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Abstract

The subject-symbolic approach is grounded in cultural-historical theory and addresses a critical gap in the 
field of psychological support for children and adolescents. It offers a framework for overcoming emotional, 
behavioral, interpersonal, and self-related difficulties in individuals with typical development as well as 
those with mild developmental deviations, while also providing support for their caregivers. The approach 
integrates assistance in resolving these issues with the broader developmental tasks of the child. Its central 
premise is that psychological support should aim to foster the child’s subjectivity and consciousness by re-
structuring subject-subject relationships and interactions with their immediate social environment, taking 
into account age-specific and individual characteristics. Transformational change is made possible through 
the awareness of the symbolic meaning embedded in experience (perezhivanie). A symbol is understood as 
a cultural form that mediates subject-subject relationships and their representation in individual conscious-
ness. The paper proposes original techniques for joint work with children and their parents, based on the 
use of symbolic forms.
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Субъектно-символический подход 
к практике оказания психологической помощи детям 

и подросткам
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* polyakov.bsu@gmail.com

Резюме

Субъектно-символический подход основан на культурно-исторической теории и восполняет про-
бел в оказании психологической помощи, направленной на преодоление эмоциональных, поведен-
ческих проблем, проблем межличностных отношений и взаимодействия, самоотношения у детей и 
подростков с нормотипичным развитием и легкими отклонениями в развитии, а также для оказания 
помощи их родителям. Подход совмещает помощь в преодолении данных проблем и решении задач 
психического развития ребенка. Основная идея подхода заключается в направленности помощи на 
развитие субъектности и сознания ребенка за счет перестройки его субъект-субъектных отношений 
и взаимодействия с ближайшим окружением с учетом его возрастных и индивидуальных особен-
ностей. Изменения обеспечиваются благодаря осознанию смыслового содержания переживания, вы-
раженного в символической форме. Символ понимается как культурная форма опосредствования 
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Introduction

In the practice of providing psychological as-
sistance to children and adolescents, specialists 
often encounter requests related to resolving cur-
rent issues that emerge at specific developmental 
stages and are primarily linked to interpersonal 
relationships and social interactions. These is-
sues may arise in both typically developing chil-
dren and adolescents as well as those with mild 
developmental deviations. Commonly observed 
interpersonal difficulties include emotional prob-
lems, peer interaction challenges, strained rela-
tionships with parents, behavioral disorders, and 
issues of self-perception.

A range of approaches has been developed to 
address these challenges. Among them, various 
forms of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) 
have gained the greatest popularity. Other 
methods based on psychodynamic and humanis-
tic paradigms, as well as art therapy, play ther-
apy, and narrative approaches, have also been 
applied. Most handbooks on child and adoles-
cent psychotherapy emphasize the importance 
of accounting for the specific features of their 
psychological development. However, this con-
sideration is usually mentioned only in passing 
and lacks thorough theoretical elaboration. The 
issue at hand goes beyond developmental age 
norms: these interpersonal difficulties are simul-
taneously products of development and factors 
capable of altering the trajectory of a child’s psy-
chological growth.

Typically, psychological issues that manifest 
during certain life stages are difficult to strictly 
distinguish from developmental deviations. This 
is especially true for so-called mild developmen-
tal anomalies — such as dysfunctions in particular 
cognitive functions, attachment disorders, learn-
ing difficulties, or specific emotional response 
patterns. For instance, difficulties in construct-
ing speech-motor programs may hinder peer com-

munication, provoke aggressive behavior or social 
withdrawal, and thereby exacerbate the initial de-
velopmental concern. This creates a pathological 
developmental cycle that intensifies the original 
issue. Even in the context of normative develop-
ment, relationship and interaction problems may 
act as triggers for pathological changes in the 
child’s mental health.

This leads to the necessity of a methodological 
synthesis between perspectives on psychological 
development and the mechanisms underlying the 
emergence of current psychological difficulties. In 
other words, it is essential to simultaneously ad-
dress both developmental tasks and acute psycho-
logical problems, recognizing how the latter shape 
the child’s social developmental context.

