
Greetings MD/DC APT Members! 

 

     While the school year is well under its way, I hope 

you all are finding time for self care.  I hope those of 

you who were able to make the National Conference 

in Louisville a couple of weeks ago had a fantastic 

time!  Congratulations to our branch for obtaining 

Gold Branch status again.  Special thanks to our board 

members for their dedication, hard, work, passion, en-

ergy, and valuable time to ensuring the continued suc-

cess of MD/DC APT branch. 

 

     Don’t forget to register for our upcoming workshop 

on Saturday, November 5th.  Excited to mindfully 

play with you.  http://conta.cc/2clFtop 

 

Best, 

 

Niki Picogna, LCPC, RPT-S 

MD/DC APT Branch President 
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Featured Technique: Nature Mandalas  by  

Jenny Fleming 
 

October 4th was my first day of a weeklong experience at the National Association for Play Therapy (APT) 

Conference.  I can’t wait for the next one!  As a newbie to the Conference, I was like a teenager at a concert, 

fawning over celebrity sightings and being truly humbled by the opportunity to hear directly from idols.   Just 

a few weeks later, I feel giddy, reminiscing about the great discussions, materials, and awe-struck by the pro-

fessional, positive, and genuine energy of the group.  I am truly proud to be part of the Association for Play 

Therapy. 

 I was able to attend a variety of amazing sessions over the week, but was particularly struck by a prac-

tical, do-able, eye-opening experience during Dr. Eric Green, Dr. Robert Grant and Ms. Tracy Turner-

Bumberry’s presentation about Mandalas.  Ms. Turner-Bumberry described creating Nature Mandalas.  Her 

engaging, mindful presentation not only left me with great techniques to employ, but also feeling my own 

sense a peace (a sought-after level of self-care for all clinicians).  The following is an excerpt from her book 

Finding Meaning With Mandalas: A Therapist’s Guide to Creating Mandalas with Children.  Check out her 

book for more information and details.  Thank you Ms. Turner-Bumberry for the great experience and the gen-

erous permission to share this learning! 

 

Nature Mandalas 

Level: All ages as well as family and groups 

Materials: Paper bag, pieces of nature, white sheet (can also use tablecloth, sand tray, poster board, etc. 

Procedure: Ideally client and therapist go on a nature walk allowing client to choose any pieces of nature 

(with boundaries noted) to place in his/her bag. When walk is complete allow client to create a mandala using 

these pieces of nature, first instructing to begin with the ‘sacred center’ and then moving outwards. 

Discussion: Mandala processing is not necessary and completely up to the client. 

Possible processing questions include: 

1. What title would you give this work of art? 

2. Describe the feelings during your mindful nature walk. 

3. Describe the process of creating your masterpiece? 

4.Was this experience multi sensory for you? In what ways? 

 

Turner-Bumberry, T. (2015). Finding meaning with mandalas: A therapist’s guide to  

creating mandalas with children. St. Charles, MO: Turner Phrase Pub. 
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What is the relevance of figurines in a sand scene beyond the story the client shares? 

Why should a therapist research symbols? 

How can we study symbols and avoid concretizing meanings or unethically project our own assumptions onto the client?  

 

Nomenclature: I use the overarching term sand therapy to refer to a general use of sand no matter one’s theory lens. A bibliography 

is available at the end.  

 
Imagination, and all forms of creativity -- art, icons, poetry, music, myths, storytelling, dance, and rituals -- are an inte-

gral part of our humanity, our shared cultural connections steeped in the symbolic. 

 

We create symbols that serve our neurological, cultural, idiosyncratic, and aesthetic needs. 

 

We bring this capacity to sand therapy, and, when the process is kept safe for unbounded imagination, spontaneous play, 

and witnessed with full, respectful presence 

We have healing. 

 

Defining Symbol-Relevance 

 

This mini article briefly explores the value of symbols in clinical uses of sand, specifically symbol-relevance.  An in-depth explana-

tion of each of the five symbol-relevance components is beyond the scope of this article. However, I hope these ideas inspire you the 

reader to look into the cultural relevance of symbols and icons to enhance a personal connection to the healing process in sand thera-

py. 

