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<Abstract>

This study is based on the group sandplay therapy that we provided to Burmese Chin children living in Malaysia
as cthnic and religious refugees and our analysis of the themes in the children’s sandboxes using an art-based
research method. All the participants were Burmese Chin refugee children aged 10 to 13 years old, attending an
international refugee school in Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia. Participation was voluntary, with written
consent from legal guardians. The sample chosen for the study comprised 12 children, with six males in one
group and six females in the other group. Altogether, the children took part in five sandplay sessions, which
lasted 120 minutes each. During these sessions, all the participants expressed individual the sandtray and then
gathered to share and talk about the scenes they had made in the sand. After each session, it construed the
children’s sand scenes, imaginative stories and symbolic image from an analytical psychology perspective
and categorized the contents by common themes. As a result, six themes emerged: homes taken away,
abandoned children, bystanders, safety bases, and liberation/resettlement. Through the sandplay therapy, the
refugee children could express their trauma in a safe, supportive environment. Sandplay provided these children

with an opportunity to identify their trauma, independently overcome that trauma, and grow.

Key words : Myanmar refugee children, group sandplay therapy, Art Based Research (ABR)
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need for growth while it is safe and they can get the care they need there. Like a baby that
feels safe while being with their parents after being tired or anxious and then continue to
explore the surroundings before it comes back again as they grow, the refugee children started
to form a ‘safety base’ in their minds, which is a safe place and a place where they can
recover and grow, to seek safety and stability in their uncertain situations. The researchers felt
that, in a safe relationship with the children, their sense of loss and being abandoned was
purified. Also, the researchers were assured that the children had the capabilities and resources

to protect themselves.

Child B, session 3 picture of Child G

Child C, session 2 Child a, session 2

“The volcano erupted here, so the house is on fire. The fireman saved the baby and is putting
the baby inside {the incubator}. He saved the bay. Outside, doctors and nurses are waiting to treat
the injured baby.” (Child B, session 3) “The whole family came together and is having a party.
There’s plenty to eat. Here are my grandmother, grandfather, mother, father, me and my younger
siblings. We also raise livestock.” (Child ¢, session 4) “This place is under construction to build

something new. (What is being built?) Umm - They’re building a swimming pool. So that’s why
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they’re bringing sand. But someone here is trying to commit suicide. His wife saw that and gor
shocked. Fortunately, people called 911 and the ambulances and fire trucks arrived. Now, he can
be saved.” (Child C, Session 2) “.. this is as strong as the house of the youngest pig in the
story of three pig brothers.” (Child G, explaining the picture)

5. Liberation/Resettlement

Liberation means being free of oppression or binds. Refugee children created sand pictures and
told stories in which they escaped from oppression by the government of Myanmar to seek
freedom or their frozen emotions being liberated. Most of the Chins who fled to Malaysia and
settled in the country did not receive refugee status. Receiving refugee status in Malaysia is
fairly difficult. In other words, they are living in an unstable condition without official status in
Malaysia, and therefore their sand pictures reflect their desire to live in a place where they have
a clear status and can play their due role.

Boy participants expressed their desire to move to a new and bigger place, somewhere that is
not as unstable as where they live now. In sandplay, such wish was represented through the
play of migrating to a different country by riding on an airplane or the creation of a new
village. Girl participants talked about living a life of independence in the forest. Their
sandpictures told stories of these gitls becoming independent and with their close friends, either
living alone or together, and having enough livestock and trees to be self-sufficient. One girl
mentioned that the house is surrounded by trees deep in the forest, and that not anyone can
enter. The house provides safety and refuge, separates inside from outside, and is also a symbol
of the ego, the subject of the consciousness related to feelings, judgments, and awareness in
reality (Bradway, 2001). The ego assumes the necessary attitude and function to adapt or cope
with the external world. In a safe environment of self-sufficiency, children protect and take care
of themselves, deal with emotions and memories related to their traumatic experiences, abandon
their old selves, and move towards a new life.

The boys created sandpictures of the most enjoyable experience they had in Malaysia. They
talked about the past school trip to the zoo and also about their future and what they ought
to do at present. Girls mentioned how they prayed with their school friends and engaged in

school social club activities, and expressed their wish to continue those activities.
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Fences were a common figure in the sandpicture of both boys and girls. The fence symbolizes
the protection of internal space from external space and the control over it (Cooper, 1978). The
fence in the sandpictures of this study imply that these children are trying to solidify and
control their inner world which is full of anxiety and fear related to their traumatic experiences.
Animals and plants placed inside the fence and people outside of it show improved ability to
control the instinct energy. The growth of the ego function in the children helps them adapt to
new settlements and guides them to return to a normal life.

Also, a sense of freedom could be felt in the imaginative stories of refugee children. They
showed signs of the recovery of their self-autonomy, featuring airplanes or vehicles that could
take them anywhere they wanted or ‘my dream house.” The sense of self-autonomy and
independence being restored means they are in control of their fate. They are not overwhelmed

by their trauma, as they experienced self-control through sandplay therapies.

