
Running Head: ART-BASED AND HEURISTIC STUDY 

 

1 

 

 

 

Art-Based and Heuristic Study of Teaching Therapeutic Art Processes as Part of Community 

Outreach Program at the Ormond Art Museum  

 

 

Laura Bohn 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirement 

For the Master of Arts in Art Therapy Degree 

 

 

 

Department of Graduate Art Therapy Program 

In the Department of Graduate Studies 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, Indiana 

 

 

 

 

December 03, 2014



ART-BASED AND HEURISTIC MUSEUM STUDY 

 

2 

 

ABTRACT 

Art-based and heuristic methods of inquiry were utilized to examine the experience of teaching 

two museum-based therapeutic arts classes with regards to environment, therapeutic processes, 

and expectations.  This researcher combined art making with narrative to examine and help 

consolidate experiences of using the museum setting and resources as part of the therapeutic 

experience.  The art-based research painting and heuristic inquiry methods helped this researcher 

reflect on the lived experience.  The distilled insights that enhanced self and contextual 

knowledge for this researcher could help define and design a future pilot art therapy program for 

community art museum participants. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

 The implementation of therapeutic arts programming within art museums is a new and 

growing field.  Some of these community outreach programs are facilitated by art therapists as 

well as teaching artists, and have been implemented around the country and world.  However, 

many art museums and art therapists have not been educated or made more aware of these 

programs.  More research and understanding of these types of community-based programs are 

needed to adequately explore how art museums and their communities can mutually benefit. 

 As an art therapy student and a teaching artist in 2013, this researcher had the opportunity 

to teach a therapeutic art class at a local museum.  Through this experience, this researcher 

learned that other museums are also beginning to incorporate healing art classes and art therapy 

workshops into their community outreach programs.  The Ormond Memorial Museum in 

Ormond Beach, Florida has based a lot of their community outreach programs on the needs of 

their large active senior population, cancer survivors, and their families.  For example, there are 

healing art classes offered for cancer survivors and caretakers and for those who need stress 

relief.  The class this researcher taught twice was “Mixed Media Journaling as Healing Art 

Form.”   This researcher demonstrated a mixed media journal example that had been created as a 

tribute page for a lost loved one and explained how it helped to cope with loss.  This researcher 

used her brother-in-law’s favorite song lyrics, drawings, paint, and collage to create a unique 

tribute page to him after he died of cancer.  That page in particular struck a chord with the older 

adult students who came to class as they all have lost loved ones.  After the first workshop, the 

students reported enjoying the class and asked if this researcher would come back and teach a 

second workshop.  
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  The recently retired curator of education has facilitated and witnessed the positive 

implications of therapeutic art processes at the Ormond museum (S. Schoening, personal 

communication, February 9, 2014).  She has indicated that their community could benefit from 

more of this type of programming.  In reviewing the literature, this researcher discovered that 

these types of programs have been utilized in countries around the world with documented 

results of positive outcomes.   

 Treadon, Rosal, and Thompson (2006) theorized that museums as venues for therapy is 

still a novel idea and art therapists are beginning to use these institutions to incorporate art 

objects and their settings to enhance treatment options for their clients.  For example, viewers 

can interpret artworks to create personal and meaningful experiences that could be further 

utilized to increase understanding of his or her life situation (Mayer, 1998; Treadon et al., 2006).   

Moreover, many museums have classrooms that can serve as community spaces for art therapists 

to utilize with no cost to the participants.  Salom (2011) stated that museums reinvented as an 

environment for the therapeutic arts could be “re-imagined” as newly conceptualized 

workspaces.  Museum settings provide options in that rooms that can be explored quickly or 

slowly, thoroughly or superficially.  Salom further suggested that privacy can be assured by 

designating rooms exclusively for art therapy groups and art making. 

   Moon (2002) suggested that our work environments as works of art bring intentional 

focus to the creation of therapeutic space and engages our artist identity in the process.  She 

explained that the arrangement of tables and chairs, the lights turned on or off and the sounds or 

silences all play a part in creating the art therapy studio space.  The aesthetically pleasing design 

of museum settings could be re-conceptualized as a therapeutic space.  Moreover, museum 

settings and their resources could become collaborative allies in art therapy treatment because 
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the museum environments and their art objects offer untapped therapeutic benefits for clients and 

communities (Salom, 2011).  Museum educators can assist art therapists to understand how to 

approach art museums for client use.  To utilize the museum space more effectively, art 

therapists must have a contextual understanding of these institutions (Linesch, 2004; Treadon et 

al., 2006).  Art therapy pilot projects and programs using the museum setting and its resources 

are described in the literature review to concretize how art therapists have used the 

museum setting as a therapeutic ally and environment.  

As art therapy grows out of the bounds of medical settings, museums and other 

community spaces will become vital as new non-clinical environments.  In community-based 

settings, the therapeutic arts can flourish and help a variety of individuals and groups in terms of 

applying art therapy and the therapeutic arts processes more directly to the needs of the 

community.  Whether art therapy is clinical or community based specific interventions and 

methodologies can be designed and based upon the needs of a particular community or 

community members.  This research project will help define a better understanding of the 

relationship between therapeutic art processes and a particular museum-based community 

outreach program.   

 Statement of Problem 

The use of art therapy and similar therapeutic arts programs in art museums are recent 

phenomenon and, many art museums do not have these programs as part of their mission 

statement.  More research, public awareness, and pilot art therapy programs are needed to 

adequately explore and educate how museums and their communities can benefit from these 

services.  
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Research Questions 

 How can art-based and heuristic inquiry through witness writing and painting, 

communicate the in-depth meaning, perception, and knowledge of this researcher’s experience 

teaching two consecutive therapeutic art classes within a local museum?  What can this 

researcher discover and document about the experience of using of the museum environment and 

resources to enhance the therapeutic and healing aspect of these classes?  

 Rationale/Basic Assumptions 

  One overreaching assumption is that therapeutic art programs at museums enhance the 

wellbeing of their communities.  Similarly, this researcher assumed that teaching two 

consecutive therapeutic art classes at a museum would enhance this investigator’s knowledge of 

how therapeutic art processes benefit participants in a museum setting.  This researcher also 

assumed that the museum space could become vital parts of the therapeutic benefit of museum 

classes. 

Purpose of Study  

 For the purpose of this study, the art therapy methods taught were classified as therapeutic 

arts processes since this the role expected was a teaching artist and not an art therapist. There are 

similarities and differences between the application of art therapy versus therapeutic art 

processes as facilitation tools and processes for art based groups and this thesis will not focus on 

those delineations of roles and approaches.  The role of teaching artist applying therapeutic art 

process in the context of a particular museum setting was the key focus to this heuristic study as 

that was the sole participant experience studied and synthesized.  Through a research literature 

review that synthesizes themes and qualities of museum-based art therapy, this researcher 

determined certain factors that contributed to the success of previous therapeutic arts programs. 
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This researcher further implemented these principles within two therapeutic art classes facilitated 

at a local museum and evaluated the outcomes.   

