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he experience of bereavement often 
involves a sense of loss of control. T Working though play offers children a 

chance t o  regain some of this control within a 
safe space with agreed boundaries. An 
essential element of this safety is the creation 
of a shared play space. For some workers, the 
physical aspect of this creation may already be 
achieved (subject t o  minor variations) and they 
may have access t o  playrooms, designed and 
equipped t o  offer a secure therapeutic space 
when needed.This provides some certainty, 
not only for the child, but also for the worker, 
who is freed from the worry of physically 
creating such a space. 

work with seven-year-old Joseph, distance 
prevented us from using the project’s dedi- 
cated playroom, so alternative accommodation 
had to  be found near Joseph’s home.Through 
the helpfulness of a district nurse, we found a 
room but unfortunately it was impossible for 
us to  have it for longer than the hour of our 
sessions.To deal with this, we developed 
together a routine in which Joseph helped to  
set up and pack away at the beginning and end 
of each session, creating our play world from 
the contents of a travel bag. 

play workers’. it became clear that it was an 
important factor in Joseph’s sense of owner- 
ship and control over our shared environment. 
Over the first three sessions, an agreed order 
emerged which involved us walking the same 
route from Joseph’s home t o  each session, 
making the same shop stop for our ‘supplies’ 
and following the same pattern in setting up 

Often, however, this is not possible. In my 

Whilst this approach is not approved by all 

our room, in which Joseph took a leading part. 
Posters were put up, our ’magic carpet’ (a 
large tartan rug) was spread, playthings were 
arranged around i ts  edges and we were ready 
for our ‘picnic’, a modest snack which helped 
to  establish the nurturing atmosphere and 
lasted until Joseph was ready t o  begin more 
active playThis magic carpet was important, 
not only in giving us somewhere soft t o  s i t  and 
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lie, but in helping to  define the boundaries of our 
space2. Emotional safety here was established for 
Joseph, at least in part, through the predictability 
of the order of events and this shared control of 
his play environment. 

emotional safety would be shaken by the 
unexpected need, just over halfway through our 
work, t o  change the venue for our meetings. 
This was particularly troubling, given the 
generally acknowledged importance of 
consistency and dependability in play work. 
However, I had no option but t o  move t o  
another room close by which, though different 
in size, shape, lighting etc, was at least safe and 
available. I was concerned, however, that the 
room would be too different and that Joseph 

One might imagine, as I did, that this 
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would be unable to setde to a new environment 

adapt with barely a flicker! After a moment’s 
consideration of which wall would be best for 
which poster, in light of the door and window 
being ‘in the wrong place’, as he put it, our 
magic carpet was spread, our materials laid out 
and we were into our picnic as though we had 
never met anywhere else. It seemed that, for 
Joseph, the continuity in our routine and 
resources created a strong enough pattern to  
impose a psychological order on to  the physical 
change. Our familiar equipment and Joseph’s 
own established behaviour defined for him the 
boundaries of our safe space more decisively 
than the different walls or altered shape of the 
room. 

These experiences of working away from 
base taught me several things.When first faced 
with the difficulties which prevented Joseph and 
me from using my project’s playroom, it took 
some reflection for me to  see that neither of us 
needed the security of thot particular room: we 
could make that safe space somewhere else. 
Later, when we had to move, it emerged that 
not only could we create our special space 
outside the purpose-built playroom, but that 
we could carry that space with us to  some- 
where new. Joseph showed me that whilst 
physical environment may be an important 
factor in creating that ‘free and sheltered 
space” which is essential in play work. the 
emotional safe space,which develops with and 
through the relationship of the players, is the 
decisive factor. It is not always necessary to  be 
on ‘home ground‘ and, though initially perhaps 
more demanding, it can be liberating and 
inspirational t o  ‘play away’. Bc 
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To my relief and my surprise, he appeared to  
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Apply to the Education Administrator. 
Bristol Cancer Help Centre, Cornwallis 
Grove, Bristol BS8 4PG. U 01 17 980 952 
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