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Introduction

Can the use of our bodies and movement reflect what
goes on inside and how we relate to people and the
world around us?

Can movement and sensory experience become a two
way street of relating with young people with autism?

Dance Movement Psychotherapy is about creating a
safe place for emotional expression, promoting body
and self-awareness and social interaction exploring
movement, dance, body image, space, props and play.

What is Dance Movement
Psychotherapy?

Movement is always relational. Movement is ‘the unique
universal language’ and the first way of communication
between the mother and the infant in the womb.

Dance Movement Psychotherapy is a form of
psychotherapy and one of the creative art therapies
that recognises body movement as an inherent
medium of communication, expression, integration and
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change. One of the basic principles of Dance Movement
Psychotherapy is the existence of body—-mind interaction:
change in bodily behaviour influences the total body-mind
function.

Dance Movement Psychotherapy sessions are non-
directive, client-centred and focus on the relational
process and the non-verbal dialogue between a young
person and therapist. It looks at the symbolic meaning of
movement, dance, play, facial expression, improvisation
and creative movement. This can help individuals in a less
‘'scary’ and a more indirect way to gradually understand,
reflect, cope and address their feelings, thoughts,
behaviours and unconscious world. The use of props not
only provides the young people with a physical connection
without direct contact but also an alternative way of
projecting their unconscious ‘hidden’ feelings and thoughts
onto something external.

Dance Movement Psychotherapy works with individuals,
small and large groups, couples, families and
organisational teams. It is delivered in a range of settings
including education, social care and mental health
services.

For the purpose of this article, Dance Movement
Psychotherapy is described within our specialist school for




young people on the autistic spectrum.

Structure of 3 one to one session with a
young person with autism

CHECK IN: This is the time for an individual to arrive

in the therapy room both verbally or non-verbally,
depending on the needs of the young person. For
example, a non-verbal individual might sit directly in one
corner of the room perhaps to offer a sense of safety.
The therapist notices how they arrive and what they say
and do.

WARM UP: This is the time for bringing the young
person to the ‘here and now’ and in relation to the
therapist and space. For example, the therapist might sit
next to the young person in the corner and lead a warm
up based on side by side movements and sensing our
backs against the wall. This can further encourage the
individual's sense of containment, safety, support and
grounding.

MAIN PROCESS: This will be developed regarding the
young person’s needs through movement, dance, play
and the use of space and props. For example, a simple
pushing pattern can lead to a reaching exercise, this
can result in reaching towards the therapist, eye contact
and a duet improvisation, non-verbal dialogue and
exploration of the space.

ENDING: This is the time for bringing the session to a
close and includes reflecting back on what has taken
place verbally and non-verbally. It allows young people
to think about their experience in the session and

get ready to make a shift back to the classroom. For
example, the therapist acknowledges the ending both
physically and verbally and may offer the young person
3 time to describe their thoughts and feelings in drawing
or writing that they can actually see. These drawings
and writings are kept by the therapist and are used

in each session, so the young people can see a story
developing over time.

An illustrative case study of Dance
Movement Psychotherapy with a young
person with autism

sally* (name changed for confidentiality).

This case study will describe Dance Movement
Psychotherapy sessions with Sally. The work took
place over six months exploring the theme of personal
and interpersonal space in movement and echoed in
reflective drawing.
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Reflection

The change in Sally unfolded within the therapy
gradually, with the therapist attuning to her
sometimes tiny but ‘unique cues’ in movement.

Her non-verbal cues revealed her own unique

way of communicating. By following and valuing
her movement and sensory cues, powerful
developments occurred. The sense of being
understood through her own movement language
was ‘the key - entry point’ for her Dance Movement
Psychotherapy journey.

The closer she became emotionally to the therapist
in the sessions, the greater physical distance Sally
could explore in the room, allowing her to feel a
greater sense of space and independence from

the therapist. According to her teacher, this led

to changes in her social relationships outside the
therapy room. It seemed that Sally managed to
internalise the trust that had been built and was
able to feel and hold emotional connection whilst
maintaining her personal space.

The unique value of Dance Movement
Psychotherapy for young people with
autism

The element that makes Dance Movement
Psychotherapy unique for young people with autism
is the fact that we can meet their own emotional
and developmental needs, by attuning to their
individual movement and sensory experience. This is
extremely important due to the complexity of needs
in young people on the autistic spectrum given that
no ‘one shoe’ fits for everybody.

Thus, the main goal of a3 Dance Movement
Psychotherapist is to build the therapeutic
relationship through attuning kinesthetically.

Similar to the mother—infant bodily intersubjective
experience, the therapist’s attunement to the young
person’s needs result in a two way street of relating.
Eventually, this ‘dancing relationship’ can lead to
potential new patterns of relating that can be helpful
to the individuals daily relational patterns.
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Spread the word...

If you found this help sheet useful please feel free to share
it with anyone who you feel may benefit.

The complete series of help sheets can be found on our
website www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources

For further information about our schools and homes throughout England and Wales for children and adults with autism, complex needs
and learning disabilities call: 08442 487187 | email: info@optionsautism.co.uk | website: www.optionsautism.co.uk
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