 Art-based and heuristic inquiry methods will help this researcher reflect and process 

various layers of perception and knowledge production that formed through the direct 

experiences of facilitating two classes.  This direct experience, and ‘as it is lived’, was the 

subject of self-study where integrative artwork and witness writing reflected a holistic inquiry 

and revealed important insights not available by traditional research methods.   

Limitations 

Some museums may or may not want participants used in human subject research, as was 

the case in the museum investigated by this researcher.   Furthermore, since this was the case 

there were no surveys or questionnaires available for participant feedback. 

Ethical Implications 

 With heuristic inquiries, self-biases can develop so the research process should be based 

on the search for new knowledge, free from personal agendas.  The researcher must identify and 

re-examine if the study accurately portrays the meanings and essence of the experience (Kapitan, 

2010).  This researcher used the heuristic method to investigate the lived experience of teaching 

in the museum setting and to recognize internal emotions and biases.  From there, the art-based 

research helped this researcher discover how to balance biases into a more holistic view of he 

experience. 

Definition of Terms 

 Heuristic inquiry is a type of phenomenological inquiry that builds and reflects personal 

insights of the researcher that are gained through intense engagement in an experience to 

heighten self-awareness and discoveries about a phenomenon (Patton, 2002; Kapitan, 2010).  
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Moustaka (as cited in Kapitan, 2010) created a heuristic method of a systematic approach that 

can help researchers investigate their lived experience by paying direct and multi-leveled 

attention to the phenomenon they are evaluating.  This methodology is comprised of six steps: 

initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis to 

illuminate the discoveries and gain insight.   

 Heuristic inquiry can integrate art-based methods and products of research as well.  Art-

based methodologies can be defined as the creation of knowledge using visual and other art 

forms within a research perspective (Sullivan, 2005; Kapitan, 2010).  Art-based research is the 

study of the art making process as a focal point bridging artistic expression and psychological 

contemplation (McNiff, 1998).  Weber and Mitchell (as cited in Kapitan, 2010) claim reflexivity 

is a way for the art-based researcher to provide a medium for connecting to the self, while at the 

same time distances the self in order to see something from a new perspective.  Both research 

approaches use critical vision followed by reflective action to define the practice of art therapy 

with clients. 

 Weber and Mitchell (as cited in Kapitan, 2010) further claim ‘All at Once-ness’ is both the 

awareness created by the artwork and imagery produced in art-based inquiry and the truth of 

what it reveals.  The practice of art making strives to capture hidden aspects of the practitioner’s 

knowledge and to express them in a form that can be apprehended holistically (Kapitan).  

Sensory, emotional, and intellectual attention integration is a way that the art can be used to 

heighten experience and often involves somatic responses (Kapitan).  The image can act as a 

powerful cultural and psychological change agent as it is the principle of art therapy and can be 

utilized in art-based inquiry (Kapitan).  Holistic communication is a way of conveying 
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understanding of art-based and heuristic inquiry by keeping the whole and the parts in view 

(Kapitan). 
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

Museum-based Art Therapy 

According to Treadon et al. (2006), art museums can be of value to art therapists by 

providing a rich resource for clients and for art therapy.  Art therapist Salom (2008) suggested 

that museums are safe spaces for the objects they hold and for the persons that visit them.  These 

environments can function in therapeutic ways.  Museums can supply therapeutic experiences 

that can significantly impact our well-being if we place the emphasis in learning about ourselves 

through the contents in them (Salom). 

Museum History 

 Before art museums became public, these institutions were traditionally used to preserve 

artifacts and mementos in a private collection.  When they became public institutions, their 

resources became available for community access (Treadon et al., 2006).  Contemporary art 

museums have added education to traditional museum agendas and are now publicly funded to 

enhance the lives of everyday individuals through community outreach to teachers and schools 

(Williams, 1994; Treadon et al., 2006).  Over the last decades, museum education has moved 

towards enhancing the visitor’s ability to understand and appreciate the exhibited artwork in 

ways so they can transfer the experiences into other aspects of their lives (Pittman-Gelles, 1988, 

Treadon et al 2006).  

Museum Space and Resources 

 Art therapist Salom (2011) asserted that the museum’s actual environment; architecture, 

gardens and sculptural elements could change the art therapy experience by bringing all of these 

resources into play.  The variety and number of art objects, the attention required to view them, 
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and the fact that museums house collective imagery of the human experience engaged more 

options than an art therapist could offer in a conventional setting (Salom).  Salom presented case 

examples of how the museum as environment can be an effective ally in art therapy treatment.  

In one example, the author took seniors from a care facility in Bogotá, Columbia with a nurse to 

the Museo Arqueoligico in Bogotá to be introduced to this environment to promote participant 

reflections about the past and present.  Salom and the curator collaborated to design a directive 

based on building a therapeutic relationship inside the museum.  Participants in the group were 

introduced to a small historical exhibit that would mirror the participants’ personal histories.  

Clay objects, both simple and functional were arranged by geographic origin to teach and allow 

members to connect to pieces from their own region.  Participants were then guided to an art 

classroom where the members could use watercolors to reflect on the historic simple objects that 

related to their life stories.  The setting of the museum served as part of the intervention.  The 

architecture at the site was similar to many of the architecture in many of the small Columbian 

towns where participants came.  Furthermore, the group had time to process the museum 

resources in the class room and create art in the present while relating to their past through the 

objects related to their lived stories.  These activities helped to facilitate a sense of continuity and 

identity.   

Salom (2011) also proposed that using the museum’s objects that range from utility, 

beauty, origin and chronology, communicated limitless messages about the people who made, 

used, and valued them.   Her art therapy groups in the museum setting and interventions were 

designed with a vast array of these considerations with regards to objects of art as they relate to 

their maker, history, and environment.  In an earlier article description (Salom, 2008) expressed 

that visitors can experience a shift in behavior, cognition, and emotion by appraising the 
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elements that include architectural boundaries, lighting, temperature, circulation, and displays.  

Museums often pose a spiritual quality by inviting visitors into a slowed pace with subdued 

sounds and orderly visual experience (Salom, 2008).  She concluded the museum is a space that 

is valued and protected, and that atmosphere of safety has the potential to create a sense of 

security in guests who visit. 

