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ABSTRACT 

This heuristic study investigated the effects of ceramic shadow box construction on a high school 

art teacher's psychological stress levels during the Covid-19 pandemic. Through analysis of 

symbols and essential phrases from a written narrative for each shadowbox created, the 

researcher accessed her shadow side. This assisted the researcher in clarifying her coping 

strategies to reduce teacher stress. Overarching themes included: self (inner and outer), 

interference (obstacles and guidance), and rebirth symbols found in the artwork. The shadow box 

intervention yielded positive results for the researcher as her tension and stress reduced, while 

self-efficacy and self-care increased.  

 

 Keywords: art, art therapy, ceramics, coping strategy, coping style, Covid-19, hand-

building, narrative psychology, self-care, self-efficacy, shadow box, stress, teacher stress
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction 

 

This heuristic study investigated the effects of work-related stress from teaching during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. The researcher was inspired to conduct this study due to her increase in 

stress, anxiety, and health insecurity while in the classroom during the 2020-2021 school year. 

Across the globe, the pandemic increased stress for teachers in the 2020-2021 school year 

(Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2021). Teachers have faced new and significant stressful challenges in 

their jobs, such as shifts to remote learning, frequent technology issues, emotional support to 

students during an unprecedented societal disruption, lack of voice in policymaking, and non-pay 

for extra hours work (Collie, 2021). For many teachers, the lack of mask mandates for the 

student body and community and daily exposure to Covid-19 in the classroom had adverse 

impacts on teacher well-being both physically and mentally (Tennessee Education Association 

[TEA], 2021).  

Statement of the Problem 

 In a profession where mental health issues had been on the rise for years, Covid-19 

amplified and exacerbated teacher stress, causing an increase in anxiety, depression, overwhelm, 

and burnout (TEA, 2021). Due to the rapid organizational change in education, self-efficacy and 

a sense of success declined as teachers pivoted to remote learning, with little professional 

development and vast inequity in low-income communities (Kraft et al., 2020). Teachers 

employed by systems that did not require protective face masks for students risked exposure to 

Covid-19 on an hourly basis (TEA, 2021). For many, the school infrastructure did not allow for 

social distancing, while many educators worked in buildings with outdated or inadequate 

ventilation (Long, 2020). Due to increased concern for personal safety and family members' 
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safety at home, many public school teachers faced tough choices, such as early retirement, 

unpaid leaves of absence, and, most severely, their deaths due to Covid-19 (Noonoo, 2021). 

Research Question 

This study was guided by the question: What are the effects of daily artmaking on a high 

school art teacher's psychological stress levels during the Covid-19 pandemic? 

Basic Assumptions 

The researcher anticipated that clay-work would facilitate verbal communication about 

work-related stress through the ceramic shadow boxes' symbolic figures during this heuristic 

study (Sholt & Gavron, 2006). She predicted that the kinesthetic and sensory processes involved 

in manipulating and changing clay from one form to another would help the researcher release 

tension, thereby relieving stress (Hinz, 2009). Through this process, the researcher believed that 

stress and maladaptive coping styles would decrease. Simultaneously, self-care and self-efficacy 

would increase because of the facilitation of verbal communication about work-related stress and 

focus on self-care. The researcher anticipated that she would transform emotions associated with 

stress into themes related to self-care, non-judgmental awareness, safe space, and resiliency 

through the embodiment of her internal representations of stress in the ceramic shadow boxes. 

Statement of Purpose 

 This heuristic study aimed to identify themes in work-related stress and reduce stress in 

the researcher/participant by manipulating clay media and exploring themes that emerged in 

symbolic shadow box construction. By identifying the benefits of clay-work and narrative 

shadow box construction, the researcher acquired a positive coping intervention that may benefit 

other teachers' well-being dealing with work-related stressors. At the time of this study, little was 
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published about the effects of art therapy as a supportive solution to stress reduction during the 

Covid-19 pandemic within the public educator population.  

Definition of Terms 

Coping Strategy 

 A coping strategy was described as an action or a series of actions or a thought process 

used to meet a stressful or unpleasant situation or modify one's reaction to such a situation. 

Coping strategies typically involve a conscious and direct approach to problems (American 

Psychological Association, 2020). 

Coping Style 

 A coping style was a characteristic manner in which an individual confronts and deals 

with stress, anxiety-provoking situations, or emergencies (American Psychological Association, 

2020). 

Hand Building 

 Hand building with clay involves creating forms without a pottery wheel, using the 

hands, fingers, and simple tools. Techniques include pinch pottery, coil building, and slab 

building (The American Ceramic Society, 2021). 

Narrative Psychology 

 Narrative psychology investigates the value of stories and storytelling in giving meaning 

to individuals' experiences—shaping their memory of past events, understanding the present and 

their projections of future events—and defining themselves and their lives (American 

Psychological Association, 2020).  
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Self-Care 

 Self-care was defined as providing adequate attention to one's wellness within the 

following eight areas: physical, psychological, emotional, social, professional, environmental, 

spiritual, and financial (Beauchamp & Childress, 2001).  

Self-Efficacy 

 Self-efficacy was defined as an individual's subjective perception of their capability to 

perform in a given setting or to attain desired results which Albert Bandura proposed as a 

primary determinant of emotional and motivational states and behavioral change (American 

Psychological Association, 2020). 

Shadow Box 

 A shadow box was defined as a shallow enclosing display case containing an object or 

objects presented in a thematic grouping with artistic or personal significance (Mirriam-

Webster.com, 2021). 

Stress 

 Stress was the physiological or psychological response to internal or external stressors. 

Stress involved changes that affected bodily systems and influenced how people felt and behaved 

(American Psychological Association, 2020).  

Justification of the Study 

Curl (2008) described art therapy as a known stress-reduction process. The researcher 

utilized a clay-work intervention to strengthen coping strategies to reduce stress. Implementing 

art therapy's role as a coping strategy and methods used in stress reduction techniques such as 

self-care helped the researcher label emotions, increase self-efficacy at work, build positive 
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routines, and maintain positive adaptive functioning. Immersing herself in a heuristic study's 

holistic nature empowered the researcher to apply stress reduction strategies to  

both the home and work environment.  
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

 This literature review focused on teacher challenges related to the Covid-19 pandemic in 

the United States. The challenges addressed included mental health, maladaptive coping 

strategies, and burnout. Current services, such as helplines, mindfulness interventions, and Social 

Emotional Learning as interventions for teacher well-being and mental health was reviewed. 

Literature supporting art therapy as a stress-reduction process and using clay-work to transform 

stress into meaningful expression was also included. 

