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Conclusions

This chapter has described the sometimes monumental task of
growing up as a learning disabled child, where innate difficulties in learning
are coupled with powerful social constructs that shape the maturational
journey and constrain individualisation.

In addition, Jack's life had been punctuated by interrupted
relationships: that with his biological father; the exchange of domestic roles
between his mother and his step-father; and his mother's seriqus illness. This
dynamic of loss was played out in the therapeutic relationship. Notably,
breaks in the therapy brought about an intensification of this material that
ultimately brought the therapeutic relationship to an end. Case (2000b)
explores the influence of breaks in therapy and notes that clients sometimes
do not return to therapy after an interruption and how the break might be
experienced concretely by the child as a catastrophic severing of the
relationship in the absence of an internalized representation of the therapist
and the therapy.

In this respect, it is difficult to know to what degree Jack's autism,
rather than his learning disabilities, influenced his concrete relating. His
level of anxiety was certainly related to his concreteness. It would seem that
Jack'’s regression to a paranoid-schizoid state, with its inherent concreteness,
was made ‘easier' by his autism, though it is important to acknowledge that
learning disability is often accompanied by immature ego-structure and the
related use of primitive defense mechanisms. There were clearly times where
he was able to symbolically express his conflicts within the safety and
creativity of the therapeutic relationship. However, breaks were seen, and
anticipated, as dangerous, and there is an indication of difficulty in
internalizing and relating to the therapeutic object in his use of the spider's
web, in which the therapist is externally secured and presumably recoverable
in the concrete world/

Jack's mother's illness brought similar dilemmas into his home life and
it is no coincidence that re-engaging after breaks became more fraught
during this period. In a related way, an improvement in Jack's mother's
health, and one imagines greater stability in the maternal relationship and
home life generally™ -coincided with a weakening and eventual severing of
the therapeutic relationship. Jack's apparent inability to simultaneously bear
the idea of two maternal objects is seemingly resolved by the splitting-off
and projection of the therapist-mother as the bad object.

For Jack, as for many children and adults with learning disabilities,
not having background information about significant life events, such as
iliness, can hinder the acquisition of life knowledge that subsequently fosters

maturity and gives confidence in transition. A vacuum in knowledge can also
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act as a catalyst for compensatory phantasies that seek to quell the anxiety
of not knowing. These phantasies can sometimes be more terrifying than the
reality that it has-been felt important to conceal from the learning disabled
person.

In her introduction to her article on breaks in therapy, Case (2000b)
considers the phenomenon where the client, after a break, may appear to
have grown in maturity. She notes, however, that this can also be an example
of a ‘false-maturity’ (p. 11) that defends against the experience of loss. In
this regard, Jack's change at the beginning of the autumn term and his
rejection of art therapy is interesting. There was certainly a feeling of
defense, as referred to earlier, yet, at the same time there is balance through
an emerging maturity in his associations with his peers and his calmer
conduct in class.

As, much as 'childhood' is a relatively new concept, so must
‘adulthood' become for people with learning disabilities. In this respect, art
therapy, as we hope we have shown, has a vital role to play.
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