 

Researching symbol meanings is more complex than looking up an icon in a single symbol dictionary or web site, which can be lim-

iting, distorting, and misleading. The study of symbol-relevance is a discipline, using many sources, and similar to mastering the 

violin, a life-long practice. Symbol-relevance refers to: 1) the various ways symbols are meaningful to clients, 2) the ways symbols 

are connected to other figures in a sand scene, 3) the historical and cultural background for a symbol, 4) how symbol meanings 

evolve through a series of sand scenes, and 5) the impact of a symbol/ figure on the therapist. These five components of symbol-

relevance point to the potential depth and breadth of symbol meanings in sand scenes.  

 

Paleoanthropology: Parallel Professional Practice 

 

Finding one bone the paleoanthropologist has a glimpse into a potential story; insight into human evolution and cultural development. Continued 

patient digging brings up a family of bones and handmade artifacts, we note the depth in mother earth’s mantle, compare known cultural relevance 

, and the geological puzzle unfolds for a fuller understanding of what was once buried, for a very long time.  

 

Our research into one symbol in a sand scene is a glimpse into a potential story, explication and discovery for layers of meaning. 

Continued patient digging into history and culture expands our grasp of iconic, relevant meanings, discernment of developmental 

associations, and potential connections among elements in the scene. The study of symbols enhances our insight into client stories, 

buried within, for a very long time. 

 

Deep in Our Brain, Anchored in Our Genes 

 

Creativity is a universal phenomenon; we play and create worlds, flow and invent as we immerse in our imagination. The very pro-

cess of creativity is embedded in our brain and our genes. Wonderfully organic, our brain connects visual constructions, construes 

our experience, and we project emotion onto objects. Our genes anchor this capacity, active from infancy through the elder years, we 

are meaning-making beings. We form associations, anchored deep in our psyche where grief and conceptions of self are activated. 

Creativity, play, imagination – our ingenuity and expression -- are both deeply private and wonderfully communal. We use myths, 

symbols, and rituals to share our experience. In the context of therapy, mundane objects, when gathered into a sand scene, become 

meaningful representations of client experience. Engagement with symbols is fascinating, rich, and empowering. Hence, mindfully, 

with care, we access meaning and proceed with caution and discipline. 
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Existential Questions 

 

From my earliest studies in sand in the 1980s, and over the decades my experience consulting and teaching sand therapy to clini-

cians, and my cross-cultural research into Sandplay, I am convinced that all sand scenes are expressions of grief and loss. This grief 

includes many types of loss -- hope, personal integrity, vital relationships, identity, cultural connection, as well as attacks on the in-

ternal Self, enduring alienation, and diminishment of cognitive, emotional, and physical abilities. At the very core, grief is deeply 

embedded in existential experience. 

 

A client’s life-world is the context to understand a sand scene. Essential life questions ground grief in their scene. What is real -- how 

do we distinguish deception from truth? Who can we trust? How do we integrate and yet keep separate our organic nature and tech-

nology? How do we deal with the gray areas of moral decision? Who are we in the face of death, and what is our purpose in life? 

What do we let go and what do we embrace? What is worth taking a risk, how much should we endure? Does our life have meaning? 

How much truth do we want to see?  

 

These are questions with which clients struggle, often silently, unaware, unable to articulate, sometimes self-consciously, yet feeling 

the weight of anxiety and depression at the heart of conflict in their families, communities, and within themselves. Absorbed in the 

moment, a sand scene can seem more real than the social constructions of everyday life. Existential concerns and emotions may 

emerge while a client is steeped in creating a sand scene, an alternative world, a place where existential experience can be silently 

laid out, played out, narratively externalized, and kept safe. The sand scene is a holding place for despair and hope.  

While engaged in sand therapy, existential experience never has to be said out loud, the scene is a silent, private space for deep emo-

tions.  As witness, we are called to be fully present, with profound respect and aw of the client’s journey in sand. We recognize how 

painful alienation truly is, and the enormous challenge to transition between illusion and reality – in the world, within the soul, in a 

sand scene.  

 

Symbol as Perspective 
 

Should we consider the toys and figurines on play therapists’ shelves symbols, and what are the implications for play therapy? 

 

While theory is the lens that shapes our understanding of a sand scene;  

awareness of symbols enhances therapist insights. 