Teachers in the United States  

In the most significant educational disruption in human history, schools in the United 

States (U.S.) and worldwide shut their doors to control the spread of Covid-19 in March of 2020 

(Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). According to Phkhrel and Chhetri (2021), the disruption affected 

94% of the world’s student population and forced teachers, students, and parents to adapt quickly 

from traditional school-based instruction to online learning. Reopening plans for the 2020-2021 

school year left teachers around the U.S. feeling that they had no voice in planning or safety 

protocols upon reentering the school buildings. For example, according to the United States 

Census Bureau (n.d.), one county in Tennessee had 11,786 residents in 2019. As of March 24, 

2021, the Tennessee Department of Health (n.d.) stated that the county had a total of 10,871 

positive Covid-19 cases in total. The state collected data did not deter local, state, and federal 

administration from reopening the school system in the county for in-person instruction in 

August of 2020. With school reopening, many teachers faced new stressors such as teaching in-

person and virtually, implementing measures to keep students socially distanced, systems 

without mask mandates for students, and fears of contracting the virus at school (TEA, 2021). 
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Ineffective coping and stress affected teachers' physical and mental health outcomes adversely, 

and teacher attrition rates climbed, all of which affected students' academic achievement 

(Dilberti et al., 2021). Because teacher stress was both directly and indirectly related to student 

outcomes, it was essential to implement effective coping strategies, such as art therapy, as a 

supportive solution to stress reduction (Herman et al., 2018).  

Challenges for Teachers  

Palmer (1989) stated that stress occurred when an individual had the perceived inability 

to cope with the demands placed on them. Teaching during the Covid-19 Pandemic increased the 

demands placed on teachers in a myriad of ways (Flannery, 2020). Teachers across the U.S. 

experienced an emergency conversion to online education alongside in-person teaching, lack of 

personal protective equipment, small classrooms that did not allow for social distancing, lack of 

local mask mandates for students, and under-compensated additional duties (Flannery, 2020).  

Research by Montgomery and Rupp (2005) suggested that teachers experienced high 

stress levels related to their job before the Covid-19 pandemic. However, in an unprecedented 

exodus, many teachers chose early retirement or unpaid leaves of absence during the 2020-2021 

school year due to the stress of returning to in-person instruction during a pandemic (Dilberti et 

al., 2021). According to a survey by Diliberti et al. (2021), of the 1,000 teachers who voluntarily 

stopped teaching in public schools after March 2020, almost half reported leaving because of 

Covid-19 and stress. Diliberti et al.'s survey found these reasons to be twice as common for 

leaving the profession as insufficient pay. Furthermore, for a lower pay-scaled job, the school's 

global demands to be reopened for economic recovery despite teacher health outcomes left 

teachers feeling that their emotional and physical well-being were undervalued (Brackett et al., 

2020). 
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Teacher Mental Health 

 In a 2017 survey by the American Federation of Teachers (2020), 58% of teachers 

reported a decline in their mental health. The survey of 30,000 teachers found mental health risk 

trends in increased stress levels, depression, anxiety, secondary traumatic stress, and post-

traumatic stress disorder, leaving teachers struggling in both work and home life. The survey 

found that rates of assault and bullying against teachers due to disability, sexual orientation, and 

ethnicity had also increased (American Federation of Teachers, 2017). At the beginning of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence surveyed more than 5,000 

teachers with the question, "How are you feeling?" (Brackett et al., 2020). Emotions such as 

anxiety and overwhelm rose to the top of the list. According to Brackett et al. (2020), reports of 

prolonged stress and anxiety could lead to a lifelong susceptibility to stress, which would affect 

the body both mentally and physically. Chronic stress can further exacerbate negative health 

consequences due to teachers' lack of resources that promote healthy coping strategies (Shafer, 

2020).  

Substance Abuse 

Stress factors experienced at work can find expression through maladaptive coping 

strategies for teachers after work, such as alcohol use (American Addiction Centers [AAC], 

2019). Studies on the prevalence of alcohol use in the U.S. workforce found 38% of those 

surveyed initiated alcohol use within two hours of leaving work (Frone, 2013). While initially 

reducing negative workplace stress, alcohol use may increase over time as a form of self-

medication, putting workers at risk for alcohol use disorder (AUD; Frone, 2016).  

The National Center for Education Statistics (2020) reported a teacher's average age, 

gender, and ethnicity in America the average was 43-years old, white/Caucasian. Seventy-six 
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percent of the 3.5 million public school teachers in America were women. Educated women 

between 35-45 years old reported a 30% increase in Alcoholic Liver Disease over the last year, 

according to the University of Michigan's Health System (Noguchi, 2021). According to 

Kilpatrick (2015), this data was vital because teachers may turn to alcohol to relieve stress.  

The American Addiction Centers (2019) offered several hypotheses as to why teachers 

were vulnerable to alcohol use. Firstly, alcohol use was socially acceptable. Secondly, teachers 

who experienced the halo effect, a broad generalization that a person was positive in all areas, 

might not seek AUD help because of the perceived expectations to be perfect from others (AAC, 

2019). Teachers in recovery were especially vulnerable at this time because stress has been a 

known relapse trigger (Laudet et al., 2006). 

The Covid-19 Pandemic impaired the ability to have physically close, supportive 

relationships due to social distancing, quarantine, and lockdown. Social isolation negatively 

affected what Knoll et al. (2005) referred to as support coping or coping strategies related to 

instrumental support, emotional support, and religion. According to Ornell et al. (2020), while 

isolation, social distance, and quarantine were essential measures in preventing Covid-19 

transmission, these strategies adversely affected emotions such as irritability, sadness, loneliness, 

anxiety, fear, stress, anger, and boredom, all of which were known relapse triggers. 

Teacher Burnout 

Professional burnout, a result of persistent stress, was an accumulation of responses to 

job stressors, leading to emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, cynicism, and low self-efficacy 

levels (Herman et al., 2018). According to Barton (2019), stress and burnout for teachers reached 

epidemic proportions, with teachers experiencing levels of stress comparable to nurses and law 

enforcement. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, teacher stress and burnout came from three primary 
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sources: student behavioral problems, standardized testing, and unsupportive school leadership 

(Barton, 2019). Teacher demands in 2020-2021, such as fear of getting sick, inequity in virtual 

learning, student participation, technical issues, and no voice in school reopening plans, were 

related to higher levels of stress, burnout, exhaustion, lowered immunity, and early retirement 

(Flannery, 2020). Recent research by Kniffin et al. (2020) suggested that emergent changes in 

the workplace during the Covid-19 pandemic, such as increased demands, and reduced 

resources, produced more significant stress and burnout in those serving as essential employees.  

Current Services for Teachers 

According to Shafer et al. (2020), emotion-regulation ability was linked to teacher 

burnout and health outcomes.  Strategies to enhance teacher emotion-regulation through coping 

during the Covid-19 pandemic became an important focus. Coping strategies such as 

mindfulness, counseling, and stress management were vital mediators between emotional 

regulation, which ultimately affected teacher attrition rates, presenteeism, adaptive functioning, 

and student achievement (Fabian et al., 2020).   

Helpline 

The Tennessee Department of Education and the Tennessee Department of Mental Health 

and Substance Abuse Services announced the Covid-19 Emotional Support Line would be 

available to teachers (TN.gov, 2020). Opened initially to frontline healthcare workers and first 

responders in May of 2020, the line expanded to include teachers in December of 2020 (TN.gov, 

2020). The free support line was staffed by members from the Tennessee Association of Alcohol, 

Drug, and other Addictions Services (TAADAS), the Mental Health Active Response Team 

(MHART), and the National Association of Social Workers-TN Chapter (NASW-TN; TN.gov, 

2020). The agencies provided free and confidential support to teachers struggling during the 
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Covid-19 pandemic. In other areas, school leaders implemented support strategies for their staff. 

