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FROM THE EDITOR

Valerie B. Jordan, PhD
(editor@cpapsych.org) is Emerita Professor 
of Psychology at the University of La Verne 
from which she retired after 30 years of 
graduate teaching, program administration 
and clinical supervision. She has served on 
the CPA Ethics Committee and the CAPIC 
Board of Directors, and was a Visiting Pro-
fessor at the University of San Francisco’s 
PsyD Clinical Psychology Program.  

Unprecedented Times
Valerie B. Jordan, PhD

The recent world-wide pandemic, the national election 
year, and recent social unrest around race and polic-
ing in the US have coincided to create an unparalled 
global crisis. These events impact psychology in nu-

merous ways, as well as rely on psychology for guidance and 
wisdom in weathering these crises.  

This issue we are fortunate to have psychologists with in-
ternational experience sharing their expertise. Dr. Thema 
Bryant-Davis and Egypt Leithman describe their experience 
with advocacy within the United Nations, and the numerous 
contributions psychology makes in this global effort. They 
identify collaboration, extended engagement, and succinct 
language as three main pillars of psychology’s contributions 
to international processes. Dr. Rick Williamson poignantly de-
scribes several of his international experiences as a trauma 
psychologist, supporting survivors in the aftermath of their 
horrific traumas, and the impact their resilience has on him 
as well. Dr. Paul Marcille summarizes personal interviews he 
recently conducted with psychologists around the world, and 
the various ways in their countries are responding to the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. Dr. Ilene Serlin describes the use of dance 
and the arts as a vehicle for coping with trauma and build-
ing resilience among survivors, especially when local cultural 
customs and other barriers prevent the use of Western strate-
gies. Finally, members of CPA’s CARE Committee remind us 
about the necessity of self-care during this intense period of 
crisis across so many realms.

During this extraordinary time we are fortunate to have 
much knowledge, skills and access to evidence-based prac-
tices and resources to ameliorate some of the suffering that so 
many are experiencing. Please stay well.   ■

The countdown begins!
Your CPA – Your Way 

Details soon.

Although the world is full of  
suffering, it is also full of the 
overcoming of it.

– Helen Keller  

https://cchcs.ca.gov/
mailto:editor@cpapsych.org
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Creative and Transcultural  
Approaches to Working with Trauma

Ilene A. Serlin, PhD, BC-DMT

FEATURE

W
hy is an article on trauma in interna-
tional settings so important at this 
time?

The rising tide of suffering, displace-
ment and natural disasters calls for 
expanded available human services. 

Creative and mind/body approaches to working with trauma 
and PTSD can complement available services with cost-effec-
tive and humanistic methods. This article will show how using 
these methods to work with trauma can cut across cultures, 
promote resilience and help heal from trauma.

At this moment, the trauma of COVID-19 is exposing un-
derlying cracks and traumas in healthcare, racial disparities, 
trust in government, housing and employment in the US. The 
Washington Post (Fowers & Won, 2020) recently reported that 
one-third of Americans are facing anxiety and depression. Ra-
cial incidents against Asian American health-care workers are 
rising, and there is a surge in hate crimes.

What can one person do?
As a psychologist, it can be overwhelming to consider the 

amount of suffering. It is natural to close off, feel helpless or 
out of control. We might experience guilt or shame, survivor 
guilt “moral distress” or “moral injury.”

Jordan and Cultural Loss
I had those feelings until one day I was transfixed by the 

photo of the two-year old Alan Kurdi, a Syrian migrant boy 
who drowned on a beach in 2015. I contacted Steve Olweean, 
President of the International Humanistic Psychology Asso-
ciation, who was working with Syrian refugees in Amman. 
He invited me to join him and Myron Eshowsky in building 
a locally based, sustainable psychosocial service system. We 
started with an International Conference on Intergenerational 
Trauma, worked with the Syrian widows and children, and 
trained the medical and social work students to run basic sup-
port groups. Olweean brought together Michigan State Univer-
sity and Yarmouk University to develop the first joint clinical 
social work master’s program. To this training I brought in 
the element of dance. Dance and the arts were effective ways 
to express emotion since the Syrian women spoke only Ara-
bic and talk about trauma was not culturally accepted. The 
women were grieving not just family or homes, but the loss of 

A. Steven Frankel, Ph.D., J.D.
Clinical/Forensic 
Psychology

(PSY 3354 – ABPP)

