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I have always fallen in love fast and without 
thinking twice. I have a history of making decisions 
very quickly and without thinking further. I have a 
tendency to see only the best in everyone. I have 
fallen in love more times than I care to count—with 
the image that I needed at the time, rather than 
with the man himself—and I have hung on to 
relationships for a long time (sometimes far too 
long). I have given too much, cried too much, and 
run too much.

This was the story of my life until a quick decision 
finally helped me to realize how far from myself I 
had strayed. 

From

“No Me”
to a 

“New Me”
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In May 2018, after ending a long relationship, I met 
up again with an old “love” (I place this word in 
quotes because I have never completely 
understood what it means). From the time that I 
met him when I was 18, he had been in my life in one 
way or another: together for 5 years, separated, 
together again, separated, together again—an 
endless on-off relationship. But this last encounter 
seemed different. In no time (3 months), I left 
everything (business, family, friends, country) to 
enter into this relationship again. This time I saw it 
as the happy ending of a fairy tale. But it was not to 
be. After another struggle, I finally realized that he 
was never the man that I had imagined him to be. 
Days of tears ended with my return home.

I had no business, no idea of what to do next or how 
to begin. But at home again with my parents, 
everything seemed to make sense. I anticipated 
that I would spend some time with them in their 
beautiful home and then go back to my apartment. 
But, apparently something special was about to 
happen. 

Here is where my healing journey begins and where 
everything begins to make sense. I invite you to join 
me in what my mentor, Jeanrenaud, calls “the 
healing power of art.”

A short story 
to tell
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 will always ask myself whether the 
first exercise was that powerful or 
whether I was so eager to heal. I may 
never have an answer, but I know that 
something unbelievable happened 
that day. My mentor proposed that we 
close our eyes, listen to music, just 
move our hands, filling the paper with 
whatever our hands needed to draw. 
When we had finished, we were 
directed to look at the drawing and try 
to find figures, lines, or patterns that 
we wanted to define. Once definition 
was accomplished, we needed to cut 
the drawing so that it could be placed 
over a surface. Once my piece was 
over the surface I was shocked with 
what my mind saw.

When I was 2 years old, I was bitten by a 
dog. I have no conscious memories of 
the event. But it was definitely in my 
unconscious being. The process of free 
drawing show me how present it really 
was. I saw three figures in this creation: 
first, the dog at the top of the painting; 
second, a warrior at the bottom; third, a 
white element uniting the two.

The Accident

Everything began with a mysterious chat. My 
mentor shared some of her paintings online. She 
wrote, “Anyone interested in painting something 
like this is very welcome to join me.” I almost never 
read chats, but that day it caught my attention. I 
immediately responded, “I am interested.” 

I visited her that week. Soon a small group of 
neighbors and friends also responded to the 
invitation and joined us. That is how this special 
journey began to put every piece of my life 
together again. I am forever grateful. 

Answering a 
Chat
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I began to understand what trauma is and what it does 
to our sensations, our sense of self, and our 
relationships. The attack by the dog happened when I 
was 2 years old, away from my parents, with no adults 
present. In my innocent effort to gain independence, I 
had left the house without telling anyone. Off I went, 
wandering without plan or purpose. I discovered an 
interesting sight: a dog was eating something. 
Apparently, the dog saw me as threatening his food. At 
any rate, he lunged at my face. Once our body 
perceives an attack, the alarm system goes off and 
stress hormones are released. The brain activates the 
limbic system and a response of fight or flight ensues. 
But I was 2 years old. I was paralyzed. Fortunately, I was 
not seriously injured. But the “freeze” response never left 
me. My alarm system was activated from that day 
forward. 

What in that first painting reflects that day? A child of 
2 wants to be independent. That is the warrior in the 
painting, with his arrows ready to conquer the world. 
At that age, the warrior never imagined that such a 
danger would await her (the dog above the warrior). 
What happened when the dog attacked? Fear 
commands (the white element coming from the 
warrior’s mouth). 

When trauma happens at such an early age, there 
are no words to describe what happens, so the mind 
has no way to give meaning to the sensations. The 
body hears and feels what happened, but the mind 
can’t give it meaning. My parents had not been there, 
and so they couldn’t interpret the event to me. They 
only regretting that they had “failed” to take care of 
me. So we never discussed the event again. 

