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ABSTRACT 

The following study investigated the efficacy of art therapy using clay and an essential oil 

diffuser for treating academic stress and anxiety symptoms. The participant-researcher engaged 

in a comparison approach to determine whether applying a diffuser with clay would provide a 

greater reduction of stress than mainly using clay itself. Moreover, the art tasks were based on 

the six Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) components. A heuristic research design was 

utilized that incorporated visual journaling, along with pre and posttest administrations of the 

Student Stress Inventory (SSI) and the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS). Results of this study 

indicated six overarching themes related to the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) 

components including (a) Kinesthetic, (b) Sensory, (c) Perceptual, (d) Affective, (e) Cognitive, 

and (f) Symbolic. Each theme also consisted of subthemes related to the participant-researcher’s 

observations and experiences. Analysis of the SSI and PSS scores revealed that there was no 

significant difference between the clay and the clay with diffuser sessions in terms of participant 

stress reduction. However, the participant-researcher reported a reduction in stress levels with 

each of the ETC components showcasing mixed responses. Future studies were recommended. 

 Keywords: academic stress, aromatherapy, art therapy, graduate students, test anxiety 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

For many, the pursuit of higher education is a significant part of expanding one’s 

knowledge, including gaining opportunities in vocational interests and better income or financial 

status (Aceleanu, 2012; Hjorth et al., 2016; Newman & Newman, 2018; Shankar et al., 2013). 

However, graduate students may frequently encounter multiple challenges when pursuing a 

higher degree (Menon, Markadjis, Theodoropouos, & Socratous, 2017; Yikealo, Yemane, & 

Karvinen, 2018). This includes experiencing pressure to succeed, problems finding time to rest 

or work on other projects, and financial issues (Bedewy & Gabriel, 2017; Menon et al., 2017). 

Academic examinations and assignments comprise a core part of what it means to be a 

student within the higher education system (Day, van Blankenstein, Westenberg, & Admiraal, 

2018). Examinations have been defined as methods to conduct evaluation and testing of students’ 

abilities in their learning performance (Gyll & Ragland, 2018). As a graduate art therapy student, 

this participant-researcher has experienced firsthand the challenges associated with academic 

pressure and anxiety during test-taking events. In association with her education, she has also 

experimented with different art therapy techniques to help decrease the negative impact of these 

events, such as aromatherapy with clay media. As an inspiration, the participant-researcher made 

use of these sensory methods as an experiment for this study. 

Problem Statement 

Art therapy has had the potential to establish creativity as a safe and therapeutic method 

for treatment (Hinz, 2009; Rappaport, 2008). It has incorporated imagery, visual communication, 

symbolism, storytelling, and management of art materials to strengthen insight of the client’s 

issues, stimulation of sensory and motor development, self-awareness, self-esteem and 
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empowerment (Wadeson, 2010). According to Curl (2008), the profession has become an 

integral part of the mental health practice over the years. Unfortunately, there have been limited 

empirical studies to demonstrate that it can be an authentic evidenced-based practice, particularly 

with individuals who have had fears, excessive worries, and tension (Bell & Robbins, 2007; 

Curl, 2008). Consequently, and in connection with the current study, researchers and art 

therapists have been calling for more complex experiments to establish the efficacy of art therapy 

and how it can benefit the public (Curl, 2008; Kimport & Hartzell, 2015). 

Naveh-Benjamin, Lavi, McKeachie, and Lin (1999) calculated that 10-35% of college 

students experience indicators of academic stress and had difficulty in establishing academic 

performance skills. Moreover, Schaefer, Matthess, Pfitzer, and Köhle (2007) also found that 10% 

of students experienced test anxiety, which resulted in dropping out of college. In a follow-up 

study, Hjorth and colleagues (2016) demonstrated that poor mental health was connected to 

increased dropout rate with students who were pursuing higher education and vocational 

secondary education. Consequently, an average of 32% students had poor mental health prior to 

dropping out of school.  

Test anxiety has also been common among university students and a natural circumstance 

of this method of evaluation. This type of condition involves undergoing levels of stress, somatic 

issues, and difficulties in concentrating before or during an exam (Damer & Melendres, 2011). 

Researchers also found that experiences of burnout were especially prevalent with this 

population (Lin & Huang, 2014; Mazurkiewicz, Korenstein, Fallar, & Ripp, 2011; Salmela-Aro 

& Read, 2017). Consequently, these experiences have led to a negative impact on the students’ 

academic performance as it pertains to self-confidence as well as physical, mental, and emotional 

well-being (Brady, Hard, & Gross, 2018; Tran et al., 2017). 
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Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this present study: 

1. How can art therapy benefit individuals who struggle with academic stress and test 

anxiety? 

2. What are the outcomes of applying an essential oil diffuser with clay activities based on 

the six components of the Expressive Therapies Continuum (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & 

Lusebrink, 1978)? 

3. In what way will each of the six levels’ art process decrease symptoms of stress and 

excessive worrying related to academic pressure as well as test anxiety? 

4. How will the interventions help students of higher education learn to cope with their 

emotions?  

Basic Assumptions 

 The participant-researcher assumed that administering an essential oil diffuser during an 

art-making process could be utilized as a therapeutic technique to alleviate indicators of 

academic stress and test anxiety. It was later surmised that the combination could more likely 

reduce feelings of worry and stress than solely using clay. 

Statement of Purpose 

This research study investigated the effectiveness of an art therapy intervention using 

clay, in combination with clinical aromatherapy, in reducing stress-related symptoms associated 

with academic stress and examinations. Additionally, it also utilized clay interventions related to 

each of the six levels of the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC; Hinz, 2009; Kagin & 

Lusebrink, 1978). Stimulating both tactile and olfactory perceptions has been found to increase 

cognitive concentration, enhance alertness, and generate a calming effect (Butje, Repede, & 
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Shattell, 2008; Hinz, 2009). The purpose of this study was to determine whether this type of art 

therapy process could reduce stress-related symptoms resulting from academic stress and testing. 

The results of this study may be used to develop an art therapy group for college-age students to 

provide them with coping skills.  

Definition of Terms 

Aromatherapy. This has been defined as the practice of olfactory stimulation or 

stimulating one’s sense of smell through the use of plants and essential scented oils (Butje et al., 

2008).  

 Essential oil diffuser. This is a small machine that acts as a type of blow dryer that 

releases mist and fills the room with a scented aroma. It utilizes water and droplets of essential 

scented oil, which are then dispersed into the air to develop a fragrant mist.  

Expressive therapies continuum (ETC). This theoretical framework was established as 

a guideline to help art therapists categorize interactions with art materials in order to help clients 

process information throughout their creative development (Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978; Kramer, 

1971). Its hierarchy is composed of three dyads (Kinesthetic/Sensory, Perceptual/Affective, and 

Cognitive/Symbolic) a fourth level referred to as the Creative level, which could occur in any of 

the three levels (Hinz, 2009). The Kinesthetic/Sensory level utilizes movement and the five 

senses; the Perceptual/Affective section formulates awareness and emotional responses; and the 

Cognitive/Symbolic category explores complex logical thinking and symbolic meanings. 

Additionally, using resistive media such as clay, crayons, and pencils is believed to stimulate 

Cognitive responses, while fluid media, or paint materials, coincide with the Affective 

component (Hinz, 2009).  
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Justification of Study 

This participant-researcher believed that this study had the potential to advance the field 

of sensory-focused treatment using art therapy by determining the effects of integrating tactile 

and creative activities with aromatherapy. Clay has been utilized for symbolic expressions and 

senses of touch, vision, and motion, which can encourage better insight into one’s emotional 

state and alleviate mood (Elbrecht & Antcliff, 2014; Hinz, 2009). Concurrently, aromatherapy 

has implemented essential oil to increase relaxation and mindfulness (Butje et al., 2008; Fradelos 

& Komini, 2015; Koulivand, Ghadiri, & Gorji, 2013). The participant-researcher assumed that 

these processes would benefit students who have academic stress. Additionally, she hoped that 

this contemporary study would bring forth new questions about combining art therapy with other 

sensory-based methods for future studies. It was expected that these considerations may 

influence other researchers and professionals to develop additional research on this topic. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ART THERAPY AND ESSENTIAL OIL DIFFUSER 

 

12 

CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

The literature review provided a context with respect to higher education and student 

developmental theories. Analysis of academic stress indicators detailed the impact on academic 

performance and overall well-being, as well as what current interventions can be applied to aid 

students. Explanations of art therapy and aromatherapy were also highlighted on how they 

function in a therapeutic environment. Additionally, this literature review discussed clay media 

in terms of how it may benefit clients’ creative and therapeutic processes, as well as their overall 

needs.  

Higher Education 

 In general, the primary goal of education is to help students gain academic knowledge 

(Gyll & Ragland, 2018; Okahana & Zhou, 2018).  Particularly, acquiring a higher education 

plays an important role in providing opportunities for university and college students. The 

Council of Graduate Schools (CGS) reported that more than 1.8 million graduate students, with 

83.4% of them being first-time students, were enrolled in graduate certificate, master’s, or 

doctoral programs since Fall 2017 (Okahana & Zhou, 2018). Additionally, Aceleanu (2012) 

suggested that students benefit when earning advanced degrees because doing so promotes 

lifelong learning, as well as may help students access better health insurance. Higher education 

also creates access to employment possibilities and increased financial security (Hjorth et al., 

2016; Shankar et al., 2013). Master and doctoral programs typically offer degrees in business, 

arts and humanities, law, sciences, and other professions, with Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) and 

Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) serving as the terminal degrees in most professions (McFarland et 

al., 2019; Okahana & Zhou, 2018). Thus, attending and completing college may be viewed as a 
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crucial ingredient that is needed to earn a higher income and stable employment in the world of 

work (Newman & Newman, 2018). McFarland and colleagues (2019) found that the employment 

rate by educational attainment was 86% for young adults with a bachelor’s or a higher degree in 

2018. In comparison, those who completed school, but did not receive a bachelor’s degree 

lessened from 85% in 2000 to 74% in 2018.  

Challenges of College Students 

 There are many challenges that students face while pursuing a higher education (Pedrelli, 

Nyer, Yeung, Zulauf, & Wilens, 2015). Academic stress is one factor that many have argued to 

be common among this population (Boujut, Koleck, Bruchon-Schweitzer, & Bourgeois, 2009; 

Menon et al., 2017; Pedrelli et al., 2015; Saleh, Camart, & Romo, 2017). Robotham (2008) 

defined stress as an array of negative responses that originated from physical, emotional, 

environmental, cognitive, mental, or perceptual circumstances. 