Attorney at Law
Cal. Bar # 192014          D.C. Bar #1009135

Risk Management
Managed Care

Licensing Boards
Professional Wills

Continuing Education
Consultations for Miscellaneous

Worries & Close Encounters of the
Threatening Kind

P.O. Box 750, Occidental, CA 95465
Voice: (707) 874-9790 Fax: (707) 874-9510

drpsylex@earthlink.net
www.sfrankelgroup.com

Ilene A. Serlin, PhD, B-DMT 
(iserlin@ileneserlin.com) is a psychologist 
and dance therapist in San Francisco and 
Marin.  She is a Fellow in APA’s Division 
of Trauma Psychology, a Past-President 
of the San Francisco Psychological As-
sociation, a Past-President of APA Division 
32, and currently the General Editor of 
Whole Person Healthcare. She serves on 

the Editorial Boards of the Journal of Humanistic Psychology, Arts and 
Health, The Humanistic Psychologist, PsycCritiques, American Journal of 
Dance Therapy, and Journal of Applied Arts and Health.

http://www.sfrankelgroup.com
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their culture. So we danced. While we were belly-dancing in 
that room together, we were all just women.

I returned to Amman for the next four years, and then 
worked on creating training modules that could be used under 
supervision by the medical and social work students. With a 
grant from the American Dance Therapy Association, I cre-
ated a pilot video to teach students how to introduce movement 
and art into their support groups. It also demonstrates how to 
use the indigenous arts and movement choirs to heal cultural 
loss and rebuild community.

Here is a link to that video: https://www.dropbox.com/
sh/6nvtwcrsxgabzpb/AADFNQCjDS37w8VEsuVBLhmra?dl=0

Body and Art in the Healing of Trauma
Recently there has been new interest in embodied approach-

es to psychotherapy. The experience of trauma is contained in 
the body and has been described as speechless terror (Van 
der Kolk, 1987); therefore nonverbal and symbolic approaches 
are needed to address it. Trauma is also a crisis of mortality, 
meaning and identity; therefore, existential perspectives are 
needed to work with it (Serlin & Cannon, 2004). Trauma is also 
about stuckness, fragmentation, numbness, and an inability 
to play; therefore creative, imaginal, connecting and emotion-
al approaches are needed.

The arts heal from the basic human need to create, com-
municate, create coherence, and symbolize. They are trans-
cultural, expressing archetypal symbols that are universal 
throughout history and across cultures (Carey, 2006). Building 
on creativity, they facilitate posttraumatic growth (Calhoun & 
Tedeschi, 2006), growth through adversity (Joseph & Linley, 
2008), hardiness (Maddi & Hightower, 1999), optimism and 
growth through resilience (Antonovsky, 1979; Epel et al, 1998). 
Art heals by helping us transcend our stuck places so we can 
imagine a different future.

Using movement with the women’s support group, we start-
ed out with a check-in, warm-up exercises focusing on ground-
ing and stabilizing. Using props and art supplies helped them 
express emotions and end with a joyful community-building 
belly-dance.

Community Dance and  
Community-Building

Since time immemorial, human beings have marked rites 
of passage, the seasons, and community relationships with 
dance. Our conference started with an Opening Ritual to bring 
the community together. I worked with a medical student who 
supplied local music, while another student and I choreo-
graphed a simple version of the Haka, a Maori war dance done 
by sports teams and medical students in Jordan. The Closing 
Ritual was co-created by all the volunteers to include tradi-
tional feast foods and the Debka, a line dance generally done 
by men. Sharing rhythm, familiar structures and music brings 
people together and helps rebuilds community.

From Destruction to Reconstruction: 
The Path of Resilience

Trauma brings a confrontation with mortality that can lead 
to the creation of a new identity, sense of meaning, beliefs, 
existential choice and a renewed will to live (Serlin & Han-
sen, 2015; Stolorow, 2007). With the courage to create (May, 
1975), new narratives can move the self from deconstruction 
to reconstruction (Feinstein & Krippner, 1988; Gergen, 1991; 
McAdams, 1997; Sarbin, 1986). What is resilience and can it 
be cultivated? Resilience is the capacity to bounce back after 
stress and trauma, to rebuild a life even after devastating trag-
edy. In our support groups, we literally experienced bouncing, 
sinking down and rising up, reaching for hope and renewed 
life force.

Secondary Trauma
Caregivers also experience what psychologist Charles 

Figley called secondary trauma, burnout or “compassion fa-
tigue” (Figley, 1995). The recent suicide of the COVID-19 doctor 
shocked the nation into paying more attention to the care for 
caregivers.

