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My thesis focuses on the integration of art therapy practices within the art classroom.
Research exploring art therapy strategies demonstrates how creative practices can support
students’ emotional and psychological well-being. In this paper, I discuss effective methods for
incorporating therapeutic art practices into the art room and how art educators can create safe
and supportive spaces for students. Mindfulness-based art activities and collaborative projects
can help students manage stress and anxiety while encouraging creativity, reflection, and

self-expression.

As an art educator with over fourteen years of experience, I have observed how certain art
practices can calm students and help them focus. Activities such as drawing, doodling, and
collaborative art projects can create a meditative atmosphere in the classroom, allowing students
to express themselves without fear of judgment. Art educators and art therapists both prioritize

emotional safety and emphasize the importance of the creative process.

This research is also informed by my own experience with art as a form of healing. Over the
past year, I went through breast cancer treatment and a double mastectomy. During this time, my
art practice became a form of personal art therapy. Through this process, my painting style began
to shift. While I previously painted abstract flowers and landscapes, my work evolved into
paintings that explore the inner structures of flowers and mandala forms, reflecting a deeper

focus on healing, reflection, and personal growth.
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Artist Statement

My art is a retreat—a spiritual journey rooted in nature, healing, and self-expression. |
predominantly create abstract flowers, landscapes, and powerlines, each piece reflecting my
connection to the natural world. Recently, I have been exploring large mandalas, which

symbolize unity, wholeness, and inner peace.

For me, painting is more than creating images; it is a meditative process that allows
me to transcend pain and find refuge. Art has remained a constant in my life, even during
some of my most difficult moments—after my divorce, during my breast cancer diagnosis,
and while navigating the physical and emotional scars of a double mastectomy. Through

heartbreak and recovery, I found solace in the act of creating.

I embrace the unpredictability of my artistic process. I layer underpaintings, wash
them down with water, and scrape the surface with a painter’s knife. I often incorporate pink
hues and touches of gold, allowing the paint to flow freely and reveal something unique each
time. These spontaneous gestures help me release emotion and reconnect with my inner self,

transforming pain into creative expression.

My art is an ongoing dialogue between resilience and vulnerability—a reflection of
what emerges when I allow myself to create freely. Through this process, I discover healing,

hope, and a renewed sense of purpose.



Sherry Williams. Birds of a Feather. 2025.

Acrylic on canvas.

This painting was created before I was diagnosed with breast cancer and reflects a moment of
vibrant energy and life. The composition is filled with luminous neon green tones that create
a bold and electric background for bright pink roses. The color palette gives the painting a
sense of movement, vitality, and optimism.

Birds of a Feather represents a time when my work was driven by pure creative expression
and joy. The vivid colors and lively floral forms capture a feeling of freedom and emotional

brightness. Looking back, the painting holds a special meaning for me, as it represents a



moment of life and creative vitality before my personal journey with illness began.

Williams, Sherry. Wildflowers. 2025. Acrylic on canvas.



Wildflowers was the last painting I completed before undergoing my double mastectomy surgery.
I often think of the work as carrying a subtle 1970s energy, perhaps reflecting my own
personality since I was born in 1973. The painting is vibrant and expressive, filled with
movement and life. The head of my school was especially drawn to its energy and wanted to own
this. I created the painting by applying acrylic paint directly from the tube, allowing thick
textures and spontaneous gestures to shape the composition. Within the wildflowers, hidden
faces begin to emerge, adding an element of mystery and personal symbolism. These layered
forms invite viewers to look more closely and discover unexpected details within the surface.
The piece captures a sense of raw emotion and movement, reflecting both the uncertainty and
strength I experienced during that time. Through this work, I was able to channel my feelings

into the act of painting, allowing the process itself to become both expressive and healing.



Williams, Sherry. Pink Rose Therapy. 2025. Acrylic on canvas.

10
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Williams, Sherry. Pink Rose Therapy. 2025. Acrylic on canvas.

This acrylic still life features delicate pink roses arranged in a sleek white vase, intertwined with
graceful green vines. Painted after my double mastectomy surgery, the piece carries a profound
sense of resilience, healing, and renewal. For me, painting these roses became both a spiritual

and therapeutic journey, helping me find peace and strength through the act of creation.

A soft, moody white overlay gives the painting a ghostlike quality that contrasts with the vibrant
fluorescent pink beneath. This layered effect symbolizes the emotional complexity of
transformation—grief, vulnerability, hope, and healing existing simultaneously. Through this
process, I sought to bring the floral arrangement back to life, elevating it beyond its simple

still-life form to evoke a deeper sense of renewal and reflection.
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Williams, Sherry. Mushroom Tree. 2026. Acrylic on canvas.

This painting was created while I was in the midst of writing my thesis and was inspired by the
spray foam umbrella sculpture. The work explores the intricate inner world of a flower from a
naturalist perspective. It highlights the primary parts of a flower—the stigma (pistil), ovary, and
ovule—depicted in detail to emphasize their delicate structures and biological complexity. A
mushroom form appears at the top of the composition, reinforcing themes of growth,

transformation, and the interconnectedness of natural forms.

This piece represents the beginning of a new stylistic direction in my work. While creating it, I
became increasingly interested in looking beneath the surface of flowers and exploring their
internal structures. The painting reflects my growing fascination with plant anatomy and has

inspired me to develop a series focused on the hidden inner life of flowers. Through this work, I
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aim to capture a sense of curiosity and discovery, inviting viewers to observe and appreciate the

intricate layers of nature more closely.

Sherry Williams. Venus. 2026.
Acrylic on canvas.
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This painting features the essential parts of a flower—pollen, petals, ovule, and sepal.
The background is a soft peach hue that creates contrast with the interior, which is painted in a
rich moss green to highlight the flower’s internal structures. The petals are rendered in pure

white and yellow ochre, adding subtle warmth and balance to the composition.

This work represents the future direction of my artistic exploration, as I continue to investigate
the internal anatomy of flowers and reveal what lies beneath their surface. It offers a glimpse into
the new style I am developing, focused on examining and depicting the hidden layers within
natural forms. Through this work, I invite viewers to look more closely and discover the

fascinating inner world of flowers.



Sherry Williams, Sacred Space, 2026.
Acrylic On Canvas

A painting that is 3ft by 3 ft intertwines symbolism, spirituality, and personal resilience. Central

to the composition are five circular mandalas, inspired by Hilma af Klint’s visionary style. The
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flowers at the heart of each mandala serve as metaphors for beginnings and growth, planet-like
orbs floating in an expansive space.