But the dog did not leave. I was confronted with his 
image every time I was in his sight. I didn’t exhibit any 
fear. In fact, I didn’t feel anything—no fear, no sadness, 
no need of help.  Nothing.
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That incident of paralysis, an inability to defend 
myself, to fight back, has explained many of my 
later behaviors. Reflecting on that experience, I 
can make sense, I can understand many things in 
my life.

The Loss of Self
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I can recall many times and I have many pictures that 
show the defensive expressions that marked my 
childhood: a frown, a defensive attitude, ready to fight. I 
can now understand that the alarms never went off to 
tell me that the world was not a safe place. My 
understanding of the world was bounded by a fear of 
the unexpected. I didn’t recognize opportunities and 
safe situations in which to build relationships and 
thrive. I felt that it was important to survive, rather than 
thrive. Thus, I misunderstood situations, I fought when I 
didn’t need to. Perhaps the best metaphor is a 
damaged fire alarm that sounds when it is not 
supposed to. My unnecessary hypervigilance led to 
isolation, loneliness, and a lack of trust in others. The 
slightest feelings related to the attack could provoke 
fights, misunderstandings, and totally inappropriate 
behaviors. 

My last relationship is a good example. I felt trapped in 
a cold and distant relationship, marked by a deep fear 
and a feeling of impotence. We had another heated 
discussion. I was feeling my usual paralysis about 
defending myself. Suddenly, out of the blue, I slapped 
him! I was shocked at my behavior. I had never before 
been able to argue, to fight back; I was  always afraid of 
fights. But there, for the first time in my life, I was NOT 
paralyzed, nor did I run. I fought back, as I should have 
done with the dog. The slap, the argument, the fight 
was a breaking point for me—a turning point. But we 
were no longer able to communicate, we ended the 
relationship a few months later.

Reflecting on what had happened, I came to realize 
that I had been reliving the dog’s attack every time I 
was threatened by something or somebody.  
 

Unable to Perceive 
My Body
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As a child, I had many academic difficulties. My 
parents were frequently asked to consult with 
therapists. What happens when your soul leaves 
your body, when your mind decides to forget 
everything that was painful? The mind tries to 
forget, but it can’t filter what to remember and 
what to forget. This was true in my academic life, as 
I was not able to recall anything that I was taught 
and making sense of things was difficult. My 
teachers complained that I was absent minded 
most of the time. Remembering was a threat, so I 
chose to forget. 

Nobody knew why things suddenly improved in the 
fifth grade. Now I understand why. In an intuitive 
call, my parents enrolled me in swimming classes. 
Miraculously, I begin to learn better and improve 
my grades. Water began to put things in order, 
giving me a new feeling of containment and 
organization of my body. Still, this was not enough 
without a narrative and a conscious healing 
process that came 30 years later (as I write these 
lines). 

A Fragmented 
Thought Process

What happens to your body in trauma? The 
sensory input to your body is not modulated so, 
instead of reaching the cerebral cortex, the 
information goes to the limbic system, alerting the 
whole body and provoking a state of defense. All 
sensory input (smell, touch, bodily sensations) 
remains disorganized. 

The painting above shows the disorganized 
sensory system, with more eyes than usual (alert 
state), with no ears (the barking dog cannot be 
heard because of the noise of the heart pumping), 
and no nose (I was unable to breathe).  
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What else was associated with this loss of self? For 
one, a long list of relationships that shared a central 
quality: the inability to deepen. I was looking in this 
man for something to heal my broken self: 
protection and containment. 

But I had developed many masks to survive: 
independent, career driven, helper women who, in 
the eyes of the world, had no wounds. So I attracted 
men who saw in me a very good mother, the one 
who solves problems, baby sits, and protects. 

What a mess!!! None of my relationships lasted 
more than 2 years because I eventually sought 
protection, attention, presence—all things that the 
men were not able to give. Another very interesting 
trait of these men was that most were neat, 
avoiders of sensory experiences, compulsively 
clean. My mind interpreted neat as safe but my 
soul craved sensory experiences to heal. 