 

Any object can be a symbol – something that stands in as meaning for our experience, emotion, attitude, perspective. Any object can 

be the target of our projections – a tin can, a leaf, a movie scene, and characters we see with our minds eye in novels. All the toys on 

play therapist’s shelves become symbols once a client selects them and uses them in play. We don’t know and should not assume 

what an object symbolizes, what it means or implies, however tempting, this is a very bad idea. 

 

However, there are many perspectives, cultural viewpoints, ways of comprehending, and all of these enhance our understanding of 

sand scenes. Are the figures in a sand scene cultural icons or indicators of social identity or both? Are the figures archetypes or a 

constellation of complexes? Is this sand scene a hero’s journey reflecting Joseph Campbell’s perspective? Are the symbols parts of 

an internal Self system or a family drama acted out with miniatures? Is geology reflected in mountains and valleys, hidden caves for 

safety, seeming chaos, paths to journey, burial mounds, tears of stone? Does nature flourish or is the landscape barren? How might 

these geographies reflect experience in the body, as images of a visceral aftermath of trauma? Is the sand scene a reflection of an 

early developmental moment, a crisis or trauma event?  

 

The study of myths, symbols, icons, and cultural artifacts, and I would include history and the sciences, increase our ability to associ-

ate meaning with objects, broaden our perspective. With continued study we increase our ability to see beyond the limits of a con-

fined story and cultural associations, we become more discerning regarding our personal projections of meaning and interpretations, 

we see potential connections between symbols and client lived experience, and we comprehend possibilities within a client’s idiosyn-

cratic arrangements.  
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We don’t concretize or interpret symbols. An object is what a client says it is. If a client says a cow is a dog, it is a dog. What we 

do with this observation as therapists depends on our knowledge and skills with symbols and our intension for using sand. To 

begin, we listen carefully to the client’s story, if a story is presented. We study cow and dog and their instinctual ways, cultural 

associations, similarities, texture, size and weight, seeming purpose, and peculiarities. We watch as the two, dog and cow, relate in 

the scene or seem unawares of the other. We see connections not named; not initially obvious. We witness. 

 

Symbols in a sand scene anchor experience, bridge what is known with what is unknown, and encompass the powerful, often silent 

healing journey. As play therapists, no matter perspective, we are privileged to be present to the process of transformation in the 

sand. If we are going to explore symbol-relevance, there are ways to develop these skills and remain conscious of important 

boundaries. However, before we explore the warrior feminine we should note other significant components in any explication. 

Child development and cultural impressions within a given era are quite important to understand sand scenes, but beyond the 

scope of this article. What we must keep in mind is this; at the forefront of any explication is the meaning the client gives, not the 

explication skills of the clinician. And, any explication is always nested in the context of a client’s life. Remaining conscious of 

these limits, let’s explore warrior woman, heroine energy, and the potential qualities in a sand scene. What follows is a brief, par-

tial example of unpacking the potential qualities available to a client when an aspect of the feminine appears in a sand scene, the 

warrior aspect of the feminine. 

 

 

Reflection on Trinity: Heroine in the Matrix 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo of super heroes: Trinity from the Matrix, Wonder Woman from DC Comics, Princess Ariel from Thundarr the Barbarian, and a modern 

version of Wonder Woman as Warrior. Sometimes Princess Ariel is used to represent Xena the Princess Warrior from the tv series of the 1990s. 

 

Often symbol study of the feminine explores archetypes of the mother, the maiden, and the crone. Where do we locate the heroine? 

Quite elderly crones are guardians of wisdom and community healing, the mother archetype keeps safe our creativity, generativity. 

Both of these archetypes have negative  and positive images in myths and movies. Split off from traditional fairy tale images of the 

vulnerable princess, the maiden, we find the heroine, one who fights for justice and protects the powerless. We see this duality, 

princess and warrior, in post-modern fairy tales, most vividly in Princess Fiona in the Shrek film series (DreamWorks 2001). We 

recognize heroine qualities – quick, intelligent, agile, strong, and committed to social justice. What qualities might such warrior 

women present in a sand scene?  

 

Explication: Metaphors in the Matrix 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trinity from the film The Matrix (1999, Village Roadshow Pictures, Warner Brothers). 

 

Similar to Plato’s Cave, the Matrix films set a tone for our existential dilemmas through contrasts in dark and light and shadows. 