According to Lew (2020), Arcadia High School, outside of Los Angeles, created a helpline 

dedicated to all staff members operated by the school psychologist and a marriage and family 

counselor. School leaders found that 72% of the 131 teachers surveyed responded positively to 

the offer.  

Wellness Sessions and Mindfulness-Based Interventions 

Arcadia High School leaders also implemented drop-in wellness sessions, offered once a 

week during teacher planning time, on topics ranging from mindfulness to positive psychology 

(Lew, 2020). After each session, teachers filled out a feedback form for the lead counselor, the 

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) counselor, the school psychologist, and the MFT to inform 

future sessions based on teacher needs (Lew, 2020). Additionally, Arcadia High School 

implemented well-being strategies such as virtual yoga classes and began each staff meeting with 

mindfulness and breathing exercises (Lew, 2020).  

Hwang et al. (2017) found positive outcomes for teacher well-being and performance 

after implementing mindfulness-based interventions. Hwang et al. (2017) conducted a systematic 

review of ten quantitative studies that documented teacher stress, anxiety, depression, and 

burnout levels after implementing mindfulness-based interventions. Online formats, such as The 

Center for Mindful Self-Compassion (2020) with Kristin Neff, Ph.D., partnered with Mindful 

Schools and added a six-week online course designed specifically for educators to their online 

curriculum focusing on mindfulness, self-compassion, and resiliency. 

Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 

(2021), Social Emotional Learning was defined as:  
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the process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and 

achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible decisions (para.1).  

Refocusing efforts toward strengthening teacher needs in these areas within these areas, the Yale 

Center for Emotional Intelligence (2020) updated its Teacher Well-being and Social Emotional 

Learning Survey to reflect teacher needs within the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

modified survey provided participating school systems with feedback and resources that 

supported teacher well-being. According to the Connecticut State Department of Education 

(2020), the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence offered a free virtual course to roughly 

100,000 PreK-12 Connecticut teachers to help them manage emotions in response to the Covid-

19 pandemic. 

Mechanisms of Art Therapy in Stress Management 

 Research by Abbot et al. (2013) explained how the stress reduction process worked by 

comparing the results of artistic tasks to non-artistic tasks on stress levels of 52 participants. 

Abbot et al. introduced stimuli to produce mild stress in participants. Stress was assessed via 

participant self-reports upon arrival, before and after stimuli, and after art therapy intervention. 

Two groups were observed: operational conditions (manual activity) using art media and passive 

conditions (mental activity) using art images. According to Abbot et al., stress reduction 

occurred in the participants utilizing manual activity with art media. Because restlessness and 

other motor symptoms of anxiety were expressed when a person experienced stress, Abbot et al. 

(2013) found that physical activities such as merely moving objects from one hand to another 

could be considered a positive coping strategy in stress reduction. This study contributed positive 
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results for using art therapy as a stress-reduction technique and built upon prior research findings 

that kinesthetic manipulation and creativity reduce participants' stress (Abbot et al., 2013).  

 Research by Curl (2008) addressed the effectiveness and supported art therapy as a 

stress-reduction technique. Curl hypothesized that stress reduction resulted from positive versus 

negative cognitive focus during artmaking (Curl, 2008). Forty participants in this study were 

randomly assigned to one of four groups: a negative-focus condition (drawing), a positive-focus 

condition (drawing), a negative-focus condition (collage), and a positive-focus condition 

(collage) (Curl, 2008). Participants in the negative-focus groups were asked to focus on 

something negative that had happened to them within the past two weeks. Participants in the 

positive-focus group were asked to focus on something positive that had happened to them in the 

past two weeks. Curl's research found that participants in the positive-focus groups experienced a 

reduction in stress (Curl, 2008). Curl's research supported the hypothesis that artmaking 

produces a 'creative high' leading to catharsis, resulting in increased self-esteem, boosted mood, 

and greater ability to express emotion, thereby reducing stress (Foster, 1992; Moon, 1994). 

Positive Art Therapy 

Wilkinson and Chilton (2013) suggested that positive art therapy as an interdisciplinary 

approach can support happiness and well-being, flow, personal strengths, and positive emotions. 

Closely aligned with the goals and objectives of art education, the field of Positive Psychology 

was interested in human potential and fulfillment (Wilkinson & Chilton, 2013). According to 

positive psychology, finding "life meaning" creates stability and coherence in life by making 

connections, recognizing patterns, community involvement, and service to others (Wilkinson & 

Chilton, 2013). Park (2010) posited that "meaning" was significant to stress reduction because 
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"meaning-making" affected perception and response to an adverse experience. This 

interdisciplinary approach focused on the participant's strengths and problem-solving abilities.  

Effects of Clay Art Therapy on Psychological Well-Being 

  Previous studies pointed to the powerful effects of tactile clay work. According to Wong  

and Au (2019), the formation of nonverbal language during clay work enabled participants to 

explore mental realms and emotional life. Sholt and Gavron's (2006) found that clay work was 

especially suitable for the therapeutic process because it opened a non-verbal route to emotional 

expression. Likewise, Nan and Ho (2017) found that clay work reduced anxiety and depressive 

mood in psychiatric patients who participated in eight creative clay work sessions. 

 In studies by Wong and Au (2019), clay work's tactile experience created an immediate 

communication between the media and the participant. They hypothesized that enhanced 

psychological well-being was due to clay work's tactile experience. In their research study, 

Wong and Au (2019) compared clay work with gloved hands compared to bare hands in their 

research participants. Findings indicated that a 30-minute ungloved tactile experience enhanced 

the positive mood for up to a week in research participants and proposed that the positive effect 

could last longer with extended use (Wong & Au, 2019).  

 According to Nan and Ho (2017), the processes involved in creating meaningful clay 

products engaged the participant's perceptual skills, affective expression, symbolic formation, 

cognitive functions, and creativity. Neurobiologically, the participant was involved in sensory 

modalities, including tactile, visual, proprioception, and auditory (Nan & Ho, 2017). Lusebrink 

(2004) and Carr (2008) hypothesized that these processes activated neural activities in the brain's 

cortical-subcortical regions that helped regulate emotions. 
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 In a review of 35 clinical reports, Sholt and Gavron (2006) identified six major 

therapeutic factors that emerged through the use of clay-work in art therapy:  

 facilitating expressions of emotions 

 facilitating catharsis 

 revealing unconscious materials 

 promoting rich and deep expressions  

 facilitating verbal communication 

 concretization and symbolization (p.70). 

Sholt and Gavron (2006) spoke of clay works potential to bring unconscious  

material to the surface. Concretization, or embodiment, can occur in the personal symbols 

through engagement with kinesthetic and cognitive processes (Hinz, 2009; Sholt & Gavron, 

2006).  

Predictors of Relapse in Artwork 

Dickman, Dunn, and Wolf (1996) found 11 items to reappear in the artwork of 

chemically dependent clients throughout several years of observation. These 11 items were 

identified as predictors of relapse: stereotypical drawings, presence of psychoactive substances 

or paraphernalia, placement of these items near a human figure, the enlarged scale of 

psychoactive substances, lack of self/lack of any articulated figure, steps/stairs that are 

inaccessible or non-functional, notable progress toward the left side of the page, dichotomous 

thinking, presence of water, abstract or geometric drawing style, despair/helplessness (p. 233). 

