Speaking Notes
“Hold Me Tight – Let Me Go”

The Mulberry Bush School
Since 1948 the Mulberry Bush School has provided specialist therapeutic care, treatment and education to severely emotionally troubled and traumatized children age 5 to 12 from all over the U.K.  Neither the movie nor information from the school deals with specific psychiatric diagnoses, but the children are frequently the result of severe deprivation, physical, emotional or sexual abuse during their formative years.  The children typically display chaotic, aggressive and violent behavior which makes them unmanageable.  The children are referred from local health authorities all over the U.K.  There is no central funding from the government. 

The school was founded by Barbara Dockar-Drysdal who first began taking children evacuated from the Second World War into her home.  In 1948 she purchased a large home in Standlake Oxfordshire, which was subsequently renamed the “Mulberry Bush”.  She summarized the therapeutic approach in the house as “What we count on is a clearly defined task, the task being provision of primary experience for emotionally deprived children”.  Ms. Dockar-Drysdal was described as the last survivor of an influential band of mid century contributors who advanced the therapeutic understanding and care of children in Britian.  The other three will be well known to this audience, Anna Freud, John Bowlby and Donald Winnicott, all of whom, including Ms. Dockar-Drysdal were trained analysts.  Ms. Dockar-Drysdal came to associate with this group “innocent of theory” her background being in therapeutic child work, but went on to become a fully trained analyst. 
Her father was a professor of surgery at Trinity College Dublin. She began her career without any special training by running a play group for young children, without the recourse of the usual interventions of the time, ignoring, making the child stand in the corner or shaming the child.

After founding and running the Mulberry Bush School she turned her attention to adolescents and with the psychologist Richard Balbery opened a school for adolescents focusing on what she called, for both the children and adolescents, the “primary experience”, which involved the provision for regression and recovering of lost childhood containment and contentment.  

Throughout the history of the school the theoretical underpinnings of the work have remain substantially psychodynamic.  The new facility as seen in this film was built in 1969 with substantial funds being provided by a private foundation.

The therapeutic underpinnings of the program founded by Ms. Dockar-Drysdal came from the work of Dr. Donald Winnicott.  Winnicott was born in Plymouth into an ostensibly happy family but he felt himself dominated by a depressive mother, two sisters and a nanny.  He was greatly influenced by his father who was an enterprising free thinker.  Like many young men of his age he was influenced by the scientific adventures of Charles Darwin.  He described himself as “a disturbed adolescent reacting against his own self restraining “goodness”, acquired from trying to assuage the dark moods of his mother”.
He graduated from Medicine in 1920 and in 1923 began a practice as a pediatrician and a child psychoanalyst for the next 40 years.  By the end of the Second World War there were three groups vying for supremacy in analytical thinking, the Freudians, the Kleinians and the “Middle Group” to which Winnicott belonged.  Winnicott was responsible for such influential concepts as “a holding environment” and “transitional object”.  The concept of a holding environment is a psychological and physical space within which the infant is protected, without knowing he is protected.
Perhaps Winnicott’s most influential idea though was the idea of a “good enough mother”. The role of the mother is to give the baby a sense of control, while still being connected to the mother.  The mother has to accept and survive the “bad objects” which are projected from the infant.  The good enough mother provides a temporary illusion of omnipotence and protection from unthinkable anxiety that threatens its immature ego.  The good enough mother instinctively leaves a time lag between the demands of the infant and their satisfaction and progressively increases it.

The Film
Kim Longinotto is a documentary film maker whose work includes films about divorce in Iran, female Japanese wrestlers and the workings of the legal system in Cameroon within a family context.    She has been making movies since the early 70’s.  Her movie Shinjuku Boys, about three Tokyo women who live as men won the prize as the Outstanding Documentary at the San Francisco Gay and Lesbian Film Festival in 1995.  One of her most compelling films, “The Day I Will Never Forget”, focuses on the practice of female genital mutilation in Kenya.  The idea of Hold Me Tight – Let Me Go, originated from a film producer Robert Graef who is on the Board of Trustees at the Mulberry Bush School.  The shooting started in September of 2006 but many of the staff did not want to be filmed.  Gradually she developed relationships with the staff who are featured in the film, but this represents a minority of the full staffing component.  

One of the fascinating moments in the film is when one of the school boys Ben, addresses the camera and mentions his awareness of the ongoing filming and states, “I don’t want to do this in front of the film crew”.  The therapeutic response from the staff is “But look there’ll be another little kid like you that doesn’t have this school and is feeling very alone, and if they see this film maybe it will mean something to them”.  It is at this point that Ben reveals “My mum stabbed my dad”.  This was the first time this piece of information had been revealed to any of the staff members.
The first screening of the film was for the staff of the Mulberry Bush School where it was reported there was plenty of “laughing and crying”.  The first formal screening of the film was at the documentary series “BRITDOC”.  More recently the film has been shown on national television on BBC.  

My Comment on the Film

I found this to be a fascinating film, although quite frankly I felt there could have been tighter editing to make it into a much shorter film, but I will leave that discussion for those of you who are videophiles.  
It was somewhat unsatisfying not to know the diagnoses of the various children or more about their backgrounds.  These sorts of details are of course critical to professionals who work in the field, but probably had no great relevance to the filmmaker.  I found myself trying to determine the diagnoses of the various children, wondering whether they had Asperger’s, FAS or other conditions, but in the end abandoned this effort.

I found it interesting that the film focused on young boys, in spite of the fact this is a school that deals with equal numbers of boys and girls.  Ms. Longinotto’s previous films have focused almost entirely on girls and women.
By far the most controversial aspect of the therapy is the routine restraining of children by adults.  BC Children’s Hospital for example is in the middle of adapting the “Engagement Model” in which it is held that restraining children is traumatic and produces further psychopathology in children.  This is obviously at odds with the theory of therapy seen in the Mulberry Bush School, in which children are restrained for extensive periods of time, and in fact are engaged until their aggressive behavior resolves, and thereafter they are contained in a holding environment in which the therapeutic work of establishing the emotional connections is done. This is obviously a highly staffed resource and I was greatly impressed that most of the therapeutic work is done one-on-one, but there always appears to be a staff member observing just outside a door, with the ability to become re-engaged if aggressive behavior needs to be contained.

Is this a model that could be used in settings in British Columbia?  In the end I came to the conclusion that the children who were in this film were likely not suffering from a major intrinsic psychiatric disorder such as Asperger’s, Major Depression or Fetal Alcohol Syndrome.  They appeared to be children who were destined to be psychologically intact, but whom had experienced very significant adversity in their home environments.  They probably would qualify for a diagnosis of an Adjustment Disorder. The model would be unlikely to be applicable on the child psychiatry unit at BC Children’s Hospital, although others in the audience may have a view on that. The children on our psychiatry wards are in many ways more impaired, as they suffer from major psychiatric disorders, and at most we have three to four weeks of therapeutic time, with a much lower staff to patient ratio.  One of the great luxuries of this program at Mulberry Bush School is not only the high staff to student ratio, but also the luxury of being able to interact with these children for three years.  In brief given the social political climate of British Columbia, it is unlikely that this type of a model would be funded or supported in our province.
The message that this film leaves me with is that restraining young children is not necessarily bad and can lead to very positive outcomes, provided that you are prepared to stay with the child for an extended period of time, develop an intense relationship and that once trust and containment are established, to work on the underlying emotional drivers of their aggressive behavior. 

I thank you for your attention and welcome a discussion.
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