The story underscores our ability and willingness to face truth about our dependence on a status quo as we work out our identity, 

and what is real from what is illusion. The Matrix films are rich with metaphors for therapy, many ironic parallels, and stark oppo-

sites. The story explores humanity’s loss of consciousness and the struggle of a small group of rebels who face a very harsh, raw 

struggle between realities. It is a dark space of existence. The Matrix itself is a computer system within which all of humanity is 

suspended, completely oblivious to our existence as food (battery power) for the controlling machines. A startling scene that sets 

the tone of this horrific situation is the view of millions of human fetus all connected to machine wires and tubes.  
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Humanity is not free. Humanity has become numb, mindless, lacking authentic connection. We have lost our humanity and do not 

even know it. We no longer have the security of the womb. In essence, the very nature of the feminine has been destroyed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We need a small band of rebels to return us to our natural state of being. Metaphorically we hope to reclaim the protection and or-

ganic blood connections of the womb to prepare to birth into life and consciousness. To reclaim the womb, we need a heroine, a 

maiden turned warrior woman. 

 

Trinity As Heroine 

 

Study of symbol-relevance in sand therapy is similar to amplification of symbols in a movie, a novel, dreams, and mythology. We 

select a figure from the sand scene and perhaps related elements such as a significant color, or an object of power for the hero (a 

sword, a bow and arrow, an animal companion, a violin). Working with one element at a time allows research and amplification to 

proceed in depth and hopefully with less overwhelm. Explication and amplification are slow processes that require patience, time, 

and willingness to “dig” in the metaphorical dark and uncover what is buried in ourselves, our clients, and in a sand scene. 

The Matrix is a contextual metaphor to reflect on a client’s experience. To shed light on potential qualities available in a sand scene 

we begin with one symbol. Trinity is one of three main heroes in the Matrix. To explicate we begin by asking about Trinity’s story 

within the Matrix story. What is her role? What questions of meaning, emotional drives and vulnerabilities does she hold within? 

How much of reality does she admit -- her level of consciousness, self-awareness, her readiness to confront truth? What qualities, 

perspectives, emotions, and insights does Trinity represent, on a continuum, held in balance -- aspects that are available and those 

that must be sought deep within? How does Trinity transform into a heroine? What is her cause, her purpose, her intentions to fight 

for justice? What are her personal limits and gifts? As we reflect on these questions for Trinity we are reflecting on the implications 

for our client. We should also be reflecting on these questions for ourselves to deepen our capacity to witness.  

With a reflexive attitude we wonder about the qualities Trinity brings to a sand scene beyond what the client describes. What ener-

gies and attitude and strengths are potentially available to the client? Keep in mind explication helps us resonate with the client and 

their sand scene, we become more aware. None of our imaginings take precedence over a client’s description. Like our paleoanthro-

pologist colleagues we are trying to grasp a fuller understanding of the story, to see beyond our own limits, and at the same time re-

main a non-intrusive witness. 

If you missed the Matrix films you may have still caught media images of Trinity, all in black, leaping through space. Trinity broke 

the pattern of scant attire of previous comic heroines with her all black sleek appearance. She has qualities similar to other culturally 

current heroines such as archeologist Lara Croft from the fantasy Tomb Raider series, and Katniss in The Hunger Games (Suzanne 

Collins, 2008). No longer a comic heroine portrayed in superficial beauty, similar to Lara and Katniss, Trinity is a character  with 

remarkable integrity, super inner strength and determination; a beauty that is resilience, fortitude, humility, anger with human degra-

dation and alienation, possessing exceptional intelligence.  
 
 
Trinity does not carry a sword, or a magical rope or wrist bands. Instead she uses special energies in the Matrix, similar to Rey, the 

heroine in The Force Awakens (2015, Lucasfilm Ltd and J.J. Abrams’ Bad Robot Productions) the latest heroine using a form of the 

numinous, a universal energy (the Force) to fight for human survival. Trinity and Rey, Lara Croft and Katniss, represent post-

modern images for an empowered feminine, with grounded sensibilities and serious demeanor, with qualities and tasks similar to 

heroines of the past; to fight for justice against extreme odds, with enormous risks, and much of life at stake.  
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In the story Trinity has extraordinary ability with technology, a skilled hacker with complex super computer systems. She is bril-

liant without pretense. As the story progresses Trinity embodies courage and a strong sense of responsibility. She has remarkable 

agility and speed, using gravity-defying martial arts to leap distances and ignore mind-boggling heights, including transitioning 

between worlds of reality through a phone line. Trinity is equal in combat skills to her counterpart male heroes. She confronts the 

dangers, evil and degradation embodied in the strident, unfeeling men in suits, the power brokers of supposed reality. Trinity 

brings a will to fight anchored in an unflinching commitment to return humanity to its humanity. 