Over the past decade, mental health concerns of college students have significantly 

increased (Eisenberg, Hunt, & Speer, 2013; Taliaferro, Rienzo, Pigg, Miller, & Dodd, 2009). As 

of Spring 2018, the American College Health Association reported that 26.5% of students have 

anxiety, 33.2% suffered from stress, 18.1% who said they felt depressed, and 5.5% experienced 

insomnia within the past 12 months (ACHA, 2018). A report by Fook and Sidhu (2015) found 

that 16.84% of student participants identified cognitive difficulties as to be the most challenging, 

with 13.68% stated problems in becoming an active learner identified the next most frequently 

by 13.68% of respondents. In another study, poor sleep quality was associated with a decrease in 

quality of life among higher education students (Marques, Meia-Via, da Silva, & Gomes, 2017). 

ACHA (2018) additionally reported that within the past 12 months of 2018, 21.8% of students 

had experienced sleep difficulties and 2.6% presented with other sleep disorders. Tran et al. 
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(2017) reasoned that sleep disorders may influence risk factors related to students’ welfare and 

academic performance. Jungbluth, MacFarlane, Veach, and Leroy (2011) highlighted that 

sleeping difficulties was one of the stressors among graduate students in their genetic counseling 

program. It was also discussed that partaking in unhealthy lifestyles, such as poor dietary habits 

and lack of physical activities, were a supplemental set of risk attributes that may lead to 

increased difficulties to the students’ overall health (Hopper & Moninger, 2017; Plotnikoff et al., 

2015). 

Likewise, other researchers have reported that depression, fear of failing, anxiety, fatigue, 

and feeling overwhelmed are also commonly experienced by this population (Blanco et al., 2008; 

Boujut et al., 2009; Cho, Ryu, Noh, & Lee, 2016; Saleh et al., 2017). Pozos-Radillo, Preciado-

Serrano, Plascencia-Campos, and Rayas-Servin (2015) found that academic pressure led to 

chronic stress based on results of their study with university students majoring in physical culture 

in a public university in Mexico. Notably, certain behavioral, psychological, and physiological 

factors were predictive of long-term stress (Pozos-Radillo et al., 2015). Additionally, the 

researchers found that 35.3% of student participants presented high levels of chronic stress, 

which included nail-biting behavior, depression, digestive issues, stress from workload, and 

isolation from others. 

Bedewy and Gabriel’s (2015) also discovered significant perceptions of academic stress 

in a population of educational psychology students. Among their findings were that 18% of 

participants highlighted academic expectations from parents, teachers, and peers, and that 10% 

cited stress based on workload, length span of assignments, and worry about failing exams. 

Additionally, 9% perceived self-confidence toward academic performance as indicators of stress, 

and 8% commented on stress from problems with meeting deadlines and time management. 
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Another study investigating stress in genetic counseling graduate students reported workload and 

time management as the most challenging factors (Jungbluth et al., 2011). Data outcomes 

exemplified higher mean scores in academic course work (3.58 in frequency rating; 2.80 in 

intensity rating), lack of recreation (2.98 in frequency rating; 2.67 intensity rating), and financial 

strain (3.22 in frequency rating; 3.06 intensity rating). The participants additionally reported 

difficulties in maintaining a balance of work, relationships, and leisure, which continued beyond 

their second year (Jungbluth et al., 2011).  

Menon and colleagues (2017) also discussed different influences on student health such 

as the pressure to achieve vocational goals or managing the burden of financial difficulties 

associated with the cost of attending higher education institutions. Regarding the latter situation, 

the price of attending college has been advancing for the past five years. The College Board (as 

reviewed by Ma, Baum, Pender, & Libassi, 2018) stated there was an increase of tuition and 

fees. For example, public four-year institutions expanded from $9,590 to $10,230, and in public 

two-year colleges, the fees expanded from $3,500 to $3,660. Statistics in expenditures for 

doctoral and master’s programs from both public and private nonprofit universities are also 

illustrative of an expansion in cost. Although, doctorate degrees were also shown to have a larger 

increase in subsidy and net tuition revenue (with the total of $44,610) in private nonprofit 

institutions during 2015-2016 (The College Board, as reviewed by Ma et al., 2018). In 

juxtaposition to this, the master’s program was over $18,000 in that same year span. 

In a recent study, researchers found evidence that academic stress in a sample of graduate 

students created a reduction in cortical plasticity, which is the brain activity involved in learning 

and memory (Concerto et al., 2017). The Perceived Stress Survey was also utilized to measure 

the participants’ self-reported stress levels.  As might be expected, higher levels of stress were 
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found in participants who were studying for a final exam when compared to those who 

participated during a week without exams. Consequently, the group during final exam week 

illustrated low cortical plasticity (p=.029) with a high score (p=.036) of perceived stress. Thus, 

this investigation served to confirm a connection between academic stress and the nervous 

system. 

Aside from high school students, literature has also suggested that university students 

experience test anxiety (Brady et al., 2018; Damer & Melendres, 2011). Examinations have been 

defined as methods to conduct testing of students’ abilities in their learning performance (Day et 

al., 2018; Gyll & Ragland, 2018). Indicators included physical stress, tension, nervousness 

and/or constant distress prior or during an exam. Similar to performance anxiety and social 

phobia, tests and evaluative events were important tools in assessing students’ educational and 

professional future (Ahmadpanah et al., 2016; Cohen, Ben-Zur, & Rosenfeld, 2008). It was also 

emphasized that test anxiety may correlate with difficulties in cognitive resources (Gass & 

Curiel, 2011). The researchers found that elevated levels of uneasiness may cause a deterioration 

in working memory, intellectual development, and the speed of information processing. Other 

indicators additionally encompass problems in concentrating, providing focus on certain 

subjects, and the use of logical thinking (Gass & Curiel, 2011). 

When experiencing high levels of academic stress, anxiety symptoms may further 

negatively impact one’s well-being. One such impact may be academic burnout derived from 

emotional and physical fatigue, as well as reduced personal performance (Lin & Huang, 2014). 

A recent report explored study engagement with this topic among Finnish students in higher 

education (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). Throughout the students’ phases of studies or interest in 

the educational process, they examined the three factors: exhaustion, cynicism, and inadequacy. 
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According to the data, 7% underwent severe burnout, 30% were both exhausted and engaged in 

their studies, 44% were highly engaged, and 19% showcased inadequacy in performance 

(Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). In an identical study, 71% of medical students were affected by 

burnout, which was mostly related to sleep deprivation that occurred at the start of their third 

year (Mazurkiewicz et al., 2011). Other ramifications to academic stress may include self-

defeating thoughts, negative opinions about one’s academic abilities, or a diminished outlook on 

one’s future in life (Damer & Melendres, 2011). Consequently, these signs have led to poor 

educational performance, low self-esteem, loss of confidence, challenges in social development, 

and problems in emotional functioning (Brady et al., 2018). 

In a contemporary study using an online survey with 483 French college students, Salah, 

Camart, and Romo (2017) found that 72.9% of students reported experiencing psychological 

distress, including somatic, anxiety, insomnia, and social dysfunction symptoms. In addition, 

84.3% of participants suffered from anxiety, 79.3% of the participants developed depression 

symptoms, 62.7% of participants had low self-efficacy, 57.6% indicated low self-esteem, and 

56.7% had minimal optimism. Moreover, students with performance anxiety also experienced 

somatic problems. Zunhammer, Eberle, Eichhammer, and Busch (2013) found that these 

symptoms consisted of rapid heartbeat, headaches, nausea, perspiration, back pain, and 

abdominal pain. With the latter, that same study remarked that an uneasy feeling in an 

individual’s stomach was a common feature.    

Developmental Theories 

When providing treatment and interventions for students pursuing a higher education, 

Pedrelli et al. (2015) contended that presenting issues should be examined in relationship to a 

student’s developmental stage (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Newman and Newman (2018) stated that 
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developmental theories help to explain how individuals change and grow over time, and how 

early experiences, including social and environmental events, can affect one’s life. They also 

recommended assessment of student risk factors, including assessment of how physical, 

emotional, cognition, and social roles interact with each other.  In the student population, the 

development theories described their growth and knowledge throughout the years they were 

enrolled in college or university (Baxter Magolda, 2009; Evans, Forney, Guido-DiBrio, Patton, 

& Renn, 2010). 

Within student developmental, at least four types of developmental theories are used to 

provide services to the population (Gladding, 2013). Among them, the theory of identity 

development and the person-environment interaction model contributed as the most relevant to 

the present research. Also known as a psychosocial theory, the theory of identity development 

addressed the students’ sense of self along with independence and relationship with others 

(Baxter Magolda, 2009; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Gladding, 2013). It has been further 

surmised that identity development is valuable for higher education because it paints a 

comprehensive picture of the developmental tasks that students face in a university setting 

(Evans et al., 2010). According to Gladding (2013), the theory of identity development is 

comprised of seven vectors, or factors, which exhibit the following elements. The first vector is 

students gaining competence, which provides details on their intellect, social communications, 

and physical growth. The second vector emphasizes self-awareness and learning how to manage 

emotions.  This vector also concerns a range of feelings, such as anxiety, anger, depression, 

confidence and kindness (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Evans et al., 2010). Next, vector three 

refers to progress through autonomy toward interdependence that revolves around emotional 

independence. Additionally, it focuses on establishing freedom from reassurance and approval 
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from faculty and family members (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). It may also associate with 

academic stress of needing to succeed due to parental pressure and academic expectations 

(Bedewy & Gabriel, 2015). The fourth vector looks into developing mature interpersonal 

relationships that discuss interacting with others and learning to be open to their ideas and 

values. The fifth vector involves developing a purpose and examination of personal goals and 

aspirations. The last vector concerns the development of integrity, including how students find 

balance in their values and social responsibility (Chickering, 1969; Evans et al., 2010; Gladding, 

2013). 

Secondly, the person-environment interaction model may also serve to provide awareness 

of the students’ interactions with the college environment (Gladding, 2013). Because people 

have an impact on the surroundings in which they participate, the demands of the settings may 

influence one’s behavior, values, goals, and sense of worth (Newman & Newman, 2018). 

Yikealo et al. (2018) indicated that stressors like class participation, test anxiety, interactions 

with peers and faculty, and adapting to living on campus, influences stress as well as problems 

adjusting to the new surroundings. 

Current Treatments 

A number of different coping methods have been suggested for use with students to help 

them manage anxiety related to academic stressors (Ying, Liu, He, & Wang, 2018). In a recent 

study, researchers experimented with multiple stress reduction tasks, including psychoeducation, 

training in coping and relaxation skills, mindfulness, and cognitive-behavioral therapy, to 

determine their effectiveness in helping undergraduate and graduate students (Yusufov, 

Nicoloro-SantaBarbara, Grey, Moyer, & Lobel, 2018). Based on meta-analysis data, the results 

showed that psychoeducation interventions and relaxation exercises decreased anxiety in 
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graduate students. Concurrently, these same activities along with mindfulness-based methods 

were beneficial in treating anxiety, while coping strategies, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and 

social support made an impact in lessening perceived stress (Yusufov et al., 2018). 