Child F, session 4 Child |, session 3

/3

(el

Picture of Child F Child e, session 4
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“We once went to a zoo together at school, and it was so much fun. 1 want to go there again.
The people here are all watching the animals. You can go anywhbere you want in this Zoo. Anyone
can see an animal if they want to.” (Child D, session 4) “They’re friends on a vacation, and
they’re taking pictures and looking around.( You can feed animals ar the lake. They do what they
want 1o do.” (Child e, session 4) “Everyome is praying on Sunday. I wish we’d go to school every
day. Here is the pastor. Things we want to dp... things that we want ... I think we can do
them here. Here is the pastor, and everyone is here to pray and join a service.” (Child b, session
5) “They’re all lined up to ger on a plane headed to the US. There are many airplanes that can
go to the US. I want to go to the US, too.” (Child F, session 4) “She’s living here with her
little sister, just the two of them. Not anyone can come in here. This place is deep inside the
Jorest. 1 like this place, because it’s quiet.” (Child f, session 3) “There’s construction going on
bere. They’re digging sand and cutting trees to make a new village.” (Child C, session 4) “It’s
my house. There are fences and cars. If you have a car, you can go amywbere you want.” (Child

F, explaining the picture)

IV. CONCLUSION

This study, which was about the process of group psychological therapy of the Chin refugee
children from Myanmar currently living in Malaysia, involved approaches such as group sandplay
sessions, creating imaginative stories, and drawing pictures. The findings of this study are not
limited to subjective interpretations by the researchers-participants. They include the expressions
regarding the understanding of the meanings and creation process of the children. The five
repeating themes appearing in the sessions of sandplay therapy provided to the Burmese refugee
children were lost homes, abandoned children, bystanders, safe bases, liberation, and resettlement.
The implications of this study were as follows;

First. existing refugee studies are mostly quantitative studies and qualitative case studies
related to their mental health (Fazel & Stein, 2002; Akthar & Lovell, 2019). But through ABR,
this study was able to gain a deep understanding of the experiences that refugee children went
through in the process of becoming refugees. It also provided a better understanding of how
refugee children accept and express those experiences through symbols, themes and story from

imagination in sandplay. Though not the purpose of arts-based researchers itself, a deeper
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understanding of the experience of the children will, eventually, make it possible to take not
only a therapeutic approach but also a preventive approach that can help them develop their
resources.

Secondly, the participants, who were Chins of Myanmar, which is a multi-racial country, could
understand how they were different from other refugees. This study was comparable to the
study of Lee and Jang (2020), which administered group sandplay therapy to Rohingya refugee
children who were traumatized by indiscriminate religious oppression in Myanmar. These
Rohingya refugee children’s sand pictures showed violence and aggression, both boys and girls,
through themes such as the survival of the boat people and ceaseless fights. On the other hand,
the Chins, who lived in the forest in peace, did not show scenes of violence but the scenes in
which they were cast away as refugees, having lost their homes in the forest. Their works
commonly included the lives in the forest in the past, the difficulties they faced as they tried to
resettle, and despite such hardships, their attempt to restore their daily lives. Such a difference is
believed partially because of the cultural differences, as well. Chins went through a process of
Christianization in the past, while Rohingyas have Islamic traditions. This is believed to be
related to their cultural experience in which Christian attitudes, where forgiveness and
reconciliation are emphasized,

Third, the children described their traumatic experiences through sandplays, pictures, and
imaginative stories, as they engaged in psychological processes to address their trauma without
being overwhelmed by it. An artistic creation process allows having a sense of distance from
external influences. And creative expressions will promote adaptive coping skills and a sense of
independence, with which they can connect severed thoughts and emotions (Malchiodi, 2015).
This process, based on the children’s imagination and creativity, is a healing process in itself.
Children’s sand pictures, as well as their verbal expressions became gradually organized as
therapy progressed. They concluded that the traumatic events are in the past and there is
nothing they can do about them. Instead, they discussed their future plans and imaginations
within the ‘present.” This is because as the refugee children use symbols to visually express their
experiences in sand pictures, as various forms of art, they experience the process of integrating
that with their consciousness (Siegel, 2001). Such findings are similar to those of studies that
show how sensory interventions such as play and art representations can be effective for trauma

(Southwell, 2016; Quinlan et al,, 2016; Green, 2011; Malchiodi, 2008). The study indicated
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that sandplay therapy is an appropriate method of psychotherapy to transform implicit (i.e.,
nonverbal) memories in refugee children, integrate emotions, and allow regulation of those
emotions.

Lastly, the refugee children shared their emotions related to the trauma and resettlement
within a safe group, forming a mutual trust. With reciprocal subjectivity, a psychological alliance
between children and researchers-participants was formed, in which they experienced emotional
empathy and support (Schore, 2021). Refugee children discussed with each other during sandplay
therapies and recognized that the emotions they felt were things of the past. Also, they
reconstructed the meanings of traumatic events, which resulted in internal emotional rewards and
emotional changes to counter them, and it was shown that sandplay therapies could assist this
process.

The arts-based research methods are not psychological therapies. However, they seem to be an
appropriate way in which it is possible to intervene and study children who are from resettling
in a new environment and have limitations in their linguistic expressions. In this regard, it is
necessary to organize art-based research methods in a more study in a more systematic manner
in order to have these studies on refugee children further developed. Arts-based researchers are
based on artistic creation processes. Therefore, it is easier to apply more flexible approaches with
more freedom, reflecting the clinical contexts more closely. The researcher-participant has to
deliver artistic and therapeutic originality through arts-based research (Soh, 2019), while proving
artistic values. For this reason, there must be a basic system that can deliver artistic and
therapeutic originality and academic values. For example, there must be a theoretical and logical
structure that could address the criticism of the credibility and validity of the study. The
criticism of credibility and validity is an attitude that excludes the originality of individuals and
individual understanding.

Also, the researcher of arts-based research needs to develop the perspectives and capabilities as
a researcher-participant. Arts-based research wuses artistic methods to explore, understand, and
express human behaviors and experiences (Baden & Wimpenny, 2014). To deliver the voices of
research participants as they are, the researcher-participant must have a view that imagination
and insight can be a way of conducting the study and practice understanding the process in

which various experiences and emotions are expressed in an artistic manner.
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