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By Laura Steckley
Within these new experiences, young people can experience themselves in a new way, one

that begins to weave together a personal story that includes competence, trustworthiness,

happiness and, probably most importantly, hope.

Introduction

This paper considers the potential therapeutic benefits of appropriate activity

programmes in secure accommodation. It goes on to offer some guidelines for the

implementation of activity programmes and then provides some resources that

might be used to develop a repertoire of activities.

Overview

Activities have long been an integral component of the therapeutic milieu. They

have been regarded on the one hand as time fillers, separate from therapeutic

processes and goals, and on the other as vehicles through which young people

interact with each other, with staff and with their environment in a manner that

promotes change and development. Activities have no rival in terms of encouraging

a sense of mastery and self-esteem, and can prevent the all-too-often adversarial

climate that can develop between staff and young people. Activities (particularly

sports) in residential settings can be important in helping young people develop selfdiscipline.

I also think that staff should try and encourage residents to pick up activities, try

and spend more time with them to stop them getting into bother and it will keep

them preoccupied and make them a lot happier in their placement. It would be a

chance to meet other people.

(female 15, Who Cares? Scotland, 2003, p. 68)

The challenges of sharing and co-operating, contributing to the team, persevering

when tired, and controlling (and appropriately channelling) aggressive impulses are

more demanding than some youth can manage, especially early in their placement.

Over time, the skilled use of activity planning and implementation within a safe and

supportive environment can help young people meet these challenges.

There can also be more subtle benefit from activities. As an adult attempts to guide

and advise a young person through an activity, the experience can reveal to the

young person, sometimes for the first time, the value of constraints that someone

else wants him to accept. While this might be a lengthy process, when it does occur

(and is reinforced by success), the value of self-discipline can be experienced by the

young person in a powerful manner. Over time, this realisation can transfer to other

areas of that young person’s attitude and behaviour.

Reflective Questions

• How are activities viewed in your unit?

• What purposes do you think they serve?

Care workers as ‘experience arrangers’

Phelan (2001) describes a model of activity planning that is based on the notion that

many of the people with whom we work are so stuck in a negative personal story

that they have little or no hope of being able to change. Their associated beliefs,

based upon past experiences, are reinforced time and again by what has often been

referred to as ‘self-fulfilling prophecy.’ This continually colours their view of the

future. With requisite safety and trust, care workers can provide activities that serve

to create a free place, where young people encounter an experience gap, a place

where they can be in the present moment with ‘minimal interference from these selfdefeating

messages, so that new experiences can happen and be acknowledged’

(p. 2).

Within these new experiences, young people can experience themselves in a new

way, one that begins to weave together a personal story that includes competence,

trustworthiness, happiness and, probably most importantly, hope. Communication

occurs through the senses and through the experience, rather than just through

words. Care workers must utilize skills of presence, relationship, doing with,

understand each young person and his or her personal story, and be aware of

activities as a strategy for change in order to be effective ‘experience arrangers.’

For activities successfully to create a free place in which young people can

encounter an experience gap, a degree of safety and trust must be present, the

level of challenge presented must be a manageable fit with how the young person

views himself, and there must be an ongoing process of supporting his fledgling

beliefs springing from the experience. Win/lose dynamics are unhelpful and

particularly hopeless or self-defeating young people are unlikely to benefit from

competition, especially if it is emotionally charged.

Reflective Questions

• Think of a young person who has recently participated well in an activity.

• How might he have experienced himself differently from his normal day to day

experience?

Resilience

A sense of competence or experience of mastery have long been considered

important in promoting positive development and, more recently, resilience. The

concept of enhancing and promoting resilience in young people who have

encountered adversity seems likely to be one of the most salient and enduring

themes in helping further our understanding and effectiveness in working in

residential child care (see chapter 3). Resilience has been defined by Gilligan

(1997) as:

..qualities which cushion a vulnerable child from the worst effects

of adversity…and which may help a child or young person to cope,

survive and even thrive in the face of great hurt and disadvantage.

(p. 12)

Gilligan points out that activities provide an avenue through which young people can

access supportive relationships. The divergence from more clinical approaches

(which involve talk), as well as the importance of relationship as a context within

which a young person can gain the most benefit from involvement in

hobbies/activities, resonates well with Phelan’s emphasis on communication

occurring through the senses and the experience, rather than through words.