In another similar experiment, mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) was evaluated 

to determine whether it would be useful as a therapeutic treatment for evaluation anxiety 

(Dundas, Thorsheim, Hjeltnes, & Binder, 2016). After an eight-week program, Dundas et al. 

found a negative correlation between anxiety and self-confidence in the group that used MBSR, 

suggesting that MBSR may be effective in reducing anxiety.  Zarei, Hashemi, Sadipoor, Delavar, 

and Khoshnevisan (2016) also demonstrated that training exercises helped high school students 

learn coping interventions. The outcomes showed that utilizing the strategies decreased academic 

stress in the experimental group. However, information on the overall data lacked sufficient 

details, including comparisons between the two groups and limitations to the study. 

Hj Ramli, Alavi, Mehrinezhad, and Ahmadi’s (2018) article on stress management 

demonstrated connections between mindfulness, use of self-regulation skills, and academic 

anxiety in undergraduate students from a Malaysian university. The ability to be conscious and 

recognize one’s emotional state served as a method to manage stress. The results indicated that 

experiencing high levels of stress created difficulties that hindered the development of self-

regulation and mindfulness. However, additional data indicated that mindfulness did not function 

as a mediator on academic stress and self-regulation. Due to this contradiction, it was stated that 

mindfulness was not widely practiced among undergraduate students in Malaysia (Hj Ramli et 

al., 2018).  

 In a six-week pilot educational intervention held in a university setting, a coping strategy 

program incorporated a cognitive-behavioral model to provide lectures to graduate students on 
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stress management skills (Rodriguez & Provident, 2018). Based on posttest scores from the Brief 

COPE measurement, the outcomes from the adaptive strategies were that 3.64% of participants 

used positive reframing, 3.55% of participants applied for emotional support, and 3.5% used 

active coping. Meanwhile, the maladaptive tactics illustrated lower percentages in exhibiting 

denial, substance use, and behavioral disengagement (Rodriguez & Provident, 2018). 

Additionally, the participants reported that the lecture helped them feel less anxious, that they 

were educated to learn new coping methods, and that they were better able to perceive 

differences between maladaptive and adaptive skills (Rodriguez & Provident, 2018). 

Aromatherapy 

 Aromatherapy originated from ancient Egyptian and Chinese cultures and was initially 

utilized as a healing remedy for wounds and diseases (Butje et al., 2008; Paul, Luis, Pereira, & 

Joao, 2017). Physical ailments such as heart disease, fungal infections, dermatitis, and eczema, 

were treated from using oils extracted from plants (Ali et al., 2015). Around the 1980s, the 

method transitioned into a therapeutic process for treating an individual’s emotional, mental, and 

physical experiences. Barati, Nasiri, Akbari, and Sharifzadeh (2016) stated that its properties 

could also be used to advocate spiritual and physiological health. Additionally, plant extractions 

and scented oils demonstrated olfactory stimulation, which resulted in relaxation, meditation, 

focus, and perception (Fradelos & Komini, 2015; Hekmatpou, Pourandish, & Parvizrad, 2017). 

With these promising outcomes, aromatherapy has been used for individuals with issues related 

to sleep, depression, and constant feelings of fear, worry, tension, nervousness, and discomfort 

(Boehm, Bussing, & Ostermann, 2012; Butje et al., 2008).  

Fradelos and Komini (2015) wrote that aromatherapy served as an interdependent 

treatment to alleviating anxiety symptoms. At the same time, research suggested that there were 
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particular scented oils that provide beneficial results. Gnatta, Dornellas, and Paes da Silva (2010) 

found that using lavender-scented aromatic gels (a polymer-based liquid that was applied to the 

skin) within the past 30 (average score of -5.62) and 60 days (average score of -11.80) with first-

year university students reduced anxiety symptoms. The researchers reported that these results 

were not statistically significant due to the small group of participants.  In other reports, lavender 

was said to also help relieve stress-related symptoms in populations who were undergoing 

medical and operational procedures (Bagheri-Nesami, Shorofi, Nikkhah, & Espahbodi, 2017; 

Kim et al., 2011; Rajai et al., 2016). In a study of participants being treated for migraines, results 

showed that 92 out of 129 cases reported a decrease in headache attacks after inhaling lavender 

for 15 minutes (Sasannejad et al., 2012). Additionally, it is implied that lavender may act as a 

safe treatment in acute management of migraine headaches (Koulivand et al., 2013). Prior to and 

after a coronary artery bypass graft surgery, using the same scent demonstrated diminished levels 

of heart rate, blood pressure, anxiety, and stress (Rajai et al., 2016). However, it was mentioned 

that a placebo was not used for the control group. Moreover, Bagheri-Nesami and colleague’s 

(2017) report documented no significant difference in severe anxiety between two groups 

(lavender and routine care) before an intervention and by the end of the second and fourth weeks 

in hemodialysis patients. Although, there were decreased levels of severe depression between the 

same groups.  

In comparison, orange-scented oil was also tested with similar outcomes to the lavender 

aroma. Goes, Antunes, Alves, and Teixeira-Silva (2012) discovered that a sweet orange smell 

showed a decrease in 18 to 30 year old graduate students’ stress levels, as compared to tea tree 

aroma and distilled water. This study demonstrated that particular aromas could have soothing 

properties. Another research article experimented with similar scented oils to determine their 
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effect on anxiety and pain in patients admitted to the emergency department for fractured limbs 

(Hekmatpou et al., 2017). Despite insufficient information on other treatments that may have 

influenced the study’s results, the data seemed to indicate a decrease of these two symptoms. In 

contrast, another experiment was further tested in which sandalwood scents displayed a 

significant reduction in anxiety (p = .032) in comparison to an orange and peppermint blend (p = 

.038) in women who were undergoing image-guided breast biopsy (Trambert, Kowalski, Wu, 

Mehta, & Friedman, 2017). 

With respect to other scented aromas and their effects on stress, there were very few 

studies that explored the impact on participants besides the above-mentioned scents. However, 

Goes, Ursulino, Almeida-Souza, Alves, and Teixeira-Silva, (2015) found that lemongrass oil 

reduced symptoms of anxiety and tension in forty male graduate students. In general, the results 

suggested that future studies need to investigate other scented aromas that may minimize fear 

and excessive worrying. 

Art Therapy  

Moon (2008) wrote that the profession of art therapy serves as a unique amalgamation 

between art and psychology, as it has been rooted from those two worlds. It uses visual and 

artistic characteristics and integrates them into psychotherapeutic components. The therapy itself, 

whether it is the art process or the image contributing as a different communicative method, has 

also been considered to be healing attributes that can benefit clients with their presenting issues 

(Junge, 2010; Wadeson, 2010). Offered to various ages and populations, art materials such as 

clay, paint, paper, fabric, jewelry, and other various media, may provide different experiences to 

clients, depending on how the items are handled or how the individual responds to them (Hinz, 

2009; Wadeson, 2010). Participating in the creative treatment enables healing and enhancing 
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self-awareness, perception, understanding, and perspectives (Bar-On, 2007; Hinz, 2009; 

Lusebrink, 1990). Symbolism, empowerment, elements of design, and creative expression may 

also be important factors for healing (Stuckey & Nobel, 2010). When interpreting symbols, 

imagery, and dreams based on Carl Jung’s psychology, Swan-Foster (2018) stated that they carry 

their own consciousness, which becomes guides to self-discovery in finding ways to attend one’s 

unconscious and psyche. 

Stuckey and Nobel (2010) described art therapy as a type of counseling method that 

utilizes creativity and self-expression. Its use of art and imagery has offered a therapeutic 

perspective of the client’s physical, emotional, and mental circumstances. Clinical and 

counseling issues have ranged from anxiety, depression, schizophrenia, substance abuse, somatic 

disorders, post-traumatic stress disorders, learning deficits, and other difficulties (Moon, 2008). 

Derived from Margaret Naumburg and Edith Kramer in the 1940s, the profession became a 

combination of art and psychology (Hinz, 2009). However, each of the pioneers proposed their 

personal concept of the art therapy process. Naumburg (1966) believed that utilizing art would 

accentuate the client’s unconscious information. In other words, she saw creativity or the 

finished product as a symbolic and visual format of communication. Meanwhile, Kramer (1971) 

perceived art itself as therapy through sublimation or a process of changing an unacceptable 

instinct into behaviors that are beneficial for the individual. Generally, any of the two factors can 

be applied depending on the setting or the art therapist’s theoretical viewpoint (Gussak, 2013). 

Although, if one uses Kramer’s (1971) method, it may be implied that focusing on the finished 

product could cause one to strive for perfection, which could lead to heightened anxiety (Penzes, 

van Hooren, Dokter, Smeijsters, & Hutschemaekers, 2014). In other words, a need for perfection 

could interfere with creative expression and insight (Swan-Foster, 2018). 
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When creating art, self-reflection on personal emotions, behaviors, and thoughts may be 

transferred onto the established image or form. The process may also aid clients to freely 

associate in order to reveal unconscious internalized conflicts that may be the source of problems 

(Moon, 2008). This act of self-reflection may allow an individual to connect with themselves as 

a method for understanding one’s self and others, as well as an exploration of personal meanings 

(Bar-On, 2007; Camic, 2008; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010). In a visual journaling study with student 

art therapy and counseling interns, results showed different benefits in using a journal notebook 

(Deaver & McAuliffe, 2009). For instance, reports documented how the process of reflective art 

helped the participants experience reduced stress from internship or addressed 

countertransference, provided learning awareness from clinical work, and produced insights that 

explored their sentiments and behavior. The consequence of their experiences was that it led to a 

broad understanding about the clients they worked with, including learning about themselves and 

the challenges they faced. 

In a study with undergraduate college students, arts-based activities were utilized to 

determine whether they had an impact on anxiety levels (Aaron, Rinehart, & Ceballos, 2011). 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups, which consisted of an individual art 

project, a group art project, and a non-art project. The first project involved creating lines and 

then applying watercolor paint; the second project had the same directives as the first, but 

incorporated group participation and teamwork; and the last project served as a control group in 

which the students engaged in puzzles. The results indicated that both the individual and group 

sessions showed signs of minimized anxiety. Meanwhile, there were no changes over time with 

the non-art project.  
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Expressive Therapies Continuum 

 To assist art therapists in providing art therapy to clients, the Expressive Therapies 

Continuum (ETC) offers structural directions to answer questions about what media to use, under 

what circumstances, and with which particular clients (Hinz, 2009). Using this framework can 

benefit professionals as a way to analyze what is being processed through visual expression 

(Lusebrink, 1990, 2010). Comprised of six components, the ETC is organized in the following 

levels: Kinesthetic/Sensory, Perceptual/Affective, and Cognitive/Symbolic. Additionally, a 

fourth level, namely the Creative portion, can take place at any single portion of the ETC or can 

embody all levels as a whole (Hinz, 2009). For this study, its methods only explored the six 

components and their functions in an art therapy intervention. 