Wadeson (2010) found stereotypical drawings of clocks in artwork made by SUD clients, 

representing the loss of time while spent using substances. 
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Expressive Therapies Continuum 

The Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) served as a framework for art therapists 

when working with clients. According to Hinz (2009), the ETC organized media interactions, 

information processing, and image formation into a hierarchical framework from simple to 

complex. The ETC was arranged in components of kinesthetic, sensory, perceptual, affective, 

cognitive, symbolic, and creative levels, each with healing and emergent functions (Hinz, 2009). 

The Expressive Therapies Continuum postulated that kinesthetic and sensory experiences, such 

as clay work, could help access preverbal material and decrease tension in the participant's body 

(Hinz, 2009). Activities such as pounding, rolling, and kneading clay promoted relaxation and a 

sense of increased well-being (Hinz, 2009). According to Hinz (2009), cognitive problem-

solving, which engaged the Cognitive domain of the Expressive Therapies Continuum, helped 

the creator distinguish between needs and desires. By bringing awareness to cause-and-effect 

thinking through engagement with cognitive problem-solving in art therapy, self-care abilities 

were enhanced, emerged as increased self-esteem, and reduced stress (Hinz, 2009).  

Summary of Literature Review 

 The literature review explained current challenges for teachers in the United States in 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Examples of how states were expanding current services for 

teacher well-being and mental health were included. Teacher burnout and mental health issues, 

such as SUD, were highlighted as a response to stress in the teaching profession. The literature 

reviewed articles relating to how art therapy and clay work is beneficial in relieving stress.   
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 This arts-based heuristic study investigated daily artmaking effectiveness as a therapeutic 

intervention to increase protective factors against psychological stress in an art educator and art 

therapy graduate student during the Covid-19 pandemic. The researcher administered the 

Teacher Self-efficacy Scale pre-test and post-test to measure increases or decreases in teacher 

efficacy (Bandura, n.d.). Schwarzer and Jerusalem created the General Self-Efficacy Scale 

(1995), which was administered as a pre-test and post-test questionnaire to measure general self-

efficacy. A weekly Self-care Assessment Worksheet created by Saakvitne and Pearlman (1996) 

was filled out to monitor and reflect on self-care routines on each Sunday of the four-week study. 

The researcher self-administered a self-made adaptation of a Subjective Units of Distress Scale 

daily to measure stress levels before and after engagement with clay artmaking. The researcher 

utilized clay to intuitively create symbolic objects that she placed into a clay shadow box 

container which she created using hand-building techniques. Alphabet stamps were used to 

embed words into some of the clay objects. After completing each clay shadow box, the 

researcher dialogued with the ceramic object and recorded the interaction in a reflective journal. 

Participant 

 This heuristic study participant researcher was a 52-year-old public school art educator 

living in a rural county in Tennessee. She had been teaching K-12 visual arts for 15 years. The 

participant researcher was impacted negatively by teacher stress in many ways during the 2020-

2021 school year, from compassion fatigue to professional isolation, as only one of two art 

educators serving the school system. Additional emotional, physical, and social stressors stem 

from a diagnosis of Rheumatoid Arthritis, being a single mother, a homeowner, and a graduate 
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student. The participant researcher was exposed daily to the Covid-19 virus. The anxiety and 

stress due to unsafe working conditions and conversion to both in-person and virtual instruction 

led to the participant researcher's use of maladaptive coping strategies, such as alcohol use after 

work, which led to increased stress. 

Arts-based Heuristic Study 

The researcher followed Moustakas's (1990) six phases of heuristic inquiry in the 

artmaking process. Guided by tacit knowing and intuition, the researcher uncovered patterns in 

her shadow self-created by stress through the artmaking process (Moustakas, 1990). Through 

dialogue with the art objects, new insights concerning psychological stress were illuminated. 

1. During the initial engagement phase of Heuristic Research, the researcher contacted 

the subject and inquiry question. According to Moustakas (1990), the question's 

autobiographical source clarified the context from which the question was formed. 

The researcher felt receptive and open to the forming question. 

2. During the second phase, immersion, the researcher embodied the question in all 

aspects of her life throughout the day. Referred to as the acquisition phase by 

Moustakas (1990), the researcher began to collect data within the context of her 

question. Intuition, self-dialogue, and tacit knowledge assisted the researcher in data 

collection. 

3. The third phase of incubation required the researcher to retreat from the intense focus 

of inquiry. This phase helped the researcher clarify her understanding of the question 

on levels outside her immediate awareness. 

4. The illumination phase brought a change in the researcher's perception of the inquiry. 

According to Moustakas (1990), the phase often involved correcting any distorted 
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understanding or disclosing any hidden meanings. During illumination, the researcher 

had breakthrough moments that led to new interpretations of the question. 

5. During the explication phase of the heuristic inquiry, the researcher comprehensively 

organized her discoveries into depictions containing the essence of her experience. 

During this phase, the researcher examined data to discover meaning.  

6. The discovery of new meaning led the researcher to the final stage of creative 

synthesis. Through contact with the tacit dimension, intuition, and purposeful self-

searching, the researcher realized a coherent whole during this phase. 

Research Design 

The researcher conducted this heuristic study over four weeks. The participant self-

administered pre-and post-study the Teacher Self-efficacy Scale (Bandura, n.d.). For the 

purposes of this study, only one source of the TSE was utilized for analysis. This domain related 

to the teacher’s efficacy to influence decision making at school. The General Self-Efficacy Scale 

was administered to measure perceived self-efficacy changes (Swarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). At 

the beginning of each week, the participant completed a Self-care Assessment Worksheet to 

identify strengths and weaknesses in her self-care regimen and identified strategies to strengthen 

protective factors that reduce stress (Saakvitne & Pearlman, 1996). The participant explored 

personal artmaking as reflective practice for teacher stress reduction for one hour a day during 

the study. At the beginning of each session, the participant administered a self-made scale 

measuring stress from 0-10, with 10 being the highest stress level that she adapted from a 

Subjective Units of Distress Scale. She immediately followed by five minutes of deep breathing 

as a grounding exercise. After completing the pre-assessment, the participant engaged in the use 

of clay for 40 minutes. She then dialogued with the clay object for an additional ten minutes, 
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answering the following questions: Who are you? What do you have to tell me? The participant 

utilized a further five minutes to complete a post-art-making SUDS. 

Instruments 

Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale  

A pre-and post-study measurement of teacher self-efficacy was employed using 

Bandura's (1990) Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale (TSE). Bandura (1990) designed the instrument to 

measure sources of teacher efficacy in decision-making, school resources, instruction, discipline, 

parental and community involvement, and school climate. Understanding the antecedent factors 

that affected the researcher's self-efficacy as a teacher was related to the study results. 

General Self-Efficacy Scale 

  Self-efficacy related to the study results because it was a known protective factor 

against stress (Panc et al., 2012). Schwarzer and Jerusalem's (1995) General Self-Efficacy Scale 

(GSE) measured perceived self-efficacy in various functioning domains such as problem-

solving, perseverance, resourcefulness, and coping abilities. The GSE scale analyzed perceived 

self-efficacy pre-and post-study.  