Populations Served 

  Salom facilitated the aforementioned intervention with seniors from a local care facility 

based on Erickson’s last stage of psychosocial development (age 65 onwards) as one in which 

the virtue of wisdom may be attained by working through the polarity of integrity and despair 

(Erikson, as cited in Salom, 2011).   Not only can seniors be taken to the museum for a specific 

art therapy intervention but populations with chronic illness can also benefit from museum-based 

art therapy.  Therapeutic art programs in museums have attempted to serve populations like those 

with chronic illnesses.  These programs have been found to raise awareness, self-esteem, and 

self-actualization and provide relief from the sickness role by using the museum’s creative 

resources through creative expression and a sense of belonging (Treadon et al., 2006).    

For example, Arts for Health, a program developed by the National Gallery of Australia, 

was a pilot program designed as a gallery-based art therapy program utilized to assist people 

with chronic illnesses (Treaden et al., 2006).  The program addressed the issues of the seniors as 

needing a sense of belongingness, ego/self esteem, and self-actualization (Silverman, 1989; 

Treadon et al., 2006).  The program ran for eight weeks with each session lasting four hours and 

was based on the concept that people with chronic illnesses can learn how to link lifestyle and 

health.  The sessions began with reflection and art making and ended with a visit to a gallery or 

collection room.  Participants were encouraged to reflect on the artwork in the exhibit that related 
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to the art they created.  Further encouragement was given to participants to try to put themselves 

in the minds of the artists to find potential similarities between their personal experiences and 

those of the artists.  According to an evaluation of the program, participation satisfaction was 

rated as high (Treadon et al.,). 

Arts for Health and other successful museum based art therapy programs were used as 

models to design and implement a collaborative pilot program.  Treadon et al. (2006) provided 

an art therapy pilot project to a large state university art museum and an art therapist developed a 

program to engage adolescents to experience the resources of the museum therapeutically.  The 

art therapist and museum educator collaborated to design a program at the museum to help teens 

better understand family roles and the feelings associated with being members of a family group.   

Numerous discussions regarding the general goals and objectives of the project prior to 

inception, included the use of the art objects to help teens better understand family roles and 

feelings associated with being a member of a family group (Treadon et al.,).  The museum 

educator provided knowledge about the exhibits and how to engage the groups in discussions 

about the aesthetics of the art.  This helped inform the art therapist to better prepare what 

possible issues would arise from this type of environment and be prepared for reactions from the 

participants.  The art therapist and second art therapist co-leader spent time building relationship 

with group members in preparation for field trip.  The pilot program was a result of the skills of 

both the art therapists and the museum educator to build a scheduled program. 

Based on the success of the pilot program and its positive use of the museum functioning 

as a therapeutic tool, a four-year program was implemented into the museum by the educator and 

the art therapist to further serve the community (Treadon et al., 2006).  Outreach programs have 
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been created so that therapeutic art opportunities are available at little to no cost to the public and 

have helped moved the museum toward more inclusion in community attendance. 

At the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles, California, art therapist Linesch (2004) 

described an extraordinary example of a specific exhibit titled Friedl Dicker-Brandeis and The 

Children of Terezin: An Exhibition of Art and Hope.  This exhibit offered her a way to augment 

community outreach and art therapy in a nonclinical setting.  Art therapy workshops were held at 

the museum in conjunction with the exhibit in 2003.  The workshops were made available to all 

ages on Sundays through the spring and early summer of 2003.  Only adults attended several 

workshops, others included very young children, and one workshop incorporated at risk 

teenagers (Linesch).  

 Each workshop began with a brief introduction to the life and work of artist Friedl Dicker-

Brandeis.  The focus was on facilitating the creative process using examples of the resiliency 

from Friedl Dicker-Brandeis’s life as an artist who used art while being detained in a Nazi camp 

and devoted herself to teaching children art (Linesch, 2004).  Participants were invited to ponder 

how Nazis put humans in boxes and how they could try to think of ways to help themselves out 

of boxes and identify ways in which they felt boxed in by circumstances.  After the introduction, 

participants were lead through the exhibit to the workshop room where there were invited to 

select a cigar box from a large collection.  Found materials and glue and other art supplies were 

available to help participants create their box as a metaphor for tapping into their inner resilience 

as a counterforce to external restraints (Linesch).   

Linesch (2004) reported she was surprised to see how participants became immediately and 

eagerly involved without hesitation or resistance.  At the end of sessions, attendees were invited 
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to take their boxes into the exhibit to sit amongst Freidl Dicker’s work and share their creative 

processes.  

Marxen (2009) also focused on linking contemporary art with social and political action 

exhibitions and how they can be utilized for therapeutic uses.  Activities were modeled from the 

program at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Barcelona (MACBA) and included using the art 

exhibitions to explore and inform art therapy.  The author described how in clinical art therapy 

there is little interaction between art therapy and contemporary art and she offered examples of 

interventions, projections and design projects that exemplify how one discipline can illuminate 

the other in case examples.  One example included the art therapist working with the museum’s 

social program to support therapeutic art workshops with teenagers at risk.  Marxen designed an 

intervention for 13-16 year olds that were expelled from schools for aggressive and other 

behavioral problems relating to social behavior, coexistence, and communication.  The plastic 

arts were offered to the adolescents to help them communicate indirectly through the creative 

process.  Students had to learn how to use the shared space and materials given and focus on how 

to respect the work of others.  The MACBA used part of its budget to offer resources that are not 

yet available through the areas of health and education and to help compensate for a deficiency 

in the special care services available to certain adolescents.  

Expanding the Mission of Museums 

The MACBA programming is an example of a museum with an expanded mission that not 

only includes education but approaching the interpretation of art and its function to take on new 

roles that are political, social and therapeutic (Marxen, 2009).  Shaer et al. (2008) described how 

museum galleries are often perceived as elitist because of the limited audiences attending the 

galleries.  The Tate museum took the challenge to become more inclusive by promoting a mental 
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health therapeutic art service to populations that for whatever reason find it difficult to visit 

museums.  This national museum, in conjunction with the Department of Health and the Oxleas 

NXS Foundation Mental Health Trust created a pilot program to promote mental health to 

caretakers.  According to Shaer et al. even though the museum is free to the public, many felt 

that the gallery was not for them.  The collaboration team included the art therapy service at 

Oxleas to ensure a therapeutic base would support feelings discussed by the participants. Art 

therapist Springham (Shaer et al.) was impressed since he was feeling dissatisfaction with the 

narrowness of art itself in his own art therapy practice as he expressed it as “psychotherapy with 

felt tips” (p.3).  His chance to work with the museum and use their resources as part of a 

therapeutic process broadened his scope of art therapy outside of the clinical setting.   