First, the Kinesthetic level utilizes bodily movement, action, and rhythm (Hinz, 2009; 

Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978). It is emphasized by motor functioning and expression based on visual 

manifestations of energy and sensory involvement (Lusebrink, 2010). Consequently, this can be 

done by rolling, pounding, and pushing clay, tearing pieces of paper, writing and scribbling with 

drawing materials, or any art techniques in the context of physical movement (Hinz, 2009; 

Lusebrink, 1990; Sholt & Gavron, 2006). However, it has also been noted that the Kinesthetic 

process may decrease sensory awareness by impacting a person’s ability to realize what is 

happening (Hinx, 2009; Lusebrink, 2010). 

For the next ETC component, the art-making development utilizes the five senses. 

Sensory-focused treatment activities explore processing and stimulate the physical senses (Hinz, 

2009; Lusebrink, 2010). Such experiences gain input through sight, sound, taste, touch, and 

smell, producing benefits in relaxation and enhanced focus. Namely, they produce the quieting of 

external stimulation in order to increase awareness of internal calm (Hinz, 2009). In 
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consequence, sensory-based interventions have been commonly used to treat symptoms of 

anxiety and stress (Butje et al., 2008; Kimport & Hartzell, 2015). 

In the Perceptual module, art therapy can encourage attention to the artwork’s form, 

shape, lines, and color (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978; Lusebrink, 2010). Therefore, the 

therapeutic effect would influence changing one’s point of view to not only the image, but 

oneself, others, and events as well (Lusebrink, 1990, 2014). This creative process can generate 

different insights and observations. According to Hinz (2009), the Perceptual dimension can vary 

depending on whether the person is preoccupied in the created artwork or assessing how it was 

being represented. These two factors may further serve as part of the art therapy treatment: 

helping the individual understand what is communicated would allow them to learn new 

information. 

Next, the Affective component stimulates emotional responses as well as increased 

participation with affective modification of forms (Lusebrink, 2010). Using fluid media or paint 

materials coincide with the Affective level due to its flowing activity (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 

1990). Often used as a nonverbal form of communication, the art process allows individuals to 

visually express what they are feeling (Moon, 2008; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010; Wadeson, 2010). 

Hinz (2009) also stated that the Affective level can be used to teach an emotional language, as 

well as help individuals to increase understanding of mood states through reflective processes. 

The Cognitive level explores the mental use of thinking. In relation to using cognitive 

functioning, the creative process can stimulate analytic skills, categorization, and the ability to 

use complex thinking (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 1990, 2010). Curl (2008) experimented with art 

therapy as a method for problem-solving and as an emotional release to decrease stress. 

Participants were assessed by their heartbeats, the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory survey, and a 
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manipulation check that was used to evaluate how they applied problem-solving abilities. They 

were divided into four group conditions, including two groups with a positive-focus situation that 

involved drawing and collage, and two groups with a negative-focus situation that used the same 

two media. The latter groups were directed to think of a stressful event, whereas the positive-

focus group were directed to think of a positive event. Curl hypothesized that stress reduction 

would ensue among the groups who used cognitive skills while thinking about a stressful event. 

Yet, the data showed that the participants who reflected on a positive event demonstrated a 

greater decrease in stress with an increase of catharsis. By comparison, participants from the 

negative focus group conditions exhibited a slight increase in stress. 

And lastly, the Symbolic component reveals metaphorical and figurative meanings 

through visual representations. Lusebrink (2010) described this ETC level as gaining input from 

sensory and affective sources, symbolic relationships of shapes, colors, abstractions and imagery, 

and autobiographical processing. Its healing functions additionally allow introspection to 

personal meanings found within a larger context of universal symbols (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & 

Lusebrink, 1978). Representing oneself as a visual element, or even an animal, can also 

encourage the individual to be engaged in one’s psyche or the conscious or unconscious part of 

oneself (Swan-Foster, 2018). On these accounts, the Symbolic module can lead to opening up 

and reflecting on new or undiscovered information of the self (Camic, 2008; Hinz, 2009; 

Lusebrink, 1990). 

Based on how clients respond to art materials and process components, the ETC could 

also be used as a method of understanding how clients are progressing in therapy. Engaging in 

affective and perceptual experiences through art may also provide a safe container for what 

otherwise threatens to overwhelm the individual (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 1990). Derived from 
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Wilfred Bion’s (1967) work, the process of containment enables sentiments and thoughts to be 

emitted or projected onto the therapist. Campbell, Decker, Kruk, and Deaver (2016) found 

themes of containment in artwork made by participants who have combat-related posttraumatic 

stress disorder. Such images were depicted as rectangular or circular shapes that enclosed strong 

emotions or traumatic situations. The researchers speculated that containment for these 

individuals fulfilled a psychological need, which later expedited fulfillment of the process. 

In other words, any human experience can be depicted in creative or artistic form 

(Rappaport, 2008). For instance, a client could convey emotions through art-making, which may 

then be transferred onto a canvas, paper, or creative material. The process itself may motivate 

insight as based on how the feelings are portrayed. The role of the art therapist would be to 

encourage the client to analyze and reflect on the final product (Rappaport, 2008). If a client 

needs to express emotions but is currently using drawing items, then future sessions might help 

him or her move toward the Affective level. However, Hinz (2009) explained that an art therapist 

should work collaboratively with their client in making the decision to switch to a different art 

media. 

Clay Interventions 

Using clay materials provide a direct and physical experience, which may strengthen a 

client’s fine motor skills and sensory stimulation (Hinz, 2009). The therapeutic process can also 

help establish self-awareness to both internal and external outlooks (Bae & Kim, 2018; Elbrecht 

& Antcliff, 2014). In consequence, using clay may be instrumental in helping clients address 

their emotional state and exploring a release of physical tension or energy (Hinz, 2009). Elbrecht 

and Antcliff (2014) also discovered that working with clay can provide physical and figurative 

security, which can provide guidance as to what is being depicted and lead to new self-
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understanding. Wadeson (2010) discussed that the combination of physical movement and 

creativity operates as a direct means of releasing creative energy. Because of these factors, clay 

has been recommended for those who have anxiety disorders, as well as stress-related symptoms, 

somatic issues, sensory deficits, and difficulties controlling anger (Kimport & Robbins, 2012; 

Sholt & Gavron, 2006). 

The use of soft clay was found to be effective in reducing anxiety symptoms in both adult 

psychiatric patients and undergraduate students who experienced test anxiety (Kimport & 

Hartzell, 2015; Sandmire, Gorham, Rankin, & Grimm, 2012). Aside from clay, Sandmire et al. 

(2012) also incorporated four other art therapy activities, including mandala designs, free 

painting, collage, and still life drawing. Participants from both studies were also directed to 

create pinch pots.  The results validated hypotheses of both studies. Sandmire and colleagues 

found pretest-posttest differences in participants in the art-making group when compared to 

participants in the control group who did not participate in the art tasks. The former showed 

mean scores of decreased test anxiety indicators from 39.3 to 29.5 (mean state anxiety) and from 

39.1 to 33.3 (mean trait anxiety); whereas, the control group’s data only displayed a slight 

reduction from 36.2 to 36.0 (mean state anxiety) and from 38.2 to 37.3 (mean trait anxiety). 

Kimport and Hartzell also reported posttest anxiety reduction in their sample of adult psychiatric 

patients.  Interestingly, the researchers also found a mean score difference in anxiety between 

men (46.8) and women (44.5), which decreased to 39.3. 

Elbrecht and Antcliff (2014) utilized two case studies to investigate haptic perceptions, 

which are kinetic and sensory sensations, and clay therapy for treating trauma. Whereas one 

study displayed a visual sequence of the process, the second study focused on a female client for 

the duration of eleven sessions. The client was six months pregnant when presenting with 
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chronic fatigue syndrome and increased anxiety due to concerns about her baby’s birth and being 

a good mother. Throughout the treatment, she reported experiencing motor and sensory 

impulses, which led to inner and outer insights. Similarly, Bae and Kim (2018) analyzed posttest 

mean scores indicating that sensorimotor impulses distributed better mood (5.73), self-expression 

(69.69), hand dexterity improvement (34.07), and enhanced qualities of life (110.80) among 

patients with Parkinson’s Disease. 

Kimport and Robbins (2012) did a comparison study between clay and stress balls in a 

pretest-posttest analysis with adult participants split into four groups. Two groups used clay, with 

the first making pinch pots and the other engaging in a free task. Meanwhile, the other two 

groups utilized stress balls, with one group doing so in a structured format and the other in an 

unstructured format. Based on mean scores, the clay portion demonstrated a greater decrease in 

negative mood (14.7) than the stress ball interventions (10.3). The researchers suggested that 

providing a directive approach to working with clay had greater promise for anxiety and stress 

reduction than did a less structured approach to clay as an intervention. 

Rahmani and Moheb (2010) performed comparison research to determine the effects of 

clay therapy and narrative therapy among pre-school children with anxiety. They theorized that 

the group using clay and narrative therapy would result in greater anxiety reduction than the 

control group. Meanwhile, they also hypothesized notable distinctions between the two 

treatments. Despite the lack of adequate literature and discussion about how the control group 

functioned, the potency from the two factors presented interesting results. Accordingly, statistics 

indicated no difference between clay (3.63) and narrative therapy (2.83) as interventions, but 

both interventions were more effective than the control group (-.07) in reducing participant 

anxiety.   
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In Bar-On’s (2007) arts-based qualitative research study, the researcher found that clay 

provided participants the opportunity for self-reflection through the mechanisms of action and 

thinking. The sessions in this study were videotaped, which allowed the participants to review 

their creative process. As a result, they reported in-depth explorations as to how they understood, 

perceived and recalled the process. Although sufficient methodological details were not given, 

Bar-On also noted that participants mentioned using problem-solving skills when an obstacle 

was encountered. 

Summary 

 To summarize, the importance of pursuing higher education for college students is clear 

(Aceleanu, 2012; Menon et al., 2017). Yet, many students continue to experience challenges in 

their pursuit of higher education, which may be complicated by developmental needs that impact 

how this population perceives themselves, others, and everything around them (Baxter Magolda, 

2009; Evans et al., 2010; Newman & Newman, 2018).  It has been argued that, for many college 

students, contemporary interventions may be used to decrease academic stress (Aceleanu, 2012; 

Pedrelli et al., 2015).  One such intervention that may be useful is art therapy, more specifically, 

clay, given research supporting its benefits in reducing stress symptoms (Hinz, 2009; Kimport & 

Hartzell, 2015; Moon, 2008; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010).  Additionally, research suggests that 

aromatherapy has a meditative and sensory impact that can reduce feelings of worry, concern, 

muscle tension, and nervousness (Boehm et al., 2012; Butje et al., 2008; Koulivand et al., 2013). 

