


Understanding children’s abilities and level of development, Kalff knew that any such method would need to be play based, largely non-verbal and not analytical. Kalff then met Dr. Lowenfeld and was intrigued with the possibilities of her World Technique. Kalff studied with Lowenfeld in London and soon recognized that what was taking place in the children’s worlds was what Jung had described as the individuation process. She also saw that this process of human development was best facilitated when the therapist witnessed the child’s work without the interference of questions and dialog used in the Lowenfeld method. Kalff and Lowenfeld discussed their differences in approach to the work and agreed to have two separate schools of practice. Lowenfeld would continue to call hers The World Technique and Kalff called hers Sandplay.


While Sandplay was originally developed for use with children, adults soon became fascinated with the modality and began doing Sandplay in their therapy. The sand tray measures 28.5 x 19.5 x 3 inches. It is filled about half full of sand. The tray is painted a sky blue color on the inside so the Sandplayer can dig down through the sand to make a lake, river, design, etc. The Sandplay therapist has two sand trays, one with wet sand, which can be sculpted and shaped, and the other with dry sand. A collection of miniature figures representing all parts of life and fantasy is arranged on shelves nearby. Simple building materials, such as paper, string, sticks and glue, are also in the collection in the event the client is not able to find what is needed for the tray. The therapeutic method is referred to as Sandplay. The box of sand is the sand tray. We interchangeably refer to the individual completed construction as having done a tray, sand tray or a Sandplay. The psychological work done over a series of trays is known as the Sandplay process, or a process.




[image: Image]


Sand Trays and the Sandplay Collection





The therapist encourages the client to make whatever he or she wishes in the tray. As the client works, the therapist observes quietly and makes note of what the client does, uses, and so on. When the client is finished, therapist and client quietly observe the tray together. With a child client we may ask if there is a title or a story to this tray. With the adult we usually ask if he or she had any associations as they did the tray. They can say something or not. The therapist just makes note of it. The therapist photographs the tray for a visual record and disassembles the tray after the client has left.


Sandplay appears very simple on the surface. It is certainly not difficult to put together a collection of toys and a tray of sand. However, what takes place in Sandplay work is highly complex and requires that the therapist be very well trained. Sandplay works at a deep level of the psyche and can be profoundly evocative. To keep the process safe, the therapist must understand what is taking place and must be prepared to handle whatever comes up. To do this requires the therapist to have undergone extensive inner work in addition to a proper study of psychology. Training requirements for Sandplay are managed by the International Society for Sandplay Therapy – ISST and by its regional branches such as the Sandplay Therapists of America – STA. More information about these organizations can be found in the Resource Section.









How Sandplay Therapy Works


Sandplay therapy is an image-based psychotherapeutic modality that works largely in the right hemisphere of the brain. It is based on C.G. Jung’s personality theory, a central tenet of which is that the psyche is naturally inclined to heal and grow to more wholeness. Jungian theory is used in Sandplay as a means of understanding how the mind functions and undergoes change. We will refer to Jung’s personality theory throughout the text and will attempt to define new terms as they appear. We have also prepared a Glossary of Terms for ease of reference.


Jung observed that the psyche is not chaotic, but is characterized by a central ordering principle, he called the Self. In the proper conditions this innate disposition to heal and grow toward the wholeness of the Self is activated. Dora Kalff (2003) referred to these conditions in Sandplay as the free and protected space. Sandplay is free because it offers the client limitless possibilities. It is safe because the tray itself has boundaries and serves as a container. Even more importantly the safe field is created by the presence of the properly trained therapist. The therapist is the most important tool in Sandplay.


Early in his work Jung (1976) observed that there were two types of thinking. One is ordinary, directed thinking, which is rational and logic based. This form of thinking is sequential and is characterized by speech. We now know that this is the function of the left hemisphere in most people. Jung noticed that this form of thought did not stand on its own, but appeared to evolve out of an underlying form of thinking that he called undirected thinking. This mode of thinking is non-rational, but has its own form of meaning and is characterized by images and symbols. On the basis of these observations Jung developed his theories of the unconscious and the conscious mind. We will explore directed and undirected thinking later in the text.