 

Consciousness in the Matrix requires extraordinary mindfulness and strength of will and Trinity is a carved image of determina-

tion. During the series we witness Trinity grow from one who mediates between worlds, supporting the hero Neo, to full partner-

ship, the merger of insights and sensibilities. In a similar way we witness clients transition through stages of grief, to reclaim parts 

of themselves, once split off, now reclaimed, empowered and transformed in the sand. In a sand scene Trinity-as-heroine reflects 

potential empowering mediation between a client and the dark places in life. She brings such qualities, as compassion, tenacity, 

courage, inner strength, keen insight, humility, self-awareness, acceptance of vulnerabilities, and determination to confront those 

who are alienating, judgmental, and abusive. Trinity, like the other heroines, may signal preparation for healing, a gathering of 

energies to deal with devastation and trauma. In the above photo Trinity witnesses the degradation of humans connected to ma-

chines, the lost, weak, entrapped feminine on the left, and other aspects of the feminine, Wonder Woman and Pocahontas (1995 

Disney Films) joining Trinity.  

 

In our heroine we see no wavering on decisions or selfish motivations. Trinity is a keen thinker with deep emotion. In the Matrix, 

Trinity is cautious, keeping safe her emotions, and, within this dark world, she presents one who has restraint as well as great pas-

sion and commitment.  In this devastated, dark environ our heroine shows a commitment to fight to recover our humanity, to re-

lease humanity from the machines, a return to our natural organic being including our gestation and birthing, to open conscious-

ness to a free, independent, although more demanding, state of being.  

 

In the sand, a trauma client who lives with depression, despair, and internal darkness may use super heroes to take on the fight 

against internalized degrading judgments, abuse, guilt, manipulation by others, and shame. The heroine offers hope for recovery, 

she brings healing powers of the feminine, a potential re-birth into an authentic existence in the sand scene and in life. These are 

not conscious arrangements, and they don’t need to be. A therapist who has worked to be more mindful of the qualities of figures 

in a sand scene can deepen his/ her ability to resonate with a client, attune to the visceral experience of witnessing, and recognize 

the depth of activity in a sand scene. 

 

Color and Stance 

 

As with many novels, color and geographic features are also characters. In the Matrix the colors gray and black are pervasive, set-

ting a dull, despairing tone, magnifying utter hopelessness and delusion. 

Shades of gray infuse the darkness shedding some light on being conscious, of living-in-truth, claiming autonomy, being authentic, 

in contrast with the color vibrancy of those who live in illusions of “reality” (think huge shopping mall). Darkness is a powerful 

metaphor throughout the story and it pervades both sides of the problem – the machines with their drone-like men-in-black, posing 

violent threats to crush the rebels, and the tattered, exhausted, soiled rebels.  

 

Regarding the heroine, external features such as attire, implements, and stance indicate power as well as vulnerabilities. Trinity has 

a strong athletic stance, dark fight-ready attire, and determined, compassionate, clear features in her face. In this persona Trinity 

presents a culturally current tone reflecting adolescent and young adult experience of alienation and existential questions about 

identity, loss, autonomy, and intimacy. Trinity’s commitment to survive, to fight for social consciousness, is evident as she contin-

uously puts her life on the line, transitions back and forth between an existence that is unreal and unconscious, to one that keeps 

truth safe in the dark, an existentially very despairing space. This is a very powerful metaphor for the client who transitions week 

after week between an abusive environ and his or her sand scenes. In a sand scene we can imagine a space wherein a client creates 

a world in tune with their experience, a scene that holds the darkness of despair and images of hope, and a heroine to help mediate 

the burden.  