The population for this pilot project to promote mental health to caregivers (called ‘carers’ 

in Britain) who were responsible for giving care to those with long-term complex mental health 

conditions.  This project focused on how to best deliver information on how caretakers and 

families could be assisted.  The project also involved participants viewing the art exhibit and 

aesthetic response as a means of unlocking an image and there was a body of practice and theory 

for the art therapist to work with.  Springham described the museum gallery as a resource for art 

therapy, but it was clear that there was a process involved in achieving this perception.  His 

perception of experiencing the gallery as a psychological resource would be a way of thinking 

about the role of art therapy in the project (Shaer et al., 2008).  Springham helped direct 

participants to gallery artworks that had an emotional resonance with the issues to discuss.  They 

also learned that sessions during open hours worked badly so they used the gallery in the evening 

for privacy.  The visuals had audios recorded with them to help further psychological processing.  

Using the history of a painting, information about the artist’s life and the artist’s intentions 
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helped inform personal exploration.  Participants who attended were then encouraged to discuss 

how paintings related to their own lives.  The caregivers described how they do not have enough 

psychological space and one of the most soothing paintings was one of the vast ocean.  After 

three pictures and audios were discussed for 90 minutes, the group moved to the art making- 

room to create images as part of the process.  The important results of the pilot were in how the 

artworks viewed and made within the museum created a valued emotional processing resource. 

The feedback was very positive as the project provided useful information and support to 

caregivers (Shaer et al., 2008).   The partnership between Oxleas and the Tate museum worked 

well because of the shared mission, that art works, either viewed or made could function as 

emotional processing resources within the cultural context and setting of the museum.    

Art therapist Peacock (2012) suggested that offering art therapy, as a means of furthering 

the museum’s mission, is key in developing innovative partnerships between art therapy and 

museums.  Peacock explained that the mission of museum education has evolved from 

displaying art collections to fostering interaction with art for personal growth, community 

awareness of societal needs, and greater accessibility for all.  She also described how the idea of 

integrating art therapy into museums has been explored to some degree but remains relatively 

unknown to professionals in both fields.   Peacock surveyed museum educators and art therapists 

who worked at this interface.  She found that therapeutic arts programs that were not identified 

as art therapy have been present in certain museums for quite some time.  The results of her 

survey of museums that used art therapy as a means of furthering their goals showed that 

providing art therapy opportunities helped to fulfill their mission of becoming more relevant and 

accessible to all populations.  
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 Peacock (2012) became aware of the potential of museum-art therapy collaboration as a 

graduate art therapy intern at Memphis Brooks Museum of Art.  After a successful pilot 

collaboration, she helped establish the Art Therapy Access Program at the Memphis Brooks 

Museum of Art.  More programs like these could help museums and their communities to 

become more relevant in using their resources for therapeutic encounters. 

Summary 

 Recent research has revealed the positive impact of the use of the use of therapeutic art 

processes as part of community outreach at museums.  Key factors that contributed to the success 

of previous therapeutic arts programs in museums were investigated and helped guide 

implementation of two healing art classes at a local museum for this current study.   

Therapeutic arts processes were taught and included the museum space as part of those 

processes.  The first class was utilized only the museum classroom and the second class utilized 

the entire setting of the museum as part of the therapeutic alliance.  The addition of adding the 

museum art space to the therapeutic design was the focus of the applied research. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Research Design 

 Heuristic and art-based inquiries.  Heuristic inquiry can be defined as a self-reflexive 

process to discover and to find meaning (Morris, 1969; Carolan, 2001).  This model directs lived 

experience to inform and craft knowledge creation by the researcher unfolding and discovering 

data in holistic ways.  The researcher must tend to his or her internal experience and personal 

relationship to the phenomena being researched and then through systematic processes that 

integrate both seen and unseen knowledge.  Art-based inquiry is the generation of knowledge 

using creative and participatory means within research processes and products (Sullivan, 2005; 

Kapitan, 2010).  Through heuristic art-based inquiry this researcher utilized a written narrative, 

and a multi-layered painting to help illustrate and systematically study the lived experience of 

facilitating two therapeutic art classes at a local museum.   

 A multilayered painting was the heart of this heuristic, art-based research and was used as 

a way to produce knowledge that unfolded as a result of the unique conditions of the painting 

process that was used as investigation (McNiff, 1998).  The most important part of the art-based 

research is the empirical study of the process of the art making and the knowledge production 

that is a direct result of that creative engagement (McNiff, 1998).  According to McNiff (1998), 

art itself can be used as research evidence while investigating the art therapy experiences and 

reflective practices.  He described how within scientific circles, innovative scientists are known 

to rely less on methodological rigidity and more on usefulness and whatever means furthers the 

process of discovery.  He stated there has always been openness to the interplay with art and the 
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creative imagination and by result, there is a sustained meditation that can arise from a complex 

theme and the way that it is played out in painting (McNiff, 1998).   

 Designing museum experience.  Guiding principles and outcomes on the subject matter 

of therapeutic art programs in museum settings were synthesized through a literature review to 

develop structure for two consecutive therapeutic art classes between this researcher and a local 

museum.  A specific consideration was applied in how to utilize the exhibit space and artwork 

and possibly enhance the guests’ therapeutic experience.  Through the literature, this researcher 

found examples of therapeutic programs that not only utilized the classroom in a museum but 

also the art objects and actual setting as part of the therapy. The Ormond Memorial Museum is 

in a community of many retired seniors so the museum classes were targeted to senior caregivers 

or anyone needing healing.  Since this museum director did not want any surveys or interviews 

done with participants, the class was simply used as an impetus for art-based self-reflection and 

the heuristic exploration of this paper.    

  Therapeutic art processes.  This researcher used therapeutic art processes with students 

and facilitated structure that included relaxation techniques based on grounding and breathing at 

the beginning of each class and closing with mindfulness reflection exercises at the end of both 

classes.  The first class utilized only the museum classroom whereas the second class utilized the 

art exhibit at the beginning of class and at the end.  This researcher chose to reflect on the 

experience of teaching by writing responses after teaching each class.  The writing responses, in 

turn, informed the art-based research processing and final product.  The museum experience, the 

writing responses, and final layered painting were synthesized to discover results that can expose 

themes, qualities and inform new knowledge.  Narrative and art as visual text together allowed 

for reflection on the artist researcher’s intention, self-set challenges, struggles, successes, and 
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failures as experienced through the art processes and recorded and embodied in the art products.  

The artist’s life and creative narratives mirror and recreate the lived experience (Gubrium & 

Holsteim, 2009; Elliott, 2011).  The use of art-based heuristic inquiries helped this investigator 

create a newly conceived written and illustrated contextual narrative. 

Participants 

 This researcher has decided to be the sole participant in reflection of this teaching 

experience.  After writing about both museum-based experiences, art-based reflections to those 

experiences began by initiating a multilayered acrylic painting on a 30 by 40 inch canvas on the 

last day of August 2014.  During the protracted process of art-based reflection grounded in a 

painting process, the sessions were photographed and notes were taken to meditatively reflect 

and also inform the heuristic inquiry method.  The data was analyzed to help understand and 

enhance self-awareness of the experience and the art-based research.  

