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Learning Objectives
1. Conceptualize appropriate care and play therapy interventions for 
Black American children 

2. Analyze the meaning and presence of microaggressions within the play 
therapy process 

3. Implement culturally sensitive environments within your practice space 
and playroom 

4. Evaluate awareness surrounding cultural stereotypes and cultural 
representation in play therapy 

5. Create art-based representations to process and explore identity, self-
worth, and cultural identity 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Group Introductions 

1) Name 
2) I'm feeling... (one emotion word) 

3) My goal is… 
("one thing you want to take away from tonight") 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin 



What does it mean to Curate Cultural Safety?
To create a therapeutic environment: 

● That reflects and embraces diversity within 
therapeutic setting 

● Displays diverse representation throughout 
marketing 

● Free from insensitive material 
● Intentionally engaging in cultural and ethnic 

education and awareness for continuous 
growth and evolution.  

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



“Over approximately the past two decades, there has 
been continuous progress in recognizing the importance 

of having all mental health professionals develop 
multicultural awareness, knowledge, and skills to the 

ethical practice of psychotherapy” 

O’Connor, 2005



A Cultural Framework and Definition

● Culture weighs heavily in thoughts, behaviors, and actions 
● Culture gives you a framework for who you are/how you live/ what we 

believe 
● “Culture is those sets of shared worldviews, meanings, and adaptive 

behaviors derived from simultaneous membership and participation in a 
variety of contexts, such as language; rural, urban, or suburban 
settings; race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status; age, gender, 
sexuality, religion, nationality, employment, education, and occupation; 
political ideology; stage of acculturation” (Falicov, 1998, as cited in Gil 
& Drewes, 2005) 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Culture is passed down through families through play, song, storytelling, and 
traditions 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



“Play therapists must first fully understand the concept of culture and its potential 
impact on their own lives, the lives of their clients, and the play therapy process. 
Second, play therapists need to develop adequate levels of culturally related 
awareness, skills, and knowledge. Last, they can ensure the work they do is more 
culturally sensitive and competent by following basic guidelines”  

        
O’Connor, 2005 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Cultural Humility vs. Cultural Competence
● Cultural humility is a lifelong process of self-reflection and self-critique 

whereby the individual not only learns about another’s culture, but one starts 
with an examination of her/his own beliefs and cultural identities (Tervalon & 
Murray-Garcia, 1998). 

●  - Being able to bow to the culture, persona, and position of someone 
else 

●  - When you are so self-aware (your own cultural identity, beliefs, ideals, 
and experience) that it is okay and possible to have the introduction of 
someone’s culture because you are grounded in WHO you are. (Mosley, 
2017). 

●  - Vulnerability exists when you acknowledge that you are the learner and 
not the teacher 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3834043/#R31
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3834043/#R31
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 Tervalon and Murray-Garcia (1998) state that cultural humility is “best defined not as a 
discrete end point but as a commitment and active engagement in a lifelong process that 
individuals enter into on an ongoing basis with patients, communities, colleagues, and with 
themselves” (p. 118). 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3834043/#R31
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3834043/#R31


Cultural Competence
(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin Cultural Competence is what you learn about a culture - not what 

you learn about yourself 

- Learning is finite 
- Book knowledge has power and the potential to perpetuate 

microaggressions unintentionally and intentionally 

Becoming cross-culturally competent requires us to  

1- Build sensitivity  

2- Obtain Knowledge 

3- Develop Active Competence  

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin 

 



1- Building Sensitivity requires introspection and a focus of attention on the interactions 
between self and others 

2- Obtain knowledge responsibly implies accountability for our insights and subsequent 
behaviors (recognition of limitations, practicing within your scope of practice and 
knowledge, consultation with others, and referrals when appropriate) 

3- Developing active competence requires an inherent change of behavior and the 
development of an action plan  

(Gil & Drewes, 2005) 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



“Microaggressions are everyday slates and snubs 
directed toward marginalized groups due to their 

disability, gender, race, religious affiliation, or sexual 
orientation. Although these snubs can be intentional 
or unintentional, they communicate hostility towards 

others. Such negative messages demean people and 
convey messages of being lesser human beings.   

Bond, 2018 
(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin 

Microaggressions 

You sound so 
smart! I bet you love hip 

hop music?

Do you know your 
father? I understand this 

may be too 
expensive for you...



What do Microaggressions reflect about our stage of learning or awareness?

● Racial, gender, and sexual orientation microaggressions are active 
manifestations and/or a reflection of our worldviews of inclusion/exclusion, 
superiority/inferiority, normality/abnormality, and desirability/undesirability.  

● Microaggressions reflect the active manifestation of oppressive 
worldviews that create, foster, and enforce marginalization. Because most 
of us consciously experience ourselves as good, moral, and decent 
human beings, the realization that we hold a biased worldview is very 
disturbing; thus we prefer to deny, diminish, or avoid looking at ourselves 
honestly. (Sue, 2010).  

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin





Microaggressions in the play therapy process

● Research found that more than HALF of clients reported 
experiencing racial and ethnic microaggressions from their 
therapist (Owens, et al, 2014). 

● Making assumptions about a family or child based on pop culture. 
● Hyper- focus and excessive commentary on Black Children’s hair 
● Toys that reflect ethnic  stereotypes versus true to date cultural 

norms.  
● Comments or imitations surrounding Black Children’s vernacular. 

(I.e you sound white, ex: “You speak so articulately”, using 
stereotypical racial tones and accents, surprise surrounding 
competence) 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hDd3bzA7450


Theme  
Color blindness 

Statements which indicate 
that a 

White person does not want 
to acknowledge race 

Microaggression 
A therapist says  

“I think you are being too 
paranoid. We should emphasize 

similarities, not people’s differences” 
when a client of color attempts to 

discuss her 
feelings about being the only person of 
color at her job and feeling alienated 

and dismissed by her co-workers. 
A client of color expresses concern in 

discussing racial issues with her 
therapist. Her therapist replies with, 
“When I see you, I don’t see color.” 