Self-Care Assessment 

A weekly Self-Care Assessment Worksheet (Saakvitne et al., 1996) was administered, 

providing strategies for maintaining self-care as a resource for stress reduction throughout the 

study. According to Barnett et al. (2007), employing self-care can prevent adverse outcomes 

such as stress and burnout for those in helping careers. The researcher considered self-care 

pertinent to the current study. 

 

 



TRANSFORMING STRESS  27 

 

Subjective Units of Distress Scale 

 According to Kiyimba and O'Reilly (2016), mental health care providers frequently used 

the Subjective Units of Distress Scale (SUDS) to establish client's distress levels in mental health 

settings. To analyze the effectiveness of the art interventions, the researcher self-administered a 

self-made SUDS as a pre-test and post-test measure of whether stress reduction occurred 

following engagement with art media. Administering the SUDS throughout the procedure 

yielded a thorough assessment of the researcher's stress levels over some time. Daily practice of 

recording stress levels served two purposes. First, it brought awareness to when stress was more 

intense, which often led the researcher to experience RA flares and habitual maladaptive coping 

strategies. Secondly, the researcher became mindful of the feelings associated with stress 

reduction, which aided her in emotional regulation when presented with a stressful situation.  

Art Directive 

 According to Cano-Murillo (2002), shadow boxes were traditionally used as a form of 

personal expression, memory keeping, tributes to history and culture, tributes to hopes and 

dreams, and for use in celebrations. Karlick (2013) used shadow box construction with her 

students at Southwestern College to investigate their resistance to working with specific 

populations. Through research and reflection, each student explored resistance as part of the 

shadow self while constructing the shadow box. In this study, the ceramic shadow box art 

directive most closely reflected the use of mask making in art therapy. The researcher used the 

form to externalize her identity, conflicts, and parts of herself hidden from the outside world 

(Trepal-Wollenzier & Wester, 2002). The series of ceramic shadow boxes related to the 

researcher's persona and shadow self were created over four weeks. The shadow boxes were 

approached intuitively, without any preconceived ideas or sketches. The shadow box served as a 
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decorated container for figures, objects, symbols, and words that emerged during the art-making 

session. When each shadow box was complete, an adaptation of Moon's (2009) framework for 

dream analysis was executed and recorded in a reflective journal. Eyal-Cohen et al. (2020) 

found, in a sample of 16 art therapy graduate students, that the act of reflective journaling 

allowed for examination of the self and gave opportunities to learn how to observe, describe, and 

interpret artworks. 

Dialogue with the Shadow Box 

The researcher adapted Moon's (2009) existential framework for dream analysis and 

created a dialogue with each ceramic shadow box upon its completion. Using the following 

steps, the participant recorded the following in a journal:  

 A written narrative or "script" about the piece with a beginning, middle, and end. 

 The researcher identified the critical elements of the shadow box and essential phrases 

from the written narrative. 

 The researcher freely associated words and meanings for each crucial element which 

Moon referred to as "amplification." 

 After "clustering" the piece's critical aspects, the researcher created "statements of 

existential concern." 

 After summarizing the statements, the researcher created a summary for the piece that 

contained her essential understanding of the work (Moon, 2009). 

 Through dialogue with the artwork, the researcher participant uncovered links to adaptive 

and maladaptive coping skills. These discoveries referenced her current responses to teaching 

during Covid-19, her past self-efficacy, and her desire to use the recent experience to inform a 

future increase in self-efficacy.  



TRANSFORMING STRESS  29 

 

Data Collection 

The researcher collected data over four weeks. Data collection techniques included: self-

administered pre-and post-study self-efficacy scales, a weekly self-care assessment, and the 

Subjective Units of Distress Scale as a pretest-posttest measurement of stress while engaged in 

the artmaking process. The researcher adapted Moon's (2009) phenomenological existential 

framework for engaging with dreams as a framework for dialogue with her ceramic shadow 

boxes. The researcher stored written data and the ceramic shadow boxes collected throughout the 

study in her private office. 

Data Analysis 

 Guided by heuristic inquiry, the researcher investigated the correlations between art 

media, teacher stress, coping strategies for self-care, and weak vs. strong self-efficacy. The 

researcher began by creating word clouds from text samples. The word clouds generated 

dominant words and symbols from each text sample. The researcher analyzed the self-made 

SUDS record through quantitative analysis. The researcher created a line graph showing a 

decrease in stress using the daily self-made SUDS record. 

Validity and Reliability 

Pfitzner-Eden (2016) presented a new measure of Banduras TSE, which provided the first 

evidence of construct validity, convergent validity, and reliability. Pfitzner-Edens (2016) study 

demonstrated that Bandura's sources predicted latent changes in teacher self-efficacy. Barni et al. 

(2019) found a negative correlation between teacher self-efficacy and job-related stress, which 

pointed to its role in impacting student achievement, instruction, and classroom effectiveness. 

Cuevas and Pinate (2015) found high internal consistency in a sample of 966 psychiatric 

http://frontiersin.org.ezproxy.smwc.edu/people/u/364155
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outpatients administered the GSE. It was a reliable and valid scale in measurement of the client's 

perception of self-efficacy. 

The Self-Care Assessment Worksheet (Saakvitne et al., 1996) was developed as a 

reflective tool for clinicians working with trauma clients. It was a 60-item worksheet that 

reflected six self-care areas: physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual, professional, and life 

balance. Santana and Faoud (2017) conducted a study using the scale to generate an item pool to 

create a valid instrument to measure self-care practices as a foundational competency for 

doctoral students in psychology. As a result, Santana and Faoud (2017) refined the scale and 

created the Self-Care Inventory, which provided high reliability and adequate internal 

consistency. Data analysis of 182 admissions into a psychiatric unit by Tanner (2012) supported 

the use of the SUDS as a global measure of both emotional and physical discomfort.  

Validity was inherent in this heuristic research because of the authentic nature of the 

process and the autobiographical information, tacit knowing, and intuition that dwelled within 

the researcher. The researcher was attuned and receptive to an investigation of all facets of her 

experience (Moustakas, 1990). The heuristic study provided a contextualized understanding of 

one teacher's stress response to in-person teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic and was not 

generalized to a larger sample of participants. Although the researcher's heuristic process was 

autobiographic, the researcher found her question to have significance to a larger population of 

teachers.  

Ethical Implications  

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College approved this 

research study. The IRB approval ensured an ethical study, which required informed consent 

from the participant. Data were stored throughout the study in the researcher’s personal office in 
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a locked filing cabinet, while the art objects were stored in her private studio. Data will be stored 

for a minimum of three years after the study’s completion in the researcher’s office. Data will be 

destroyed by shredding any paper products at the end of the three years. The ceramic shadow 

box series will be retained for the researcher’s private collection. 

Hinz (2011) suggested that ethical decision making-be viewed through a positive lens 

which empowered the researcher to embrace self-disclosure during the heuristic study and 

enhanced her trust in the process. The researcher's shame concerning maladaptive coping skills 

was reduced by approaching disclosure in the heuristic process through a positive lens. The 

researcher participated in a telehealth therapy session with an LPC during the study. The session 

focused on the researcher's frustrations with coping strategies related to graduate work, job, 

home, and family. The researcher expressed guilt disclosing her subjective view of teaching 

during the Covid-19 pandemic and shame in sharing her maladaptive coping strategies. The 

researcher navigated these emotions with the LPC and regained focus through mindfulness and 

self-compassion. 