 Data Collection 

 This researcher collected data over several months and included class curriculum and 

design, photos of class artwork, writing responses, and painting process, that included notes and 

sequential photographs of the painting.  This data-gathering method involved the researcher’s 

intense engagement in creative activities (Kapitan, 2010).  The data informed the art-based 

heuristic inquiries to gain new knowledge about the experience.  

Data Analysis  

 Moustaka’s (as cited in Kapitan, 2010) heuristic method of a systematic approach was 

used to help investigate the lived experience by paying direct attention to the phenomenon.  

Moustaka explained that a systematic approach comprises six steps: initial engagement, 

immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis.  To illuminate the 
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discoveries found in facilitating both classes, this six-step methodology was utilized that closely 

follows the phases of the creative process (Moustaka as cited in Kapitan, 2010).  After each 

class, an initial self-dialogue and self-reflective writing was used to influence a multi-layered 

painting.  This process was used to relate to the direct experience as it was lived.  The critical 

insights derived from this initial engagement method built the foundation of the study. 

   During the immersion phase, this investigator focused attention or heightened alertness in 

response to the teaching experience and the environment in which it is held will help create 

artwork and narrative dialogue to study the questions interpreted by this researcher.   

The following incubation stage allowed this researcher to utilize a time of retreat from intense 

focus on the artwork that can lead to illumination.  Illumination is the moment when the mind is 

in a state of relaxed concentration and knew knowledge can be attained from the experiences 

(Kapitan, 2010).    

 Explication has been described as working through central themes, qualities, and 

components of the illuminated knowledge of discoveries (Kapitan, 2010).  Both imagination and 

logic are linked to produce emergent patterns in the data (Gilroy, 2006; Kapitan, 2010). 

 Finally, in the last stage known as creative synthesis, the researcher has been thoroughly 

familiarized with core themes and materials and has a sense of having mastered the questions 

and synthesis the results (Kapitan, 2010).    
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Chapter IV 

 Results of the Study 

 This study allowed this researcher to gain first-hand experience of how art-based and 

heuristic inquiry, through witness writing and painting, can communicate the in-depth meaning, 

perception, and knowledge regarding the experiences of teaching two consecutive therapeutic art 

classes at a local museum.  Using the museum setting as a resource for therapeutic art 

programming allowed the researcher to examine the experience of working with museum 

director, curator, and guests to gain new perspectives and knowledge to guide future art therapy 

pilot proposals for museums.  

  First Therapeutic Art Class.  This researcher taught both healing arts classes at the 

Ormond Memorial Museum in Ormond Beach, Florida.  The first healing art class at the museum 

was taught in the classroom without utilizing the exhibit space as part of the therapeutic alliance, 

although the exhibition space was available for the participants to view before class.  To get to 

the classroom, the guests entered directly from the exhibition space.  The exhibit space displayed 

large and small color pencil drawings.  

 Since this class was on a Thursday afternoon during normal working hours, the attendees 

were mostly retirees.  Motivations identified for taking the class were needs for social interaction 

and relief from being caretaking of significant others.  

 The one hour and a half session began with an introduction on how to become familiar 

with using symbols and metaphors as part of a process to tell one’s story and how that can 

possibly aide in self-growth and insight.  Further introductions explained how a symbol or 

metaphor could stimulate imagination, storytelling, and projection from the image created.  It 
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was explained to the class that each individual’s journey might become clearer if it is written 

metaphorically and done in artwork.   

After the introduction, the first exercise was to have the class draw themselves as a tree.   

As, like in any art therapy group, this healing art class were both engaged and found it difficult to 

work through emotions.  Calming music was played while the students worked.  

There were several media choices available, watercolor paints, chalk pastels and oil 

pastels as well as color pencils and markers and various colored paper choices.  The media 

choices were there to help students feel comfortable by using the media of their choice.  After the 

tree was created, the class did a witness writing from the perspective of the tree.  Using writing 

to witness one’s own art making is a therapeutic process that promotes self- growth and has been 

used in community based art therapy.   Allen (2005) described the practice of witness writing as 

the state of being present to our images and to each other in compassion, without voicing 

judgment.   

The second exercise was a scribble drawing to loosen the class up if they were 

unblocked.  It was explained that a scribble drawing uses a process of play to discover images in 

the work.  The students were instructed to turn their image as they worked and layered scribbles 

and two of the students saw images in their work.  This researcher asked them to see if those 

images were symbolic for anything important in their lives.  A discussion followed that opened 

up awareness and storytelling about their lives. 

The third exercise was a visually guided mediation from an excerpt in a book titled Turtle 

Wisdom by Donna DeNomme (2007).  The reading included a visual journey of going over rocks 

and a bridge to come to a water reflection to view one’s self and a wisdom figure.  From there 

the class did a pastel drawing of the scene.  Class closed by reflecting on how wisdom can be 
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viewed metaphorically through the story.  Since the students that came to these classes were 

predominantly seniors, it seemed logical for them to reflect on wisdom in their lives could 

enhance their wellbeing and acceptance of age.   

 Teaching a therapeutic art process class in a space surrounded by artwork was a positive 

experience as the students thanked this researcher for being able to start class by viewing the 

artwork for inspiration.  The class also expressed gratitude for the relaxation techniques and 

meditative music.  

Second Therapeutic Art Class.  For the second class, how to create mandala paper pulp 

bowls was taught using mindfulness, intent, and deep breathing as the therapeutic processes.  

Paper pulp was set up in a pleasing array of colors next to bowls.  Students were first given an 

overview of the instructions on the process of creating the bowls.  Covering a small bowl with 

plastic wrap and then working from the center by pressing clumps of paper pulp together to 

create a mandala like design to form a bowl was utilized.  Then this researcher educated students 

about mandalas and how working from the center out in a circular format is considered healing.  

After the introduction, the class did some yoga arm stretches up towards the sky and down a few 

times while doing deep breathing.  Deep breathing was a way to bring the class back to the 

moment. 

 Marek, as cited in Farelly-Hansen (2001), used mindfulness meditation and deep 

breathing with clients to bring them into the present moment.  In one example, he told a client to 

pay close and gentle attention to his body while working on art to see what sensations he is 

experiencing.  Marek explained how mindfulness is as simple as paying attention to how one 

holds a brush and how to see, touch and listen to what an image has to say (Farelly-Hansen, 

2001).  



ART-BASED AND HEURISTIC MUSEUM STUDY 

 

30 

Our class stretched after deep breathing exercises and ended with wrist rotations to get 

ready for the work of forming the bowls.  The students were led into deep breathing to the count 

of four in, hold for four and out for eight.  After a few minutes of deep breathing with eyes 

closed, this researcher was noticeably relaxed and several students responded that they felt more 

relaxed also.  It was explained that they should continue to breathe deeply while working and 

listening to the meditative music to achieve maximum relaxation.  It was also suggested that 

continued stretching, getting up to walk around, and perhaps looking at artwork in the exhibit 

would also help enhance creativity because changing perspectives in these activities would help 

them view their work with new eyes.  It was discussed how viewing the art exhibit could help the 

class engage and inspire their artwork.  They were free to visit the exhibition before they began 

working or when they took breaks.   

