Robbie’s story

Te Aroha Noa Community Services was invited to work with this family.  We were told that the mother needed assistance in parental skills.

I was told the story of a boy.  A boy who displays dangerous and threatening behavior.  One who is compulsive in his actions and has no regard for others.  A child who won’t communicate with strangers.

Who is this child who won’t look at you?  Who keeps an eye on everything that is going on around him?  Who doesn’t look comfortable in his own skin?  This child who is like a caged animal who is always on guard ready to react.  Who is this boy? 

This is Robbie (not his real name).  Robbie is seven.  He is much to young to have seen the things he has seen.  He has lived a life of nightmares and dreams.  

He doesn’t know much about emotions.  He has no words to describe how he is feeling.

How do I work with a child who doesn’t like strangers?  A child who reacts dangerously to change? 

Slowly.  

For the past year I have worked with this child and his mother. Having some knowledge of whom others think this child is I decided to take things slowly, very slowly.  I choose to have very little interaction with him and keep my focus with his Mother. 

Robbie never looked at me as I entered their living room.  I noticed in the chair a very astute young child (at the time he was six).  Robbie had his back to us while Mum and I had a conversation and he listened to every word. 

I never involved Robbie in the conversation.  I waited for him to come to me.  This happened at his pace and in his time. He did this by backing into me while pointing out something that interested him on the TV.
As Robbie became comfortable with my presence he has shown me all of whom he knows himself to be.

Living conditions changed for Robbie.  His mother became increasingly unwell and unable to care for him.  With Mum taking the lead, Robbie was placed temporarily into another living environment.

It was decided for me to remain working with Robbie.  This was to maintain the relationship we had established and to futuristically to oversee access with Mum.

Change can be a trigger for Robbie.  Change can make his behavior volatile.  He finds it difficult to communicate and in stressful situations the only way he can show how he is feeling is physically. 

With the support of Robbie’s caregivers, I have begun expanding Robbie’s knowledge of change and communication.  This is done by taking Robbie to an unfamiliar place and by noticing and exploring the differences in him week to week. This is a synopsis of this work.

Week 1

I picked him up from home.  He negotiated a time for his return (4pm). We went for ice cream.  He took my hand as we walked into the shop.  There were others there and he was showing signs of distress.  He kept himself away from the crowd, lowered his face and kept hold of my hand.  We waited until the crowd had gone, only then did he approach the ice cream display.  

On leaving the shop, Robbie noticed an intercom button and pushed it.  (This is part of his compulsive behaviour).

Ice creams in hand, he choose where we were to sit and eat them.

While we sat a father bird and two chicks landed on the fence.  The father sparrow was feeding the two baby birds.  I explained that I knew it was the father bird as he had a dark face.  Robbie asked, “Where is the mother bird?”  We discussed the possibilities as to where she could be.


Week 2

Off to the same ice cream shop.  This time he had a tablet with him.  He had to have it at 4pm. This was the reason he needed to be home last time and I marvelled at Robbie’s responsibility.  We arrived at the shop and again his hand reached for mine.  When we got inside he showed more confidence, he dropped my hand and went straight to the counter to choose his ice cream.  Other people around him didn’t concern him.  I asked him to get us some serviettes and again he chose to sit at the same table.  

Robbie saw a huge ice cream advertisement.  He wondered what it would be like to have that ice cream.  I asked him who he would need to help him eat it.  He found all these people that he could invite to help, me, teachers from school and family members.  I don’t know whether Robbie realized he had all these people that could help him in his life.  

While eating we spoke of how different he was in the shop this time.  I suggested he was scared last time “I wasn’t scared!” “How were you then?”  “You know.”  I continued to comment on how his behaviour was different this time, this was to show him that going to a new place gets easier over time.

Week 3

On the way to get ice cream I broached the subject of visiting different places.  He said “No!”  I reminded him that whenever we go to a new place it can be scary.  I wasn’t scared he said.

When we got to the shop he reminded me again that he wasn’t scared.  To prove that he walked into the shop by himself.  I stood away from him and let him take charge.  He got to the intercom button, he stopped, looked and then moved on into the shop for ice cream.  I let Robbie know that I noticed the choice he had made.  I was curious as to why he had made this choice.  If Robbie is pressed to answer a question he tends to shut down.  Robbie reveals everything in his own time.

While going home Robbie suggested that we go to the airport next week.

My intention is to continue to work with Robbie regularly.  To keep exposing him to stressful situations.  To keep monitoring his responses.  To help him build up awareness of his own process.  To encourage him to start looking at peoples faces to see whether we can see emotion on them.  

My hope is he will start recognizing feelings and therefore start building empathy for himself and others.

Who is this child?

He is a child who has had limited resources, emotionally, physically and spiritually.

He is a child of promise and hope.

He is one of our children.