 

Trinity, attired completely in black, indicates some considerable level of stealth, power, and practical. Amplification of the color 

black brings to mind other associations, for example, the identity of a maverick, one who defies social expectations, thinks inde-

pendently from the collective. In the Matrix, humanity is trapped in an unconscious, mindless state, and freedom, autonomy, and 

consciousness depend on breaking away from the imprisoned collective.  In a sand scene, our heroine can represent a kind of re-

bellion-for-justice that does not tolerate abuse, suffer alienation, and breaks away from adapting to please others. The heroine 

stands strong to protect while secrets unfold, once kept in the dark.  
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Black invites our attention to depth, mystery, and power -- deep space, stealth planes, Ninja Warriors, and the Dark Side (Star Wars, 

Lukas Films). Like all associations with symbolic meaning the color black is nuanced, extending our perceptions beyond immediate 

assumptions and expectations. The comfort or fear of a starless night, oppositional energies, such as healing and devastation, the 

darkness of a closet where one can be safe from abuse or trapped in identity. We choose what we access, how we understand such 

images. For example, a trail of black onyx stones in a sand scene, is this a path to dark places, to that which blinds us to social-

cultural-personal truths, mindless identifying with lies that dilute integrity, or a trail of tears, a volcanic upheaval making ready for 

renewal, is this the richness of depth? 

 

Just one element, the color black, can be amplified to enhance our understanding of the complex nature of a symbol. There are too 

numerous social and cultural amplifications we could explore regarding the color black, taking us beyond the scope of this article. 

However, in our work with clients, to stop at an early point of amplification, to see black as antisocial “rebellion” or “evil” would be 

reckless, biased, and extremely narrow amplification.  The long continuum of meanings for black is extensive and rich. We have not 

even touched on the sociology and cultural relevance of the color black for African Americans and for many indigenous cultures.  

 

Think for a moment on space, through vivid images from Hubble, the very nesting place for our planet and solar system, where black 

is expansive and powerful and the birthing place for life. We are in awe of this great, mysterious universe. Reflecting on black 

stretches our perception to the expanse within – our creative and hidden depths. In a sand scene, there will be shades of darkness, 

wherein one can find protection and healing, as well as energies that decimate the human spirit.  

 
Historical-Social Backdrop: Post-Modern Images to Counter Cultural Distortions 

 

I’ll touch on another perspective to balance the empowering images of feminine heroines in sand. Black is also associated with the 

feminine as foreboding, a distorted feminine in the form of the witch. Images frequently seen in European fairy tales and the Wizard 

of Oz include black garbed crones, images appropriated to distort the crone once seen as healer, into fear of women as dangerous. [an 

aside, Alphaba Thropp as heroine in Gregory Maguire’s Wicked (2007) is an image of reclamation of empowerment.]  

 

Where we have such distortions in literature and in life we find fear and objectification. It is easier to kill that which we objectify 

because we sever connections and empathy and understanding. This is the experience of clients abused and blamed. We do not need 

to go back too long ago historically in Europe and the US when thousands of women were burned alive, killed in the name of reli-

gion and property rights. In a post-modern way, Trinity counters such social perversion and objectification that was once lost in the 

lack of gravity in fairy tales and our forgetfulness of history. Heroines counter helplessness, powerlessness, desperation, marginaliza-

tion and rage. Reclaiming the power of the dark Trinity brings a high degree of integrity, skills to confront, using stealth-in-darkness 

to subvert dangerous appropriation and degradation of the feminine. If we study literature and history, we add depth and extend our 

insight to understand the symbolic. 

 

How often trauma clients feel overwhelmed by the devaluing of their existence, their experience of devastation. However, even when 

we see remarkable, empowering links between a client’s sand scene and a symbol’s story discussing these connections takes the fo-

cus away from the client’s story and places it on the symbol. Instead, we should keep studying the many dimensions of symbols, 

develop an internal vocabulary for rich associations, and bring this information with our hearts instead of our heads. Our associations 

help us to resonate with compassion and a more reflective self-awareness. If we use this growing knowledge of multi-layered mean-

ings with a Rogerian attending, reflecting on a client’s experience, we serve the client.  