At the core of the Mother Mandala, upon closer inspection, emerges an image of the Eucharist,
subtly woven into the design, gold light emanating outward from its center, symbolizing a
spiritual and divine presence. This element reflects my deep connection to my faith and moments
spent at Saint Therese Church during my time at "Tuesday Night Lights," where the cross

became a source of strength and guidance.

The painting embodies my journey through challenges, my double mastectomy due to breast
cancer and my determination to move forward. It’s a visual testament to healing, faith, and the
love I hold for my daughters. The overall composition conveys a universe of hope, resilience,
and sacred space, inviting viewers to reflect on the transformative power of spirituality and

personal resolve.

Introduction

My thesis focuses on the integration of art therapy practices within the art classroom. |
researched peer-reviewed journals that explore strategies and lessons for incorporating art
therapy into educational settings. This paper discusses effective methods for implementing art
therapy in the art room to support students’ emotional and psychological well-being. It also

examines how art educators can create safe and supportive environments where students feel
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comfortable expressing themselves through creative practices.

Mindfulness and art therapy practices can help students manage stress and anxiety while
encouraging emotional awareness. In addition, collaborative art projects can provide a platform
for students to share experiences and build connections in a supportive environment. This thesis
also discusses the importance of professional development for teachers who seek training in art
therapy approaches. Drawing from my experience as an art educator for over fourteen years, |
reflect on personal classroom practices and lessons that have helped students feel calm, focused,

and emotionally supported.

Art therapy has emerged as a powerful tool within educational settings, particularly in art
classrooms where creative expression can significantly influence emotional and psychological
well-being. This thesis explores the integration of art therapy principles into art lessons,
demonstrating how structured artistic experiences can foster not only technical skill development
but also personal growth and emotional resilience among students. By examining the relationship
between therapeutic techniques and educational practices, this research highlights the potential
benefits of creating a safe and supportive environment where students can explore their
emotions, confront challenges, and cultivate self-awareness through artistic expression. As
educators increasingly recognize the importance of mental health alongside academic
achievement, the findings of this research aim to provide insight into how art therapy
methodologies can enrich the traditional art curriculum. Ultimately, integrating these approaches
can lead to a more holistic model of education that nurtures both the intellectual and emotional

development of students.
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What Is Art Therapy?

Art therapy is a form of therapy that uses artistic processes to help individuals express
themselves and process emotions. Through drawing, painting, and other creative activities,
participants can communicate thoughts and feelings that may be difficult to articulate verbally. In
the classroom, art teachers can create environments where students explore emotions while

engaging with visual art materials that promote emotional reflection and healing.

Can Music and Art Be Calming?

Art teachers can incorporate calming practices into lessons that benefit the entire
classroom. For example, guided drawing activities such as creating a mandala—beginning at the
center and gradually building outward with patterns—can encourage mindfulness and focus.

When paired with calming music, the process can become meditative and help students relax.

In my classroom, I created a dedicated space for art journals where students could freely
draw and reflect. As an art educator for more than fourteen years, I found that students especially
enjoyed the final minutes of class when they gathered on the carpet to draw in their journals. Art
materials such as oil pastels, pencils, scissors, tape, and crayons were provided nearby. This quiet
creative time often allowed students to release stress and experience a sense of calm while

creating something personal.

The role of art therapy in education is grounded in the belief that creative expression can
function as a powerful tool for emotional healing and self-discovery. Artistic processes help

individuals translate complex emotions into visual forms, allowing for a deeper understanding of
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their inner experiences. In the context of the art classroom, integrating art therapy strategies
means prioritizing students’ emotional and psychological needs alongside the development of
artistic skills. When these approaches are combined, art becomes not only a medium for

creativity but also a therapeutic outlet that enhances students’ overall well-being.

Activities such as drawing mandalas, doodling in sketchbooks, and following guided
drawing exercises can foster mindfulness and focused attention. The repetitive patterns and
symmetrical structures involved in mandala drawing often allow participants to enter a “flow
state,” becoming fully absorbed in the creative process. This focus on the present moment can

quiet the mind, reduce anxiety, and promote relaxation (Field).

These practices, which I frequently introduce in my own classroom, also influenced my
personal art-making during this research. As I engaged in creating mandalas as a way to find
calm and clarity, the process began to shape my larger painting. One of the most significant
works to emerge from this experience was Sacred Space, a large-scale painting created near the
end of my process. The painting reflects both the meditative qualities of mandala drawing and
my personal journey through breast cancer, transforming repetitive patterns and inward focus

into a visual expression of resilience and peace.

Doodling in the classroom also serves a similar purpose, allowing for freeform
expression and creative exploration without the pressure of producing a "finished" piece. It
invites spontaneous creativity, which can be both liberating and calming. When combined with
meditative music, the overall experience is further enhanced; soothing sounds can help set a

tranquil atmosphere, encouraging deeper relaxation and concentration. The music acts as a



20
gentle backdrop that supports mindfulness, helping individuals to remain centered in the
moment while they draw. Together, these elements create a harmonious practice that not only
nurtures artistic skills but also promotes emotional well-being, self-expression, and a sense of
inner peace. Students can bring struggles and good energy with them into the art room. Students
can be going through struggles and could be experiencing stress and anxiety. Students will share
these feelings with us, but that is not always the case. These students can be misbehaving,
lacking engagement, or not loving the creative process. Art teachers are not licensed
therapists, teachers can add therapeutic art lessons or practices into your room as a way to
support your students and engage their imagination.

What are therapeutic practices? The difference between art therapy and therapeutic
practice is that art therapists diagnose and treat their clients. Art teachers can use art therapy
practices in their class.

Art therapy is a therapeutic way that uses the creative process of making art to improve
emotional, mental, and physical well-being. It allows individuals to express themselves
through various forms of artistic expression, such as drawing, painting, sculpture, and more,
often in non-traditional ways that don’t prioritize artistic skill or technique.

In art therapy, a trained art therapist guides participants through the creative process,
fostering a safe space where they can explore their feelings and experiences. This can help
individuals process difficult emotions, reduce stress, and gain insights into their thoughts.

Art therapy can tap into different parts of the brain using the imagination, and gain new
perspectives and solve problems in new ways. Students can create something beautiful as part

of art therapy, but it’s not the only way to work. You don’t need to think of yourself as a creative
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person in order to benefit from art therapy.