The class was told that if they were having trouble finding inspiration for the bowls, they 

were welcome to go around the art exhibit and see what color pencil artwork spoke to them. At 

the end of class most of the class took a walk around the exhibit and spoke of the artwork that 

spoke to us.  The exhibit availability seemed to enhance the therapeutic experience, but to what 

extent I could not be sure.  
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 Figure 1.  Finished bowl while still drying.   

 
 

Figure 2.  Mandala bowl. 
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Art-Based Research and Heuristic Inquiry.  After each class, this researcher utilized 

witness writing in response to the painting process.   Allen (2005) explained that the practice of 

witness writing is the state of being present to our images without voicing judgment to witness 

stillness and make space for answers to arise.  The witness writing also helped inform the 

painting processes created over a 6-week span.  Photographs were taken of the painting 

progression along with continuing witness writing at the end of each painting session.  A 

painting was created with acrylic paints on a 24 x 36 canvas.  This researcher chose to work 

abstractly to help immerse in the heuristic dialogue and discover the metaphoric meaning of the 

artwork. 

 Week one.  Each weekly session was recorded in photos and a journal dating the first 

day as August 31, 2014.  The first session was the shortest, being under an hour in simply 

creating a mood and under-painting.  Notes from the witness writing informed the choice of 

using red, yellow and white to create a warm salmon like color.  This researcher stretched at the 

beginning of the session just as the students had to stretch at the beginning of class.   As an art 

therapist, practicing what is being taught is essential so deep breathing, stretching and movement 

was part of the painting and museum experiences.  Furthermore, having the students in the first 

class experience witness writing related to my experience with witness writing after each class 

and after each session of painting.  By understanding first-hand how witness writing can create a 

deep understanding of the artwork, this researcher can better understand how it helped class 

participants.  

This researcher used a large house painting brush to move with large kinesthetic strokes 

to apply the warm color.  It felt like the way to begin the under-painting to represent tension and 

energy needed for understanding to gain knowledge of the museum experience.  To start out with 
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a calm palette would not have worked as this researcher wanted to show the energy and tension 

needed to have an inner dialogue with all aspects of the experience.  Painting with a warm color 

felt vibrant and warm as the experience in the classroom.  Outside of the classroom, there was 

some anxiety experienced before and after the class with wondering how this researcher could 

further promote the understanding of art therapy to the museum staff with hopes of bringing 

more art therapy to the museum.  The warm color represented both warmth in the classroom and 

anxiety outside the class (See figure 3 and figure 4). 

Figure 3.  Painting begins. 
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Figure 4.  Salmon under-painting.        

  

Figure 5.  Kinesthetic brush strokes. 
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Week Two.  The mark making began in blues as calm contrast color to the warm salmon. 

The contrast in the painting represented tension that would perhaps give a clue to line, shape and 

form as it helped this researcher articulate the form of an inner dialogue with the work. 

 To understand the experience of teaching at the museum, this researcher needed to 

include the environment, students, therapeutic processes, and also to understand the director’s 

vision of a healing arts class.  Any new discoveries made through painting had to include all 

experiences related to the teaching experience.  

Adding dark shadows around the blue (Figure 5) reminded this researcher of the 

challenges of trying to promote art therapy through the teaching experience when all that was 

required to teach the class was to be a teaching artist.  This researcher was grateful for the 

experience as a teaching artist that made it possible to facilitate a class again and new knowledge 

as an art therapist intern made it possible to enhance the involvement by adding therapeutic goals 

gained from my art therapy experiences.  Art therapy training allowed the researcher to add the 

therapeutic component to the teaching experience.  By adding deep breathing, creative 

visualization, stretching, and mindfulness techniques, this researcher created classes designed 

from art therapy principles.   

 Efforts to communicate the unique abilities of an art therapist were limited since the 

mission of the museum was used to teaching artists to facilitating healing arts classes.  The loss 

of control this researcher felt by this realization was explored by spraying water with a water 

bottle over the freshly wet dark shadows so they dripped down over the canvas.  The dripping 

created a mood that was uncontrollable just as the ability to alter the museum’s mission to use 

teaching artists to teach healing art classes.  As a teaching artist and a soon to be art therapist, 

inner conflict and dialogue included trying to merge the two identities in the classroom.  This 
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researcher was able to view the dripping of blue and black acrylic paint down the salmon canvas 

as the need to understand both the warm experience shared in the classroom with participants 

and the process and the inner conflict of roles felt within the museum classroom.  

Week Three.  At the beginning of this session, the canvas was turned horizontally on the 

easel to get a new perspective.  Simply walking around the work and looking at it with a new 

perspective and a new eye might have been what subconsciously led the painting to have an eye 

slowly emerge (figure 6).  To understand this new perspective further, this researcher worked in 

three thirty minute segments over this week.  Time not immersed in the painting process granted 

critical insights and new perspectives.  Working abstractly lent to the ability to change the 

painting in any direction to be open to new perspectives of painting and, in turn, new 

perspectives of the museum experience.  

One of the new perspectives gained from this direct experience was that offering “healing 

arts” classes is a broad term.  The Ormond Museum does offer a once a month healing arts class 

where the art process is geared towards being therapeutic.  This museum has employed 

therapeutic arts programming for some time without ever using an art therapist.  This researcher 

believed that an art therapist could offer both the art education skills needed to teach art and the 

therapeutic knowledge to help aid students with their emotional content within their creative 

expression.  This direct experience heightened and teaching observation heightened this 

researcher’s sense of awareness and critique regarding the use of other therapeutic art classes 

taught without a facilitator trained in art therapy. Art therapist Peacock (2012) found that 

therapeutic art programs run by teaching artists have been present in certain museums for quite 

some time but art therapists working in museums is a relatively new phenomenon.   
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Figure 6. The eye. 

  

Week four.  During this week, the previous painting session was contemplated and this 

researcher kept seeing an eye in the composition.  An eye was eventually drawn in with vine 

charcoal (Figure 6).  This researcher knew the eye would eventually be painted over but for now, 

the meaning of the eye represented the observation of ‘self’ in the research process.   A stepping 

out of the immersion phase for a break was necessary to gain some illumination before going 

back into more immersion with the project.  The connection between what was observed and 

experienced by using the museum exhibit space as therapeutic became an important dialogue.  