Reflective Questions

• Think of a young person who is doing well in your unit.

• Does she respond favourably to intervention approaches that rely on talking?

• Has her involvement in any of the activities contributed to her development of

relationships with any of the staff?

• Think of a young person who is struggling to do well in your unit.

• Does he respond favourably to intervention approaches that rely on talking?

• How might your unit provide different opportunities for him to experience

mastery or improve his relationships with staff through an activity?

Promotion of prosocial values

Activities may also have a role in re-awakening or nurturing natural prosocial

tendencies in children (see paper 4.07). Trotter (1999) points to particular

behaviour exhibited by parents or carers associated with prosocial behaviour.

These include clear communication about rules, principles, and expected behaviour,

as well as messages about the inherent goodness of the child.

Trotter asserts that skilled use of prosocial modelling and reinforcement (a

component of his model) is shown in research to be effective, and in his own study,

was the most influential skill of the worker.

Activities can provide a context within which staff can identify, reward and model

prosocial comments and actions while challenging antisocial ones. Praise or

disapproval often carries greater weight when it is related to something of value to

the recipient, and a well planned and implemented programme of activities can be

an excellent avenue for prosocial work.

Reflective Questions

• Think of a recent activity that you facilitated.

• Which behaviours that the young people exhibited could be identified as

prosocial?

• Can you remember the praise that you gave, and how much of it was for

prosocial comments or actions?

• What behaviours did you model, and what do you think you communicated to

the young people through them?

Guidelines for therapeutic implementation of activities:

Be prepared

A lack of preparation, even something as simple as not having the

footballs pumped up, can contribute to an activity falling on its face

(sometimes even before it starts). Preparation not only involves

ensuring the necessary props, equipment or location is available

and in working order, but an assessment of the group and the

individuals involved in terms of their needs and capabilities

(emotional and physical). Part of being prepared will involve

ensuring that staff organising an activity have the expertise to do

so and that the activity falls within any policies an agency may

have on activities.

Be flexible

Be prepared to alter the plan if you assess the change will better

meet the needs of the participants. Also, be on the lookout for

opportunities for spontaneous games that satisfy an immediate

mood and do not require planning (but do not rely solely on this

approach to activity planning).

Be brave

Breaking out of the familiar to try new things can be difficult for

staff and young people. Creative activities, co-operative games

and other initiatives can provide opportunities of mastery for those
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young people not generally used to being good at something. Just

as important, these alternative activities can give young people a

chance to relate to each other and to staff in a different way. Noncompetitive

activities can often be more enjoyable and rewarding,

and are worth the effort of overcoming any initial fear or

resistance.

Be enthusiastic

Your own enthusiasm and sense of fun can be exceedingly

contagious. Young people almost invariably respond favourably to

someone who wants to be with them and conveys it.

Young people should experience a beginning, middle and end

Begin not only by reviewing the rules, but by negotiating fair

expectations for behaviour. Be clear and explicit. A discussion

about the purpose of the activity and some perspective work (e.g.,

this is not the Olympics, it’s okay to make mistakes, we’re here to

have some fun and learn how to work together) can set young

people up with a frame of mind more likely to yield a positive

experience.

The activity itself represents the middle, and many of the other

points give guidance to support successful delivery.

The end should be a review of what happened, how it went, and

should provide closure on the event. A discussion of what went

well, what they enjoyed, what they wish had been different, and

what they hope to do differently next time is an excellent way to

end an activity. The ending should also include role modelling on

your part and involvement on their part of good upkeep and

storage of any props or equipment.

Remember your role

Providing opportunities for young people to experience themselves

differently, enhancing their resilience and promoting prosocial

values through the use of activities’ requires a focus on the

process (rather than the outcome). Point out teamwork,

sportsmanship, creativity and perseverance (i.e. prosocial

comments and actions) more than the score or a final product.

Praise for a pass might carry more weight than praise for a goal.

Change the rules

Take a familiar activity and change it in order to serve an aim (e.g.,

co-operation, experiences of mastery). Three passes before a

goal can be scored might involve more players, or using a beach

ball instead of a volleyball can help more young people to

experience themselves as capable.