Literature Review

Art therapy practices in the art room can offer numerous benefits for students, impacting
both their emotional and cognitive development. Expression can provide students with a safe
outlet to express their emotions and feelings. This can be especially beneficial for those who may
struggle to articulate their thoughts verbally. Creative activities can serve as a form of relaxation.
Art can also serve as a form of communication when emotions are difficult to express through
words. During my own healing process, painting became a space where I could process
experiences that I could not easily verbalize. One painting in particular, Pink Rose Therapy, was
created shortly after my double mastectomy. The original painting contained bright pink roses,
but as my emotions shifted, I painted over much of the surface with layers of white and pale
blue, allowing only small traces of pink to remain visible through the petals. The process felt
symbolic of beginning again—raw and vulnerable, yet still connected to femininity and identity.
Although I felt emotionally stripped down during that time, art remained a constant source of
comfort and reflection. Experiences like this have strengthened my belief that creative practice
can provide a powerful outlet for healing and self-understanding, which is why it has become

part of my mission as an educator to create spaces where students can use art in similar ways.

Creative expression can help students unwind and temporarily step away from

overwhelming feelings or pressures. Through artistic practice, students may develop increased
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self-awareness as they explore their thoughts and emotions visually. This process can lead to
personal growth and improved emotional intelligence. Art can also function as a form of
nonverbal communication, allowing students to share experiences or feelings they may find
difficult to articulate verbally. Additionally, creating art often requires decision-making and
experimentation, which can strengthen problem-solving skills and critical thinking. Engaging
with creative processes can also help build resilience by encouraging students to work through
emotions and challenges in constructive ways, empowering them to navigate difficulties both
inside and outside the classroom (Carpenter Estarda). Social connections can improve by
participating in collaborative art projects or group activities can help students build relationships
with their peers. This sense of community can reduce feelings of isolation and promote social
skills (Carpenter Estarda). Cultural Exploration can allow students to explore and celebrate their
own culture as well as those of others. This can promote diversity awareness and appreciation in
the classroom. Mindfulness can help students engage in the creative process and can promote
mindfulness helping students stay present and focused. This can be particularly beneficial in

managing anxiety and improving overall mental well-being (Field). Students could be provided

coloring books and encouraged to color mindfully, focusing on the present moment and

the sensations of coloring.

Collaborative art projects can also be used to promote social and emotional

development. By working together to create a piece of art, students can learn to communicate
effectively and develop empathy for others (Carpenter Estardo). There are several ways teachers

can use art therapy to create a supportive and nurturing environment that fosters creativity and
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self-expression. By encouraging students to think outside the box and come up with unique
solutions to problems, they can develop their critical thinking and problem-solving skills.
Incorporating engaging group art activities into the curriculum can help students and their social
and emotional development.By integrating art therapy practices into the classroom, teachers can
create a nurturing environment that supports not only artistic development but also the
emotional health and well-being of students (Malchiodi 12). One of the most memorable
collaborative art projects I worked on with students was the construction of an eight-foot-tall
tree sculpture inspired by the work of Gustav Klimt. I discovered a wood panel shaped like a
tree in the back room that had once been used as a prop for a performance show. The students
loved the process of taking something old and bringing it back to life. This collaborative art
project involved students from kindergarten through fifth grade, allowing for a unique source of

creativity and teamwork across different age groups.

The centerpiece of our project was a magnificent tree that needed the support of wires to
stand upright from the museum’s ceiling, adding to its dramatic presentation. The tree itself was
spray-painted a brilliant gold, which not only gave it a strong visual presence but also
symbolized the unity and richness of our collective ideas. Inside the trunk and branches of the
tree, students contributed their own artistic flair by adding a variety of patterns—spirals, squares,
and triangles—created with vibrant mosaic tiles. Each shiny tile reflected light beautifully,

transforming the piece into a radiant work of art that shimmered within its environment.

The collaborative process allowed each student to express their individuality while contributing

to a larger whole. Students were provided metallic markers to repeat their patterns, allowing for a
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personal touch across the tree’s surface. This hands-on experience encouraged creativity and
self-expression while fostering a calm and supportive atmosphere as they worked side by side.
Research shows that collaborative art-making can strengthen communication skills and increase
emotional engagement among students (Cohen-Yatziv and Regev 305). The collaboration not
only brought the children together but also instilled a sense of pride and accomplishment as they
watched their collective efforts transform into something extraordinary. Many students expressed
joy in working on the project, building relationships with their peers and developing new social

skills in the process.

The Tree of Life sculpture project also served as an impactful art therapy experience for
the students involved. Engaging in this creative process allowed them to explore their emotions
in a supportive environment while developing their artistic skills. As they worked on the
sculpture, many students discovered that creating art helped them express feelings that were
often difficult to articulate (Malchiodi 24). The act of placing tiles, painting branches, and using
metallic markers became a cathartic release, allowing students to channel their thoughts and
emotions into something meaningful and beautiful. Working with these materials also provided a
comforting distraction from personal challenges and offered a sense of empowerment as students

took ownership of their contributions.

Moreover, collaborating on the Tree of Life fostered a strong sense of community and
belonging among the students. As they shared ideas and experiences, they learned to
communicate more openly, listen to one another, and respect different perspectives. These

collaborative experiences are known to support emotional development and social connection in
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Ross Students, The Tree of Life 2024

educational settings (Cohen-Yatziv and Regev 306). The symbolism of the tree
itself—representing growth, strength, and interconnectedness—resonated deeply with the
students. Each mosaic tile represented not only their individual identities but also how they fit
within a larger community. This metaphorical aspect of the sculpture gave them a visual

reminder of resilience and the importance of supporting one another.
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The top of the mushroom sculpture was created from an umbrella I found outside my
classroom. I even went dumpster diving with a friend at a carpet store, where we discovered
thick cardboard tubes that had once held rolls of carpet; these became the stem of the sculpture. I
used a bandsaw to cut the tube down to size and attached it to an old Christmas tree stand that [
had been planning to throw away. The process of transforming discarded materials into
something imaginative and playful excited the students and sparked their curiosity about creative

reusc.

All of my students had a wonderful time covering the mushroom sculpture with
papier-maché made from newspaper, glue, and water mixed into a paste. As they worked
together around the sculpture, laughter filled the room—especially because the umbrella on top

would move slightly as they added layers. Once the structure dried, students painted the top a

vibrant red with large white polka dots, reminiscent of a whimsical forest mushroom. The
underside of the sculpture was reinforced with spray foam, helping bring the structure together

while adding an organic texture.