Kalff proportioned the sand tray in such a way that it fills the entire field of vision without requiring the client to turn the head from side to side. Standing at the tray thus relaxes our hold on rationality and allows the mind to access the right hemispheric undirected mode of thinking. In this softened or liminal state of awareness, the client enters unconscious mental processing and selects figures that catch his or her attention from the collection. The figures that catch the client’s attention are those that bear the symbolic content of his or her inner images. In this way the images or symbols that prefigure new forms of thought assume concrete form. Placing objects in the tray in varying combinations and arrangements, along with the way the client shapes the sand, forms a complex symbolic construction that is visible to both the client and the therapist. Because the psyche is predisposed to heal and develop, the material that appears is that which is on the cutting edge of the client’s psychic growth. This symbolic material may carry psychological conflicts that have prevented the client’s continued growth, causing an arrest in the development of the personality. It also contains the means to resolve them. The symbolic material may carry new psychic qualities that will enhance and further development toward wholeness. The Sandplay process thus provides the conscious personality the means to address conflicts, traumas, losses, etc., as well as the psychic content necessary to further personality development.


Because the images of the right hemisphere underlie left hemispheric or conscious thinking, the symbolic material in Sandplay concretizes and makes evident the next stage in the client’s development. The following tray in the series then allows the subsequent phase of the client’s healing and development to materialize and be witnessed. Thus, over the course of a series of Sandplays, known as a process, the client sets in place the steps required for his or her development. The images continue to influence the left hemisphere until they become fully conscious. We will examine this more in depth in the following chapter.









Part III


Sandplay and Brain Function
 How Sandplay Impacts Neurology


The creation of a Sandplay involves many physical systems. These include movement of the body, the sense of touch, visual capacities, holding and carrying the figures, and so on. As soon as the Sandplayer begins to touch the sand and select figures, feelings and memories are generated. Badenoch (2008) observed that the physical sensation of touching the sand facilitates a neural integration that connects the body, limbic system and cerebral cortex in the right hemisphere. Simply said, Sandplay activates and moves the neural configuration of the brain.


Body Maps in the Brain


Researchers are now aware that the brain builds mental maps to relate the body to its surrounding space creating a sense of me as an embodied self (Blakeslee, & Blakeslee, 2008). We are all familiar with the early brain mapping done by Wilder Penfield at the University of Montreal (1977). Dr. Penfield, a neurosurgeon, who was treating epileptic patients with a mild electric shock to avert seizure, inadvertently discovered that when he applied current to different areas of the brain, the patient experienced sensation in a part of their body, a vivid memory, and so on. Furthermore the sensations were consistent with the location in the brain. That is to say that re-stimulation of the same area of the brain consistently evoked the same response. So he began devising a rigorous map of the human brain by systematically stimulating specific areas and having his nurse record the findings. An interesting tidbit is that Barbara’s mother-in-law was the long time nurse for Dr. Penfield during his early research.


A highly interesting discovery is that these mental maps do not stop with the skin, but extend to include the surrounding space (Blakeslee, & Blakeslee, 2008). University of California Los Angeles neuroscientist Marco Iacoboni (2008) explained this phenomenon by pointing out that neurons for the visual and tactile-receptive fields are related in a particular area of the brain, creating a map of the space surrounding the body, or a peripersonal space. Iacoboni described this space as a map of potential actions. This has far-reaching implications in Sandplay which involves the focused interaction of the client with the sand and the symbols in the presence of the therapist. Research findings also demonstrate that these mind maps expand and contract to include objects. What this means is that the act of engaging with the sand and the symbols neurologically incorporates them into the Sandplayer’s mental map of who they are. The Sandplayer carries the symbols in this peripersonal space of potential action where they exert the energetic impetus to be in the world in a different way, stimulating neural growth.


The Impact of Images on the Brain


We know that images have a profound impact on mental functioning. In his early work neurological researcher Ralph Haber (1983) demonstrated that subjects have image recognition accuracy of up to 95%. In fact, images are often far more evocative than words. Images activate many dimensions of cortical activity, including imagination, and have been shown to be far more accurate and incisive in generating associations, stimulating creative thinking and memory. With the more recent research on mind maps we begin to comprehend the power the symbolic images have on the Sandplayer long after the individual sand tray is constructed. Recognizing the compelling force of the internalized symbolic images makes it very clear how prematurely interpreting the sand tray or discussing it with the client compels a more conscious appraisal of the content. This interferes with the neural modifications the symbolic images are already in the process of effecting on the client’s brain.


