
M I L L E N N I U M  I N C  M A G A Z I N E I S S U E  4  |  O C T O B E R  2 0 1 9

1 0 4 1 0 5

Interview conducted by 
Julie Saadia July 31, 2019 

to help our clients. Depending on who the client is and what 
their needs are, that’s what determines what we do, when 
we do it, and how we do it. One client may benefit from role 
play, while another may benefit from script writing, while an-
other may benefit from puppetry. What I love about drama 
therapy is that we are always thinking outside the box and 
engaging creative approaches to healing. 

3. How do you determine what techniques to use? Like 
when would puppetry be better than role play?

There are many different factors that need to be consid-
ered. But one important factor is Distance. When choosing 
an intervention or technique we want to strike what we call 
“aesthetic distance,” which is the gap between the clients 
conscious reality and the fictional reality created in a thera-
py session. Depending on how distanced the client already 
is from his/her conflict/issue, a drama therapist may try to 
lessen or widen that gap in an attempt to reconcile the client 
with the issue at hand. 

4.  Is projective identification the opposite of that?

No. Projective identification is when you project a charac-
ter or a conflict onto an object or story. For example, you 
can project a characteristic of yourself onto a drawing or a 
puppet or a role in a story. This technique helps create the 
distance we just mentioned in the last question between fic-
tional reality and conscious reality.  

5. Do you have to do internships to get your degree? 
What levels of education did you have to complete? 

In college you have to already be focusing on theater and 
psychology. So, a major in theater and minor in psychology, 
or vise versa. I myself graduated with a BA in theater from 
Columbia University that included a minor in psychology. 
After college, it is recommended to attend a graduate pro-
gram specifically for drama therapy, as this would be re-
quired down the line for a NY State license. The masters 
program in Drama Therapy at NYU required us to complete 
800 hours of internship over the course of the two to three 
years in the program.

6. What school of NYU did you study at? 

I studied at the Steinhardt School of Education (which I be-
lieve has been renamed). After I graduated I had to apply for 
a limited permit, complete 1500 hours of paid drama thera-
py work and take two licensing exams in order to receive my 
official NYS license in Creative Arts Therapy, which is one 
of the only licenses of that kind in the country. The LCAT: 
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After a full year of being part of Sally's Witness 
Theater program, in which students interact with, 
and tell the stories of, Holocaust survivors, I ob-
served how Sally's work not only impacted the 
participants but anyone who witnessed it as well. I 
wanted to share with our readers how Sally unique-
ly gives back to the community through her profes-
sion as a drama therapist. Sally gladly agreed to be 
interviewed. Sally explained how she arrived at her 
career path and how she uses her skills to help peo-
ple of all ages daily. 

1. Could you explain what drama therapy is and how 
it works?

Drama therapy is an active, experiential approach to fa-
cilitating change. It involves the intentional use of theat-
er techniques for psychological purposes.

2. What do drama therapists do and what are the 
educational requirements to become one?

Drama therapists are, in every way, mental health pro-
fessionals... but we are also artists. So any kind of psy-
chological intervention or counseling or therapy that 
we are doing is going to involve techniques from the 
theater. Which gives us a really really big “box of tools” 



Licensed Creative Arts Therapy is an umbrella li-
cense that includes art, music, dance and drama 
therapies. Depending on your specialty you also 
need to be registered with your national organiza-
tion. So every creative arts therapist is also going 
to be a registered something. I'm a Registered 
Drama Therapist. Mrs. Dayan, for example, has the 
same LCAT but she is a Registered Art Therapist. 

7. Were your internships done at Flatbush or 
elsewhere?

I did my first internship at FEGS, which is an out-
patient day treatment program for adults with emo-
tional disturbance and mental illness. These were 
people who didn’t need hospital care but needed 
guidance and support in functioning within their 
communities, getting jobs, finding housing, and 
seeking emotional support. We offered all different 
kinds of counseling and support groups.

My second internship was at a place called KidEs-
teem, out in Babylon, Long Island. It was a sum-
mer program for kids run by a couple named Lee 
and Mary Anne Chasen, who were both drama 
therapists.  Their goal was to create an after school 
and summer program to help kids with all kinds of 
social and emotional issues through drama. There 
were groups for kids with anxiety, anger manage-
ment problems, trouble making friends... and they 
would all run through drama. 

My third internship was at Menorah Home and 
Hospital in Manhattan Beach. It’s in a big nursing 

myself sought out a drama therapist when I was at 
NYU and it was recommended to us to feel what it 
is like to be on the client side of therapy. 

11. Do you have to go through drama therapy 
yourself to be a drama therapist?

It is recommended that you be in some - really any 
- form of therapy. I saw a drama therapist because 
I was curious to see what it looked like in a private 
practice setting. Since I had never been in therapy 
before, I agreed that it was important to feel what it 
was like from the client’s perspective. And honest-
ly,  I learned things about myself that I never knew. 
Tons of things. 