Researcher Bias 

The researcher was biased toward using clay in the methodology due to her concentration 

in undergraduate school. The researcher felt confident and grounded when using clay. The media 

bias was counteracted as the researcher purposefully used different media in the classroom 

during the study. The researcher engaged the Perceptual domain of the ETC (Hinz, 2009) 

through observational drawings, blind contour drawing, and doodling. The researcher utilized the 

"changing point of view" activity (Hinz, 2009, p. 99) to understand her subjective bias of 

teaching and student behavior during the pandemic.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

The researcher analyzed quantitative data from the TSE, GSE, and SUDS scales, which 

revealed an increase in teacher self-efficacy and general self-efficacy and a decrease in daily 

stress levels. Qualitative analysis of the ceramic shadow boxes and journal text revealed 

overarching themes and subthemes, including self-inner/outer, interference- obstacles/guidance, 

and rebirth- journey/transitions/wisdom/new beginnings were found embedded throughout the 

ceramic shadow box series. 

Quantitative Results 

 TSE and GSE: Analysis of the pre-test and post-test Teacher Self-Efficacy Instrument 

found an increase from 1-7 in efficacy to influence decisions, and 3-5 in ability to express views 

freely in the domain of Efficacy to Influence Decision making (see Table 1 in Appendix A). This 

domain focused on the teacher's self-efficacy in influencing decisions made at school and how 

freely she expressed her views on important school matters. The researcher focused on this 

domain because this source of teacher self-efficacy was most pertinent to the participant’s stress 

levels and lowered self-efficacy during this study. The results in this domain were supported by 

the participant's advocacy for teacher’s voice which included calls made to state senators, 

legislators, and local government officials regarding safe schools, vaccination plans, and more 

verbal contact with parents and administration. The GSE scores can range from 10-40 points. A 

higher score indicated increased emotional self-efficacy, optimism, and job satisfaction, while 

lower scores indicated depression, stress, health complaints, fatigue, and anxiety. The 

participant’s score increased from 27 pre-test to 33 post-test, which indicated an increase in self-

efficacy (see Table 2 in Appendix A). 
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 SUDS and SCA: The results of the daily SUDS record findings indicated a decrease in 

stress from an average of 7 to an average of 2. Stress levels ranged between 9 (highest level of 

stress) to 2 (lowest level of stress) before engagement with clay with x = 4.4. Stress levels after 

clay work ranged between 5 and 2, with x = 2.95. The quantitative analysis results indicated that 

stress reduction did occur after engagement with clay and the artmaking process (see Figure 1 in 

Appendix B for a line graph of stress level data). It appears there was a relationship between self-

care and stress. The weekly Self-Care Assessment helped the participant illuminate areas of self-

care she needed to focus on each week. By incorporating adaptive self-care skills such as 

artmaking, exercise, rest, and mindfulness, the participant's use of alcohol decreased, which 

resulted in a decrease in stress and physical discomfort and generated an increase in general self-

efficacy. 

Thematic Analysis: Themes and Subthemes Identified in the Artwork 

 Following the procedure's completion, the researcher used theoretical coding to 

categorize the words, patterns, themes, and symbols included in the ceramic shadow boxes. This 

process included identifying dominant words, essential phrases, and symbolic forms from the 

journal text and the shadow boxes. A mindmap was created that indicated three overarching 

themes (see Figure 2). These included (a) self: inner/outer (b) interference: obstacles/guidance, 

and (c) rebirth: journey/transitions/wisdom/new beginnings. The procedure illuminated implicit 

knowledge linked to adaptive and maladaptive coping skills. According to Glaser (1978), 

theoretical codes can overlap and are flexible. The researcher found many overlaps in the themes 

and subthemes produced during the procedure, as shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 

Thematic Analysis Chart: Themes and Subthemes 

 

Note. Please see Appendix C for a detailed view of Figure 2. 

Self-Inner/Outer 

 The participant created Figure 3 during the first week of the study. The shadow box 

revealed issues relating to the participant's obstacles to overcome a preoccupation with self and 

inner/outer struggles. Symbols that indicated lowered self-efficacy were contrasted by symbols 

of transition, wisdom, and new beginnings. 

Figure 3  

Shadow Box 1: My Boats Journeying Soul 
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  The participant's narrative script and dialogue with the image revealed a correlation with 

the themes of self and rebirth. Essential phrases retrieved from the narrative script included:  

journey boat; the soul of this vessel; confidence in her experience; reminded her of home; 

forgot about the sea; moored for longer; preparation tasks; sprouted roots that sank deep 

into the water below; uproot and set sail; spoke to her soul; waiting for her soul to reawaken 

(see Appendix D). 

Aspects of the participants inner self stress response were found in the statements she 

formed with the essential phrases: "I am concerned for the fate of my soul should I die of Covid-

19 as a result of going to work, yet the tasks at hand prepare me for a better future." Other 

statements drawn from the essential phrases indicated a need and desire for increased self-

efficacy in her outer self: "I will one day again find the courage and financial means of traveling.  

I can regain confidence in myself through self-care and self-compassion." 

 Through direct reflection on the shadow box, the participant realized that she had formed 

identity as both the figure on the boat and the boat itself, revealing aspects of the theme and 

subthemes rebirth-journey/transitions. The participant experienced a decrease in stress as she 

reflected on word clusters from the text, such as "moored and set sail." The participant was 

instilled with confidence and solidified her belief that preparation was essential to her boat's safe 

journey. Stress reduction occurred, as indicated in the daily SUDS record. 

 Further analysis of the shape of Shadow Box 1 revealed that the participant had created 

the mouth of a fish that was swallowing the human figure and boat. The image reflected the 

metaphor of Jonah and the Whale. In Joseph Campbell's (2012) seminal work, The Hero with a 

Thousand Faces, a whale's belly was described as a dark place of digestion and new energy 

formation. Campbell (2012) described Jonah entering into the whale's belly as the death of old 
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things and his escape from the dark place as a rebirth. Interpreting the shadow box as a metaphor 

of transition and change, the participant experienced an increase in will and determination. 

Analysis of Roll of the Dice (Figure 4) revealed the participant's relationship to the theme of 

inner/outer self. Interference to stress reduction was found in obstacles such as stress, anxiety, shame, 

and concern for physical health. Interference to self-guiding principles such as will, wisdom, and 

efficacy was indicated in this shadow box.  

Figure 4 

Shadow Box 2: Roll of the Dice 

 

 

Essential phrases retrieved from the narrative script included: "stopped growing”; 

“plateau of her existence”; “regressed in age”; “exposed and frightened”; “liminal space”; “hands 

and knees”; “mental awareness”; “unable to even crawl”; “screamed in fear”; “lost all sense of 

who she was and had been" (see Appendix E). These phrases indicated regression, and the 
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participant became acutely aware of how her mental health suffered during the Covid-19 

pandemic school year.  