More to the 
Dissociation



2019

I had a strong wish to be a psychologist. However, 
largely due to dissociation, I was not able to pass 
the exam. So I had to choose an alternative career. 
I was accepted in the field education with the idea 
of moving to psychology later. In my preparation 
for education, I got in touch with sensory inputs 
again. I drew, used clay, danced, learned to play, 
used dirt, created with paper. The process led to 
healing.

By the time I had graduated, I had developed a 
strong interest in special needs children. I pursued 
the master’s degree in Special Education and a PhD 
in developmental and mental health. In that 
journey, I opened a therapeutic center for children 
with developmental delays, based chiefly on 
sensory processing and play. I had found my 
passion.

I matched it with 10 years of study that supported a 
very personal process. At the beginning, I didn’t 
understand why, through integrating their 
sensations in play, children learned better and 
regulated their emotions more effectively. It took 
me 10 years to understand this process.

Now I understand that trauma and children with 
sensory difficulties share a path: modulation, 
integration and re-codification of sensory stimuli, 
opening the door to regulated states that allow for 
communication and thought. 

So, there I was, healing and helping to heal. I ran the 
center for 10 years, with many successful stories 
that I couldn’t completely understand until now. If 
only I had known this before! But I didn’t 
understand, and so I sold the center and made a 
quick unconscious decision. Maybe this was the 
missing piece that took me back home to make 
sense of the healing process. So, no regrets and a 
deep thank you to all of the families and children 
with whom I worked.

I saw the children in the center as represented in 
very different shapes, all of them with unique and 
marvelous characteristics that popped up in this 
healing process.

The puma: Children who were perceived as 
harmful and aggressive; many were expelled from 
school 

Sensorium:
My Ally
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I was able to see far beyond these labels. I saw the 
children, I saw the parents. Their difficulties came 
after I saw their potential; in doing so, I was able to 
connect with them. I have the feeling now that, due to 
my individual path, I was able to understand sensory 
processing issues deeply. In the PhD program, I 
began to match the words and understand the 
concepts; but from the beginning, I shared a very 
profound connection with these children: what it is 
like to have your senses messing with your 
communication and thought processes. 

I also had a deep understanding of the parents and 
their dilemma in facing this vague diagnosis. Making 
sense of sensory processing disorder, if you are not in 
the spectrum, is as hard as making sense of trauma 
if you are not a veteran. So, I was trying to be an 
interpreter of what was going on in the nervous 
system of the children whom I met and how, through 
a joyful interactive experience I could reorganize and 
reconnect. 

Suddenly, after the allies appeared in my art healing 
process, I felt the healing power of this creative 
process. All of these pieces of healing art were 
created from the unconscious. When we arrived in 
the consulting room, three light boxes were available 
for us to choose. In these boxes, our mentor had 
arranged suggestive bases and covered them with 
white cardboard. Each of us chose a light box. The 
mind began its journey there. This painting process 
has been powerful for me; even with no conscious 
intent to paint any of these images, my whole 
healing process unfolded in every painting, in every 
encounter.

The dolphin: Children who 
were perceived as playful, 
solitary, intuitive, sensitive; 
many were bullied at school

The chicken: “Helicopter mothers” 
who harmed through 
overprotectiveness
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Van der Kolk and Ducey (1989) used the Rorschach 
test to record responses by 13 Vietnam veterans 
with PTSD and compared them with responses by 11 
matched combat controls. The Rorschach test is a 
set of 10 images with ink spots undefined and 
unstructured. This investigation showed how 
trauma perseveres with little alteration over time 
and affirmed the clinical impression that people 
with PTSD have low emotional regulation. The 
absence of incorporation of the traumatic 
experience represents extraordinary reactivity to 
natural events. 

When presented the Rorschach cards, the Vietnam 
veterans saw parts of traumatic events; identical 
cards were interpreted differently by the controls. 
According to the authors, the presence of “mute, 
unsymbolized, and unintegrated experiences 
causes reenactment of the trauma, until the victim 
learns to put into words both the associated facts 
and the feelings” (p. 259).