Community art therapy is a dynamic and evolving approach that combines the principles
of art therapy with community engagement, emphasizing the therapeutic benefits of artistic
expression within shared environments such as classrooms (Schmidt 48). By integrating these

practices, art teachers and community facilitators can create enriching experiences that foster
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emotional healing, creativity, and personal empowerment among participants (Malchiodi 56).
The Mushroom Umbrella sculpture stands as a testament to the power of collaboration and
imagination. It not only serves as a playful visual centerpiece but also encourages dialogue about

nature, protection, and the importance of community.

Through engaging in this project, students learned valuable lessons about teamwork,
artistic expression, and the significance of making art accessible and inclusive. Collaborative art
projects such as this can be powerful tools for promoting social and emotional development in
students. By working together to create a shared artwork, students learn to communicate
effectively, practice cooperation, and develop empathy for others (Cohen-Yatziv and Regev 304).
Art-based collaboration also encourages students to listen to different perspectives and engage in
shared problem-solving, helping them develop stronger interpersonal skills while building

confidence in their creative abilities.



Ross School Students, Mushroom Sculpture, 2024

Umbrella, spray foam, paint, glue, papier-maché, cardboard tube, Christmas tree stand.

Collaborative art projects can be used to promote social and emotional development in
students. By working together to create a piece of artwork, students learn to communicate
effectively, practice cooperation, and develop empathy for others. Art-based collaboration also
encourages students to listen to different perspectives and engage in shared problem-solving,

which can strengthen interpersonal relationships and emotional awareness (Potash 164).

Community art therapy is a dynamic and evolving field that combines the principles of
art therapy with community engagement, emphasizing the therapeutic benefits of artistic
expression in collective settings. By integrating various creative practices, art educators and
community facilitators can create enriching experiences that foster emotional healing, social
cohesion, and personal empowerment. Community art therapy recognizes the importance of

social interaction and shared creative experiences in supporting mental well-being. Through
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group art sessions, participants are able to express emotions, share personal stories, and build

meaningful connections through the creative process (Schmidt).

Art teachers can design lessons that are intentionally therapeutic, encouraging students to
engage deeply with materials and themes connected to their emotions and lived experiences.
These lessons may focus on specific prompts or open-ended themes that allow students to
interpret ideas in personal and meaningful ways. Creating open studio environments, where
participants are free to explore materials without strict guidelines, encourages experimentation,
spontaneity, and self-directed learning. Open studios invite individuals of all ages to express
themselves freely, fostering a sense of ownership and leadership in their artistic journeys (Potash

165).

Collaborative art projects can also promote teamwork and collective expression. Whether
students work together on murals, sculptures, or installations, the collaborative process
encourages dialogue, builds relationships, and allows shared narratives to emerge. Reflection and
discussion are also important components of therapeutic art practices. When participants are
given opportunities to discuss their artwork and reflect on their experiences, they often develop
deeper insight into their emotions while strengthening connections with others in the group

(Field 4).

Accessibility is another essential component of community art therapy. Art experiences
should be inclusive and adaptable so that individuals of different ages, abilities, and backgrounds
can participate comfortably. Providing a variety of materials and flexible approaches allows

expression in a collective setting. By integrating various practices, art teachers and community
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facilitators can create enriching experiences that foster emotional healing, social cohesion, and
personal empowerment. Community Art Therapy-involves using art as a means of therapy within
a community context. It recognizes the role of social interactions and shared experiences in
promoting mental well-being. By facilitating group sessions, art therapists can help participants
express their feelings, share stories, and build connections through creativity.

Community art therapy emphasizes artistic expression within a collective setting. By integrating
various practices, art teachers and community facilitators can create enriching experiences that
foster emotional healing, social cohesion, and personal empowerment. This approach recognizes
the importance of social interaction and shared creative experiences in promoting mental
well-being. By facilitating group sessions, art therapists help participants express emotions, share

personal stories, and build meaningful connections through the creative process (Schmidt).

It is also important that art therapy experiences remain accessible to all members of the
community, regardless of age, ability, or background. Providing diverse materials and adaptable
creative approaches allows individuals to participate in ways that feel comfortable and
meaningful to them. Community art therapy must also be sensitive to the cultural backgrounds of
participants. Integrating culturally relevant themes and acknowledging diverse artistic traditions
can strengthen the therapeutic experience and ensure that all participants feel seen and valued

(Potash 164).
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Community art therapy represents a powerful intersection between creativity, healing,
and social responsibility. By creating supportive environments that encourage artistic expression,
art educators and therapists can help individuals navigate challenges, build resilience, and
develop a sense of belonging. As researchers continue to explore the therapeutic potential of art,
the role of community and shared creative experiences remains central to its impact,

demonstrating how artistic expression can foster connection, healing, and inspiration (Field 4).

Journal writing and drawing with various art materials also offer significant benefits for
emotional well-being and creative expression. Writing in a journal allows individuals to
articulate their thoughts and emotions, providing a private space for reflection and self-discovery.
Through the process of recording experiences, feelings, and ideas, individuals may gain insight
into their internal world, helping them process complex emotions and reduce stress. This
reflective practice can serve as a therapeutic outlet that supports emotional release while

encouraging personal growth (Malchiodi 12).

Incorporating drawing into journaling can deepen the expressive process. Different art
materials—such as colored pencils, watercolor paints, and ink—create opportunities for visual

storytelling and symbolic expression. Each medium offers unique textures and visual

possibilities that allow individuals to communicate emotions that may be difficult to express

through words alone (Rubin 52).

It is important to ensure that art therapy sessions remain accessible to all members of the
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community, regardless of background, age, or ability. Providing diverse materials and adaptable
creative approaches allows participants to engage in ways that feel comfortable and meaningful.
Community art therapy must also be sensitive to the cultural backgrounds of participants.
Integrating culturally relevant themes and acknowledging diverse artistic traditions can

strengthen the therapeutic experience and ensure that all voices are heard (Potash 164).

Community art therapy represents a powerful intersection between creativity, healing, and social
responsibility. By creating supportive environments that encourage artistic expression, art

educators and therapists can help individuals navigate challenges, build resilience, and develop a
sense of belonging. As researchers continue to explore the therapeutic potential of art, the role of
community and shared creative experiences remains central to its impact, demonstrating how art

can foster healing, connection, and inspiration (Field 4).