However, research with aromatherapy has been limited due to its specific focus on 

experimenting on particular scented oils and its studied influence.  Thus, the present research 

aims to investigate whether clay paired with aromatherapy will be effective in reducing stress. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

The current study applied a heuristic methodology to analyze the effects of clay materials 

with an oil diffuser. This section offers a framework of various elements that benefit the study’s 

plan, including discussion of the research design, instruments that measure statistical 

information, and data analyses. The methodology also provides details about the six heuristic 

phases (Moustakas, 1990) used for qualitative analysis. Additionally, efforts made to ensure 

study reliability and validity are also discussed, as well as ethical concerns, such as a moral 

consequence and research bias. 

Participants 

For this heuristic study, the participant-researcher was a 28-year-old female of Asian 

descent. She was also a graduate student finishing her Master’s degree in art therapy who 

experienced challenges related to academic stress. This included signs of being overwhelmed by 

workload and enduring nervousness prior to a test. The participant-researcher also expressed 

worry and agitation about not meeting deadlines, along with an irrational fear of not completing 

her studies.  

Heuristic Methods 

According to Moustakas (1990), heuristic inquiry focuses on self-experimentation, which 

allows internalizing one’s understanding of the presenting information. Thus, this study served as 

an investigation that influenced a hands-on experience in order to discover how the process was 

developed. As referenced by Kenny (2012), the process itself required the researcher to become 

associated with the research question. The heuristic method involves six phases (Moustakas, 

1990), which comprised the basic research design of the present study. These included (a) initial 
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engagement, (b) immersion, (c) incubation, (d) illumination, (e) explication, and (f) creative 

synthesis. 

Initial engagement phase. First and foremost, the initial engagement phase should begin 

with the researcher’s interest in the topic and curiosity to explore various questions related to the 

subject matter. Accordingly, this type of attentiveness should evolve into a responsibility, which 

holds personal power, inner receptiveness, and willingness to participate. The participant-

researcher first encountered the idea of combining clay with essential oil after seeing an 

autonomous sensory meridian response, or ASMR, video online in early 2017. The video 

exhibited a demonstration of kneading soft clay and adding oil to the material. During a 

practicum experience later that same year, she was inspired to try this method with an older adult 

population after being encouraged by her ATR supervisor to plan a task for a group session. 

Accordingly, the group enjoyed the task and reported sensory stimulation from the fragrances. 

Immersion phase. The immersion phase should empower the researcher to be deeply 

connected to the topic, encouraging him or her to gain additional knowledge and data. As a 

result, the participant-researcher became influenced to use the clay with the essential oil diffuser. 

She started reading articles and books related to the topic, including information on 

aromatherapy. As stated by Moustakas (1990), the immersion phase allowed the participant-

researcher to fully live and focus on the question. This involvement provided an entitlement to 

explore the topic in a broad manner. She later became fully immersed in the study and later 

conducted the research by experimenting with clay with and without the diffuser.   

Incubation phase. The third stage, called the incubation process, should permit time to 

reflect and summarize the gathered information. The participant-researcher’s thoughts on the 

research design shifted to other academic assignments, and daily occurrences, thus signaling the 
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incubation stage. Moustakas (1990) discussed this section as a form of retreat from the intense, 

concentrated focus on the question. In other words, this component enabled the participant-

researcher to take a step back from finding additional details and encouraged her to gain implicit 

or tacit knowledge later in the study (Brisola & Cury, 2016).  

Illumination phase. The next heuristic phase, called the illumination module, has been 

described as the development of tacit intuition that aids in clarifying and extending 

understanding on levels outside of immediate awareness. The illumination period has been 

described as recognizing patterns that repeatedly appear throughout the research experience 

(Moustakas, 1990). Thus, the researcher’s uncovering of new data may lead to a fuller and 

possibly more coherent understanding. For this participant-researcher, once she became 

reoccupied with the topic again, the exploration led to discovering new information and 

understanding of the question. This includes how she found certain themes throughout data 

collection and personal observations she made along the way. 

Explication phase. In the fifth phase, the process of explication is similar to the previous 

phase, but organizes a more complete apprehension of the key items presented to the participant-

researcher.  Moustakas (1990) described this stage as attending to one’s own viewpoints, 

emotions, knowledge, and thinking. Thus, attending at this inquiry phase would serve to deepen 

one’s understanding of what was learned and what each theme truly represented.  During the 

explication phase of this study, investigation on the information gathered from the previous stage 

was encompassed. It was then preceded with new insights derived from themes and the 

participant-researcher’s personal examinations (Brisola & Cury, 2016).   

Creative synthesis phase. In the sixth stage, creative synthesis should give a holistic 

outline of what was learned throughout the previous five phases (Moustakas, 1990). For the sixth 
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stage of the present study, all gathered details were composed in a typed document, including all 

insights, knowledge, and focus on the topic and question, which were significant designs that 

facilitated this heuristic phase. Response artwork for each session was also part of the creative 

synthesis stage. By engaging in art-making, that creative process helped the participant-

researcher reflect on what she experienced, how the ETC components individually impacted her 

stress levels, and how combining the oil diffuser had also affected her while taking part in clay 

making.  

Research Design 

 This heuristic research used a mixed-methods comparative design.  Both qualitative and 

quantitative methods were used for the purposes of heuristic inquiry. The participant-researcher 

conducted comparisons between sessions in which she used clay by itself and sessions in which 

she engaged with clay interventions while also using the oil diffuser. The materials included the 

Crayola Model Magic clay (white as well as various colors) and doTERRA Petal Diffuser; the 

latter contained water and drops of lavender-scented oil. In both instances, directions consisted 

of a meditation exercise by performing three deep breaths while eyes were closed; a 5-minute ice 

breaker activity of kneading, forming, and/or pounding with the clay; and a 25-minute 

intervention related to each of the six ETC elements. The participant-researcher also had the 

option of sculpting more than one piece, as well as adding acrylic paint to the clay throughout the 

intervention. 

As the sessions were made up of the six components, they were administered twice. For 

instance, the Kinesthetic component was conducted in two session periods, and the Sensory 

component was orchestrated in another two session periods. For the activities with the clay, they 

were coordinated within 3 weeks. Afterward, the sessions with both the clay and diffuser were 
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experimented in 3.5 weeks. Overall, the research was carried out in a 6.5-week period with a 

total of 24 sessions in the participant-researcher’s home environment. Additionally, she 

administered the Perceived Stress Scale and Student Stress Inventory before and after each 

session was conducted. Visual journaling provided personal reports observed from each session 

with part of the directions consisting of processing questions based on their respective ETC 

component. Ten drops of the lavender-scented oil were applied to formulate a moderately 

scented fragrance that would not cause sensitivity or irritation from smelling it.  

Research Instruments 

Visual journaling. Written experiences and response art related to the intervention was 

used as a method for gathering data. Deaver and McAuliffe (2009) described this as a blank 

notebook in which individuals record their experiences using both imagery and written text. 

When analyzed, the information that journaling provided revealed insight as to what was being 

directly shared (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Although the reliability and validity were based on 

the participant-researcher’s experience, both factors indicate credibility in visual and written 

forms (de Beer, 2018; Moustakas, 1990). For the present study, she utilized a 7 x 10 inch Canson 

XL Mix Media notebook in order to incorporate different art media such as watercolor, acrylic, 

and gouache paint, pencil, pastels, and pen.    

Student stress inventory (SSI). Intended for university students, the SSI (Mohamed 

Arip et al., 2015) is a 40-item questionnaire that was used in this study to measure the 

participant-researcher’s level of stress. Separated into four sub-scales, each category of the SSI 

consists of ten questions that are associated with certain situations that may cause stress, anxiety, 

and worry.  Examples include physical ailments, interpersonal relationships with family 

members and faculty, anxiety related to academic experiences, and stress originating from 
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environmental occurrences. The measure uses a 4-point Likert-type scoring system, with 

response options including “Never,” “Somewhat frequent,” “Frequent,” and “Always.” The 

measure was modified in this study to omit the words “in your campus” from the directions. 

Validity and reliability studies were conducted by the test developers using a sample of 

undergraduate students from a university in Malaysia. The values of Cronbach’s alpha indicated 

that content validity and reliability were acceptable as the scales were greater than 0.7. 

(Mohamed Arip et al., 2015; Nunnally, 1978). 

Perceived stress scale (PSS). The PSS assessment (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 

1983) is a 14-item self-report measure that is used to assess how often stress is experienced 

during ongoing life occurrences. It utilizes a five-point Likert scale, with 1 being the lowest and 

the number 5 being the highest. Individually, the answers incorporate “Never,” “Almost Never,” 

“Sometimes,” “Fairly Often,” and “Very Often.” The total score ratings range from 14 to 70, 

with the highest number indicating higher perceived stress.  Questions 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10 and 13 are 

scored in reverse order as they are positive inquiries.  For the present study, the participant-

researcher modified two questions to better fit the needs of the current research inquiry (“…how 

often have you felt worried or unable to control things that happened?”, and “…how often have 

you been able to control irritations that occurred?”). 

Cohen et al. found evidence of test-retest reliability in two samples of college students 

and participants from a smoking-cessation program; correlation showed .85 with the former and 

.55 for the program. Andreou et al. (2011) found evidence of good construct validity, concurrent 

validity, internal consistency, and internal reliability in a Greek population, which supported use 

of the PSS-14 survey in a research and health care practice environment. For the current 
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research, the PSS was used to evaluate levels of stress based on what the participant-researcher 

had experienced in the last hour. 

Art images. Photographs of the created artwork were taken to provide evidence of what 

occurred in the present research study. The participant-researcher employed her iPhone to take 

pictures of the clay sculptures. The full collection of photos is located in the Appendices (see 

Appendix A). Based on Hinz’s (2009) intervention examples, the participant-researcher provided 

directives for each of the six ETC components. First, the Kinesthetic task was to knead, push, 

and pound the clay for 5-minutes prior to creating a coil bowl. The Sensory activity involved 

forming a plate while applying water on the medium’s surface. Inspired by the blind contour 

drawing activity (Hinz, 2009; Lambert, 1995), the Perceptual session involved replicating an 

item without looking down at what was being created. Rather, the focus remained on the chosen 

item’s shape and relied on tactile experience. Additionally, the Affective intervention 

incorporated self-expression by depicting how the participant-researcher was feeling by using 

color, shapes, and/or form. Similar to the Perceptual task, the Cognitive activity also involved 

reconstructing an item, but with a complex design. And finally, the Symbolic intervention 

required the participant-researcher to sculpt an animal she associated with herself. Since 

displaying images of the created artwork would provide visual evidence, its validity would reside 

in the study’s meaning (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2019). 

Data Collection  

 The participant-researcher recorded personal experiences and observations via visual 

journaling, which served as the qualitative data for this study. This included response art and 

written responses about how she felt and behaved during the interventions, description of 

emerged thoughts, and details on sensory qualities of touch and smell. The pre and posttest 
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results of the PSS and SSI surveys served as a source of quantitative data.  The participant-

researcher calculated mean change scores for each condition, with the diffuser and without the 

diffuser, to compare the effects between the two conditions.     