12. Could you name me a few illnesses that 
could be treated with drama therapy?

Drama therapists work all over the place: in psy-
chiatric units, with severely debilitated or suicidal 
people, in prisons, with maximum security incar-
cerated people, and they work with people who 
have difficulty with socialization. They really span 
the gamut. I myself specialize with kids whose par-
ents are divorced and have all kinds of different 
needs. We also work with people who are seeking 
life coaching and general emotional help. There are 
so many different conditions that we can address. 

13. What would you say your typical day is like 
as a drama therapist?

I am at work at 8 AM in Flatbush elementary school 
and by 8:30 I am starting my first group. I am see-
ing kids with divorced parents in groups by their 
grade. So I’ll see a group of first graders or fourth 
graders or a group of kindergarteners. It’s a half 
an hour session. We do different types of activities 
that are geared towards healthy relationships and 
collaboration and communication and when the 
group is over I am doing my paperwork. I have to 
write a note on every kid that I see. So if there are 
seven kids I am doing seven pieces of paper work. 

Then I might go into a 1st or 2nd grade class where 
I do a puppet program called Friends and Feelings. 
I have two puppets named Tommy and Amy - you 
can ask your siblings about them. They have be-
come the mascots for the  Flatbush Five, which 
are five foundations of character that Flatbush 

care facility. I worked there doing drama thera-
py for patients with Alzheimer's, patients in hos-
pice care, patients with brain injuries...all kinds of 
chronic and debilitating conditions. So that was a 
whole different population. After that, I was able 
to take my licensing exam, and then I was able to 
start my official career at Flatbush.

8. Did you get experience at every age range?

Yes. And lucky for me, my job at Flatbush gives me 
the opportunity to work with the very young to the 
very old! 

9. Is there an age range in which drama therapy 
is most effective, or do you find that it’s more 
universal?

Drama therapy can be universally effective. But it is 
less about the field and more about the fit between 
the client and therapist, as well as the skills of the 
therapist and the interventions he/she makes. 

10. Would I be able to benefit from drama 
therapy on a regular basis even though I don't 
have any serious mental or emotional issues? 

Sure. I mean if you were seeking therapy to iron 
out any kind of issue or even just to explore your 
own sense of self, then yes, you could benefit from 
a drama therapist. Drama therapists can certain-
ly help regular, or what we call “normal neurotic” 
people. Everyone needs a good therapist every 
now and then to get us through the tumult of life. I 

has branded as part of their philosophy and ed-
ucational framework. I’ll go in with an intern and 
we’ll do one of five original puppet shows, which 
I wrote. Then we’ll have an interactive discussion 
with the kids, and then the kids come up and talk 
to the puppets. And they suggest healthy alterna-
tives to the puppets’ behaviors because the pup-
pets are always misbehaving and doing the wrong 
things. The kids have to say what they saw that 
was wrong and then they suggest what would be a 
better alternative to that situation. In that way they 
are learning what these character values actually 
mean and what behaviors are more appropriate 
and acceptable.

So I’ll do a puppet show, or two or even three back 
to back and then I come over to the highschool by 
11 o’clock  where I direct the hebrew play and we’ll 
have two periods of rehearsal. Every year we put 
on a full musical in hebrew. I usually finish work at 
one, except when I have Witness Theater and on 
those days I come back at 4:30 and then after I put 
my kids to sleep I go back to work, whether it’s 
writing/editing script writing or planning my next 

Witness Theater session, or I might make a few 
phone calls to parents of my elementary school 
kids who I didn’t have time to speak to during the 
day. On Shabbat I run the girls youth class at my 
shul group (at Bnei Yitzhak) and even in my shul 
group I am using different theater techniques that 
foster healthy communication and working togeth-
er. 

 14. Do you think that drama therapy is more 
effective in bigger or smaller groups?

I think it’s most effective in groups period. Could 
be a big group, could be a small group, but we 
normally work in groups. 

15. So it’s usually not a one-on-one thing?

It could be, but I would be less inclined to use dra-
ma therapy in a one-on-one setting. I would prob-
ably be doing more talk therapy and then maybe 
some drama therapy intervention, but theater by 
nature is a social sport. Even if I am teaching a pri-
vate drama lesson, I would do it in a small group.
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16. What made you want to specialize in kids?