Journal writing and drawing using a variety of art materials also offer significant benefits for
emotional well-being and creative expression. Writing in a journal allows individuals to
articulate their thoughts and emotions, providing a safe space for reflection and self-discovery.
As individuals record their experiences and feelings, they may gain deeper insight into their
internal world, helping them process complex emotions and reduce stress. This reflective
practice serves as a therapeutic outlet that supports emotional release while encouraging personal

growth (Malchiodi 12).

Incorporating drawing into journaling expands the expressive process even further. Different art
materials—such as colored pencils, watercolor paints, and ink—create opportunities for visual

storytelling and symbolic expression. Each medium offers unique textures and effects, allowing
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individuals to communicate emotions that words alone may not capture. Drawing can also
promote mindfulness by encouraging individuals to focus on the present moment and immerse
themselves in the creative process, which may help reduce anxiety and increase emotional

awareness (Rubin 52).

The combination of writing and drawing creates a layered narrative through which
individuals can explore their identities and experiences more fully. Together, these practices
provide a holistic approach to self-discovery and emotional regulation, empowering individuals

to express creativity while cultivating resilience and well-being.

Art therapy is a therapeutic practice that uses the creative process of making art to
improve emotional, mental, and physical well-being. Through various forms of artistic
expression—such as drawing, painting, sculpture, and mixed media—individuals can
communicate thoughts and emotions in ways that may not rely on technical artistic skill. Instead,
the focus of art therapy lies in the process of creation and the meaning behind the artwork

(Malchiodi 5).

In art therapy, a trained therapist guides participants through the creative process while
maintaining a safe and supportive environment where individuals can explore their feelings and
experiences. This approach can help participants process difficult emotions, reduce stress, and
gain insights into their thoughts and behaviors. The artwork produced during therapy may serve
as a visual representation of feelings that are difficult to express verbally, helping facilitate

communication, reflection, and emotional understanding (Rubin 48).
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The Difference Between an Art Therapist and an Art Teacher

Art therapy and art education are two distinct professional fields, each with its own goals.
Understanding the differences between an art therapist and an art teacher helps clarify their
individual roles while also highlighting how the two professions can complement one another in

supporting creativity, self-expression, and emotional growth.

An art teacher’s primary objective is educational. Art teachers focus on developing
students’ artistic skills, knowledge, and understanding of artistic techniques, history, and theory.
Through structured lesson plans, they guide students in learning various artistic processes such as
drawing, painting, sculpture, and digital media. Art teachers often assess student progress,
provide feedback, and encourage the development of technical abilities and creative thinking

within an educational setting.

It is also important to ensure that art therapy sessions are accessible to all members of the
community, regardless of background, age, or ability. Providing diverse materials and adaptable
approaches allows everyone to participate in a way that feels comfortable and meaningful.
Community art therapy must also remain sensitive to the cultural backgrounds of participants.
Integrating culturally relevant themes and acknowledging diverse artistic traditions can enhance

the therapeutic experience and ensure that all voices are heard.
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Community art therapy represents a powerful intersection between creativity, healing,
and social responsibility. By creating supportive environments that encourage artistic expression,
art educators and therapists can help individuals navigate challenges, cultivate resilience, and
develop a sense of belonging. As the potential of art as a therapeutic medium continues to be
explored, the importance of community and shared experiences remains central to its impact,

illustrating the profound ways art can heal, connect, and inspire.

Journal writing and drawing using a variety of art materials offer numerous benefits that enrich
both mental well-being and creative expression. Engaging in journal writing allows individuals
to articulate their thoughts and emotions, providing a safe space for self-reflection and clarity. As
they record their experiences, feelings, and ideas, they can gain new insights into their inner
world, helping them process complex emotions and reduce stress. This act of writing serves as a
therapeutic outlet, allowing for the release of pent-up feelings while fostering a sense of

accomplishment and personal growth.

Incorporating drawing into journaling further expands the experience. Different art
materials—such as colored pencils, watercolor, and ink—create an expansive canvas for
self-expression. Each medium offers unique textures and effects, allowing individuals to
communicate visually what words may fail to capture, translating emotions into vivid imagery.
Drawing can also enhance mindfulness by encouraging individuals to focus on the present
moment, immersing themselves in the creative process and reducing anxiety. The tactile nature
of working with diverse art materials stimulates the senses and promotes deeper engagement

with one’s emotions. Additionally, the combination of writing and drawing creates a richer
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narrative through which individuals can explore their identities and experiences. Ultimately,
journal writing and drawing together provide a holistic approach to self-discovery and emotional
regulation, empowering individuals to embrace creativity while cultivating resilience and
well-being. Understanding the differences between an art therapist and an art teacher clarifies
their individual roles while also highlighting how the two professions can complement each
other in supporting creativity, self-expression, and emotional growth. An art teacher’s primary
objective is educational. Art teachers focus on developing students’ artistic skills, knowledge,
and understanding of artistic techniques, history, and theory. Through structured lesson plans,
they guide students in learning various artistic processes such as drawing, painting, sculpture,
and digital media. Art teachers often assess student progress, provide feedback, and encourage
the development of technical abilities and creative thinking within an educational setting.
reinforcing community bonds. It is important to ensure that art therapy sessions are accessible to
all community members, regardless of background, age, or ability. Offering diverse materials and
adaptable approaches allow everyone to participate in a way that feels comfortable and
meaningful. Community art therapy must be sensitive to the cultural backgrounds of participants.
Integrating culturally relevant themes and acknowledging diverse artistic traditions can enhance

the therapeutic experience and ensure that all voices are heard.

Art therapy is a therapeutic way that uses the creative process of making art to improve
emotional, mental , and physical well-being. It allows individuals to express themselves through
various forms of artistic expression, such as drawing, painting, sculpture, and more, often in

non-traditional ways that don’t prioritize artistic skill or technique.
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In art therapy, a trained art therapist guides participants through the creative process,
fostering a safe space where they can explore their feelings and experiences. This can help
individuals process difficult emotions, reduce stress, and gain insights into their thoughts and

behaviors. The art created can serve as a visual representation of feelings that may be hard to

express verbally, helping facilitate communication and reflection.

Understanding the differences between an art therapist and an art teacher clarifies their individual
roles while also highlighting how the two professions can complement one another in supporting

creativity, self-expression, and emotional growth.