Message 
You are a criminal. 
You are deviant.

Microaggressions 



Theme  
Myth of meritocracy 

Statements 
which assert that 

race does not play a role in 
succeeding in career 

advancement or education. 

Microaggression 
A school counselor tells a Black student 
that “if you work hard, you can succeed 

like everyone else.” 
A career counselor is working with a 

client of color who is concerned about 
not being promoted at work despite 

being qualified. 
The counselor suggests, “Maybe if you 

work harder you can succeed  
like your 
peers.” 

Message 
People of color are lazy 

and/or incompetent 
and need to work 

harder. If you don’t 
succeed, you have only 

yourself to blame 
(blaming the victim). 

Microaggressions 



Theme  
Pathologizing cultural 

values/ 
communication styles 

The notion that the values 
and 

communication styles of the 
dominant/White culture are 

ideal 

Microaggression 
A Black client is loud, emotional, and 

confrontational in a counseling session. 
The therapist diagnoses her with 
borderline personality disorder. 

A client of Asian or Native American 
descent has trouble maintaining eye 

contact with his therapist. The therapist 
diagnoses him with a social anxiety 

disorder. 
Advising a client, “Do you really think 

your 
problem stems from racism?” 

Message 
Assimilate to dominant 

culture. 
Leave your cultural 
baggage outside. 

Microaggressions 



Exploring Racism

Racism is defined as “beliefs, attitudes, policies, and acts that denigrate or 
disadvantage individuals or groups because of presumed racial or ethnic-group 
affiliation”.  (Williams, 2020)    

● Covert  
● Overt Racism 
● Structural  

Individual and structural racism exist in synergy, each supporting the other 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Cultural Bias and Awareness of Self and Others

● Conscious and unconscious Bias 
● Cultural bias in assessment and diagnosing  
● How does racism and bias influence the quality of mental health treatment. 

Including diagnosis, assessment, involvement of the parents and duration of 
the play therapy process. 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Colorblindness of the Play Therapist??

Color blindness describes the 
therapist’s tendency to deny a 
client’s racial ethnic experiences, 
to assimilate/acculturate a 
minority client to the dominant 
culture, and/or to fail to 
acknowledge the client as his/her 
own racial/ cultural being (Sue et 
al., 2007). 



The notion – “I do not see your 
color” – may be conveyed to 
clients from a therapist’s 
seemingly “good” intention but 
works to erase the very presence 
of race and culture in clients, 
rendering their racial experience 
as invalid. (Lee, et al., 2018) 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin

Colorblindness of the Play Therapist??



https://youtu.be/H4LpT9TF_ew 

Colorblindness of the Play Therapist??

https://youtu.be/H4LpT9TF_ew
https://youtu.be/H4LpT9TF_ew
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H4LpT9TF_ew




Cultural Representation vs. Stereotypes in  
Play Materials 

● Cultural representation includes but is not limited to, the presence of 
accurate and current content representing various cultures and 
ethnicities. 

● The physical presence of cultural representation enhances clients 
emotional and physical safety in therapeutic settings. 

● Cultural representation should not be based on information viewed in 
a pop culture, a movie or from one source you many have a 
relationship with. This often leads to stereotypes being interpreted as 
cultural norms. 

● Explore with clients what is special and important to them culturally. (c) 
2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Ideas and resources for Cultural Representation  

● Cultural representation includes but is not limited to, the presence 
of accurate and current content representing various cultures and 
ethnicities. 

● The physical presence of cultural representation enhances clients 
emotional and physical safety in therapeutic settings. 

● Cultural representation should not be based on information viewed 
in a pop culture, a movie or from one source you many have a 
relationship with. This often leads to stereotypes being interpreted 
as cultural norms. 

● Explore with clients what is special and important to them culturally. 
(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin 



Ideas and resources for Cultural Representation  

● Literature by Black Authors 
● Imagery of  children playing from varied ethnicities 
● Dolls with true African American features and various skin tones 
● Toys that represent different hair textures 
● Toys that represent various professions with varying ethnicities 
● Variety of cultural religious symbols in play (i.e. preacher at a 

pulpit). 

(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin 

 



Ideas for Cultural Representation  

https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/
B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?
crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse
&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B002APG82M/
ref=twister_B08BDTRWN8?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1

https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/Pretend-Professionals-Career-Figures-Creative/dp/B000F8TB0W/ref=sr_1_27?crid=3NPIGZAS1I38F&dchild=1&keywords=multicultural+dolls+for+dollhouse&qid=1595087098&sprefix=multicultural+dolls%2Caps%2C210&sr=8-27
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B002APG82M/ref=twister_B08BDTRWN8?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B002APG82M/ref=twister_B08BDTRWN8?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B002APG82M/ref=twister_B08BDTRWN8?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B002APG82M/ref=twister_B08BDTRWN8?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1




Therapeutic Powers of Play 

How does having representation in the playroom enhance the powers of play



Appropriate care and play therapy interventions for Black American children

Play therapists need to develop competency and knowledge around cultural 
issues as well as awareness of how their therapeutic setting may or may not 
enhance the play therapy process or cause significant attachment rupture and 
injury to the therapeutic relationship 

WHY ARE YOU DOING WHAT YOU ARE DOING??? 
(c) 2020 Davis & Mellenthin



Expressive Arts Intervention 
 Cultural Identity Representation 

Explore: Hand Tracing  

● Elements of identity 

Observations: 

● Child’s view of self 
● Worldview observations  
● Child’s family culture  

Materials Needed: Paper, markers
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