The connection of environment, space or setting to the therapeutic experience and the exhibit 

was a profound experience as the literature suggested it would be.  The aesthetically pleasing 

space this researcher worked in was connected to the aesthetically pleasing space searched for 

within the art composition of this painting.  This researcher searched for that space within the 

painting that felt therapeutic.  The eye was disturbing and yet this researcher simply witnessed it 
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there and waited for the next step.  This session was relatively short as this was the time to 

contemplate and distill illumination.   Since the studio is in the little room open to the kitchen, 

this researcher was able to stay grounded and cook a meal and view the painting waiting for 

answers.  

Week five.  During this weekly hour-long session, jazz music was played to help guide the 

use of large kinesthetic brushstrokes.  These brushstrokes revealed a wave that was not 

intentionally planned.  Having reflected on the wave, this researcher was reminded of the 

creative cycle of inquiry.  Since this researcher wanted to be able to see research from different 

perspectives, paint and charcoal was applied while turning the painting in different directions.  

This researcher felt drawn to use more warm colors like teal and aqua as cooling colors to 

follow the wave since the wave was already suggested.  Those colors were reminiscent of the 

Florida waters of the springs and the ocean that represent calm in nature and a place of solace.  

Presenting calm colors in the painting gave an aesthetic space to relax and refrain from the 

previous tension in the painting.  

 Unlike previous sessions, this phase of painting lasted for days as this researcher tried to 

identify why a wave would come up and had trouble in trying to cover the wave (Figure 7).  The 

painting had the process paused to wait for its meaning.  According to Kapitan (2003; 2010) and 

McNiff, (1998a), art-based inquiry can lead to a deep connection with the nature of the art and 

re-connect to the sources of the work.  These sources have the potential to transform the art 

therapist’s relationship to the self and the world in which they live.   
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Figure 7. The wave. 

 

Knowing this painting could lead to a new discovery, the wave was overwhelmingly 

leaving this researcher feeling stuck as paint was applied around and on top of the wave and yet 

there was a need to leave part of the wave showing.  

Still in week five, the painting was chaotic and yet the colors underneath and on top of 

the wave were very pleasing.  Looking beyond the wave, this researcher realized that waves 

come and go like emotions and problems but underneath it all there should be a center of calm 

and growing knowledge and focusing.  Focusing on those pleasing teal, red, brown and orange 

colors is how the internal focus began to evolve.  This particular museum planned to utilize their 

in-house teaching artist/curator for future classes instead of using outside art therapists. 
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 Beyond the upset of not being able to continue teaching the healing arts classes in the 

future, was the knowledge that museum directors and curators have their mission established and 

they might or might not be open to wanting an art therapist to work with.  This realization had to 

be measured as only part of the outcome of the museum experience and had to be balanced with 

the discoveries made in teaching the class in the museum classroom and using the exhibit space 

and that experience still flowed beautifully like a wave on the beach and the wave in the 

painting.   
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Figure 8. The wave continued. 

 

The wave in the painting was both beautiful and disconcerting as waves can be 

overwhelming (figure 8).  So balancing thoughts of seeing the wave as both a positive and a 

negative experience was key.  On the positive side, having students feel comfortable, relaxed and 

soothed in the classroom and in the exhibit were some essential art therapy principles applied to 

this class.  Critical to assuming the art therapist role was a clear desire to teach from that identity 

and even though it was not part of a mission or directive of the museum.  Accepting that this 

researcher’s mission might be different than that of the museums’ was the new insight.  

Week Six and Last Session.  After allowing more deepening into the incubation phase 

of the study process, this researcher did not have a clear vision of the direction of the painting.  



ART-BASED AND HEURISTIC MUSEUM STUDY 

 

42 

Not knowing what to paint next, thoughts of becoming centered and grounded came to mind.  

After many layers of paint, there was a need to solidify the experience of painting.  Adding 

natural elements from the local environment such as the Florida state tree, the Sabal Palm, the 

anhinga, the wave, and other natural elements added a line of grounding underneath to represent 

a sense of place.  This researcher wanted to keep the transparency of the layers so simply 

outlining imagery revealed those layers.  Transparency that showed the building of layers and 

process felt important to preserve in the work and left previous stages visible.  Likewise, being 

transparent as an art therapist in our approaches to museums could help define our professional 

roles and skills that inform dynamic work possibilities with both staff and participants.     

To finalize the painting, black was added to do the imagery to define edges and add 

contrast.  The painting tells the story of a sense of place within the natural environment of 

Florida that helps this researcher remain grounded.  The aesthetic space of the museum was 

represented by the aesthetic space in the painting.  There was a connection discovered in how 

aesthetically pleasing spaces can enhance art therapy and this artist’s painting.  Whether in a 

painting or in the museum, a well-designed aesthetically pleasing space can enhance art therapy.   

The warm and cool colors represented show contrast between the hot and cold relationship of 

trying to understand how to navigate the understanding of a museum staff, mission, space and 

students (figure 9). 
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Figure 9. Final painting. 

 

This researcher found an interesting balance within the painting darks and lights, warm 

and cool colors, and elements from nature to help guide the learning and reflecting of the entire 

experience of working at the museum.  From the planning stages with staff to the actual 

experience within the classroom and exhibit, this researcher was able to identify and break down 

the aspects of the experience before putting them back together in a holistic review.  

The wave in the painting is shown in both shadow and light and every experience has a 

light and shadow side as did my experience in the museum.   The birds flying in the center of the 

work represent a guidance and ability to rise above the wave that comes and goes.  The orb 

above the anhinga is still sort of an eye but also a centering symbol that could be interpreted as 

mandala-like or the mandala-like bowls created in the classroom.  The paper pulp mandala-like 
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bowls created out of recycled paper was the grounding experience in the classroom as some 

students reported they needed a calm centering experience like the experience they had in the 

class as it helped to counteract their busy stressful lives (figure 10).  To remember the grounding 

experiences that happened in the classroom that included deep breathing, stretching and 

mindfulness art processes was what was needed in the painting.   

Figure 10. Close up of birds and orb. 

 

The grounding of the Sabal palm represented the native tree seen everywhere around the 

Florida environment both at home and near the museum (Figure 11).  This tree is grounding and 

yet to watch the swaying palm fronds that bend to both warm breezes and hurricanes reminded 

the researcher of the ability to remain flexible as both a teaching artist and art therapist and 

consider how both those identities helped with flexibility in helping clients in the classroom with 

both artistic and therapeutic guidance.  
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Figure 11. Close up of Sabal palm tree. 