Achieving this synthesis requires an appropri-
ate conceptual framework and developmental the-
ory. In our view, cultural-historical psychology 
offers such a framework. However, practical ap-
plications of this approach have traditionally fo-
cused on forming of the psyche and correcting its 
abnormal development. Areas related to child psy-
chotherapy — especially those targeting personal 
issues, emotional experiences, and the child’s re-
lationships with others — remain underexplored 
within this tradition.

Our research on symbolically mediated interac-
tions and social relationships in children and ado-
lescents, both typically developing and those with 
mild developmental disorders, conducted using 
the experimental-genetic method, has revealed key 
developmental patterns and mechanisms. These 
findings enabled the development of effective psy-
chological correction techniques (Polyakov, 2022). 
These techniques have proven applicable and ben-
eficial in practical work with children and their 
families, particularly in addressing interpersonal, 
emotional, behavioral, and self-related difficul-
ties. Based on this work, we have formulated an 
approach rooted in cultural-historical psychology, 
which we term the subject-symbolic approach.

субъект-субъектных отношений и их представленности в сознании индивида. Предлагаются ори-
гинальные методы совместной работы с ребенком и его родителями, основанные на использовании 
символических форм.

Ключевые слова: субъект, символ, сознание, субъект-субъектные отношения, взаимодействие, пси-
хическое развитие, переживание, психологическая структура дефекта, психологическая помощь
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Theoretical basis

One of the central concepts underlying the de-
scribed approach is the category of subject — subject 
relationships, which manifest in the child’s interac-
tions with others. This category makes it possible 
to bridge two perspectives: (1) addressing devel-
opmental difficulties that are shaped by the nature 
of these relationships and (2) resolving the contex-
tual psychological challenges that arise at specific 
stages of development. Within cultural-historical 
psychology, subject — subject relationships repre-
sent the foundational mechanism behind all ma-
jor transformations of the child’s psyche, brought 
about through participation in social practices — 
including psychological support. We conceptual-
ize these relationships as symbolically mediated, 
subjectively meaningful connections between two 
or more subjects, expressed through their shared 
experience and actions.

The application of this category entails several 
important consequences for psychological practice 
with children and their families:

(a) Psychological support primarily targets the 
correction or construction of subject — subject re-
lationships within the child’s immediate social en-
vironment, most often with parents. Accordingly, 
family-based interventions are essential when ad-
dressing intrafamilial relationships. Peer-related 
challenges must also be considered in their broader 
interpersonal context.

(b) Transforming these relationships directly 
influences the mechanisms of psychological devel-
opment. Relationship difficulties should be under-
stood in terms of their potential to foster or inhibit 
development. This developmental impact serves as 
the core criterion for evaluating whether relation-
ships are normal or deviant.

(c) Many psychological issues are the child’s 
and environment’s shared reaction to the child’s in-
dividual psychophysiological characteristics. These 
responses represent a form of co-experienced affec-
tive engagement with those features.

The issue of co-being and development raises 
a phenomenological question: in what form does 
one subject exist for another — how is the child 
perceived by others (primarily parents or caregiv-
ers) and how do others exist for the child? At the 
psychological level, how does the Other act in the 
child’s inner world, and vice versa? This prompts 
us to engage the problem of consciousness. Within 
cultural-historical theory, consciousness is under-
stood as a functional organ of the psyche that en-
ables individuals to construct meaningful relation-
ships with the world; it develops ontogenetically 

through subject — subject interaction and is medi-
ated by cultural forms — namely, signs and symbols 
(Vygotsky, 1982, 1983a; Leontiev, 1983; Zinchen-
ko, 2006).

Importantly, not all experience fully embod-
ies consciousness. L.S. Vygotsky linked the origin 
and operation of consciousness to intersubjective 
relations expressed in external interaction. He re-
garded perezhivanie (lived experience) as the unit 
of analysis that refracts both the self and the Other 
(Veresov, 2016; Vygotsky, 1983a, 2001): “Every 
higher psychological function was external be-
cause it was social before it became internal, that 
is, psychological; it was originally a social relation 
between two people” (Vygotsky, 1983a, p. 145). 
Perezhivanie reflects the child’s relationship with 
the environment (Vygotsky, 1984, 2001). Regard-
ing the connection between perezhivanie and con-
sciousness, he writes: “To be conscious of one’s 
experiences means nothing other than possessing 
them as objects (stimuli) for other experiences. 
Consciousness is the experience of experiences, 
just as perezhivanie is the experience of objects” 
(Vygotsky, 1982, pp. 88—89). This highlights the 
reflexive character of consciousness — its capacity 
to respond to psychological experience, rooted in 
actual interactions with others.