An art teacher’s primary objective is educational. Art teachers focus on developing students’
artistic skills, knowledge, and understanding of artistic techniques, history, and theory. Through
structured lesson plans, they guide students in learning various artistic processes such as
drawing, painting, sculpture, and digital media. Art teachers often assess student progress,
provide feedback, and encourage the development of technical abilities and creative thinking

within an educational setting.

In contrast, art therapy uses the creative process of making art to improve emotional, mental, and
physical well-being. Rather than emphasizing artistic skill or technical achievement, art therapy
focuses on self-expression and emotional exploration. Through various forms of artistic
expression—including drawing, painting, sculpture, and mixed media—individuals are able to

communicate feelings that may be difficult to express verbally.

In art therapy sessions, a trained art therapist guides participants through the creative process in a
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safe and supportive environment. This setting allows individuals to explore their feelings and
experiences while reducing stress and gaining insight into their thoughts and behaviors. The
artwork produced often serves as a visual representation of emotions, helping facilitate

communication, reflection, and personal understanding.

Art therapists are trained to use art as a form of therapeutic intervention. Their primary
focus is not on developing artistic skill but on supporting emotional healing and personal growth
through creative exploration. Art therapists often work in clinical or therapeutic environments
where they assess the emotional state of their clients and tailor their approaches accordingly.
Through art-making, individuals can explore complex emotions, process difficult experiences,

and improve their mental well-being.

Methodology

The methodologies employed by art teachers and art therapists differ significantly. Art
teachers typically follow established curricula designed for educational settings. Their lessons
often focus on technique, style, and critique, encouraging students to refine their artistic abilities
and build a portfolio that reflects their development. In many art classrooms, emphasis is placed
on the final product and technical proficiency. Teachers may also organize exhibitions or

showcases that highlight student work and celebrate artistic achievement.

Art therapists, however, utilize a range of therapeutic frameworks to support their clients.
These may include humanistic theories, or cognitive-behavioral techniques. Within art therapy,

the emphasis is placed on exploration, emotional expression, and self-discovery rather than on
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the aesthetic quality of the artwork. Art therapists create a nonjudgmental environment in which
individuals can safely engage with their emotions through art-making. The therapeutic
relationship between therapist and participant plays a crucial role in this process, helping

individuals feel supported as they navigate their emotional experiences (Field 4).

The populations served by art teachers and art therapists also differ. Art teachers typically
work with students in schools or community programs, teaching individuals of various ages who
are interested in learning about art. Their role is to encourage creativity while also developing

students’ artistic knowledge and technical skills.

Art therapists, on the other hand, frequently work with individuals facing emotional or
psychological challenges, including trauma, grief, anxiety, depression, or developmental
disorders. Their clients may include children, adolescents, and adults who require specialized
therapeutic interventions. For example, art therapists may work with children experiencing
anxiety or autism spectrum disorders, using art as a means of communication and emotional

processing.

Another key distinction between the two fields lies in how progress is assessed. In art
education, evaluation is typically based on artistic development, adherence to project guidelines,
and the quality of completed work. Teachers often provide grades or formal feedback to measure
a student’s progress and achievement. In art therapy, however, evaluation focuses on emotional
and psychological growth rather than technical skill. Therapists assess progress through
observation, conversation, and reflection rather than through grading. Changes in mood,

behavior, emotional regulation, or willingness to communicate may all indicate therapeutic
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progress. The artwork created during sessions may also provide insight into the client’s

emotional state, helping therapists better understand their experiences.

Despite their differences, art teachers and art therapists share a common belief in the
transformative power of art. Collaboration between the two professions offers meaningful

opportunities to support both creative development and emotional well-being.

One way to bridge the gap between these fields is through interdisciplinary training and
professional development. Workshops and collaborative learning opportunities can help art
teachers gain insight into therapeutic practices that support students’ emotional needs. These
strategies can help educators create inclusive and supportive classroom environments where

students feel safe expressing themselves.

Art therapy techniques can benefit individuals of all ages and address a variety of
emotional challenges, including anxiety, depression, trauma, and self-esteem issues.
Additionally, art therapy emphasizes the importance of community and connection. Sharing
artwork and personal experiences can foster empathy, strengthen relationships, and build

supportive environments for participants.

In educational settings, art therapy practices can be integrated into the art classroom to
enhance emotional well-being and personal growth. Through creative expression, such as
painting, drawing, sculpture, or mixed media, students can explore emotions, reduce stress, and

communicate experiences that may otherwise be difficult to express.

Art therapy sessions in the classroom often include guided activities, reflective
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discussions, and creative prompts that encourage students to connect their artwork with their
emotional experiences. The process of creating art allows students to express emotions such as

joy, sadness, frustration, or anxiety in a constructive and supportive setting.

Ultimately, art therapy in educational environments can foster a sense of community
among students. Sharing artwork and reflecting on creative experiences can promote empathy,
understanding, and meaningful connections between peers. Through these experiences, art
becomes not only a form of creative expression but also a powerful tool for healing and personal
development.In contrast, an art therapist is trained to use art as a medium for therapeutic
intervention. The primary focus of art therapy is not on honing artistic skills but rather on
facilitating emotional healing and personal growth through the creative process. Art therapists
often work in clinical settings or therapeutic environments where they assess the emotional state
of their clients and tailor their approach accordingly. They utilize art to help individuals explore
feelings, express thoughts that may be difficult to verbalize, and promote mental health and
well-being. The populations served by art teachers and art therapists also differ in important
ways. Art teachers typically work with students in schools or community programs, teaching
individuals of various ages who are interested in learning about art. Their role is to encourage
creativity while also helping students develop artistic knowledge, technical skills, and an
understanding of visual culture (Eisner 34). Through structured lessons and creative exploration,

art teachers support both artistic development and critical thinking in the classroom.

Art therapists, on the other hand, frequently work with individuals experiencing emotional or

psychological challenges, including trauma, grief, anxiety, depression, or developmental
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disorders. Their clients may include children, adolescents, and adults who require specialized
therapeutic interventions. For example, art therapists may work with children experiencing
anxiety or autism spectrum disorders, using art as a means of communication and emotional

processing when verbal expression may be difficult (Malchiodi 42).