As the participant reflected on the shadow box in Figure 4, she recorded how her mental 

health had fluctuated between adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies throughout the school 

year. Statements from the narrative text such as "In this liminal space, I feel alone" and "I have 

the tools necessary to move forward, but stress, anxiety, and fear are paralyzing me" indicated 

the participant's stress response to loneliness and decreased self-efficacy. The participant 

reflected on her susceptibility to choose maladaptive over adaptive coping skills. The participant 

engaged her inner-guidance to overcome these obstacles, forming the following essential 

statement, "I am afraid that with all the experience and knowledge I have acquired, I will not be 

able to move past this fear. Although these are the most uncertain of times, the pandemic will 

end, and we will survive.” The third shadow box in the series titled Profession on a Pedestal 

(Figure 5) revealed a relationship with themes of self, interference, and rebirth. 

Figure 5 

Shadow Box #3: Profession on a Pedestal 

 



TRANSFORMING STRESS  38 

 

 Retrieved text from the shadowbox narrative script found the following essential phrases: 

"long ago; profession known as teaching; considered noble; naturally blessed; empathy and 

nurturing qualities; true calling; deadly pandemic; unsafe working conditions; contracted the 

deadly virus; resilient students; machines replaced the human teacher; disbelief" (see Appendix 

F). Self-efficacy was described in journal statements related to the theme of self. The participant 

wrote, "I believe that teaching is a true calling." However, theme interference-obstacles emerged 

in words such as  

I am unsafe at work due to daily exposure to Covid-19. I am working in a classroom 

without mask mandates for students and cannot socially distance during a deadly 

pandemic. I have many nurturing qualities that have been extinguished and replaced with 

stress due to my unsafe working conditions.  

The participant's stress, anxiety, and fear for her safety were revealed in these statements.  

A description of the shadow box Profession on a Pedestal included random letters on the 

shadow box exterior and an apple with the word apple imprinted into it. The apple correlated to 

the theme of rebirth as a symbol of wisdom. The random letters on the outside of the box became 

solidified as a word on the apple itself. The word-formation represented the participant acquiring 

new skills. The participant took note that the previous two shadow boxes did not include letters 

or words. The participant considered the addition of letters and a constructed word to be a mirror 

to her non-verbal/verbal vulnerabilities. In allowing herself to access these vulnerabilities 

through the art making process, the participant found that self-efficacy increased while her stress 

reduced, as indicated in the daily SUDS record.  
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Interference: Obstacles/Guidance 

Analysis of the narrative script and symbols found in It's 5 O'Clock Somewhere (see 

Figure 6) revealed the participant's obstacles to well-being. Essential phrases derived from the 

narrative script include: "respected; admired; generation to generation; weight him down; 

causing pain; embarrassment and curse; constant chatter; cry out for help; began to understand; 

self-respect and compassion; weight became lighter" (see Appendix G). As the participant read 

the narrative script aloud, she experienced an emotional response to the phrase "cry out for help." 

She realized that shame proliferated her maladaptive coping strategies. The participant 

recognized this as an obstacle to her well-being. The participant retrieved the following 

statements from her journal that supported this result: "Alcoholism has affected my family for 

generations. The constant chatter in my head seems to drive a lot of my bad habits. I need help 

coping with stress and anxiety." 

Figure 6 

Shadow Box 4: It's 5'oclock Somewhere 
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Upon direct reflection with the shadow box, the monk's symbolism as a teacher and the 

cave representing wisdom emerged. The symbols for wisdom allowed the participant to engage 

with issues surrounding self-efficacy and shame. The clock emerged as a symbol of a wasted and 

fleeting time. The engagement distilled into the following statement: "I am genetically 

predisposed to a mental health disorder that has affected my family for generations. There is no 

shame in seeking help." These phrases retrieved from the journal for Figure 7 reflected the 

participant's regression, stress, and anxiety while in the classroom. Essential phrases from the 

narrative script for Figure 7 included: "puke and poop; land on something; hands covered in 

germs; wash their hands; disobeyed the rules" (see Appendix H). 

Figure 7 

Shadow Box 5: Wash Your Hands 

 

According to the Cambridge Dictionary (2021), if you wash your hands of something that 

you were previously responsible for, you intentionally stop being involved with it or connected 

with it in any way. This shadow box helped the participant verbalize her fear that her own hands 

could be the vector of spreading Covid-19 to others. The participant's decrease in self-efficacy 

was indicated in the following journal excerpt:  
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Across the land, people have refused to follow the rules and guidelines concerning the 

Covid-19. My health is put at risk every day at school due to students not following 

safety protocols and cannot affect policy changes. I have tried. 

The adage "you can catch more flies with sugar than vinegar" took on special significance with 

this shadow box. The participant teacher had experienced bullying from parents when she 

followed protocol for 'suggesting' that students wear masks in the classroom. The participant 

recorded feelings of demoralization and a decrease in self-efficacy due to these interactions. The 

participant experienced an increase in stress and anxiety surrounding the lack of student mask 

mandates which left her exposed to Covid-19 hourly during this study, as reflected in the daily 

SUDS record. 

 The participant realized that her bias towards non-masked students interfered with her 

daily well-being. The "changing point of view" activity (Hinz, 2009, p. 99) impacted the 

participant’s subjective bias of teaching and student behavior during the pandemic. The activity 

depicted the therapeutic issue, a close-up view of the issue, and a bird’s-eye view (Hinz, 2009, p. 

99). Figure 8 informed the researcher of her bias towards students who refused to wear masks 

through increased understanding of her subjective viewpoint. This activity reduced the 

researcher's non-rational thought processes, such as self-serving bias and confirmation bias. The 

participant was instilled with compassion for her students. Also, the participant realized a 

tendency toward traditionally enforced school guidelines, such as dress codes, compared to the 

lack of mandate for student masking while in the classroom. 
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Figure 8 

Changing Point of View  

 

 

Rebirth-Journey/Transitions, Wisdom, and New Beginnings 

 The essential phrases retrieved from the narrative script for Figure 9 reflected the 

participant's depleted self-efficacy: "why”; “appeared to be so heavy”; “weak from the struggle”; 

“she was alone”; “tired calls for help" (see Appendix I). Evidence of this struggle was indicated 

in the participant's journal in the statement, "As a mother, I struggle with protecting my family 

from Covid-19 infection while maintaining a sense of normalcy for my son."  
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Figure 9 

Shadow Box 6: Why: The Red Thread 

 

 Reflection on the mother bird and eggs in the image revealed to the participant that she 

had retreated from physical contact with her son. The participant's son had remained virtual 

throughout the school year, including the time of this study. The reflection informed the 

participant to be aware of attachment issues that could form due to her current professional and 

home life. The participant meditated daily on the following statement from her journal: "I can tap 

into the mysteries and allow my intuition to guide me, help me, protect me, give me strength, and 

ease my struggles." The participant wrote this mantra on sticky notes and put them throughout 

her home and in her classroom. According to the daily SUDS record, the participant noted a 

decrease in stress and anxiety as she repeated these words before engagement with clay. 

