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Counselling for children is a service that is now being recognised in our society as valuable for helping both parents and children.  

Our schools are recognising counselling, our government is supportive of the service and it is widely becoming more of a choice for parents who are seeking help with their children.
When children are acting intolerably or are showing signs of distress or are going through challenging times, counselling can support both the parents who are struggling to manage at home, as well as the child.

What Issues Counselling Can Help With

How does a parent know when to bring their child for counselling?

The most common issues we see parents and children struggling with are:

· victims of school bullying

· grief from family separation and death

· sleeping difficulties 

· intolerable anger and non-compliance

· self-esteem and confidence issues

· traumatic experiences (either witnessing or experiencing)

· family and step-family relationships

· depression and anxiety

· adolescent transition

HOW TO RECOGNISE THE SYMPTOMS

Some of the symptoms that indicate there is a problem for your child are not always obvious but typically parents need to watch for behaviour that is out of character.  It can be easier to miss the child who is becoming withdrawn or depressed simply because they are quiet. Developmentally adolescents need to find more independence from the family and so talking with parents can be something they resist. By offering counselling the parent can be respectful of their child’s need for more independence as well as helping them through what is often a lonely and confusing time.

Young children who are traumatised or having trouble coping can exhibit many different symptoms but most commonly will become non-compliant; have anger outbursts; reduce efforts at school work;  or show changes in their usual way of behaving. 
WHATS HAPPENING FOR THE CHILDREN
Because children and adolescents can have limited capacity for identifying what is happening for them they hold a lot of their problems inside instead of communicating them to adults or even to other friends.  Whether children are too frightened to reveal their problems, or they are not consciously aware of what is bothering them, they feel bottled up with these feelings and have difficulty communicating and releasing their emotions. Parents might ask their children what the problem is, and the answer will be often be ‘nothing’ or ‘I don’t know’. Professional counselling can help children and families to decode these feelings and promote communication and a more harmonious family.

At Home and Family Counselling we have a team of professional Ccounselling Specialists who work with a wide variety of popular play and expressive therapies as part of their counselling and psychotherapy.

“Over the last 20 years play therapy and expressive therapies have spread throughout the world as the foremost medium of psychosocial healing for children and adolescents.”  (Lou Ayrnard, PhD. Professor of Psychology; MD USA)

The Expressive Therapy methods we find particularly valuable in our work with children are storytelling techniques and play and art therapy. 

As counsellors we see the child’s behaviour as symptoms which are external manifestations of internal disturbances.  Through our play and expressive therapy techniques we can help explore these symptoms that often cannot be reached by conscious efforts. The symptoms become manifestations of an untold story and part of our task is to facilitate the unfolding of the child’s story. 

One of the ways we allow this to unfold is through the use of metaphorical drawing and storytelling. 
Some adolescents and young children can find talking about their problems very difficult and the more creative ways of relating with the counsellor can make it easier for them to open up.

The storytelling emerges from the child’s circumstances and we invite the child to use characters such as animals or archetypal creatures as metaphors.  They relate easily to the needs of the magical creatures finding solutions for situations that have presented them with problems and fears in the real world.

Through this gentle and fun approach of metaphor, more release and understanding is possible than what can be achieved just by talking, because simple dialogue techniques often do not fit the child’s limited thinking and language abilities.  
Another method of counselling we use is play therapy. In play therapy children use pretend-fantasy toys to explore different roles and relationships, express feelings, experiment with alternative behaviour and act out situations they observe in real life. 

Through play therapy the children deal with their issues using the toys to externalise their internal world.   They are encouraged to use creative-thinking; role play and to develop a relationship with the counsellor that will improve their self esteem and confidence. 

HOW PARENTS CAN SUPPORT COUNSELLING FOR THEIR CHILD
The relationship the child develops with the counsellor and the benefits of the counselling are only part of the healing possible for the child. 

Parents are encouraged to be part of the child’s healing process when their child is having counselling. While the confidentiality of the child is of paramount importance, and for the most part the children are seen on their own in the counselling room, the parents do play an important role. 

Parents can support their child’s counselling by letting the child develop a positive relationship with their counsellor and be seen to recognise its value by upholding any changes the child is seeking to make. 

A parent can support their child by trusting in the counselling and giving the child space to talk to them about what happens in the room only if they volunteer the information.

Parents can find it very challenging to let this happen especially if they are worried about what has been happening for their child.  

With respect for this being such a challenge for parents, we endeavor to keep the parents in the loop while at the same time respecting the confidentiality of the child.  

At the onset of each case I will see the parent/s involved and begin developing a relationship with them that I hope will serve the child through the counselling process. I may also see parents for a few minutes before or after the session to check in with progress or discuss situations relating to the child.  

For older children and adolescents, I will often encourage them to write letters to their parents letting them know how counselling is being effective, or invite parents to come to a catch-up session.

We strive for there to be open and free communication between all parties involved in the child’s counselling process.
CONCLUSION
Thankfully not every child needs counselling but for those who do it is most often an enjoyable experience. Our children’s room provides a wide variety of fun things to do with plenty of opportunity for exploration and possibilities for interaction between us and the children, and we foster an environment where the needs of the child are foremost to promote healing.