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis consisted of observations and indications of themes found throughout the 

study (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1990). Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

described this type of process as taking information or codes gathered during data collection, 

segmenting these factors into categories, and labeling them with a specific term. Furthermore, 

engaging in this analysis involved reflection and identifying the creativity in the research process 

(Leavy, 2015). Figure 1 shows the Thematic Analysis Chart, which indicates how the data was 

organized based on the participant-researcher’s experiences that were written in her journal. 

Statistics from the clay and diffuser sessions were also integrated from the pre and posttest PSS 

and SSI surveys. This was completed by familiarizing herself with her findings before 

highlighting significant words and phrases in her journal entries (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Next, 

the participant-researcher listed, examined, and categorized them into themes that correlated to a 

comprehensive subject matter. These themes related to emotions, thoughts, actions, 

characteristics, and other definitions. Additional codes were represented as subthemes that were 

connected to an overarching theme. Braun and Clarke (2006) discussed this expansion as a way 

to start thinking about the relationship between codes, themes, and different levels of themes.     

Validity and Reliability 

The heuristic method used for this study incorporated self-discovery (Moustakas, 1990), 

wherein validity was assessed by the participant-researcher who served as the only subject for 

the investigation.  Because the current study had a single participant, results are not generalizable  
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Figure 1. Thematic Analysis Chart. 

and cannot make claim to producing any new or definitive information (Sultan, 2019).  Instead, 

as a heuristic inquiry, the study’s utility may be better located in its ability to contribute to an in-

depth and expansive understanding of the participant’s experience (Coles, 2014). 

Moreover, validity threats must be taken into consideration as they may hinder the 

current study’s conclusions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For example, internal validity threats 

are based on the participant-researcher’s involvement, how the instruments were applied, and 

changes that occurred throughout the study’s duration. Likewise, the external validity threats, or 

incorrect results, are caused by the timing of the experiment, interactions of the environment, and 

the participant-researcher’s characteristics toward the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
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Thus, validity was ensured by keeping researcher bias in control, checking for the 

accuracy and credibility of the current study’s findings, and using those sources to build an 

articulated justification for the resulting themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Other efforts were 

also made in association with the chosen surveys. For instance, the participant-researcher 

selected assessment measures (e.g., SSI and PSS) with adequate psychometric properties, as well 

as ensured that they were administered consistently and properly. In addition to that, she 

incorporated statements from her journal entries to convey a shared experience and a descriptive 

report (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Ethical Implications 

Ethical implications of this study included the possibility that the aroma from the scented 

oils would cause sensory sensitivity to smell based on the amount of oils that were applied. 

Emotional triggers, including difficulties in managing one’s mood functioning, were also areas 

of potential ethical concern (Sultan, 2019). For this reason, the participant-researcher made 

arrangements to meet with a Registered Art Therapist and a licensed mental health professional 

to monitor emotional distress. This research study also adhered to the American Art Therapy 

Association’s (2013) Ethical Principles for Art Therapists related to research. It would follow the 

Principle Code 9.0 categorized under “Responsibility to Research Participants” in connection 

with providing accurate information (9.1), ensuring confidentiality (9.3 and 9.5), the created 

artwork belonging to the participant (9.6), and reserving data in a safe place (9.7).   

Researcher Bias  

As the researcher also served as the participant in this heuristic study, researcher bias is a 

valid concern that may have affected her judgment. Thus, the presence of confirmation bias was 

highly probable, which may have led to the participant-researcher discovering data that 
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specifically verified and validated her research questions or that favored pre-existing 

assumptions (Sultan, 2019).  Moreover, Kapitan (2010) contended that the researcher’s 

perspective may influence how certain details are chosen, which may involve suppressing, 

omitting, or failing to observe other important information.  Consequently, it must be considered 

that if this research were conducted by a different individual or a group of participants, the 

outcome may be dissimilar to the participant-researcher’s own evaluation.  In this case, her 

position as a student art therapist and knowledge of the practice may have resulted in a narrow 

outlook toward the effects of art therapy in her study.  However, in order to manage researcher 

bias, the following steps were taken: the participant-researcher consulting with the Registered 

Art Therapist and licensed mental health professional, engaging in reflexive thinking through 

journaling and reflecting on her interpretations of the study’s outcomes, and assessing personal 

values that may have compromised the results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Sultan, 2019). 
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CHAPTER IV  

Results 

The following chapter presents the participant-researcher’s findings pertaining to each 

artmaking session using the six levels of the ETC and its relationship to her stress and anxiety 

levels.  Data from the SSI and PSS surveys was analyzed to show mean scores from the clay and 

clay/diffuser activities (see Appendix B, Table 1). The results indicate that no significant 

difference between the two activities was found. Nonetheless, there was a reduction of stress and 

anxiety levels subsequent to the different artmaking tasks. For the first five sessions in which 

clay was used alone, pretest score means for the SSI and PSS surveys (56.3 and 30.6) showed a 

reduction in the posttest findings (47.1 and 23.6). With the clay and diffuser, the statistics 

exhibited numbers with a few similarities and even differences (see Appendix B, Table 2 & 3). 

These were notable with the Kinesthetic, Sensory, Affective, and Symbolic modules in contrast 

with the Perceptual and Cognitive levels.  

Kinesthetic 

Movements. In the Kinesthetic activities, the directive was to engage in manipulating the 

clay prior to creating a coil bowl. The current researcher documented that she “kneaded the clay 

in a firm motion” and “rolled the material at a fast pace before transitioning to a slow rhythm.” 

She added that the latter motion “made me realize how I was acting when making the coil bowl.” 

The first diffuser task also involved “squeezing the clay” as well as “pounding the clay a couple 

of times” (see Figure 2). The participant-researcher expressed feeling relaxed and a release in 

tension afterward, but still felt slightly worried over an upcoming deadline. These coincided with 

inquiries related to the physical responses from the SSI assessment. Ratings were scored under 2 

(“somewhat frequent”) or at times 3 (“frequent”) before starting the clay-making session.  



ART THERAPY AND ESSENTIAL OIL DIFFUSER 

 

45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Coil pot – Kinesthetic with diffuser session 1.  

The clay tasks yielded a reduction from 55.5 reduced to 49.5 (SSI) and 29 to 22.5 (PSS). 

Meanwhile, the clay/diffuser activities SSI scores indicated a reduction of 52.5 to 44.5, with the 

PSS data showing a reduction from 29 to 19 (see Appendix B, Table 2 & 3). For both sessions, 

her observations were consistent with the pre and posttest scores for both surveys. 

Physical reactions. There were additional recorded comments in which the participant-

researcher experienced physical responses. She listed them as having a “headache, nausea, back 

pain, and fatigue.” She also wrote down in her journal entries of feeling sick to her stomach and 

heaviness from the day’s stress. Written statements further alluded to feeling “exhausted and 

working with the clay in a slow manner” in one of the Kinesthetic diffuser sessions. This point in 

time occurred when the participant-researcher rolled a green-colored clay and encircled on top of 

the white clay (see Figure 2). She also expressed that her “headache slightly subsided and felt 

physically relaxed when smelling the lavender.”   
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Figure 3. Yellow and black plate – Sensory with diffuser session 2. 

Sensory 

Sensory insight. With the Sensory portion, the activities motivated the participant-

researcher to experience the five senses and to focus on how her body responded to them. The 

tactile insight in adding water to the clay in forming a plate specifically “produced a smooth and 

gliding experience.” Although there was no awareness to taste, she wrote about noticing other 

senses. This included “hearing my own breathing, witnessing how small bubbles are formed 

when adding water, listening to the whirring sound from the diffuser machine, and even smelling 

the lavender.” With the latter case, the participant-researcher stated, “feeling less stressed, 

anxious, and worried.” For this session, the SSI pretest score was 57.5 score, which reduced to 

44 after the session. The PSS data also showed a notable difference from 29 to 19 between 

pretest and posttest (see Appendix B, Table 2 & 3).  

Mindfulness. When she utilized colors from the two Sensory sessions with the diffuser, 

the participant-researcher stated she “became mindful of how they mixed together.” In blending 

the yellow and black colors with the white clay, for example, she saw how they formed swirling 

designs while kneading and stroking the materials with water (see Figure 3). She also wrote in  
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Figure 4. Teapot blind sculpting – Perceptual with diffuser session 1. 

her journal that she “felt relaxed” and that “paying attention to my senses took my mind off of 

worrying thoughts about my assignments.” However, written reports under this component  

mentioned that “stress from the workload or internship still lingered after the activity, but it is 

not as bad as before.” 

Perceptual 

Minimal changes to mood. In experiencing the Perceptual component with the clay, 

there was a slight decrease in stress. However, with the inclusion of the lavender oil, there were 

minimal changes to the participant-researcher’s anxious mood. Consequently, these reports 

appeared to support scores from the SSI and PSS surveys. For example, the Perceptual 

component’s SSI data before the clay activity was 52.5 and afterward was 47.5; the PSS surveys 

illustrated a minimal reduction between the pretest (31.5) and posttest (29.5). 
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Figure 5. Mixed feelings – Affective with diffuser session 2. 

Preoccupied with the art product. The participant-researcher stated being “more 

conscious in creating the sculptures than smelling the fragrance.” In all Perceptual sessions with 

the clay and clay/diffuser, the participant-researcher found herself “struggling to not look down 

at what I was creating.” When constructing a tea pot, she wrote about using problem-solving  

skills by relying on sense of touch when replicating the handles, cover, and snout (see Figure 4). 

Again, this experience caused her stress levels to slightly decline.  

Affective  

Academic stress. The participant-researcher in this study routinely related emotional 

stress to thoughts about time, after careful analysis and review of her notes from her journal 

writings. Such statements included “feeling worried about impending deadlines” as well as 

“worried about not finishing the assignment in time.” There were notes corresponding with 

experiencing stress from the workload. She also added comments regarding test anxiety that she 

felt a “slight increase of stress” before taking an online exam. In connection with the SSI survey, 

it incorporated questions relevant to text anxiety, course work, and submission deadline. The 

participant provided answers that she “frequently” or “somewhat frequently” was expressing 

stress prior to conducting the art interventions.  
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Figure 6. Tangled/Untangled – Affective with diffuser session 1. 

In an Affective task with the diffuser, the participant-researcher reported “evoking high 

levels of stress along with frustration and weariness from the day’s internship experience.” For 

example, she rated herself as a 4 (“fairly often”) on the PSS question that asked about “feeling 

worried or unable to control things that happened?”. As a result, she depicted herself as a white 

sphere being surrounded by vines (see Figure 5). Journal entries stated, “the blue color signifies 

exhaustion while the red illustrates aggravated emotions.” Additionally, layering and entwining 

the colors together further indicated her “feelings of heaviness from that day’s stress.” Likewise, 

both of these sessions appeared to be according to their mean scores, despite some inconsistency 

between the survey scores. The SSI results exhibited reduction in numbers from 56.5 to 42, but 

the PSS data reported a greater decrease from 34 to 18 (see Appendix B, Table 2 & 3). 