A person who has gone through trauma is able to 
see in the Rorschach cards the disaster, the 
accident, the abuse. The trauma is sustained 
internally and continues to bring into play 
disorganizing behaviors.  A person who has not 
gone through trauma or who has managed to 
overcome it organizes the experience very 
differently. 

Below are two drawings with a Rorschach kind of 
technique. The base drawing elicit two different 
creations. The second drawing is by a person 
without traumatic events. The third drawing is by a 
person with a traumatic experience (me) . Both 
persons used the same base but their creations 
are totally different, showing how the mind 
interprets differently, according to the data that is 
available to it.

The Healing Power 
of Projection

The base with which 
we were confronted

The painting by my
friend/college/classmate in this art 
process

My painting
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After processing trauma through this creative 
process, I was able to integrate my senses and 
transform my emotions. In doing so, I wanted to 
look and listen again. But this time, I was ready to 
respond and take in the world with my senses 
organized. Notice the appearance of the ears 
and nose and the reduction of sight in this 
drawing. The alert state was regulated. Now 38 
years later, I was ready to take the world without 
hypervigilance. 

How do we take the world without an alert state? 
As the painting reflects, a new journey emerged 
for me: taking pleasure from the world around 
me. This was synchronized with my mentor’s 
suggestion to become involved in the 
community and practice perceiving the world 
around me. Now, I come to understand the term 
synchrony, suggested by Carl Jung, as 
meaningful casual coincidences that show a 
deeper order that is impossible to explain or see. 

Regulation 

Finally,  the day came when I stopped seeing the 
accident. Life begun to emerge before me: 
animals, colors, images no longer fill with pain. 
The creative process of an emerging self had 
begun!

The Healing Process 
of Art: Regaining a 

Self
 (The Elephant)
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So I joined my mentor in a community 
exploration and became interested in what the 
outer world had to offer me. It is an especially 
beautiful place with smells, sights, sounds, and 
beautiful things to touch and experience. Such a 
blessing to begin my sense of self in this 
amazing place!

Drawing in studio

Picture taken by my mentor, 
exploring the community 
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The nurturing relationship that was created in the 
studio between mentor and classmates was a 
crucial element in the developing of self-intimacy. 
The studio was a place where deep things 
happened because of the respect, confidence, 
affect attunement, cooperation, shared 
intentionality leading to openness, nonjudgement, 
and acceptance of shadows and qualities. I have 
come to believe that this containment 
contributed to regulation and self-awareness 
(self-confidence, self-recognition, self-fulfillment, 
and self-care).

I wish that my parents had had this process when 
I was little. My PhD investigation showed that 
teachers who are engaged in a reflective process 
develop or strengthen their self-awareness. 
Engaging in this process with the nine teachers 
who participated in my study was a healing 
process for me. I saw in them the effects of affect 
attunement, cooperation, shared intentionality, 
openness, nonjudgment, and acceptance. I recall 
them sharing their deepest fears and opening to 
see their shadows without fear of being judged. 

This process brought a state of regulation in them 
from which they could practice  self-care, 
self-fulfillment, self-recognition, and 
self-confidence, all of which resulted in seeing 
and holding the child and the family without 
masks or defenses. I wish that my teachers had 
had this process when I was little.  

The girl in this drawing reflects calmness, joy, 
and pleasure in the new regulated state, where 
interest in the world is possible. A new journey 
had begun. Now, I am aware of my internal 
sensations (hypervigilance). I don’t react; I look 
with interest at the world and all of its unfolding. 
Becoming intimate with myself has allowed me 
to become interested in the world around me. 

Falling in love with the world 
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Mentoring for teachers and other 
educational personnel
María Belén Camacho (2020)

Communicative
elements 

Self-Efficacy

Self-awareness

Self-Confidence Self-Recognition Self-Fulfillment Self-Care

Regulation

VERBAL
PERSUASION 

Affect
Attunement. Openness

Non
judgmental

Qualities

Shadows

Acceptance

Cooperation.