Along with the incorporation of the symbolic images into the client’s neural body map, the energy of the witnessing therapist is also absorbed and carried neurologically by the Sandplayer. During Sandplay there is a subtle, but very real mutual experience of the client’s work between Sandplayer and therapist. By virtue of his or her experience, quality of mental development and training, the Sandplay therapist must be able to sustain a sturdy and caring presence during the client’s transformative process. In the shared field of the client’s neural body map the strength and clarity of the witnessing therapist provides a stabilizing force while the client undergoes the neural re-structuring fueled by the images. It is important to remember that the subjective experience of neural re-ordering can feel greatly destabilizing and wrought with terror.


Neuroplasticity


Advanced imaging tools and continued research now reveal that these mental maps are flexible and capable of change (Boleyn-Fitzgerald, 2010). As early as 1973, Polish neurophysiologist, Jerzy Konorski (1948) coined the term neuroplasticity in his research into how the brain changed through conditioned response. Contemporary work with stroke victims by Norman Doidge (2007) has amply demonstrated that mental maps are highly plastic and capable of reshaping and restructuring. While we cannot directly see the neurological impact of the Sandplayer’s incorporation of the symbols into his or her mind map, we can certainly infer that the images exert a compelling influence. Given the plasticity of the neurons it is well within reason to deduce that these right hemispheric images are a powerful means of neural change.


The Neurological Formation of the Sense of Self


Now let’s examine how this neural plasticity impacts our psychological functioning and our sense of who we are. In order to do this we must first consider how the brain gives rise to a sense of self. Objectively the self is an active function of mental systems, characteristic behaviors and life experiences. Neurologically the subjective sense of self is not a thing, but is in fact a complex neural process. While there are a variety of finely nuanced differences of theory and opinion on the subject, for our purposes what is important to understand is that the sense of self is an operation of knowing (Damasio, 2010). This process of knowing concerns our beliefs and what we understand to be true. This is a process that allows us to be aware of our experiences and allows us to reflect on them. Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio (2010) said that the objective sense of self is:




… a dynamic collection of integrated neural processes, centered on the representation of the living body, that finds expression in a dynamic collection of integrated mental processes (p. 9).





Damasio (2010) went on to say that it is the feelings that we associate with our mental impressions, or inner images, that collectively form the subjective sense of self. It is this subjective sense of self that creates conscious awareness, and what we call the mind is the organized conglomerate of all of these mental images. Perception is not the passive absorption of incoming information. It is actively constructed out of the disconnected and vague information received through the senses. As the information comes in there is a continual feedback process that compares the input with what the brain customarily expects and believes. As higher brain functions make sense of the input they feed information back to lower brain areas to confirm that what we are experiencing is what we think or believe is happening. Often however we allow what we believe or expect to alter the new input. Reality is largely constructed from our expectations and beliefs (Blakeslee & Blakeslee, 2008).


Beliefs are embedded in the connections between neurons. These are organized by experience into networks that fire in accord with our expectations about how the world works. Blakeslee & Blakeslee commented:




Beliefs are ultimately as tangible as the cells in your brain, because that is where beliefs are created, stored, and, with new information, updated or reconsolidated (2008, loc. 699).





Michael Gazzaniga (1998) neuroscientist and director of the SAGE Center for the Study of Mind at the University of California at Santa Barbara correlated these beliefs directly to the subjective sense of self through what he called the interpreter. The interpreter is the aspect of brain function that develops stories to explain our behavior. In Gazzaniga’s view it is this very mental capacity that generates belief systems and anticipates what is that constitutes the sense of me. He likened consciousness to a pipe organ and commented that the self is an emergent property, not a process in and of itself. The self property is the part that thinks it is the organist (Boleyn-Fitzgerald, 2010).


In a similar vein, Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker (2007) said that what we refer to as consciousness:




…turns out to consist of a maelstrom of events distributed across the brain. These events compete for attention, and as one process out-shouts the others, the brain rationalizes the outcome after the fact and concocts the impression that a single self was in charge all along (p. 3).