Self-expression. The Affective component tasks influenced and evoked emotions 

through exposure to colors, shapes, and/or forms based on how she felt at the moment. 

Therefore, the process allowed the participant-researcher to “express my sentiments in a safe 

manner.” Also, three of the Affective sessions included two different emotions that occurred 

throughout the process. One example were the sculptures of yarn and an unraveled circle, which 

were made with the diffuser turned on (see Figure 6). The participant-researcher described  
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Figure 7. Trophy replica – Cognitive without diffuser session 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Dove perfume replica – Cognitive with diffuser session 2. 

“feeling worried, stressed from internship and classwork, and sick to my stomach.” For this 

experience, she made a ball of yarn that resembles a scribbled design. Halfway through another 

session, she expressed and reported “feeling her stress levels going down.” For this  

portrayal, she made a string that was unraveled from the yarn. Compatible with the survey data, 

there was significant differences between using clay and the clay/diffuser. The former’s pretest 

score for the SSI and PSS (55 and 27.5) had a moderate decrease (45.5 and 15), but when 

smelling the lavender, it caused a steeper decline (see Appendix B, Table 2 & 3). 
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Cognitive 

Negative emotions. Similar to the Perceptual activities, the Cognitive tasks also 

displayed heightened stress for both clay and clay/diffuser sessions. Unexpectedly, the latter 

activities showed conflicting responses with the pretest score revealing a slight rise from 28.5 to 

31 (see Appendix B, Table 3). As a result, the processes caused feelings of “frustration and 

irritation” to emerge. Additionally, the participant-researcher expressed “difficulties constructing 

the pieces together.” For instance, the piano trophy replica required the use of ceramic tools and 

the participant-researcher’s own hands to recreate certain details, especially small features (see 

Figure 7). Due to these reports, stress that was experienced prior to conducting the art task 

caused her stress levels to increase in some of the Cognitive sessions. PSS inquiries like “…how 

often have you been able to control irritations in your life?” and “…how often have you been 

angered because of things that happened that were outside of your control?” were scored from 3 

to 4, or in some cases, even 5.   

Dissatisfaction. Similarly, another case of amplified stress was due to feeling 

“dissatisfied” with the creative product. For instance, the participant-researcher described 

encountering challenges in recreating a perfume bottle during the second Cognitive session with 

the diffuser (see Figure 8). She also reported having to construct the dove birds repeatedly and 

finding different ways to get the correct sizes. Despite these issues, she was “still able to use 

problem-solving skills and figure out how to duplicate a certain design.”  

Symbolic 

Self-reflection. With the Symbolic sessions, the participant-researcher thought of an 

animal that she associated herself with and then sculpted it with clay. The instructions included 

the choice of using colors and symbols with paint or colored clay to add onto the sculpture. Not  
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Figure 9. Swan sculpture – Symbolic without diffuser session 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Ram sculpture – Symbolic without diffuser session 2.  

only did the art-making development reduce levels of stress, it allowed her to reflect on the 

animals she connected with her self-identity. The participant-researcher also contemplated on her 

thoughts and feelings toward the final products, and how they posed any reminders that came to 

mind. Moreover, the art tasks stimulated “realizations that certain meanings relate to my identity, 

personal strengths, and development in becoming an art therapist.”  

In these sessions, PSS questions related to the participant’s confidence and ability to 

manage changes that had caused an increase after conducting the Symbolic tasks. These  
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Figure 11. Dolphin sculpture – Symbolic with diffuser session 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Owl sculpture – Symbolic with diffuser session 2. 

reflections also led to minimized stress from workload and experience from internship. For the  

duration of the clay sessions, the SSI data showed a decline from 56.5 to 44 in contrast with the 

PSS’s scores of 31 to 21.5. Comparable to the former, the clay/diffuser results showed a decrease 

from 56.5 to 42, while the PSS data revealed a reduction from 34 to 18 (see Appendix B, Table 2 

& 3). 
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Personal strengths. Figure 9 shows a swan made up of a blend of white, yellow, and 

blue clay with intricate designs painted with rose gold. The participant-researcher wrote that she 

felt “connected to the swan for its quiet nature and gracefulness.” Additionally, her choice of 

colors was due to “blue being my favorite color and symbolizes for calm; the white and yellow 

indicates comfort as it is like the sun; and the rose gold represent femininity.” When reflecting 

on the finished product, she wrote realizations that “the meanings relate to me in becoming an art 

therapist. This comprised of being mindful and sensitive to patients, empathizing with them, and 

exhibiting patience.” The participant-researcher also perceived the sculpture “as a personal 

reminder of my positive qualities and in being a woman.” 

While self-reflecting, she expressed “feeling comforted about myself that it turned my 

thoughts away from today’s worries.” For the other animals, she saw the ram as “a symbol of 

determination and strength in relation to being a hardworking person” due to its strong horns (see 

Figure 10). She perceived “a connection with the dolphin’s intuition, communication, and 

association with others” (see Figure 11). This coincided with the participant-researcher “being a 

team player and active listener.” Again, the color blue provided similarities to the swan, but more 

toward the ocean. And finally, she reflected on the owl “for its intense eyes and quiet nature” in 

association with her “observed insight and introverted personality” (see Figure 12).  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

This heuristic study investigated the effectiveness of using clay, with and without an 

essential oil diffuser, in reducing academic stress and test anxiety in a graduate art therapy 

student. The art interventions incorporated the ETC levels. This discussion section recounts the 

six overarching themes in contrast and comparison with past research.  

Kinesthetic 

Movements. By undergoing the Kinesthetic sessions, engaging in gradual physical 

motions through rolling the clay into coils created a liberation of tension. This was consistent 

with other studies in which bodily movements were found to enable rhythmic activity or express 

inner tempo, leading to a release of energy (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 2010). Elbrecht and Antcliff 

(2014) described these factors as haptic perceptions that serve as the foundation of both kinetic 

and sensory impulses. Therefore, kinetic activity has been found to be a soothing experience, 

which validated the present researcher’s observations in kneading, compressing, and pounding 

the clay at a slow pace. This was consistent with Bae and Kim’s (2018) findings indicating that 

kinesthetic influences from clay manipulation in patients with Parkinson’s Disease enhanced 

hand dexterity, self-expression, mood, and qualities of life. Elbrecht and Antcliff (2014) also 

noted that movement and tactile experiences influenced awareness of internal and external 

senses, which appears to be consistent with the current data. While these aspects relate to the 

outer perceptions, there were also internal factors such as cognitive focus on the process. 

Physical reactions. Throughout the study, the participant-researcher reported 

experiencing physical symptoms. Damer and Melendres (2011) suggested that academic stress 

can include manifest in various forms, including test anxiety. In addition to fast heart rate and 
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perspiration, other physical symptoms of academic stress can include abdominal pain, headaches, 

back pain, and nausea (Zunhammer et al., 2013), all of which were consistent with this study’s 

findings. Also, the participant-researcher’s comments on feeling physically relaxed and a 

decrease in headache when smelling the lavender associated with details about using 

aromatherapy as a treatment to alleviate headaches as well as enhance relaxation (Boehm et al., 

2012; Koulivand et al., 2013). Zunhammer and colleagues (2013) found that some of the 

physical and somatic complaints affecting students who had performance anxiety or academic 

pressure were reduced using aromatherapy. Although little research was found on how 

aromatherapy might be used to treat back pain, Sasannejad et al. (2012) did find that 

aromatherapy with lavender was more effective than a placebo in treating participants with 

migraines. Overall, the present study seems to support the contention that lavender fragrance 

may be effective in treating somatic symptoms. 

Sensory 

Sensory insight. The theme of sensory awareness emerged in the study, which led to the 

participant to engage in the five senses. Elbrecht and Antcliff (2014), as well as Hinz (2009), 

both recommended using clay to emphasize haptic and tactile qualities when using one’s hands. 

With the senses engaged, each element should send information about what was felt, observed, 

heard, detected, and tasted. This included gliding sensations when creating the plates by applying 

water, seeing bubbles on clay, and hearing breathing sounds. The participant also listened to 

noises from the diffuser machine and focused on how the colored clay integrated and mixed 

together. When experiencing the effects of inhaling the lavender oil, the participant-researcher 

reported feeling less anxious and worried. This appears to coincide with earlier research findings 

about how aromatherapy can act as treatments for stress-related indicators (Butje et al., 2008; 
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Fradelos & Komini, 2015). The current outcomes were also consisted with Gnatta et al.‘s (2010) 

study in using lavender-scented aromatic gels among first-year university students to help 

decrease symptoms of anxiety. As a result, working with this material provided a connection 

with internal and external insight. 

Mindfulness. Mixing paint while concentrating on how the colors blended together can 

be a pure sensory experience (Hinz, 2009). Consequently, this awareness caused the participant-

researcher to feel relaxed and turn her attention away from stressful thoughts about her academic 

work. On that account, these findings seem to support previously reviewed literature related to 

mindfulness-based treatments in alleviating stress (Dundas et al., 2016; Yusufov et al., 2018). 

Throughout the Sensory component activities, it was also stated that the process stimulated the 

mind to be at ease and allow the physical sensations to dominate consciousness (Hinz, 2009; 

Lusebrink, 1990).  

Perceptual 

Minimal changes to mood. Hinz (2009) suggested that the Perceptual component’s 

functions were to concentrate on a visual element to communicate in an objective fashion. This 

would enable an individual to change one’s frame of mind toward the image, oneself, other 

people, and situations (Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978; Lusebrink, 1990, 2014). This was consistent 

with the participant-researcher’s use of her sense of touch to replicate the shapes and form of 

items. Hinz (2009), and Lusebrink (1990) wrote that similar to containment, it was indicated that 

the process may also produce a calming effect. However, in contrast to this, the participant-

researcher only experienced minimal stress reduction in both the clay and clay/diffuser sessions. 

Preoccupied with the art product. For the present study, journal writings documented 

the participant-researcher’s observations related to her level of focus on the art product. In 
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relation to the Perceptual session’s directives, she had difficulties trying not to look at what she 

was sculpting. As was previously mentioned, these occurrences also caused very little changes to 

her stress levels, specifically during the clay/diffuser sessions. For these reasons, her responses 

correlated to active immersion (Hinz, 2009). Hinz believed that when becoming involved in the 

art-making development, its process in the Perceptual stage can affect this type of experience. 

Affective 

Academic stress. Throughout the study’s experimentation, the participant documented 

stress and anxiety levels related to her academic experiences. It was mentioned earlier that 

students who pursued a higher education often encounter common challenges based on different 

stressful occurrences (Boujut et al., 2009; Menon et al., 2017; Pedrelli et al., 2015). According to 

Robotham (2008), stress is a series of events based on one’s psychological, physical, and 

perceptual characteristics. With the latter, it could come from a student’s attitude and interactions 

toward their surroundings, peers, and faculty (Gladding, 2013; Newman & Newman, 2018; 

Yikealo et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, feeling overwhelmed, anxious, and fatigued may all contribute to a 

student’s academic stress (Boujut et al., 2009; Saleh et al., 2017). In the present study, the 

participant-researcher described feelings of worry about upcoming deadlines, not getting work 

done in time, and stress from the workload. This was consistent with Bedewy and Gabriel’s 

(2015) research in which 10% of participants reported perceived stress from assignment 

workload and 8% of participants had concerns with keeping track with deadlines and time 

management. The results of this study were also consistent with Jungbluth et al.’s (2011) study 

with genetic counseling graduate students who also reported academia to be challenging. 