Shared
Intentionality

I can do it
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It is said that, when children begin drawing circles, 
a notion of self has begun. This is revealed to me in 
the three circles in this painting. The third circle 
represents my shadows. In Jungian psychology, the 
shadow is the aspect of the personality of which we 
are unaware. This part of the self is revealed in our 
relationships, and we come to understand it little 
by little. So my understanding of this picture is that, 
to keep evolving, I have already identified at least 
four parts of my self. This pictures also reveals to 
me that, when the self begins to become available 
, its parts are experienced as a separate self. An 
integration process might come next. A great piece 
of my work with children is working with their 
parents. The shadow idea is fascinating; being 
aware of it leads to being our best self with our 
children. Nevertheless, as important as this process 
is,  it is complicated. To see the shadow calls for 
holding a containing process. Parents need 
containment to be able to open up to their 
mysterious—and even not very nice—parts. 

The reflective art process of this session began with 
the mentor asking us to explain through the 
painting who we were. Now, I was able to see in the 
picture the power of the dramatic experience of 
the dog as a great source of energy (red spot in the 
middle of the drawing).

For the first time I saw this energy as an essential 
and crucial part of who I am. I came to understand 
in this picture that trauma doesn’t go away; it 
transforms.

Transforming trauma (feel, regulate, accept, 
integrate) allowed me to see my life as purposeful; 
I can be a full person again. Transformation also 
allowed me to appreciate what happened and to 
define what is me and what is not me. I am not the 
trauma; trauma happened to me. I am discovering 
and beginning to love at least three parts of me. 
Thanks to what happened to me and the 
hypervigilance that resulted, I am gifted to see 
beyond what is shown to me (the eye at the bottom 
of the picture). This has been my goal in my work 
with children: to be aware of sensory needs, not to 
be defined by them. 

Another result of the dog’s bite was a extremely 
difficult educational path (ADHD, dissociation, 
learning difficulties), which resulted in a hunger for 
wisdom (represented by the owl at the left). 

A forming me
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Being able to see the world means that I am able to 
see beyond myself. For the first time, this session 
was about me in relation to my present life, not to 
the past. A good friend had passed away the night 
before. 

During this session I got in touch with my feelings. 
To be able to feel but not be trapped in the feeling 
is a very relieving process. I am able to connect 
with sadness, feel it in my body, cry, and regulate 
the feeling of sadness instead of dissociating. This 
emotional regulation process allowed me to reflect 
on what might be a passing-away process. The 
image helped me to transform my relationship 
with death. 

My friend reminds me of our contract with life. The 
left side of the picture shows life with all its colors. 
The middle part of the picture shows a transition, a 
feeling of looseness and separation that seems to 
have no end or resolution.  

Seeing this part of the image led me to reflect on what my friend 
needed from me in this transition. I thought that remembering his 
life and accepting his destiny might help him to move to what 
seems in the picture a place of lightness. Reflecting on that also 
helped me to mourn and  transform my relationship with him. I will 
no longer see him, but I can remember how he lived his life and 
wish for his soul to find peace and eternal love. 

My sense of Self helped me to perceive reality, understand it, make 
sense of it without being overwhelmed or having irrational beliefs 
or emotions or dissociation from the here and now. Here was 
another important piece of Self: self-differentiation. Working with 
children and parents has showed me the importance of the here 
and now and of understanding how we deal with emotions and 
interpret reality. As simple as this might sound, transforming 
emotions and living in the here and now are not easy for parents. 
To do so, we also need containment.

I want to define self-differentiation with what this painting shows. A 
variety of colors makes up my identity. What would these colors 
be? My body:-how I feel and interpret things(always deeply 
touched by experiences); my trauma: what that I have learned to 
overcome and to live with (half devil-half angel); my self-esteem: 
the recognition of my strengths (blue flower heart); the container: 
people who hold me (my social network, my allies, and my 
mentors, my limits, and the ones around—the vessel); my 
successes (the arrow and the dove); my spirituality and my values 
(the sunflower).  

Sense of reality: Dealing 
with vulnerability
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A vessel, a containment, and a mirror comprise the 
route to integration. How do we get to integrate the 
parts of the Self? All parts of the Self exist at birth 
but are not manifested then. Manifestation occurs 
with time, with containment, with mirroring. Then 
separation, cleaning, awareness, respect, 
admiration, acceptance are not only possible but 
needed for integration. 