F.E. Vasilyuk and T.D. Karyagina empha-
size that not every experience qualifies as per-
ezhivanie  — only those in which the subject (the 
self) enters into a relation with the experience (Vas-
ilyuk & Karyagina, 2017). N.E. Veraksa likewise 
emphasizes that it is impossible to build or modify 
a child’s relationship with the surrounding world 
or to master cultural tools without engaging with 
perezhivanie (Veraksa, 2024). In his account of the 
“crisis of age seven,” Vygotsky demonstrated that 
the child’s social situation of development — i.e., re-
lationships with others emerging at a given stage — 
can be analyzed through perezhivanie (Vygotsky, 
1984). The structural dimension of consciousness 
and perezhivanie is further elaborated in the works 
of Vygotsky, Leontiev, and Zinchenko, who consis-
tently underscore the importance of meaning as the 
link between subject and world (Vygotsky, 1982, 
1983b, 1984, 2001; Zavershneva, 2015; Zinchenko, 
2006; Leontiev, 1983; Polyakov, 2022a, 2022b).

Thus, working with conscious perezhivaniya be-
comes the key to transforming the child’s subject — 
subject relationships with others — thereby modify-
ing the child’s social developmental situation. This, 
in turn, alters the subjective significance of life 
events and changes the child’s emotions and behav-
ior. In practice, it is critical to address not only the 
child’s perezhivaniya, but also those of their imme-
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diate social circle — especially parents. This opens 
the possibility for mutual recognition, emotional 
attunement, and the real presence of the Other as 
a subject. In many cases, problems brought forth by 
families can be addressed by enabling the child and 
parents to recognize each other’s perezhivaniya. In 
this context, relationships and consciousness rep-
resent two dimensions of the same psychological 
reality. By working with conscious experience, we 
restructure the child’s relationships with others.

Conscious experience (perezhivanie) is medi-
ated through the use of cultural forms — signs 
and symbols. We distinguish between signs and 
symbols based on the type of experience they ad-
dress and the psychological capacities required to 
master them (Polyakov, 2022a, 2022b). A sign is 
considered a cultural form that represents subject 
— object relations and instrumental activity within 
consciousness. A symbol, in contrast, functions as a 
cultural form that expresses unique subject — sub-
ject relations — a form of co-existence that makes 
individual subjective realities intelligible.

Thus, the conscious awareness and restructuring 
of subject — subject relationships and interactions 
requires the use of symbolic forms in working with 
children and their families. We argue that it is im-
portant to differentiate between various symbolic 
forms according to their psychological functions in 
the structure of consciousness and their role in sup-
porting the formation of the individual as a subject 
engaged in relationships with others (Polyakov, 
2022a, 2022b). For example, when working with 
identity-related difficulties in children aged 9—10 
and older, the use of autobiographical narratives 
has proven effective (Nurkova, 2022; Polyakov, 
2022a; White, 2007).

In order to address a child’s psychophysiologi-
cal traits and the perezhivaniya associated with 
them, we apply the concept of the psychologi-
cal structure of the defect, initially proposed by 
L.S.  Vygotsky, developed by V.I. Lubovsky, and 
further elaborated in our work (Vygotsky, 1983b; 
Lubovsky, 2018; Polyakov, 2024). This concept 
refers to a hierarchically organized model of atypi-
cal psychological development in which a central 
defect (a primary impairment or characteristic) 
generates a wide array of secondary manifesta-
tions, as well as the subject’s psychological re-
sponse to it. This model is essential for revealing 
the mechanism underlying a given psychological 
difficulty and for identifying the main targets of 
psychological support.

Let us illustrate the above with a clinical case, 
which we will continue to develop throughout this 
article.