Furthermore, Brady et al. (2018) stated there were connections between test anxiety and 
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functions in learning and memory. Previous reports indicated that the former affected students’ 

brain activity, focus, speed of processing information, and problem-solving ability (Concerto et 

al., 2017; Gass & Curiel, 2011). Contrary to these findings, the participant in this study did not 

report any cognitive issues. 

Self-expression. By utilizing clay, the participant-researcher conveyed her emotions 

through the use of colors and shapes for the Affective tasks. For this reason, the process allowed 

her to contain feelings of anxiety in a safe manner. Rappaport (2008) discussed how using art 

materials can create a safe space for the individual. In a randomized controlled investigation, 

containment was suggested in square and circle drawings of physical safety after a PTSD-related 

trauma (Campbell et al., 2016). Hence, this was compatible with the current participant’s 

affective depictions of a circular shape. During the process, each directive empowered the 

participant to reflect on her emotional involvement (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 1990; Stuckey & 

Nobel, 2010). Referring back to Bae and Kim’s (2018) analysis, their findings were also 

connected to an increase of self-expression, which enabled the participants to undergo relaxation 

and emotional release.  

Cognitive 

Negative emotions. When duplicating items for the Cognitive sessions, the development 

prompted the participant-researcher to use her problem-solving skills. This process was 

associated with functioning in analysis and complex thinking (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 1990). 

However, the tasks also caused feelings of frustration and irritation to emerge. The participant-

researcher’s experiences appear to corroborate Curl’s (2008) findings concerning cognition and 

art-making. In this study, participants who reflected on a negative event and engaged in analytic 

thinking exhibited an increase in stress, whereas participants who thought about a positive event 
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experienced stress reduction.  Thus, this participant-researcher found that the effects of cognitive 

applications of art therapy as a stress reduction may be determined by the nature of the cognitive 

tasks. 

Dissatisfaction. Moreover, the participant-researcher commented on dissatisfaction and 

having difficulties in sculpting the materials together. In the practice of art therapy, the creative 

process and exploration of the completed artwork served as methods of treatment (Kramer, 1971; 

Moon, 2008; Naumburg, 1966). Since the present study was comprised of the ETC, the art 

process provided the foundation of the six components (Hinz, 2009). Thus, as per the findings of 

Penzes et al. (2014), it may be that striving for perfection in the present study served to stimulate 

the participant-researcher’s stress levels.  Furthermore, she may have experienced disruption to 

her creative expression because of perfectionistic tendencies similar to what has been described 

by Swan-Foster (2018).   

Symbolic 

Self-reflection. The making of animal designs helped the participant develop sculptures 

that carried symbolism and meaning. Thus, the processes including visual journaling, enabled 

her to think about her own characteristics and identity, specifically recognizing herself as a 

developing art therapist. This data corresponded with Deaver and McAuliffe’s (2009) study that 

found that student interns gained clarity about their internship experiences, emotional 

functioning, and stress reduction through art-making and journaling. It has also been mentioned 

that creativity can be harnessed as a way of increasing self-reflection, self-understanding, and 

meaning-making (Bar-On, 2007; Camic, 2008; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010).) In the present study, 

the participant-researcher was able to experience firsthand how the creative process facilitated 
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these outcomes during the Symbolic sessions in which she meditated on her emotions and 

thoughts toward the artwork. 

Personal strengths. Additionally, the participant-researcher contemplated how the 

animals’ meanings paralleled her strengths, even discovering other qualities that were not 

previously known. Her reports were consisted with the Symbolic level’s healing dimension in 

which the creative process distributed insight into personal meanings within an expanded context 

of a symbol (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978). When representing oneself as an animal 

and/or a specific color, the participant was engaged with their symbolic relationship (Lusebrink, 

2010; Swan-Foster, 2010). Hinz (2009) and Lusebrink (1990) remarked that making a self-

symbol was another way of getting in touch with unconscious traits and learning to recognize 

them. 

Limitations 

As a mixed-methods heuristic inquiry, this study had a number of limitations. First, with 

regards to the qualitative data, as stated before, this heuristic study involved a sole participant-

researcher whose own perceptions and observations generated the thematic data findings 

(Moustakas, 1990). Subsequently, as is the case with qualitative research, the researcher cannot 

make claim to generalizability (Sultan, 2019). To be precise, the detailed narration of her 

findings provide validity as well as an element of shared experience (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Nevertheless, as the data from this present research was drawn from one person, the 

potential for researcher bias is another limitation.  For example, the participant-researcher may 

have been biased toward the effects of the ETC based on her educational knowledge and how 

each component functioned. Moreover, there is a possibility additional details were not 

recognized in the creative process during each session (Kapitan, 2010). Finally, with respect to 
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the qualitative data, the participant-researcher later became aware that her difficulties with the 

Perceptual and Cognitive sessions may have been due to the directives she had organized. In her 

journal writings, she expressed an initial belief that using these materials would benefit the 

activity based on how they were constructed. Unfortunately, she realized it made the process 

complex and difficult. 

Limitations concerning the quantitative portion of the study included validity threats, 

such as the modifications to the surveys, small sample size, the setting, and the length of time it 

was coordinated.  All of these may have affected the data findings. According to Creswell and 

Creswell (2018), these situations show difficulty in drawing correct inferences from the data 

about the population. Meanwhile, the environment and the times when the sessions were 

administered reflect inaccurate conclusions and may not be similar to other researchers, settings, 

and individuals. The research design in using the SSI and PSS was administered as a pretest-

posttest format. Secondly, the survey questions, including the measurement of how she felt 

before and after each task, were changed in relation to how the data was collected and assessed. 

Consequently, these factors may not have been sufficient to determine the statistics’ credibility, 

especially since this study was analyzed from a single individual’s behavior. The home setting of 

the experiment may also be perceived as a validity threat due to uncontrolled time-related 

situations throughout the 6.5-week duration.  

Recommendations and Future Studies  

Since the present study utilized a heuristic method, one suggestion for future research 

would be to replicate the study with a larger sample size, including populations of high school, 

undergraduate, and graduate students. Additionally, the protocol could be modified using other 

sensory-based art materials. This would include painting, drawing media, tactile jewelries, 
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fabrics and other textured items so as to determine how they can help those with academic 

pressure indicators, including anxiety disorders and additional stress-related symptoms. For 

aromatherapy, other fragrances that may reduce symptoms of anxiety could be investigated, such 

as orange, bergamot, lemon or lemongrass, rosemary, and peppermint (Ali et al., 2015; Goes et 

al., 2012; Goes et al., 2015). Alternative ways of using clay materials could also be studied in 

order to learn more about how clay can be most effectively used in art therapy. Similarly, future 

research might use different questionnaires and assessments to evaluate anxiety and stress, as 

well as measures that assess other indicators affecting academic performance and environment 

including workload, interpersonal relationships, emotional, and physical stressors.  

Conclusion 

 In summary, this study sought to investigate the effectiveness of clay and an essential oil 

diffuser in treating academic stress and anxiety symptoms. More specifically, the study 

employed a comparison method to determine whether integrating the two techniques would be 

more effective in treating indicators of academic stress and test anxiety than just using clay 

alone. However, findings from this study did not support the hypothesis that combining both clay 

and the diffuser would decrease anxiety and stress symptoms more significantly than just using 

clay by itself. Nevertheless, the qualitative data provided insights into how each of the six ETC 

components functioned and the responses to using lavender-scented oil. Additionally, the 

quantitative data did show mean score decreases in anxiety and stress after most artmaking 

sessions, though it is critical to interpret this finding with an abundance of caution due to the 

small sample size and heuristic nature of the study.  Consequently, clay-making may help higher 

education students learn to cope with academic stress and test anxiety. Through motor and 

sensory functioning, they could gain internal and external insight into their actions and the five 
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senses (Bae & Kim, 2018; Hinz, 2009; Elbrecht & Antcliff, 2014). Secondly, the Perceptual 

factors could stimulate awareness of themselves or others in different perspectives (Lusebrink, 

1990, 2014). Clay-making may also benefit students by helping them to better express their 

feelings, access their analytical skills, and reflect themselves in a symbolic way (Hinz, 2009; 

Stuckey & Nobel, 2010; Wadeson, 2010). Moreover, implementing aromatherapy in conjunction 

with clay-making may also occasionally be effective, depending on the person, his or her 

experiences, and the setting. 

This study advances the field of art therapy by promoting the use of sensory art-based 

approaches, such as clay and aromatherapy, to help reduce academic stress and test anxiety in 

graduate students. It is hoped that the results of this research study encourage new inquiries in 

using sensory-based art therapy activities and media to treat academic stress and test anxiety. 

Further research is recommended to compare these results with other academic populations such 

as school aged children, undergraduate students and adult learners.  
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Coil pot – Kinesthetic without diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coil pot – Kinesthetic without diffuser session 2 
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Plate – Sensory without diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plates – Sensory without diffuser session 2 
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Nightlight blind sculpting – Perceptual without diffuser session 1 
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Conch shell blind sculpting – Perceptual without diffuser session 2 
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Overwhelmed – Affective without diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Changing emotions – Affective without diffuser session 2 
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Trophy replica – Cognitive without diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pine cone replica – Cognitive without diffuser session 2 
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Swan sculpture – Symbolic without diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ram sculpture – Symbolic without diffuser session 2 
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Coil pot – Kinesthetic with diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coil pot – Kinesthetic with diffuser session 2 
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Green plate – Sensory with diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yellow and black plate – Sensory with diffuser session 2 
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Teapot blind sculpting – Perceptual with diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drafting compass blind sculpting – Perceptual with diffuser session 2 
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Tangled/Untangled – Affective with diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mixed feelings – Affective with diffuser session 2 
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Rose replica – Cognitive with diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dove perfume replica – Cognitive with diffuser session 2 
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Dolphin sculpture – Symbolic with diffuser session 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Owl sculpture – Symbolic with diffuser session 2 
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Appendix B 

SSI and PSS Mean Scores 

Table 1.  

Total SSI and PSS Mean Scores for Clay and Clay with Diffuser Sessions at Pre-test and Post-

test. 

 

Table 2.  

SSI Mean Scores for Clay and Clay with Diffuser ETC Sessions at Pre-test and Post-test. 

 

Table 3. 

PSS Mean Scores for Clay and Clay with Diffuser ETC Sessions at Pre-test and Post-test. 
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