I wanted to specialize in the Yeshivah of Flatbush. 
I wanted to go back to my community and back to 
my school and to use all the foundations of edu-
cation and character that Flatbush had instilled in 
me, to give back to my alma mater. I knew that the 
Yeshivah of Flatbush community would respect my 
profession and would give me freedom to exper-
iment with my creativity. They didn’t really know 
exactly what I did or what I could do. They didn’t 
really understand drama therapy, but they respect-
ed me enough to take a leap of faith and invite me 
to bring my dreams and visions into the school.  
They have supported me every step of the way in 
the 13 years that I have worked there. They are 
really my family.  

17. Do you see immediate improvement in the 
kids that you work with? Or is the improvement 
more long-term. And what type of progress do 
you observe?

I would say I see more long-term improvement and 
that’s because I do long-term programs. Like the 
kids with divorced parents- I’m seeing them year 
after year, from when I find out their parents are di-
vorced until they graduate. Witness Theater is also 
long-term. I’m seeing the effects on my students 
over the course of the entire year. When I speak to 
the students or I read from their blogs, I know that 
there is an immediate response and effect. But it 
is also a long-term growth process. When I speak 
to parents, and they tell me that their child came 
to them and said, “I am having a difficult time with 
this,” or “can we make some time to speak about 
this,” to me  - that is a victory. Or if I spend months 
with a group and we’re doing art projects and col-
laborative games, and then all of a sudden, one 
student comes in and says, “my dad is getting re-
married and I’m really not happy about it,” that to 
me is also a victory because we created the time 
and space where he feels comfortable discuss-
ing it in our closed group. Another kind of victory 
would be if a parent called me to say, “I think my 
son needs therapy. I’m need help finding a thera-
pist for him.” To know that I was the first therapist 
that worked with that student, and that in some 
way I was a catalyst to his receiving the therapy he 
needs - that’s a win in my book. 

18. Do you have an office outside of Flatbush? 

No, I only work at Flatbush.

19. Do you typically work with other drama 
therapists on a day to day basis?

No I don't work with any other drama therapists on 
a day-to-day basis but I consult with my supervi-
sor who is a drama therapist and I have monthly 
meetings with the other drama therapists who run 
Witness Theater in other sites. 

20. If a kid finally decides to go to therapy, 
would you communicate with them to tell them 
what you know?

You mean their therapist? All the time. I speak to 
outside therapists all the time. 

21. So it’s almost like a doctor’s office. If you 
switch doctors you have to transfer all of the 
paper work as well.

Right. But we aren’t transferring. We are communi-
cating and establishing ongoing conversation that 
will work to support the student in all areas. I dont 
stop seeing my students when they see therapists 
outside the school. I continue their support at 
school while their therapist offers support outside. 

22. Do you communicate with doctors at all?

Sometimes with a psychiatrist or neurologist, but 
not usually.

23. What tough decisions do you have to make 
on a day-to-day basis?

My supervisor always helps with tough decisions. I 
would never make these on my own. For example, 
I might suggest to my supervisor that a student 
look at switching to a different school but I would 
never suggest that to the parents. That would be 
done by the principal or the head of my depart-
ment.  But for me, the toughest decisions are who 
gets into Witness Theater. Witness Theater is a 
program in which Holocaust Survivors spend a 
year with a group of high school students, sharing 
their stories and their life legacies and culminating 
with a public performance that is based on their 
stories from the war. 

That’s the hardest part of my job - turning students 
away - because I know that for many, this is a dev-
astating blow. And to turn anyone away who wants 
to do good - it feels awful. Unfortunately, its an 
intimate program and is very selective.  

24. How do you find that art therapy, music 
therapy and drama therapy overlap?

I do a lot of artistic projects but I don’t necessarily 
assess people’s art. But I do use art in my prac-
tice. And certainly when it comes to music, it plays 
a big part in Witness Theater and in the Hebrew 
play. There is certainly a lot of overlap, but my in-
terventions are most heavily informed by theater. 
Generally though, a creative arts therapist uses all 
of the different modalities. 

25. How do you decide what activities to do in 
Witness Theater?

The first few years were trial and error. And every 
time something worked I would write it down. So 

now I have a whole structured program and I use 
it every year.

26. What is your personal motto?

I would say, seize the day. Take advantage of every 
minute that we have. I have different mottos de-
pending on where I am and what I’m doing, but 
that one is applicable to every situation. 

Sally Grazi-Shatzkes, MA, RDT, LCAT
https://www.sallygrazishatzkes.com
I believe deeply in the power of theater to teach, to change 
and to heal. As a drama therapist and theater educator I am 
in the unique position to facilitate these vital life experiences 
every single day through the unlimited lens of theater and the 
creative arts. In this way I am able to help my students and 
clients– young and old – to connect to their creative potential, 
their spirituality, and their fellow human beings. I encourage 
people to delve beneath the surface, to visualize and to won-
der out loud. And through creative mediums I facilitate real life 
experiences of empathy - the most integral quality of human 
connection. 
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