Unpacking symbols takes time. It is a therapist’s task outside of the consult with clients. While time-consuming, the study of sym-

bols enriches our experience as we witness client sand scenes. Explication and amplification greatly enhance our ability to resonate 

with symbols in sand. Symbol images, tone and contrast in films, history, music, and literature capture our imagination, we sense the 

complexity of the iconic and, hopefully, grasp the complexity within ourselves. That is a lot to unpack, we enrich our lives when we 

nourish our imagination our creative spirit, and that is why we reflect on, and engage with, symbol-relevance.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



P A G E  9  P L A Y F U L  T I M E S  

In Closing 

  

This article only briefly touches on the value of understanding symbols in a sand scene. To explicate and amplify we must think in 

terms of metaphors for all aspects of the scene. When we attend and study potential qualities of symbols in a sand scene we may 

see possible connections between the client’s experience and symbols in the sand. We witness the client’s efforts, how exhausting 

and challenging is the task to make conscious that which is unconscious, to be in truth with real existential issues, to acknowledge 

the depths of depression and despair, to fight off self-destructive thinking and external alienation. And, we witness how these ex-

periences are reflected in the sand, in arrangements of devastation, figures of tired-to-the-bone depletion, chaos and darkness, with 

only hints of spare, life-enhancing color. This level of resonating with a client and their scene is very powerful. 

 

Explication and amplification are disciplines, like paleoanthropology, that take time but enhance our understanding and ways of 

responding. In this process we discover links among the five symbol-relevance components. A disciplined study of symbols en-

riches our experience and competency in sand therapy. There are ethical considerations which I will cover in a future article. In 

general, it would be inappropriate for a therapist to interpret figures in a sand scene; we study symbols in order to enhance our 

ability to resonate with clients and their sand scenes.  

 

In Sandtray the therapist’s projection of meanings are kept somewhat bounded because there is no exploration of these layered 

meanings. Amplification is left aside in order to focus on the empowering process of play therapy. Sandtray clinicians could en-

hance their capacity for symbol-relevance with a study of symbols and symbolic process for the purpose of clinician-enhanced 

insights. On the other hand, Jungian Sandplay therapists should continue to study the literature, build an inner vocabulary, an inter-

nal library of myths and symbols. Sandplay practitioners could enhance their ability to respond to clients by enhancing their use of 

Rogerian reflective empathy and discernment. No matter our theoretical leaning the discovery of many layered meanings in sym-

bols enhances clinician self-awareness, gives pause to what we think we know, and opens a landscape of broader, deeper meanings 

limited only by our imagination. 

 

Author Perspective 

 

This article was written from my experience and academic perspective, anchored in Jungian, Existential, and Humanistic practices. 

As a cross-cultural clinical psychologist, sand therapy specialist, and curator for thousands of symbols, my perspective is influ-

enced by cultural anthropology and decades of study of the symbolic.   

Dee Preston-Dillon, Ph.D. September 2016 

For a bibliography for this article please go to my blog site:  

http://sandplayvoices.blogspot.com 

Comments or questions can be sent to either of my emails: 

deeprestondillon@yahoo.com 

dee@thecreativeclinician.com 

http://sandplayvoices.blogspot.com
mailto:deeprestondillon@yahoo.com
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[excerpt from, and references contained in: Connolly, A. B., Cosgrove, K., Norris-Shortle, C., & Taylor, S.A. (2011). 

Mindful awareness play. Play Therapy, 6(4), 10-15.] 

 

 

 

Attuning to our children involves being aware of the messages they are giving us, not just with their words, but with eve-

ry aspect of their being, and adjusting ourselves to resonate in harmony with them (Kabat-Zinn, & Kabat-Zinn, 1997). 

 

 Baby Anna lifts the brightly colored cloth that her mother uses to hide her own face, and giggles when she sees 

Mom’s reassuring smile.  The play therapist has encouraged Mom to play the peek-a-boo game with Anna.  Although 

this is a simple game to her mother, peek-a-boo is important work for Anna.  Observing closely, the play therapist sees 

the return of separation wariness in Anna when the cloth re-covers her mother’s face.  Anna worries that her mother 

has disappeared all over again and isn’t sure if she will come back.  Memory begins to build as Anna reaches forward 

to lift the cheerful cloth and continue this age-old separation game with her mother.  She uses this parent-child play mo-

ment to rehearse the daily leaving-taking by her mother from the Nursery playroom that causes both baby and mother 

great distress.  Mom, with the play therapist’s support, is learning to watch carefully for Anna’s reaction to her disap-

pearance and to give consistent reassurance - “See, Mommy comes back” - as Anna continues the game.  Abruptly, 

Anna turns away from her mother, rolls over onto the floor, and begins wiggling away.  Mom looks at the play therapist 

and verbalizes the disengagement cue she has just observed.  “Looks like Anna wants to stop the peek-a-boo game 

now.”  As a result of the coached play, Mom can accept this abrupt change of activity from her baby without feeling her 

baby has rejected her, and observes that her baby is happy and confident as she giggles on the floor beside her in de-

light and exploration. 