Now that we understand that our sense of self consists of these myriad belief systems and expectations of reality, we begin to have a clearer picture of the components of our psychological functioning. Apart from hereditary neural impairments, our sense of who we are, our place and value in the world, how we unconsciously anticipate other people will react to us, how life treats us, etc., is built from neural connections constructed out of experience. If an individual’s early experiences were safe, nurturing and appropriately respectful he or she builds a neural network that anticipates being valued for who they are, respected, and so on. As this person moves through life he or she views the world through a pair of neurological lenses that assumes and expects others to fit these expectations. As a result of this mindset that takes positive supportive relationships for granted, he or she will be attracted to people and circumstances that correspond. If on the other hand the individual experienced abandonments, betrayals, abuse, or other such detrimental experiences, he or she is neurologically wired to be attracted to people and situations that replicate the anticipated experiences. Be it for good or ill, by repeating these patterns of expectation we reinforce and strengthen the neural networks that support them. However, if we have experiences that do not reinforce the habituated patterns, and that actually create new possibilities, new neural pathways are developed. The neuroplastic flexibility of the brain can actually change our perceptions of self and reality (Boleyn-Fitzgerald, 2010). Of course this is the domain of psychotherapy and is in fact, a dimension of what we call learning. Damasio (2010) commented that there is growing evidence that over a period of several generations, cultural changes actually result in alterations of the human genome. Over time, the changes we make in the neural pathways of our thinking patterns produce physical modification to our DNA. While changes to the human genome take some time, this fact supports the knowledge that we are changed by what we experience.


The Neurological Components of Psychic Change


The key to making changes to our neural pathways is to somehow step out of our habituated patterns and to have experiences that are entirely different. This is very difficult to do given that we are blindly predisposed to perpetuate the old patterns. Sandplay creates the ideal conditions for the experience of a new and altered reality. We recall Jung’s (1981) observation that the human psyche is characterized by a central ordering principle, which he called the Self, and that it has a natural disposition to heal and further its own development. Sandplay softens the left hemisphere’s hold on the Sandplayer’s current reality and facilitates right hemispheric image-based neural activity that triggers the healing of trauma, wounds, losses, or any neural patterns that interfere with healthy mental functioning. The figures or symbols the client is attracted to conform precisely to the pre-rational neural patterns that the individual needs to continue his or her psychic development. The symbolic images that emerge bypass the unhealthy habituated neural firing and give form to the next phase of the client’s healing and development. Step by step, over the course of the series of sand trays, faulty or destructive neural pathways are re-ordered to the Self. Functioning individually and in groups in the tray, the symbols are then able to create an entirely new neural experience that is in advance of the conscious mind. The more the neural pathways are aligned with the organizing principle of the Self the greater the mental functioning.


The Image in Neural Change


Ronald Finke (1986), sports researcher at Texas State University, observed that forming a mental image primes neural mechanisms in the visual system to anticipate receiving the object as real. The images precipitate change. The mental images in Sandplay effect neural changes in the brain that prepare the individual to receive, or accept the content as real. The image changes how we expect, or anticipate our realities to be. Through the neural mechanisms of visual perception the images in Sandplay work to alter old perceptions and to activate new ways of perceiving. They prepare us to perceive new things, and new ways of being and doing.


Haber’s (1983) image recall research and Finke’s (1986) research on the anticipatory characteristics of images underscore the powerful effects of the symbolic imagery of Sandplay. The images live on, activating imagination and creative neural activity. In addition, as we discussed above, the symbols used in Sandplay are literally incorporated into the individual’s being and continue to exert their influence neurologically. When the sand tray is constructed the newly formed neural pathways are in the very beginnings of their development, and they continue to grow as the Sandplayer carries the symbols in his or her body map. When the new neural pathways are sufficiently developed the client becomes aware of sometimes subtle and sometimes dramatic transformations in the way he or she experiences and responds to life. The new psychic material, or ways of being, gradually moves to the left hemisphere into conscious awareness, effecting a cross-hemispheric integration. The newly matured neural pathways establish new ways of perceiving reality and being in the world. The psyche is then ready to undergo the same change and developmental process again using the new form of reality or sense of self as the starting point. And so the process continues. Of course this is a simplification for purposes of description. In actual Sandplay work it is not uncommon to see many levels of psychic change taking place simultaneously. In fact, the complexity of the interacting symbolic images makes it impossible to ever fully understand everything that transpires in a Sandplay process.









The Brain in Relationship
 Mirror Neuron Networks


The Discovery of Mirror Neurons


Another fascinating field of inquiry in neuropsychology concerns the mirror neuron networks. University of California at Los Angeles neuroscientist, Marco Iacoboni (2008) described mirror neurons as neural correlates of the simulation process required to understand other minds. Iacoboni observed that the mirror neuron networks merge information received with our mental faculties of perception, action and cognition (Iacoboni, 2008).


