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BOOK REVIEW

Teatroterapia we wspomaganiu aktywności komunikacyjnej dorosłych osób z
umiarkowaną niepełnosprawnością intelektualną [Therapeutic Theater in Aiding
Communication of Adults with Moderate Intellectual Disability], by Anita Stefańska,
Poznań, Poland, Uniwersytet im. Adama Mickiewicza w Poznaniu, Wydawnictwo
Naukowe UAM, 2018, 308 pp., out of print, ISBN: 8323234132, E-book available
from the publisher through Open Access at https://press.amu.edu.pl/pl/dostep-
otwarty.html?p = 2 (select Wersja elektroniczna, “electronic version”).

A publication from a fellow creative arts therapist in Poland can help address a major
deficiency noted by Diane Grant in a 2021 article in the Journal of Poetry Therapy. While
“poetry therapy has positive impacts on clients with mental, developmental, and physical dis-
abilities,” Grant writes, people with disabilities have been excluded from poetry therapy
research, which is “heavily based on viewing the clients in terms of the able-bodied” (Grant,
2021, pp. 237–238). One of the few publications in English specifically on bibliotherapy with
individuals with intellectual disability, also cited by Grant, indicates that books alone cannot
help children with learning difficulties, but must be used along with techniques such as
drama and storytelling in order to result in positive change (Mehdizadeh & Khosravi, 2019,
pp. 285–292).

Dr. Anita Stefańska, an art therapist and drama therapist at Adam Mickiewicz University in
Poznań, Poland, as well as current President of the Association of Polish Art Therapists
(KAJROS), has accomplished a rigorously scientific, well-controlled, and thoroughly documen-
ted study of the effect of “therapeutic theater” (teatroterapia) on adults with moderate intel-
lectual disability. The findings were evaluated by expert, independent judges. Written in
Polish, the book includes a concise two-page summary in English, presenting the theoretical
basis of her work and providing basic details of her conclusions.

Stefańska studied 56 people with moderate intellectual disability, male and female, ages
19–55, selected from two separate community residences. Half the group experienced thera-
peutic theater, while the other half constituted the control group. Over nine months the
therapy group performed two scripts created by the author: Blue Horse and Waxworks Exhibi-
tion Room. These dramas contain tasks designed for experiencing and identifying strong
emotions as well as discovering one’s inner potential. The sessions utilized techniques of
improvised role-playing, role-swapping, team theater sessions, warm-up exercises, and dra-
matic performance. Since the activities on the stage emphasized metaphors and conventional
images, the individuals felt less defensive and intimidated. They could also withdraw from
these activities without fear of consequences, 170–171). Although she initially filmed the ses-
sions, the author discontinued this practice, since some individuals exhibited stage fright and
did not want to be recorded (172).

Therapeutic theater was effective, resulting in favorable changes in the communicative
activity of adults with moderate intellectual disability (262). Although there was a significant
overall increase in interpersonal skills, the positive effects varied with the individual. The
most positive changes occurred in: a) focusing on goals in conversation, b) expressiveness
of conversation, c) maintaining social norms in interpersonal relations, d) active non-verbal
response, e) taking into account the role of self-presentation and perceiving others, f)
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acknowledging negative emotions in others, and g) gaining competence in playing the thea-
trical role. Adults with moderate intellectual disability were able to recognize the purpose of
acting in the theatrical role and to implement it in accordance with the stage action (262).
Family members, guardians, and caretakers all noticed these improvements. There were no
significant differences in effect based on gender, and age was significant in only one area:
younger participants were better able than older individuals to focus on their goals in conver-
sation (264).

Co-creation is fundamental in therapeutic theater work. Creativity, present in some form in
all people, when channeled by expert expressive arts therapists in a supportive setting, results
in co-creation of the theatrical production. Permanent improvement in communication skills
ensues. Stefańska demonstrates that involving individuals with moderate intellectual disability
in the theatrical process entails their experiencing events taking place in a context other than
everyday life. When the performance is co-created, participants have the opportunity to
express emotions that might not otherwise be expressed, to acquire skills, and to have a posi-
tive experience of various forms of communication with their dramatic partners and thus
become more active in interpersonal relations (261).

Poetry therapy has often received inspiration and even fundamental concepts from our
sister creative arts therapies. Taking the idea of the isoprinciple from music therapy, for
example, Jack Leedy, MD, requisitioned it as a cornerstone of poetry therapy. Leedy argued
that the poetry therapist should choose material “close in feeling to the mood of the
patient,” and that such poems should “reflect hope and optimism, especially towards their
conclusion” (Leedy, 1985, pp. 82–83). Poetry therapists have often employed drama therapy
techniques, and drama therapists have utilized poetry in their work. Peggy Heller, in Word
Arts Collage: A Poetry Therapy Memoir, offered us an account of “action poetry therapy,” a
shift from the printed or spoken word into movement or enactment. Action poetry therapy
integrates poetry therapy, drama therapy, and psychodrama strategies for individuals with
intellectual disabilities as well as for those diagnosed with severe mental illness (Heller,
2009, pp. 44–53). Innovative therapies based on the creative arts are also addressing individ-
uals with disabilities. Gary Kramer and Richie Ploesch, for instance, have adapted improvisa-
tional comedy theater for performance by individuals with autism, in order to improve the
participants’ social connection and communication skills (Kramer & Ploesch, 2021). Poetry
therapy should now adapt techniques that Stefańska uses in theater therapy for its own
research studies and therapeutic work for individuals with cognitive disabilities.

Editor’s Note: The Journal of Poetry Therapy includes reviews of books of interest to poetry
therapists. Of special interest are thematic poetry anthologies that deal with personal issues
and experiences, as well as books about any aspect of the therapeutic use of literature and
writing. Please note, however, that chapbooks and self-published poetry books will not be
considered. To be considered for review, books should be sent to: Karen vanMeenen,MA,
CAPF, Book Review Editor, Journal of Poetry Therapy, 11 Granger Place #4 Rochester,
NY,14607, USA. E-mail: naptpublications@yahoo.com.
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