The parents of an 8-year-old girl with preserved 
intellectual abilities sought help for autoaggressive 
behavior — the child was hitting, scratching and ver-
bally demeaning herself. The aim of psychological 
support in such cases is not merely to eliminate the 
behavior but to uncover the psychological mecha-
nism behind its emergence. This necessitates a thor-
ough consideration of the psychophysiological traits 
of both parties in the relational dynamic (particu-
larly the mother and child) as well as an exploration 
of the symbolic expression of their perezhivaniya 
regarding the situation. The girl was characterized 
by heightened emotional sensitivity, especially at-
tunement to her mother’s emotions. Combined with 
the mother’s anxiety over the child’s emotional well-
being, this formed a particular interactional cycle 
within the “parent — child” system. The child’s con-
stant awareness of her mother’s worry — and her 
belief that she was the cause of that worry — led to 
self-rejection.

The therapeutic process focused on transforming 
the mother’s attitude toward the child’s emotional 
state and her ways of responding to it. This, in turn, 
brought about changes in the child’s emotional ex-
pression, her self-perception, and, as a consequence, 
improved the mother’s emotional well-being as well.

The central idea of the subject — 
symbolic approach

The central principle of the subject — symbolic 
approach lies in offering psychological support to 
the child and their caregivers, aimed at restructur-
ing subject — subject relationships and interactions 
through the conscious exploration of the meaning-
laden symbolic representations of emotional expe-
rience.

This approach is directed toward fostering 
and supporting the child’s subjectivity, under-
stood as the awareness and enactment of mean-
ingful relationships with the world — above all, 
with significant others. The subject — symbolic 
approach facilitates the mutual understanding 
of the meaning behind symbolic manifestations 
of subject — subject relations between the child 
and their parents.

The external manifestations of the subject 
(child, caregiver, peer), along with the underlying 
affective components of experience, are viewed as 
symbolic forms that express what is subjectively 
significant for the individual and represent their re-
lationships with the world, especially with others.

This method addresses children and adolescents 
between the ages of 6 and 19, as well as their parents.
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Returning to our earlier case:
In analyzing the girl’s autoaggressive behav-

ior, it was essential to determine what this behavior 
meant to her. We came to understand that it reflected 
a negative self-perception — she believed she was 
"bad"  — and symbolized her subjective experience 
of the relationship with her mother, in which she felt 
responsible for her mother’s distress. The mother, in 
turn, experienced anxiety and helplessness, unable to 
alleviate her daughter's suffering, while overvaluing 
the child’s emotional comfort. This example under-
scores the importance of assisting both participants 
in their relationship to recognize the symbolic mean-
ing of their respective experiences.

A key element of the approach is the involve-
ment of as many direct participants in the child’s 
relational system as possible. This enables them 
to "see" and recognize one another, to understand 
what lies behind external behaviors, emotional re-
actions, and verbal expressions, and to more rapidly 
externalize and reflect upon the underlying rela-
tional issues. Joint work thus acts as a catalyst for 
transformation.

It is precisely the work with the symbolic repre-
sentation of experience within consciousness that 
provides the foundation for psychological practices 
aimed at addressing behavioral, emotional, inter-
personal, and intrapersonal difficulties. Through 
symbolic forms, experiences are objectified, becom-
ing accessible for reflection by both the individual 
and their social environment. It should be noted 
that such experiences often underlie learning dif-
ficulties in school-age children, deviant behavior in 
adolescents, and represent one of the most critical 
factors in atypical development.

At the core of perezhivanie lies the subjective 
significance — or meaning — of lived experience. It 
is always unique and individual. However, uncov-
ering that meaning requires attending to its sen-
sory — expressive components: movements, sensa-
tions, mental imagery, thoughts, the affective tone 
of emotions, impulses toward action, and more. 
These components are significant not in them-
selves, but as means for revealing meaning.

The meanings of experience may be directed 
toward the Other or toward oneself and may vary 
widely. Each perezhivanie, shaped by the subject’s 
individuality, contains conflicts arising from mis-
alignments between the positions of participants in 
a relationship. These conflicts define the personal 
significance of future transformation and create 
motivation for the subject’s active engagement in 
that transformation.