Mirror neurons were first discovered in the early 1990’s by researcher Giacomo Rizzolatti and colleagues Fadiga, Gallese, and Fogassi (1992a, 1992b). Working in the neural research laboratory at the University of Parma, Rizzolatti, a colleague of Iacoboni, was studying the effect of motor movement on the brains of macaque monkeys (Iacoboni, 2008). An area of particular focus was a part of the premotor cortex concerned with planning, selecting and executing actions. The remarkable discovery was first made when something the researcher was doing triggered a response in monkey’s brain that matched the neural firing that would occur if the monkey were actually carrying out the action. While there has since been a lot of speculation and debate about what the researcher was actually doing, eating ice cream, peanuts, etc., the main point was that the observing brain fired in the same way as the brain of the person or animal carrying out the action. Motor cells fired at the perception of someone else’s actions.


Mirror neurons are bi-hemispheric, located in the premotor cortex, and are important for motor behavior. The activation of a chain of mirror neurons simulates a sequence of simple actions that creates the action in our brains, allowing us to understand the intentions of others (Iacoboni, 2008). In addition the insular cortex has anatomical connections to mirror neurons and limbic areas of the brain, allowing us to understand the emotions of others. This is the area of the brain that is responsible for many bodily regulations, for the evaluation of the extent of pain, and the subjective experience of pain when watching others in pain. In short, we understand the mental states of others by simulating them in our brains via mirror neurons. By coding both for our own actions and our observance of that action in others, we generate a common neural code that results in correspondence between ourselves and others.


Interaction and Neural Connectivity


Boleyn-Fitzgerald (2010) observed that every time we interact we change each other’s brains. This raises some fundamental existential questions: Is there meaning without interpersonal mirroring and the co-generation of a field of shared understanding? Who am I without you? If you do not see me and share my experience, am I really here? Each time we react to a thought or an emotion, our own cognitive and emotional experience simultaneously changes. Mirror neurons are the biological basis for intersubjectivity. Truly, we are not separate (Iacoboni, 2008). These discoveries about the synchrony between brains play a significant role in Sandplay. In the shared experience of Sandplay the therapist conjointly shares the client’s experience of the sand tray. He or she literally merges with the client through the full internal simulation of the emotional, physical and cognitive impact of the tray. The therapist does not simply watch and record, but experiences the Sandplayer’s physical, emotional and cognitive undergoing throughout the process. The same is true when we examine Sandplay case material. Although the motor activity of the client is absent when we are working from photos, we resonate with the Sandplayer’s psychic intention. As viewers of the symbolic images our neural firing corresponds to the changes in the neural firing patterns of the Sandplayer. The mirror neuron networks of the client affirm that his or her Sandplay creation is recognized and respected by the therapist as a reality, in turn making it a reality for him or her. In this way what has emerged is set in place to evolve into conscious awareness.


Mirror Neuron Networks in Sandplay


In Sandplay, client and therapist jointly experience the symbolic field in the free and protected space. Because the symbolic content is beyond the client’s consciousness he or she experiences a certain amount of psychic stress. This situation is somewhat like projective identification wherein the client unconsciously pressures the therapist to experience what he or she cannot contain, thereby vicariously exploring the content and coming to understand it. In the Sandplay process the client is subject to psychic tension even when the content is of a very positive nature. The therapist’s task is to establish enough equilibrium in the relationship for the client to access the potential space required to accept and integrate the material as a part of his or her reality. This is a right brain to right brain mutually shared experience between client and therapist that allows the client the safety to tolerate the ambiguity and discomfort of the unknown with a sense of wonder. The right hemisphere is also dominant for processing negative emotions and for mediating pain. The client feels safe when he or she senses through the mirror neuron networks that the therapist is both affected by the negative material and is simultaneously able to hold and tolerate it.


Mirror Neuron Networks and Learning


Another fascinating aspect of mirror neuron networks is the role they play in learning and language development. The brain imaging work of neuroscientists Oztop, Kawato, and Arbib, (2006) indicated that the mirror neuron functions of the brain are not individual neurons, but are systems of cross modal neural mirroring. High level brain functions such as action understanding, imitation, and language are attributed to these mirror neurons systems. Neuroscientist V.S. Ramachandran (2002) speculated that the earliest forms of language emerged out of mirroring the motor movements of the lips and tongues of others.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/16_img01.jpg