 

The aesthetically pleasing space of the museum exhibit enhanced some of the student’s 

artistic endeavors within the classroom as shown by the students’ ability to quickly immerse their 

selves in work after they viewed the exhibit.  The final session of painting was guided by a desire 

to create an aesthetically pleasing painting where both calm and tension remained.  By not 

obliterating the wave that was overwhelming, this researcher let it remain as part of the painting 

experience.  What is Florida without waves that come and go?  What is an experience without 

the waves and emotion that come and go?  Those questions helped the balance of the painting 

emerge.    
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On the left side of the painting, there are four white leaves.  The leaves were created by 

using the skeleton of a leaf found on a walk in the woods (Figure 12).  From there, this 

researcher covered the skeleton of the leaf in white paint and pressed it into the painting four 

times to create beauty and a borderline to contain the energy of the painting. 

Figure 12.  Close up of leaves. 

  

The border is flexible and not a rigid line but it is there to contain some of the effect of 

the painting.  It creates a nice balance with the all the movement inside the border.  The entire 

border created in mostly black around the elements in the painting.  The border disappears in 

some areas and returns in others as it represents flexibility.  This border also represented the 

history of the painting and the history of the museum experience from beginning to end and the 

flexibility this researcher will need to work within this type of environment.  
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Putting the water bird known as the Anhinga in the painting was a conscious decision as 

the anhinga can only fly when the wings are fully dry.  Wanting to fly on my own as an art 

therapist is constant in my thoughts even though my wings are not fully dry yet.  Patience was 

needed to understand my own development as an art therapist and how it relates to future 

communication with different museums’ and their staff.  The anhinga sits in waiting in this 

painting but she seems to be observing the comings and goings of waves and other birds.  The 

anhinga’s wings are almost completely dry and she sits while orchestrating the direction of her 

upcoming flight as this researcher contemplates my next move.  The bird also reminded this 

researcher of a conductor orchestrating the painting and its movement. 

Figure 13. The Anhinga Bird. 
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Discussion 

 This researcher has gained a deeper understanding of how art museums and its many 

resources can be utilized for therapeutic art programming.  The literature review along with the 

study allowed this researcher to develop two therapeutic art classes in a local museum.  Working 

in a non-clinical setting presented new challenges that included how to use the exhibit space as 

part of the therapeutic alliance for students in the second class.  Salom (2008) suggested guests 

in a museum could explore exhibits and learn how to observe emotional reactions they have to 

particular pieces.  Salom further explained that the awareness of these reactions could lead to 

transpersonal information and promote expanded states of awareness that can be channeled into 

participants’ art making experiences. 

Museum environments are built to be aesthetically pleasing and can work well as 

therapeutic spaces.  Moon (2002) suggested that our physical environments could be consciously 

used as works of art that bring intentional focus to the creation of therapeutic space and engage 

our artist identity in the process.  She further explained that the arrangement of tables and chairs, 

the lights turned on or off and the sounds or silences all play a part in creating the art therapy 

studio space.  For this current study, a museum setting was re-interpreted as a therapeutic space 

and used collaboratively with classroom space as well.  From first-hand experience this 

researcher witnessed how students reacted by using the art exhibit to enhance the art making.  

Art exhibits are constantly changing and therefore dynamic and full of potential to help 

guests relate to on a non-verbal level.   It is a common fact that viewing artwork can elicit 

emotional reactions.  Through this study, this researcher gained a deeper understanding how art 

therapy can help participants contain the affect experienced by viewing particular artworks and 

utilize that affect in the art making process.  The exhibits are a part of the many museum 
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resources available that art therapists could utilize to create many new and exciting art 

interventions.  

Working with museum staff taught this researcher to understand the dynamics needed to 

develop a dialogue and relationship with a museum director to further develop specific 

utilization of art therapy as community outreach.  This researcher gained a better understanding 

how therapeutic art program can be used as community outreach at a museum.  When 

community-based art therapy programs are available through outreach programming, attendance 

and participation is free and more accessible to those who cannot afford art therapy.  The healing 

arts program at Ormond Memorial Museum was made available from a grant in partnership with 

a local hospital.   This museum’s partnerships with the community-based hospital allowed the 

museum staff to offer classes free of charge.  

Working with a class at the museum allowed this researcher to use skills from being an 

experienced teaching artist and combined that with new art therapy skills to create an experience 

for participants that featured a mind-body connection to creativity.  By using deep breathing, 

stretching, and structured visualizations along with the creative art making processes, this 

researcher has gained new knowledge from students who reported being grateful for a class that 

was mostly relaxing and allowed for creative expression.   

This researcher also learned that art therapists have the unique ability to both teach 

healing arts classes as the teaching artists do but the art therapists can further demonstrate 

heightened sensitivities to the physical and emotional needs of the students with regards to media 

choices and compassion.  Furthermore, the art therapist can aid in helping with group dynamics 

and group relaxation.  The art therapist can also utilize the museum space therapeutically and 
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include the exhibit as part of the therapeutic alliance to create a more holistic experience for 

guests than that of an art educator alone. 

The painting and writing used in this study allowed this researcher to gain new 

perspectives that will hopefully guide this researcher to a future proposal for a pilot program at a 

larger museum.  Developing a meaningful relationship with museum staff interested in art 

therapy in museums is key to how successful art therapy pilot programs can be.   

Limitations 

Some museums may or may not want participants used in human subject research, as was 

the case in the museum investigated by this researcher.  Furthermore, since this was the case 

there were no surveys or questionnaires available for participant feedback.  Since the museum 

used in this study was a small town museum, funding was limited.  

Biases.  Heuristic inquiry and art-based research has inherent biases to their methods and 

outcomes.   These tendencies are innate within the specific methods of self-immersion and the 

use of art products to explore personal feelings and/or fragments of thoughts all brought together 

into an artistic whole (McNiff, 1998a; Kapitan, 2010).  This researcher had to learn how to take 

fragmented thoughts about being the sole participant and sort out personal feelings and 

constantly re-examine them to reach a more balanced conclusion.  

Recommendations 

One recommendation would be that future research could explore a museum that would 

allow human subject research and use the results of participants’ direct experience and feedback 

about therapeutic art classes with interviews or survey questionnaires.  Another recommendation 

would be to interview museum directors and have them define their mission and goals to find out 

if art therapy could enhance their mission or not. 
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Conclusions 

In conclusion, this heuristic and art-based study informed this researcher how to process   

art making and writing for a well-rounded holistic look that included both positive and negative 

reactions to the museum experience.   Critical insights derived from this study informed this 

researcher that teaching therapeutic arts in a museum-based setting was an overall positive 

learning experience.  The insights gained from this project helped this researcher to understand 

how to better navigate a museum for consideration of future art therapy pilot programs.  This 

researcher has learned that the understanding of a museum’s mission is crucial to learn if art 

therapy would enhance that mission.  Further insight included learning how museums can partner 

with organizations that could possibly fund art therapy programs so that they are available as 

community outreach.  Furthermore, the museum as a resource for art therapy has unlimited 

potential, as those resources can possibly become part of dynamic art interventions created 

specifically for museum-based art therapy programs. 
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