Another key distinction between the two fields lies in how progress is assessed. In art
education, evaluation is typically based on artistic development, adherence to project guidelines,
and the quality of completed work. Teachers often provide grades or formal feedback to measure
a student’s progress and achievement. In contrast, art therapy focuses on emotional and
psychological growth rather than technical skill. Therapists assess progress through observation,
conversation, and reflection rather than through grading. Changes in mood, behavior, emotional
regulation, or willingness to communicate may all indicate therapeutic progress (Rubin 67). The
artwork created during sessions can also provide insight into the client’s emotional state, helping

therapists better understand their experiences and personal narratives.

Despite these differences, art teachers and art therapists share a common belief in the
transformative power of art. Both professions recognize that creative expression can foster
self-awareness, healing, and personal growth. Collaboration between these fields offers
meaningful opportunities to support both creative development and emotional well-being in

educational environments.

One way to bridge the gap between these fields is through interdisciplinary training and
professional development. Workshops, conferences, and collaborative learning opportunities can

help art teachers gain insight into therapeutic practices that support students’ emotional needs.
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Such training can equip educators with strategies to create inclusive classroom
environments where students feel safe expressing themselves through art (Cohen-Yatziv and
Regev 298). Art therapy techniques can benefit individuals of all ages and address a variety of
emotional challenges, including anxiety, depression, trauma, and self-esteem issues. In addition,
art therapy emphasizes the importance of community and connection. Sharing artwork and
personal experiences can foster empathy, strengthen relationships, and build supportive

environments for participants (Moon 59).

In educational settings, art therapy practices can be thoughtfully integrated into the art
classroom to enhance emotional well-being and personal growth. Through creative
expression—such as painting, drawing, sculpture, or mixed media—students can explore

emotions, reduce stress, and communicate experiences that may otherwise be difficult to express.

Art therapy—inspired sessions in the classroom often include guided activities, reflective
discussions, and creative prompts that encourage students to connect their artwork with their
emotional experiences. The process of creating art allows students to express emotions such as
joy, frustration, fear, or hope in a constructive and supportive way, helping them build emotional

awareness and resilience (Malchiodi 75).

Art education focuses on teaching students the skills, techniques, and concepts

necessary to understand and create art. [t emphasizes academic growth, technical skill
development, and critical thinking. In an art education setting, the goals may include skill

development, students learn various artistic techniques, such as drawing, painting, sculpture, or
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digital media, helping them to develop their artistic talents. Art History and Theory,
understanding the context, movements, and philosophies behind art encourages critical thinking
and a deeper appreciation for the artistic process.Creative Exploration,art education fosters
experimentation and innovation, allowing students to explore their own style and voice while

adhering to certain guidelines or conventions within the medium.

Art Therapy is rooted in psychological principles and is often used as a tool for healing

and self-exploration. Its primary objectives include, Healing and Emotional Expression.Art

therapists facilitate processes that allow individuals to express complex emotions nonverbally,
helping them to process feelings related to trauma, stress, or other psychological
challenges,personal insight and growth. The focus here is on the individual's journey.

Participants can gain insight into themselves and their experiences through creative expression,

often moving away from verbal communication to tap into deeper emotional states. Supportive
environment, art therapy setting prioritizes emotional safety and provides a space where
individuals feel secure to explore their feelings without judgment, focusing on the therapeutic

process itself rather than the technical quality of the artwork produced.

In an art room, where both practices may coexist, educators and therapists must navigate
the balance between providing art education and facilitating art therapy. Here are some things

art educators can think about while planning their art lessons.

The first thing the art teacher needs to think about is the intent of the overall lesson. Is
the goal to teach skills and knowledge or to provide therapeutic support? Clear communication

about objectives allows participants to understand the purpose of the session. As an art educator
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for over fourteen years, if I wasn’t clear on my directions, students could get lost.

Recognizing the needs of students is crucial. Some may seek to develop their artistic
talents, while others may need a more supportive space for emotional exploration. Tailoring the
approach accordingly can benefit all students. In some cases, art teachers may incorporate
elements of art therapy into their teaching, such as mindfulness practices and personal
reflection. Conversely, art therapists may use educational elements to guide clients in

developing specific skills where appropriate.

The line between art education and art therapy is not always rigid. Many artists find
healing through creating, and many students experience personal growth through artistic
exploration; therefore, both realms can compliment the other.

Mandala Coloring Techniques of Middle Grades with disruptive behavior in this study
explores the application of mandala coloring techniques as a therapeutic intervention for
middle school students showing disruptive behaviors. Mandalas, are geometric designs often
associated with mindfulness and meditation, serve not only as a creative outlet but also as a tool
for emotional release. (Levenberg). Through a series of case studies and practical classroom
applications, research highlights how engaging in mandala coloring can lead to significant
reductions in disruptive behaviors among students. Participants reported increased feelings of
calmness and focus, allowing them to better regulate their emotions and interactions with peers.
The rhythmic and repetitive nature of coloring mandalas promotes mindfulness, which has been
shown to reduce stress and anxiety—two common triggers for behavioral challenges in the

classroom (Curry and Kasser 81).
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Moreover, teachers noted improvements in overall classroom dynamics as students who
participated in mandala activities demonstrated greater self-control and increased collaboration
with classmates. The study emphasizes that integrating art therapy techniques such as mandala
coloring into the educational environment can foster a positive classroom atmosphere that

supports learning while simultaneously addressing behavioral challenges (Curry and Kasser 82).

Meditative mandala drawings can provide a powerful avenue for art therapy among students,
offering both a creative outlet and a tool for emotional healing. The process of creating a
mandala allows students to focus their thoughts and feelings, encouraging mindfulness and
self-reflection. Starting from the center of the drawing, students can engage in a meditative
practice in which they concentrate on their breathing while listening to calming music. This
combination helps create an environment that encourages relaxation and concentration. As
students gradually extend their designs outward, they often experience a sense of flow and
connection to their inner selves, allowing them to express emotions that might otherwise remain

unspoken (Malchiodi 64).

The repetitive patterns and intricate details involved in mandala drawing can function as
a form of active meditation, guiding students into a state of tranquility. This artistic practice not
only fosters creativity but also enhances emotional regulation, helping students manage stress
and anxiety. By immersing themselves in this therapeutic activity, students can develop a deeper
understanding of themselves, cultivate patience, and find joy in the process of creation (Moon

92).
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Empathy is understood as the capacity to recognize, understand, and share the feelings of
another—has been shown to reduce stress and promote emotional health. When children engage
in empathetic art activities such as painting, drawing, or crafting, they not only express their own
emotions but also create opportunities for others to connect with and understand their
experiences. This shared understanding can help alleviate feelings of isolation that often

accompany emotional or physical challenges (Malchiodi 118).

