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Play and creative action are the most natural means for children to find their own voice and express themselves.  Children are inherently spontaneous and creative beings.  Trauma, such as occurs in cases of domestic violence, can stifle or subdue a child’s innate spontaneity and creativity.  When given a supportive, safe space, children’s ability to play and create can be nurtured so that it grows.  Through creative experiences, a child can express his or her inner world in a way that is natural and non-threatening.  The child can replay aspects of traumatic events, while retaining a sense of control and distance that is afforded by the creative experiences, the music and play materials, and the use of metaphor within those experiences.  In a predictable, supportive, trusting relationship and environment, a child can learn to develop his or her inner creative resources in order to heal from past trauma, to cope with current life stressors, to gain a more positive sense of self and to develop healthier relationship patterns for the future.

Children who have experienced domestic violence in their homes display a range of emotions, behaviors, and unhealthy coping skills that have developed in response to the fearful and controlling environment in which they have been living.  These emotions, behaviors and coping skills stem from one or more of the following core hurts.  Through participation in creative arts therapies within the PALS program, children are given regular opportunities to experience their core value.  Core value is present in all humans at birth.  It forms the foundation of personal security, well being, self esteem, competence, creativity and power.  Core Value is an emotional awareness that no problem, behavior, or event can reduce your value as a person.  It is a deep feeling that you’re okay, even if certain behavior may need to change.  It is the deepest feeling of self that no one can take away or deny.
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· What is the PALS Program?  

PALS is an acronym for Peace: A Learned Solution.  The PALS Program was started in 1998 at Catholic Charities’ Providence House in Burlington County.  It was created in response to a 1997 DYFS Request for Proposals for specialized treatment for children exposed to domestic violence and their non-offending parents.  It is a program that utilizes creative arts therapy in both group and individual settings for children between the ages of three and twelve.  The philosophy of the PALS Program is that both violence and peaceful problem solving are learned experiences, thus children who have witnessed violence in the home can learn to develop healthy, positive coping strategies and to create peaceful solutions when exposed to therapy in both individual and peer settings.  

· What is creative arts therapy?

Creative arts therapy is the intentional use of art, music, drama or movement within a therapeutic relationship to facilitate growth and healing.  Rather than only talking, life’s challenges are explored through means such as painting and sculpture, puppets and storytelling, drumming and song writing, dancing and breathing deeply.  Through engagement in creative processes, children and adults can experience reduced anxiety, can move toward a state of increased spontaneity in facing life challenges, can improve their ability to regulate and express emotions, can develop healthier patterns of thinking and can form healthier relationships with others and within themselves.

· Why do we use creative arts therapy with the children in PALS instead of more traditional talk therapy?

Creative exploration and active play come more naturally to children than sitting still and talking with a therapist.  The act of creating something together helps to build trust that is needed for a child to open up about the challenges they face and the hurts they have experienced.  The art, the music, the story, the dance becomes a safe container for the child to express what he or she has been holding inside.  The use of metaphor helps to build bridges of self-awareness and emotional healing.  Through creative expression in a safe and supportive environment, children have the opportunity to re-experience, reframe and transform the painful experiences they have been through.
· What is family therapy?

In the family therapy setting, the therapist uses each of the relationships within the family to promote change.  The parents are empowered to maintain their roles as parents in the family and to set appropriate and safe limits and boundaries for their children’s behavior.
· What is Parents’ Group?

This is a weekly group for parents in our program.  It is intended to educate and empower parents as they struggle with the issues of raising children recovering from trauma due to domestic violence.  A number of Parents’ Groups are offered throughout the year and incorporate psycho-educational as well as creative arts modalities.  
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PALS is a program designed to help children heal through the use of Creative Art Therapies.  Our mission is to provide children with the opportunity to grow, learn and succeed through the use of creative expression.  Our goal is to support families through the process of change and growth so that they may achieve the benefits of a more healthy and loving environment.  

Program Overview

The PALS program is designed to help children who have witnessed and/or experienced domestic violence in their home.  Through the use of Creative Art Therapies (such as music therapy, art therapy and drama therapy), children are provided with a safe place where self-expression is encouraged and nurtured.  PALS provides intervention services to three through twelve-year-old children who may experience depression, anxiety, aggression, self-esteem deficits, and impaired school performance resulting from exposure to violence and/or abuse in the home.   

Program Participation

· Children must be between the ages of three and twelve years of age.  
· Children are expected to attend the PALS program weekly for one year.  

· Parents will be offered case management services, parenting groups, and family therapy.  

· PALS will offer assistance in arranging day care, after school programs and/or day camp to active program participants when needed.

· Transportation will be available to and from the PALS program site on a case-by-case basis.  Compensation for gas consumption is also available for those in need. 

Goals

· To reduce the impact of domestic violence on children and improve child and family functioning.
· To promote a safe, nurturing environment for children, using a multi-modal therapeutic approach.  

· To support families in building stronger, more supportive parent and child relationships. 

Objectives

· To improve emotional, cognitive, and behavioral functioning, including life satisfaction, anxiety, aggression and depression.  

· To increase coping skills, communication, and build self-esteem.

· To improve school performance, peer relationships, and social skills for all children. 

· To provide parents with the opportunity to express frustrations about stressful and difficult parenting situations, and to learn new parenting skills/interventions.  

The PALS Program is held at 47 East Main St. in Flemington, NJ.  All services are free and confidential.  For more information, please contact the SAFE in Hunterdon main office at (908) 788-7666, or contact the Director of Children’s Services directly at (908) 788-7666 extension 229.  
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