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Using Play to Support Children’s Expression
and Social-Emotional Learning

Christian Bellissimo, MSW, LCSW, RPT, LLC
www.christianbellissimo.com
www.playtegrowprogram.com

Why Play?

Most natural means for expression
and social-emotional learning

Skills acquired through natural,
unscripted interactions

Rapport and Relationship




“The most important interactions
happen through play. Building strong

tions are the foundati

neural
 for all future learning, behavior,
1 and health.”

‘www.developingehild Harvard.edu
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One in four children
witness or experience
trauma before the age

of 4, and more than

two-thirds by 16.

National Education. Association, 207
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Adversity is
Common

Impact of COVID
on Children

! multiple losses !
1 I

| frequent and unexpected |
! changes in routine i

(L £ |

| and learning through plo
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Challenges for
Parents in the Age
of COVID

Loss of structure in the household

Frequent changes in routine

Balancing work responsibilities
while facilitating children's
learning

Job loss and financial stress

Social isolation

“Suffering in silence”
Coronavirus is a major
challenge to NJ’s child

protection system. 4

Northjersey.com 4/21/20
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DEVELOPMENT DIP

Attachment and Self-Regulation




Language

Speech and ~ | ‘

{f
)
Wi
b

~ry Fine
G Motor
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Social Skills

Learning and Cognition




Exposure
Relationships
Predictability

Structure
Sense of control

Play

Bruce Perry, MD
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Agenda

Part I: Using Play to Support Children’s
Expression and Social-Emotional Learning

Part I1: Set Limits Through Play

Part lll: Support Self-Regulation
Through Play
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2. Child is unconditionally accepted
3. Create a permissive atmosphere
4. Feelings and expressions are reflected back to the child
5. Child has ability to problem solve and make choices

| 6. child leads, the adult follows

7. Child determines the pace

8. Limits are to preserve safety and responsibility

T—
Choices

Name Feelings

5/8/2023
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Infant brains often “led”
the adult brain,
suggesting they may be

guiding them towards
the next thing they're
going to focus on, such
as a toy.
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The Power of Child-Led Play
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Behavior and

Attunement

|
|
"The ability to 1
recognize, |
understand, |
and engage |
with another's |
emotional state."|

How To Become Attuned

Physical

Body
Language

Describing
Play
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At child's
level, monitor
distance

Connection

and
Safety

Boundaries

Describe

play while
avoiding
questions

Speech
and
Language
Modeling
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Beginning Middle End

Benefits of
Describing
Play

Attention Span
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Benefits of
Describing
Play

Relationships!
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C/D: Observe

Rotate every minute until
everyone has practiced S

=t

Describe child's actions while
engaged in daily routines
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Empowers by
showing interest
in what they
think, feel, believe

Encourages
independence
and curiosity for
learning

When invited to play,
seek the child's
direction!
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Name the child's
feelings by reading:

Facial Expressions
Body Language

Feelings Vocabulary

Co-Regulation

Experienced in Body
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Co-Regulation:
The origin of Self-Regulation

puzzled "Frustrated" pained
annoyed distressed

i , troubled
irked Wi agitated
peeved — - ‘ challenged

o~ —

discouraged perturbed upset disappointed
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How to Teach about
INTENSITY a

\
"Your anger is really big." / \/ i ~s( J

"Let's make it smaller." —ﬁ I, 3

feelings are experienced in the body
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Describe how the
child’s behavior

influences
the toy
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“Doll play
activated parts
of the brain
associated with
empathy and
social skills.”

Exploring the Benefits of Doll Play Through Neuroscience

(2020) Hashmi, Price & Gerson. Frontiers of Human Neuroscience
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Describe play,
frame actions
as a choice or
decision, avoid
questions

Attunement

5/8/2023

Empowering

Speech and
anguage

mogeling

Extends play
Agency / locus

of control
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Through play,
skills are internalized!
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How to Generalize:
Give Choices throughout the day
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"Relationships are the

agent of change, and
the most powerful
therapy is human
love."

Bruce Perry, MD

To the world you may be one person,
but to one person you may be the world.
—Dr. Seuss

" behavior as a choice /decision

C/D: Observe

Rotate every minute until
everyone has practiced
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Part lI: Setting Limits Through Play

Christian Bellissimo, MSW, LCSW, RPT, LLC
www.christianbellissimo.com

www.playtogrowprogram.com

- >

What is the most

common challenging
gabehaviordnyour

=S Sl P e i o aaol

gclassroor

g ——
_\

Why many
challenging

behaviors
are normal
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Christian -
Classroom »

Supports Coping Skills
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Use a
Visual Timer

Today's Schedule

R R g g

7 “@E.B
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Use Frequent
Descriptive Praise

1. Describe behavior

"You asked for a turn!"

2. Acknowledge effort

"You are trying so hard
to wait!"

Feelings Vocabulary

Co-Regulation

|
N o
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Describe Play and Frame
as a Choice or Decision

How?