Conflicts may arise from contradictions between 
the child’s capacities and desires, between what is 

meaningful to the child and what is important to 
the parent, or between the child’s wishes and the 
adult’s demands. For example:

•	 a child wants to be accepted by peers but is 
excluded;

•	 a student disrupts lessons while adults de-
mand rule compliance;

•	 an adolescent is overwhelmed by anxiety and 
a sense of inadequacy, which the parents find per-
plexing;

•	 a child rages at their own helplessness while 
doing schoolwork;

•	 a child tries to express their distress, but par-
ents refuse to believe them.

Importantly, the position of the Other may be 
external (i.e., the real behavior of another person) 
or internalized by the child. In the latter case, the 
drama unfolds on the internal plane of the child’s 
consciousness. In essence, the child’s developmen-
tal drama is closely tied to the discrepancy between 
who they are and how close others perceive — and 
expect — them to be. This is why psychological sup-
port must help both the child and their caregivers 
become aware of how they see each other and who 
the child really is.

In psychological practice, it is crucial to consider 
not only the content and meaning of the conflict for 
each party but also their respective responses. The 
way a conflict is responded to determines whether 
it becomes a source of developmental difficulty or 
of personal growth.

A subject’s response may take various forms:
•	 the conflict may be unrecognized, ignored or 

avoided;
•	 it may be overcompensated through excessive 

achievement;
•	 the desire underlying the conflict may be sup-

pressed;
•	 the child may conform to the expectations of 

adults or peers, suppressing personal aspirations;
•	 aggression may emerge in response to seem-

ingly insurmountable contradictions;
•	 or the conflict may be accepted and actively 

worked through.
These responses themselves often become the 

focus of therapeutic work with both child and care-
givers.

Let us return to the parent — child case to further 
illustrate this.

The mother’s realization that her own behavior 
was reinforcing the child’s self-rejection and aggres-
sion catalyzed a transformation in how she respond-
ed to her daughter’s emotional expressions. Initially, 
the girl “tested” this new relational stance — crying, 
hitting herself — to see whether her mother’s attitude 
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had truly changed. Over time, she calmed down, reas-
sured by the fact that her mother no longer responded 
with distress.

Previously, the mother’s deepest need had been to 
ensure her child’s emotional and physical well-being, 
while the child’s emotional safety depended on sens-
ing the mother’s calmness. The change in their mutual 
responsiveness was what brought about the shift in 
the girl’s emotional state and behavior.

In another example, a mother sought help for her 
10-year-old son’s disruptive behavior at school, refus-
al to complete homework, and disobedience at home. 
The boy exhibited provocative behavior in class and 
passively resisted his mother’s demands. She adopted a 
strict stance, emphasizing obedience and social norms.

The child perceived the attitude of both his teach-
ers and his mother as limiting his autonomy and right 
to self-determination. His behavior served as a sym-
bolic protest against this relational dynamic.

Becoming aware of this underlying conflict 
prompted both mother and child to reconsider their 
roles and behaviors. The mother’s need to exert con-
trol and the son’s need for autonomy had previously 
collided; understanding this helped them begin to 
transform their relationship.

Thus, within the subject — symbolic approach, 
work is centered on subject — subject relation-
ships as they appear in the lived experience of par-
ticipants and are expressed in their mutual interac-
tions. The goal is to bring about changes in these 
relationships such that all participants recognize, 
accept, and account for one another’s subjectivity. 
Such relationships activate the core mechanisms of 
normal child development.

Methods of psychological support 
in the subject — symbolic approach

The application of support methods within the 
subject — symbolic approach should not be equated 
with a rigid technology. First, the choice of method, 
its form, content, and sequence depend largely on 
the child’s and family’s own initiative and prefer-
ences. One child may respond best to working with 
autobiographical narratives, another to modeling 
with clay, and a third to the use of metaphors. What 
is essential is that the subject generates or selects 
symbolic forms that express their experience — rath-
er than relying solely on prefabricated symbols de-
signed by the psychologist (the latter being accept-
able only in exceptional cases). It is worth noting 
that many psychotherapeutic approaches commonly 
provide therapists with “ready-made” metaphors for 
client work (Stoddard & Afari, 2021).