 

Mindful Awareness Play (MAP) is a play intervention used by therapists at the PACT: Helping Children with Special 

Needs Therapeutic Nurseries (TN), an affiliate of the Kennedy Krieger Institute.  It is implemented for babies (under 3 

years) and parents experiencing homelessness to strengthen the attachment relationship and address trauma-induced 

developmental delays.  Homelessness among families is growing.  Forty percent of the homeless population in the 

United States consists of families, with 1.3 million children experiencing homelessness annually (Bassuk et al., 2005).  

MAP seeks to help children deal with, and grow beyond, the intense separation anxiety, delayed expressive and recep-

tive language delays, and blunted imaginative play that are the evidence of social-emotional trauma—the impact of 

homelessness and shelter living—on very young children (Cook et al., 2005; Norris-Shortle et al., 2006).   
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For the past eighteen years, the PACT: Helping Children with Special Needs Therapeutic Nurseries (TN), have provid-

ed attachment-based mental health interventions in a number of unique ways that strengthen the social-emotional de-

velopment of very young children by enhancing the parent/child interactions in the high risk families within a high quali-

ty day care setting.  Once a week, parents spend the morning in the Nursery building ritual and connection with their 

children through play and routine (Kiser, 2007; Kiser, Bennett, Heston, & Paavola, 2005).  During a morning Family 

Traditions Group, families engage together in a catered breakfast, attachment-based circle time, a parent/child Mindful 

Awareness Play activity (MAP), and a mindfulness-based parent support group (Melley et al., 2010; Norris-Shortle et 

al., 2006).  Each Mindful Awareness Play activity builds on the ideas of parental delight in child play developed in 

Stanley Greenspan’s Floor Time (Hanna, 1990) and Watch, Wait, and Wonder (Cohen et al., 2002).   Parents are invit-

ed to follow their child’s lead by being a Curious Observer.  The play skills of Filial Therapy (Guerney, 1983) lend the 

clinical notion of respecting the freedom of the child to explore a simple item in whatever way s/he chooses as a Curi-

ous Explorer.  The therapist is the witness for this playful dyad, supporting the parent, in the mode of Parent Child In-

teraction Therapy (PCIT) (Herschell, Calzada, Eyberg, & McNeil, 2002), to notice the child’s interest and restrain from 

directing her play for the protected moment.  As Lieberman and Van Horn (2008) targeted joint capacities for play and 

communication within the dyad to restore age- appropriate functioning in psychotherapy with young children, the rela-

tionship-based MAP activities integrate these concepts with the additional goal of mutual regulation through mindful 

self-awareness.  At the core, MAP activities are specifically designed to offer children what the American Academy of 

Pediatrics deems essential tools for healthy brain development—child driven undirected play (Ginsburg, 2007). 

 While mindfulness work with preschool and school-aged children is currently being pioneered (Innerkids; Still Quiet 

Place; Mindful Schools; MindUp; Listening Mothers; Reflective Parenting; Mindful Motherhood; Mindful Parent, Happy 

Child), few programs specifically target dyads of parents and their very young children.  MAP, like Mindful Parenting 

(Reynolds, 2003), seeks to amplify the reflective parenting aspect of the play interaction for developmental health in 

early childhood.  Uniquely, Mindful Awareness Play was developed specifically to serve a growing, underserved, and 

needy population, homeless families with children under three.   



 

We are looking for members to share their talents with the other members of 

the MD/DC APT community via our newsletter. Some examples of what would 

be considered includes: case studies, research, reviews of books, articles, toys, 

games, and other play related topics, techniques that you may use of have 

learned about through a training, and/or reviews of trainings attended.   

If you are interested in submitting content to be published in the newsletter, 

please submit the materials to Bill McNulty at:  

williammcnultylcswc@gmail.com 
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