For many students today, issues such as post-traumatic stress, low self-esteem,
depression, and other emotional-behavioral challenges are increasingly prevalent. Art provides a
safe space for students to explore these complex emotions. Through creative expression, children
can communicate their struggles without relying solely on verbal language. For instance, an
abstract painting can convey feelings of fear, anxiety, or sadness while also providing a sense of
emotional release and validation. Viewers—whether peers, teachers, or caregivers—can interpret
the emotional messages within the artwork, opening opportunities for dialogue and

understanding (Rubin 103).

In addition, engaging in art-making can serve as a distraction from physical pain and
psychological stress associated with chronic medical conditions. The immersive quality of
creating art allows children to temporarily step away from their daily challenges and become
absorbed in the creative process. This form of engagement can be therapeutic, offering relief
from ongoing stressors. Research has indicated that art-making can reduce levels of
cortisol—often referred to as the “stress hormone”—thereby promoting relaxation and improving

mood (Kaimal et al. 150).



48

Art education and art therapy programs can provide structured opportunities for children
to explore their emotions in guided ways. Trained facilitators can help students navigate complex
feelings, supporting them as they process and articulate their experiences constructively. These
programs may include techniques such as art journaling, storytelling through visual media, and
expressive arts therapy, all of which can be adapted to meet the specific needs of students

experiencing emotional or health-related challenges (Moon 118).

Providing flexible art spaces within the classroom can also support emotional well-being.
Creative corners equipped with drawing materials, journals, and other art supplies allow students
to choose how they wish to engage with art-making. Additionally, integrating mindfulness
practices—such as breathing exercises or short meditations—into art sessions can help students
center their thoughts and reduce anxiety, promoting an environment that is more conducive to
creativity and self-reflection (Field 45). Once a safe space is established, students can use writing
and drawing as meaningful outlets for stress relief. Engaging in artistic activities enables students
to channel emotions into creative expression, supporting both personal growth and emotional

resilience.

When children work together to create a mural, a collage, or a sculpture, they learn to
communicate with one another, share their stories, and offer support. Such interactions not only
encourage teamwork but also reinforce the idea that they are not alone in their journey. The
process of creating something together fosters connection and solidarity, transforming the often
isolating experience of living with a chronic condition into an opportunity for friendship and

mutual support.
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Art’s role in releasing anxiety and depression is also deeply connected to its potential to
self-discovery. Through the creative process, students can explore their identities, beliefs, and
feelings. For example, a student grappling with feelings of isolation may create art that
expresses these sentiments, allowing them to confront their experiences. This externalization of
internal struggles can lead to insights that pave the way for healing. Conversations around their
art can then catalyze deeper discussions about mental health and well-being, fostering an

environment where students feel validated and understood.




Ross School Students, Collaborative Clay Hearts, 2024

Clay, Glaze

The collaborative ceramic heart piece serves as a powerful art therapy project for kids,
promoting emotional expression and connection among participants. In creating this
artwork, children have the opportunity to work together, fostering teamwork and

communication skills while engaging in the therapeutic process of making art.

This project invites kids to explore their feelings through clay, a medium that is tactile
and forgiving. As they mold the ceramic pieces, they can discuss their experiences and
emotions, transforming personal thoughts into physical forms. The heart shape symbolizes love,

compassion, and unity, providing a safe space for children to express their feelings of joy,

sadness, or even anxiety in a constructive manner.

Throughout the process, teachers can guide discussions that help children articulate their
emotions related to the project and their lives. By sharing their stories and experiences while

working collaboratively on the heart, they develop empathy and understanding for one another.
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This collective effort reinforces the idea that they are not alone in their feelings, creating

a sense of community and support among peers. Moreover, the act of creating something
beautiful and meaningful together fosters a sense of accomplishment and pride. Once completed,
The ceramic heart piece serves as a lasting reminder of their shared experiences and the
importance of emotional connection. It reflects the power of art as a healing tool, allowing
children to channel their creativity while also nurturing their mental well-being in a supportive

environment.

Conclusion: A Journey of Healing and Self-Discovery Through Art

Throughout this thesis process, I have experienced a profound journey of healing,
self-discovery, and resilience. When I was diagnosed with breast cancer, [ was immediately
confronted with emotions that challenged my outlook on life. Engaging in art became an outlet
for me in a way to find solace. Flowers, which have always brought me happiness, played a
central role in this journey. Painting them has been more than an artistic act; it has been a

therapeutic process that nurtured my spirit.

Creating floral mandalas allowed me to experience a sense of calmness and acceptance,
reminding me that everything unfolds in its own time. This realization, that growth and healing
require patience—became a guiding principle in my life. I learned that everyone, at some point,
faces heartbreak, loss, or health challenges. Through my art, I found a way to process these

experiences and continue moving forward.

My artwork, including the painting Pink Rose Therapy, reflects this transformation. After
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my double mastectomy, the painting evolved as well. What once held bright pink roses was
painted over with soft whites and pale blues, leaving subtle traces of pink beneath the petals. The
process felt like beginning again—raw and vulnerable, yet still feminine and strong. These layers

mirror my own experience of healing: a mixture of loss, renewal, and resilience.

This thesis, Art Therapy in the Classroom, explores how similar creative practices can
support students’ emotional well-being. Just as art became a space for me to process emotions
that were difficult to express in words, the art classroom can become a safe environment where
students explore their own feelings through creativity. Mindfulness activities, collaborative
projects, and open-ended artistic exploration allow students to reflect, communicate, and build
emotional resilience. My personal experience has strengthened my belief that art education is not

only about developing artistic skill, but also about nurturing the whole student.

As I continue this journey, I am entering another stage of healing. In two weeks, I will
undergo reconstructive surgery to receive breast implants. My first surgery lasted more than
twelve hours, and this next step will hopefully restore greater mobility and comfort in my daily
life. I look forward to returning fully to my studio practice and continuing to explore the new
direction my painting has taken. My work has shifted from abstract flowers and landscapes to
intimate explorations of floral interiors and mandala-inspired forms, reflecting deeper layers of

reflection, healing, and personal growth.

Through this process, art has remained a constant source of strength. navigate fear. As an
educator, I hope to share this understanding with my students—that art can be more than an

assignment or a finished product.
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