Second, the same method can serve diverse goals 
and be adapted to the specifics of a given case. Thus, 
the subject — symbolic approach adapts its working 
methods to each individual situation, shaped by the 
family’s request, the nature of the issue, the child’s 
developmental level, family dynamics, and the stage 
of work. It avoids the use of fixed therapeutic pro-
tocols — predefined sequences of interventions — 
which are often associated with problem-oriented 
approaches. Rather than focusing on problems alone, 
the subject — symbolic approach focuses on the child 
and the family as relational subjects. The goal is to 
foster developmental interaction with the child.

The overarching aim of support is to pro-
mote mutual awareness of lived experience (per-
ezhivanie) between the child and their social envi-
ronment. More concretely, the following changes in 
awareness may occur:

•	 the adult’s recognition and acceptance of the 
child’s needs, emotional experiences, and innate (in-
dividual) traits and capabilities (e.g., parents may 
underestimate the depth of their child’s emotional 
life or believe the child is being manipulative);

•	 the child’s understanding of their own needs 
and the possibilities for meeting them;

•	 the adult’s clarification or revision (when nec-
essary) of their relational position toward the child, 
including expectations and their implementation;

•	 the adult’s (and sometimes the child’s) rec-
ognition of interactional cycles that perpetuate the 
problem — and their subsequent revision;

•	 the adult’s awareness of the child’s develop-
mental potential and the conditions required to 
support it, including a reevaluation of their ideal-
ized developmental expectations (e.g., viewing an 
ideal child as fully obedient may contradict the 
child’s actual development);

•	 the child’s awareness and resolution of in-
ternal contradictions in their worldview (e.g., 
a 9-year-old girl, following joint work with her 
anxious mother, who feared her daughter’s obses-
sive protective rituals, remarked: “These are just 
thoughts in my head, so they’re not real — and I 
don’t need to worry about them”);

•	 the adult’s recognition and resolution of in-
tra-familial conflicts rooted in unresolved personal 
issues (e.g., contradictory unconscious attitudes to-
ward the child in one or both parents).

To structure the support process, the following 
stages can be identified:

1. Analysis of the child’s and adult’s lived expe-
riences and their underlying meanings — revealing 
the nature of the conflict (collision);

2. Clarification of the initial and desired psychologi-
cal states of the child or their relationships with others;
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3. Identification of each party’s response to 
the conflict and support in recognizing and ac-
cepting it;

4. Search for constructive ways to resolve the 
conflict (collision) or pathways to the desired state, 
from both the child’s and adult’s perspectives;

5. Mastery of these constructive strategies by 
the child and/or caregivers;

6. Consolidation of change: real-life application, 
anticipation of future scenarios, and planning for 
further action.

The sequence and necessity of these stages are 
not fixed and may vary based on context. At times, 
mutual recognition of the core issue by parent and 
child is sufficient. In other cases, this insight re-
veals deeper layers. Sometimes, a full progression 
through all stages is required.

Categories and examples of methods
in the subject — symbolic approach
Within the subject — symbolic framework, the 

methods of psychological support can be provision-
ally divided into two groups:

1. Methods aimed directly at identifying and 
transforming subject — subject relationships and 
the child’s interactions with parents or peers, as 
well as clarifying the caregiver’s position;

2. Methods focused on fostering the awareness 
of one’s own experiences in both children and care-
givers (Polyakov, 2022b).

Methods in Group One include:
•	 Symbolization of experience: The child and 

caregivers create symbolic representations of their 
experiences in each other’s presence — reflecting 
interpersonal relationships, emotional states, and 
self-perceptions. This may include storytelling, met-
aphorical descriptions, drawing, sculpting, or rep-
resenting both troubling and desired (goal) states. 
These methods help disclose the unique meanings 
embedded in inner experiences (memories, sensa-
tions, movements, mental images, events), making 
them intelligible to significant others. For example, 
in the case of the girl with autoaggressive behavior, 
her mother constructed a metaphorical image of the 
“ideal mother” as Moominmamma (from Tove Jans-
son’s stories) — a figure representing emotional con-
tainment and calm, which the mother felt she was 
failing to embody.

