
The authors propose that offering play therapy to children in residential foster care provides a rare connection to self 

and peers.  Within this population, the normal progression of bonding and attachment in childhood is interrupted. 

Foster children in residential care have all experienced the trauma of removal from their biological family, home of 

origin, culture, pets, siblings, friends and schools, in addition to neglect or abuse.  Due to the vulnerability of their 

young age and interrupted developmental cycle, they often present with lowered perception abilities and aggressive 

or isolating tendencies.  Therapists developed 4 week therapeutic groups utilizing a variety of age-appropriate play in-

terventions that targeted resiliency building techniques.  Through the language of play, foster children were able to 

normalize their responses to past traumatic experiences.  For some children, this led to resolution of grief, increased 

awareness of safety and boundaries, as well as mentoring/leadership behavior.  As the sense of belonging increased 

within the group, play therapy themes became more fluent allowing each child to find their own voice. This progres-

sion of therapeutic relationship allowed the children to advance in individual therapy and further heal from past trau-

mas. Pre/post assessments from the children are provided to demonstrate findings of group efficacy.  Observations 

from caregivers and staff involved in the children's lives demonstrate the healing impact of play therapy. 
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Research from Dillman et al. (2019) found that children’s therapy groups utilizing play therapy techniques provided the opportunity for self expres-

sion and learning from shared experience with others. The play therapy themes used in these groups are empirically supported and are paramount 

to the holistic development of the children (Lin & Bratton, 2015). In the lives of foster children, the source of trauma is most often caused by inter-

generational trauma of their biological caregivers; as a result, they often present with disrupted attachment styles and lost trust.  In order to combat 

the resulting trauma, play therapy group interventions serve to heal interpersonal insecurities, trust issues and difficulties in relationships (Green & 

Myrick, 2014).                              References 
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Theory & Research 

 

“MY PUPPET REMEMBERS BEING VERY HUNGRY AND ALONE. HE DIDN’T WANT TO BE 

HERE TODAY. BUT NOW HE FEELS LIKE HE ISN’T ALONE.” 

This study features a child who experienced severe neglect before coming into foster 

care and was unable to verbalize his emotional response to the trauma, choosing to hit, 

bite, or run away.  For over a year, he avoided therapy, and literally ran out the door 

when the therapist arrived.  After 3 sessions of play therapy in group, he took a puppet 

and was able to communicate his feelings of fear, isolation, mistrust and anger.  This was 

met with empathy and a shared sense of experience from the entire group of children, 

widening the window of tolerance and promoting self-regulation. 

Client Case Study 

Therapist Observations 
Trauma is an attack on identity, a shaming voice that says “you don’t belong.”  

For this study, therapists recommended a group of children at a residential foster home who were so dysregulated in individual therapy that they needed to bond with 

other victims of trauma to increase their window of tolerance.  Therapists observed a marked increase in coping ability as the children were able to co-regulate through 

play therapy interventions.  While in the first session several children attempted to leave multiple times and refused to compromise with others, by the last session the 

group honored each other’s stories and gained a sense of community.  

“Changes occur when you are with other people.”  

Four Week Progression 