Israel and Intergenerational Trauma
In 1986 I learned that most people in Israel carried inter-

generational trauma. All citizens are required to serve time in 
the military, experience combat and terrorist attacks (Serlin 
& Speiser, 2007). I worked with the caregivers (Casualty Divi-
sion) of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), young officers whose 
movements and drawings reflected their level of stress and 
burnout. Naming the themes that came from their movements 
and drawings, they described losses such as loss of innocence, 
missing their own beds at home, and loss of what made them 
feel “human and whole.” I also worked with staff from Natal, 
the Israeli Trauma Center for Victims of Terror and War; SE-
LAH, the Israeli Crisis Management Center (Pardess, 2005); 
the Casualty Division of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), and 
The Israel Center for the Treatment of Psychotrauma (ICTP).

  
Thank You for  

Your Membership!
It means more than ever right now!

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/6nvtwcrsxgabzpb/AADFNQCjDS37w8VEsuVBLhmra?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/6nvtwcrsxgabzpb/AADFNQCjDS37w8VEsuVBLhmra?dl=0


21Summer 2020

Turkey and Natural Disasters
In Istanbul, we trained therapists to use a Yalom-based 

group therapy model with a form of dance movement therapy 
called KinAesthetic Imagining (Serlin, 1996). In the group, we 
explored existential issues like life and death (confrontation 
with mortality); individuality and community; freedom and 
fate; and meaning and meaninglessness.

After the Soma coal mine disaster where hundreds of work-
ers died, students’ class papers spoke about how the “courage 
to move” could facilitate expression and transformation on a 
deeper level. One student wrote:

 “My improvisation dance experience was that we started 
all at a different place as the different elements of the 
earth, and then at the end we organically came together 
like the parts of a body…for me to become a whole from 
different parts were very significant. As I am thinking 
of the theme of life and death, I ask myself what is going 
to be born now in Turkey after 300 and more are dead 
in Soma? Are we going to choose life by bringing all our 
parts together?”

China
After the 2010 at a conference on Existential Therapy in 

China, I started a two-year training program on “The Art of 
Embodiment” in Beijing at the China Institute of Psychology. 
Unable to travel this year due to COVID-19, we focused instead 
on providing support for their hotline counselors. To a hotline 
series I added a video about using the body to feel support and 
stability. After exploring boundaries and safe space, partici-
pants were encouraged to begin to move, feel their emotions 
again and modulating or releasing them. Using technology to 
work with the body is new to me but presents a compelling 
challenge. Online therapy and connecting with others on We-
Chat was already widespread in China. It also became appar-
ent that we needed to “scale up” in order to reach the many 
people who needed help. Beginning with doctors in Wuhan 
and then supervising students on the national hotline through 
Beijing Normal University, we were able to reach thousands 
of people. We are currently working on a series called “Heart 
Dance” where we combine movements and expressions in a 
story called “Planting Seeds of Hope.” Here is a link to the first 
video: https://youtu.be/nHuI0CU4ezQ

APA
How can we help here in California? Division 56 of APA is 

sponsoring an Interdivisional Task Force to gather and dis-
seminate resources to work with trauma across divisions and 
local psychological associations. If interested, psychologists 
from CPA can become a partner to this Task Force, contribut-
ing and receiving materials on trauma. Please let me know at 
iserlin@ileneserlin.com. Don’t hesitate – reach out and help.  ■

Please visit our career page:  
https://www.casapacifica.org/careers/

ventura_county_campus_based_programs 

Make a Difference in the lives of 
Children and Families

EMPLOYMENT 
OPPORTUNITY

Join our growing Clinical team! We are looking for Licensed 
Mental Health Clinicians & Licensed Psychologist (full-time and 
per-diem opportunities). As a Casa Pacifica Licensed Mental 
Health Clinician or Licensed Psychologist, you provide and 
implement clinician services, including developing a treatment 
plan, providing referrals to needed resources and working as a 
team to develop a discharge plan for assigned clients. 

Please visit career link below for more details.

Casa Pacifica’s residential services are located on a beautiful 
25-acre property in Camarillo, CA just a few miles from the 
Pacifica Ocean.  Along with a beautiful campus, competitive 
salaries, Casa Pacifica offers a generous benefits package 
including medical, dental, vision, life and disability insurance, 
401(k) plan (5% employer match), educational assistance, 
paid time off, and an employee assistance program.  We offer 
ongoing training and development through our well-established 
training institute.

Complete references for this article can be found at www.cpapsych.org –  
select The California Psychologist from the Professional Resources menu.
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