Once the parts of Self are differentiated, they can 
be brought together to manifest as a unit. I have 
come to understand that I am not defined by any 
of the parts of my Self; I am the combination of all 
of them. Authors Ainsworth and Bowlby studied the 
tools for that process and recognized the 
importance and effects of mirroring as a kind of 
affect attunement, synchronicity, cooperation, and 
turn taking that happens between parents and 
children and defines the evolving Self of the baby. 
One of the defining features of this healthy 
relationship is gesturing and vocal tone. I see with 
much pleasure the transforming process of the 
many vessels that I am about to present to you in 
this healing process that are revealed currently in 
this art process but that began many years ago. 

Before I introduce the healing vessels in my journey, 
I will discuss why they were so important and how 
they helped me in redefining myself. I understand 
that our contract with life is to accept vulnerability, 
to face it and overcome it. We cannot live just a 
happy life. There are inevitably sad moments along 
the way. Trauma visited my family in the form of 
two unexpected deaths that left a profound grief in 
my family. 

Trauma affects body perception; calmness, 
gesturing, connection, reciprocity, and 
synchronicity are difficult to experience. People 
become stuck in grief, which makes it difficult to 
know now the hard is to be lived. Growing up in this 
scenario was a kind of mirror described by Ed 
Tronick as the “still face.” 

Integration
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This might be why trauma lives in a family. Without 
containment and healing processes, it is 
challenging to regain the calmness and gesturing 
that are needed for a healthy relationship. When 
my daughter was born, I had some vessels but my 
process was just beginning. I saw the effects of my 
trauma and the family trauma on my daughter. 
Unable to understand fully what was happening 
but able to follow synchronicities, I started this 
healing journey with her. 

That was when I met Dr. Stanley Greenspan and his 
model of sensory integration, communication, and 
play as the core elements of his DIR-floortime 
model. My journey of perceiving my body, my 
gestures, being present, and practicing 
back-and-forth communication began. Learning 
from scratch such basic concepts might seem 
easy; for me, it was a very hard journey. I am still 
dealing with this but, as this drawing shows, the 
vessel has done its magic: The still face is almost 
imperceptible now. 

Passing on Trauma

The lack of a mirror to coordinate emotions, 
synchronize, smile and be present has the potential 
to cause dysregulation, negative emotions, stress, 
and loss of postural control. In desperate need of a 
mirror and as evidence that ups are part of downs 
and that resources for healing are all around, I 
encountered teachers who were available with 
gestures and words. 

I am forever grateful for people who acted as the 
vessels and who might not have noticed their 
impact on my life: my fifth-grade teacher, Silvia 
Galarza; my bachelor’s degree chair, Carmen 
Alava; my master’s degree mentor, Paula 
Beckman; my doctoral degree chair, Kathleen 
Platzman; my colleague and friend, Amelie Abarca; 
my counselors, Vera Khon, Elizabeth Peralvo, 
Christiane Goldman, Claudine Jeanrenaud. 
Without the type of mirror that they shared, I can 
see the devil in the bottom of the vessel in the 
painting. But this devil is transformed, thanks to the 
containment that I have: It is now pink and has 
some sweet features. I am beginning to see myself 
not through the eyes of trauma that gave me no 
possibility of knowing my self but through 
trauma-free eyes—eyes that are accepting, open, 
present, soft, organizing and nurturing. 
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Once the vessel has done its job, a creative process 
is possible: experimenting and creating. Now, in this 
drawing, I exist without the need of the vessel. The 
beautiful colors that all of those teachers saw in me 
are now mine. I can use them in a transformative 
manner. I am confident that things will keep 
unfolding and that these new colors will find a 
place to share all of this understanding. 

A creative me
The self question may be too big for me to answer. But I 
think I know how this new self was formed.

1. Integration of my senses (still working with every child 
and family whom I meet)

2. The feeling that the world is a safe place to live (still 
connecting with what the world has to show me)

3. The integration of qualities and shadows (still curious of 
my shadows and ready to see them in my relationships 
with others)

4. Self-differentiation 

5. Containment (I will keep looking for vessels and I will 
make myself available to those who are in need)

6. Flexible and always evolving, but always ME 

And it keeps changing . . . . . 

The SELF

Self: The dynamic process that keeps evolving 
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