Describe play,
frame actions
as a choice or
decision, avoid
questions

Why?
Attunement
Empowering
Speech and

anguage

mogeling
Extends play

Agency / locus
of control

Frame Play as a Choice and Generalize:
Give Choices throughout the day

..................

Adversity,
Control, and
Challenging

Behavior

..................

5/8/2023
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LinC hristian gy mysc

Identify child’s intent
or describe behavior

“For our physiology to

calm down, heal, and

grow, children need a
feeling of safety.

No doctor can write a
prescription for love.”

Bessel VanDer Kolk, MD
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What behuvinc:trra Limit Setting?
Aggression

Potential
Danger
==

New Xk ,g T‘g‘
skills , \
Set the Limit  Praise or Enforce

ed.). Routledge/Taylor & Frai
“Ifyou chosse ta hit Consequence. ) ek

instead.” o'l need 10 leave urnt* or "You chose ta
theplayarea” it your friend again,
50 yau need o choase:
another play area.”
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The Axt of the
Rela(ionship

CER2,

Garry L. Landreth
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It's not personal!

Limit Setting Tip

Be Consistent
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Limit Setting Tip
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Natural
Consequences:
Toy/Activity

Time Limited:
AM/PM
Current Day

5/8/2023
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TLove Yo Chrisi o
T

Build the Relationship!
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Part lll: Supporting Self-Regulation
Through Play

Christian Bellissimo, MSW, LCSW, RPT, LLC
www.christianbellissimo.com
www.playtogrowprogram.com

5/8/2023

56



Self-Regulation: What is it?

Impulse Control

Frustration Tolerance Delayed Gratification

Self-regulation in preschool
is a predictor of later
academic success

5/8/2023
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Self-Regulation: Let’s Practice!

In the following slides,
name the color of the word
as fast as you can!
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Blue

Red

Purple
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Round Two!

In the following slides,
name the color of the word
as fast as you can!

Orange

5/8/2023
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Blue

Purple

62



5/8/2023

Yellow

Self-Regulation: How does it develop?

63



Adulthood Self-Regulation: How does it develop?

Self-Regulation
Plannin

Problem So?ving

Consequences

Impulsivity
Inattention
Frustration
Delayed
Gratification

Childhood

Executive Function: What does it look like?

5/8/2023
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Executive Function: What does it look like?

Executive Function:
What does it look like?
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Early
Adversity

5/8/2023
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Strategies
That
Support
Self-Regulation

5/8/2023
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Assess the child's
Self-Regulation

When confronted with
a challenging task:

* Persevere?

* Give up easily?

* Ask for help?

* Avoid the task?

* Rely on others?

* Easily frustrated?

* Tantrum?

Challenging task
is self-initiated

Supporting child
in regulated state

Supporting skills
for learning

Ensure success

Through attunement,
respond in a manner that
ensures success with the
least amount of support

Supports the development
of self-regulation, self-
confidence, independence

5/8/2023
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Supporting Self-Regulation through Challenging Tasks:
Procedure

Allow the Child to Struggle

Y
Why is it important? :

Opportunity for growth

How do you do it?

Through attunement, notice
when the child is challenged
by a task and react in

response to the child v

5/8/2023
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Describe / ‘ Fosters
play while { Attunement

avoiding 5y
questions : Extends play

Speech
and
Language
Modeling

71
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Attunement

Focus on the child’s
non-verbal cues

Acknowledge the Child's Effort

Why is it important?

Fosters resilience

Reinforces the importance
of effort

How do you do it?

Verbally acknowledge the
child's effort:
"You're trying so hard!"

72
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Suppo\rting §e|f,—Reg’u_I5fi'o
rﬁ;‘é Tes
el

At child's
level, monitor
distance

Attachment
and
Connection

Boundaries
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Why is it important? Help Just Enough
builds frustration tolerance ~ -
and impulse control

keeps child committed to the
task without giving up or
getting overwhelmed

How do you do it?
provide just enough support

can be physical or verbal

ensure success

5/8/2023
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Reinforces the child's effort

Empowers the child to
attempt challenging tasks
in the future

Describe the task the child
completed with enthusiasm
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: Y
C/D: Observe
Rotate every two minutes

until everyone has practiced

Encourage child to attempt
challenging tasks (self-help skills)
Support just enough
to ensure success

5/8/2023
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Through natural, organic, unscripted interactions...

skills are internalized...
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Michael

Just a quick note to let you know
that Michael ended his school year
afew days ago and racked up on
awards and medals. He started at
anew school this year and applied
and was accepted into their
leadership program. Part of the
application was to let them know
who if anyone had an impact in his
life. He told his story and let the
panel know that you and his
running coach were two people
‘who made him realize he could do
anything he put his mind to. So
thank you for doing what you do.
He's still a quiet kid but has
learned to move mountains.

5/8/2023
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