Do with

Participating with young people in activities will often encourage

their involvement, and can strengthen and deepen relationships. It

also provides you with an opportunity to model prosocial

behaviour.
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Manage your own competitiveness

Your own competitiveness can easily replace your focus on the

process and the aims of the activity. It is also more difficult to

model the behaviour we hope young people will adopt if we are in

the midst of our own competitive desires.

Stop while it’s still going well

This may be one of the most difficult guidelines to follow, because

when everyone is still having a good time (and showing signs of

positive development), it is hard to call things to an end. However,

letting things go too long will frequently lead to fatigue, conflicts

and behavioural breakdowns. In these instances, young people’s

memory of the activity can often be tainted by anger, shame or

guilt and the positive gains are overshadowed.

Have fun

On the one hand, use of activities for therapeutic intervention

should be taken seriously in terms of planning and attention to

process. Conversely, a light and humorous approach will more

likely yield positive results. Be playful, laugh, laugh at yourself and

delight in the fun.

Play together as staff

The opportunity to experience self and others differently should not

solely be extended to young people. Co-operative initiatives and

team building activities that have a component of play in them can

often be more powerful in helping teams to function effectively

than just meetings alone can. Individual members of staff may

become more effective at facilitating therapeutic activities after

experiencing organised, purposeful play.

Reflective Questions

• Think about an activity you might organise.

• What would you hope to accomplish through the use of this particular activity?

• What do I need to do and consider in preparing for it?

• How might a given activity benefit a particular young person(s) and what would

I need to do in order to get maximum mileage toward that aim?

Conclusion

This paper provides a brief outline of the many important facets of using activities in

our work with young people. It stresses the need for staff to use do this purposefully.

A binder containing a write-up/copy of those activities that have been used, along

with notes on necessary preparation, what went well and what might be done
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differently is exceedingly useful to have on hand in the unit. A section about

activities to try might also be included.

Training links

SVQ: Unit Z13 Enable clients to participate in recreation and leisure activities

(optional unit in the SVQ level 3 qualification Caring for children and young people).

Unit HSC 323 Contribute to child care practice in group living (specific optional unit

for the revised SVQ qualification Health and social care: children and young people

level 3).

Unit HSC 420 Promote leisure opportunities and activities for individuals (generic

optional unit in the revised SVQ level 4 qualification Health and social care: children

and young people level 4).

HNC in Social Care: HN unit Supporting and managing provision in secure care

settings: outcome one (optional unit).

Resources

Teamwork and Teamplay: A Guide to Cooperative, Challenge, and Adventure

Activities That Build Confidence, Cooperation, Teamwork, Creativity, Trust,

Decision Making, Conflict Resolution, Resource Management,

Communication, Effective Feedback, and Problem Solving Skills.

James Hallie Cain, Jim Cain, Barry Jolliff

1998

This book is filled with ideas, activities and information as well as an extensive

bibliography of other books on group games. There is also a well illustrated chapter

on making your own equipment. The writing style is easy to follow with graphics

and photographs that enhance understanding. It has been referred to as one of the

most comprehensive manuals of its kind.

Silver Bullets: A Guide to Initiative Problems, Adventure Games, Stunts and

Trust Activities

Karl Rohnke

1984

This book is an excellent source of creative and fun games that involve trust,

reasoning, initiative thinking and problem solving skills. The author, Karl Rohnke,

has written several games books, and while they are somewhat dated, they are still

relevant and worth pursuing.

The Cooperative Sports and Games Book: Challenge Without Competition

Terry Orlick

1989

This book is a follow up to The Cooperative Sports and Games Book, and provides

directions for more than one hundred new games based on cooperation rather than

competition. These include indoor and outdoor games, games for special-education

classes, and games for children and adults.

104 Activities That Build: Self-Esteem, Teamwork, Communication, Anger

Management, Self-Discovery, and Coping Skills

Alanna Jones

1998

This book contains 104 games and activities for therapists, counsellors, teachers

and group leaders that teach anger management, coping skills, self-discovery,

teamwork, self-esteem and communication skills. Every game works as a unique

tool to modify behaviour, build relationships, start discussions and address issues.

Each activity is simple to follow, requires minimal resources, includes helpful

discussion questions and is designed to be interactive and fun.
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