•	 Graphical and verbal modeling of interac-
tional cycles: Cycles of relational dynamics con-
tributing to or alleviating the problem are explored 
through drawings, diagrams, or descriptive dia-
logue. In the case above, the mother created a visual 
model of how her worry and sense of helplessness, 
mirrored by the child’s emotional hypersensitivity, 

reinforced the daughter’s self-negativity — forming 
a closed loop. Recognizing this helped the mother 
respond more calmly to her daughter’s emotions, 
which in turn improved the child’s self-confidence 
and emotional regulation.

•	 Joint description of shared experiences: Child 
and caregiver (or peer) collaboratively reflect on 
a specific event or behavior, aiming to understand 
and acknowledge each other’s perspectives.

•	 Identification of valuable personal qualities: 
Working with the child’s lived experience, the psy-
chologist helps uncover strengths — even those 
masked by “negative” traits such as anxiety, pas-
sivity, impulsivity, or cognitive limitations. These 
insights are shared with the child and caregivers to 
reframe aspects of the self that had previously been 
rejected.

Methods in Group Two include:
•	 Position-shifting (decentering): The sub-

ject is encouraged to view events from the Other’s 
perspective — such as imagining a parent's view of 
their own behavior or engaging with an imagined 
interlocutor.

•	 Symbolic transformation of experience: Auto-
biographical memories are reinterpreted or “recon-
figured” imaginatively. The child may use meta-
phors, drawings, or sculpting to represent a desired 
(goal) state that contrasts with a problematic one. 
For instance, the previously described 10-year-old 
boy, who exhibited provocative behavior, defined 
himself as “irresponsible” and sculpted a fragile dan-
delion to represent this self-perception: “It’s small 
and doesn’t matter to me.” When asked to create a 
contrasting image of “responsibility,” he sculpted a 
water lily, explaining: “It floats far from the shore, 
and no one touches it.” This metaphor helped the boy 
and his mother recognize his resistance to excessive 
and rigid control over his behavior.

•	 Objectification through dissociation: Under-
recognized or rejected emotional states are exter-
nalized and treated as separate from the self, allow-
ing for greater awareness and coping. The child is 
shown that they are not identical to their limita-
tions or emotions. For example, anger or anxiety 
may be described as an external entity: “What does 
your anger look like? What does it make you do? 
How do you act when it’s not there?”

•	 Exaggeration of symbolic expression: Certain 
expressive gestures, intonations, or phrases may be 
amplified or repeated to help the subject become 
aware of the deeper meanings they carry.

•	 Distancing from experience: The child may 
be invited to observe their own emotions “from the 
outside,” as if watching a film, reducing their inten-
sity and enabling reflective insight.
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Conclusion

The subject — symbolic approach in counsel-
ing children and their families opens new avenues 
for applying cultural-historical psychology to the 
domain of psychological support — particularly 
in addressing behavioral and emotional diffi-
culties, interpersonal conflicts, and self-related 
problems in children with typical development 
as well as those with mild developmental devia-
tions. This approach emphasizes the value of de-
veloping the child’s subjectivity and seeks to cre-
ate conditions that facilitate the child’s mastery 
of cultural forms of relating to others and engag-
ing in social interaction.

The approach is grounded in the idea that the 
formation of the child as a cultural subject is pos-
sible only within particular relationships with oth-
er subjects — relationships that unfold in symbolic 

forms of interaction and are represented in lived ex-
perience (perezhivanie). Perezhivanie manifests in 
intentional actions and behavior and is structured 
by subjective meaning, which integrates sensory 
experience and reflects an invisible bond with other 
subjects.

The goal of psychological support, therefore, 
is not simply to achieve emotional comfort or 
correct behavior, but to help the child and their 
caregivers become aware of what is meaningful 
to the child and to respond to it in light of the 
child’s development as a cultural subject. The 
subject — symbolic approach facilitates mutual 
awareness of experience between children and 
their parents through engagement with its sym-
bolic representation — enabling them to see and 
accept each other as subjects of relationship and 
thus laying the foundation for the child’s normal 
development.
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