 The participant retrieved the followed essential phrases from the narrative script for 

Figure 10: "dreams of; insecurities”; “full potential”; “magical shelter,” “the illusion of”; “back 

to back”; “we are all the same”; “one key opens one door”; “potential within you”; 

“transformation”; “wisdom along their journey”; “one door closed”; “another opened" (see 

Appendix J). These phrases were in contrast to those retrieved from the previous narrative 

scripts. These essential phrases and the symbols in the artwork indicated to the participant that 

she experienced an increase in self-efficacy. 
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Figure 10 

Shadow Box 7: In or Out 

 

Analysis of the shadow box reminded the participant that the 'door' had been a metaphor 

embedded in her artwork reflections throughout her years as an art therapy graduate student. The 

participant retrieved the following statement from her journal regarding the end of this journey: 

"Because of the many issues I have faced this school year, I have felt insecure that I can finish 

my thesis and move forward." In contrast, the participant retrieved from the same passage that 

she had "identified the door" to assist her in finding her "way through the dark passageways of 

these uncertain times." 

  The participant identified the metaphorical opening and closing of the 'door' as a symbol 

of liberation from suffering and stress. The participant compared these results to the obstacles 

she encountered teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic and found an interrelationship in 

transition from identity as a teacher to identity as an art therapist. The participant summarized 

her study with the statement: "I have harnessed wisdom from many storms in my life. I have 

drawn wisdom from my many amazing life experiences and education. I hold the key to what my 

future holds in store for me." Figure 10 emerged as the creative synthesis dealing with the theme 

of Rebirth. As the participant made meaning out of the unconscious expressions manifested in 
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the clay shadow boxes, she experienced a sense of release and freedom from fear, insecurity, and 

stress. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

This study was guided by the question: What are the effects of daily artmaking on a high 

school art teacher's psychological stress levels during the Covid-19 pandemic? By adapting 

Moon's (2009) phenomenological existential framework for analyzing dreams, the researcher 

constructed dialogue with her ceramic shadow boxes. This process generated meaning-making 

through a written narrative script for each shadow box. Three overarching themes related to the 

work emerged: (a) self: inner/outer, (b) interference: obstacles/guidance, and (c) rebirth: 

transitions/journeys, wisdom, and new beginnings. 

Self: Inner Self and Outer Self 

 The overarching theme of self: inner/outer suggested that teaching in person during the 

Covid-19 pandemic had disrupted the participant's self-identity. The imbalance between the 

participant's inner and outer life created conflict and stress. This was concretized in the shadow 

box titled My Boat’s Journeying Soul (see Figure 3) and symbolized as a boat that could not sail 

(Sholt & Gavron, 2006)). The participant's inner self was contained in the human figure, sitting 

in a submissive position, with a head titled forward and shoulders slumped, making the figure 

look smaller. The submissive body language had been seen to indicate a need to self-protect 

(Van Horne, 2011). According to Dilberti et al. (2021), many teachers chose early retirement or 

unpaid leaves of absence due to the inability to protect themselves from Covid-19 infection while 

at work. The boat represented the participant's outer self. The boat, a symbol of journeys and 

transitions, had become stuck inside the shadow box, adhered to its walls, and unable to move. A 

mouth was sculpted onto the side of the boat, which symbolized the loss of the collective teacher 

voice in the transition of reopening plans. The inability for those in the teaching profession to 
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have a voice in reopening plans left many teachers feeling that their emotional and physical well-

being was undervalued (Bracett et al., 2020). These results indicated the same for the participant. 

The participant also experienced lowered teacher self-efficacy and increased stress as a result.  

 In the shadow box titled Roll of the Dice (see Figure 4), the symbol of the outer self-

consuming of the inner self was represented. The participant's inner core values of authenticity, 

achievement, courage, community, growth, justice, and wisdom were represented in the symbol 

of a baby. Trapping and consuming the baby, the face expressed the participant's outer self-

functioning as a teacher. Core beliefs included purpose and values, which were consumed by her 

demands, left her hungry for balance and authenticity in her daily life. The participant's daily 

exposure to the Covid-19 virus adversely affected emotions such as anger, loneliness, fear, 

anxiety, and stress (Ornell et al., 2020). The baby's symbolism being consumed by the face 

represented the cynical outer self-devouring the authentic inner self to survive and cope with the 

stress of teaching in person during the Covid-19 pandemic. It was this disruption in self that 

emerged in the artwork. 

 The shadow box, Profession on a Pedestal (see Figure 5), represented the conflict in the 

outer world's perception of the teaching profession: at once put on a pedestal while at the same 

time being undervalued for the years of service and collective knowledge contained in each 

teaching staff. According to Edwards (2004), gaining access to the unconscious inner world 

through art therapy and art-making affected stress levels and change. By creating a clay shadow 

box related to the teaching profession's perception, the participant opened a non-verbal route to 

emotional expression, thus reducing stress (Sholt & Gavron, 2006).  
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Interference: Obstacles/Guidance 

 The overarching theme of interference was identified as the participant gained access to 

unconscious obstacles that she kept well hidden from herself and those around her in It’s 5 

O’clock Somewhere (see Figure 6). Painful affects such as shame and guilt surrounding alcohol 

use as a maladaptive coping skill emerged. The participant blamed her maladaptive coping skill 

of alcohol use to reduce stress on her demands due to being a teacher. Bouchard (1998) stated 

that when experiencing insecurity, fear, or tension, one is likely to seek a scapegoat to project 

these uncomfortable feelings (p. 160). While initially reducing negative workplace stress, the 

participant became aware of alcohols' effects on her health and mental well-being (Frone, 2016). 

 In It’s 5 O’clock Somewhere, the participant's self-manifested as a monk emerging from a 

cave. The monk in the shadow box carried a heavy clock that he tried to cover with his robe. 

Outside the cave were scattered bottles. Wadeson (2010) found that clocks represented the loss 

of time or opportunities in her work with SUD clients. The participant had also reflected on time 

lost and missed opportunities in her life which produced feelings of guilt. The participant noted 

that the bottles were in the cave's entry or exit's transitional space and interpreted this as her 

intuitive guidance leading her not to bring maladaptive coping strategies into her home. The 

shadow box titled Wash Your Hands (see Figure 7) seemed to direct the researcher to clean up 

her act. This understanding unified the participant’s light and shadow self and brought a sense of 

closure to feelings of shame and guilt.  

Rebirth: Transitions/Journeys, Wisdom, New Beginning 

 The overarching theme of rebirth was embedded in clay work's tactile process and 

symbols generated in the shadow boxes. Sholt and Gavron (2006) discussed how clay work 

intrinsically symbolized change by changing the clay from a formless lump to a meaningful 
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expression of the maker's unconscious processes. The symbols included in Why: The Red Thread 

(see Figure 9) and In or Out (see Figure 10), such as eggs, nests, keys, doors, and books, 

indicated that the participant was approaching change and ready for a transformation to occur in 

her life.  

 The two human figures in In or Out (see Figure 10) were seated in front of two doors, 

one labeled 'out,' the other marked 'in.' Once again, the participant noted the liminal or 

transitional space of entry or exit. The participant referred back to the human figure in My Boat’s 

Journeying Soul (see Figure 3), the first in the series of shadow boxes, and compared them to the 

two human figures in the last shadow box created. The human in the first shadow box was in a 

submissive posture expressing self-protection with no visible hands or feet. Omitting these body 

parts in projective drawings was indicative of insecurity, problems dealing with home and 

school, lack of stability and security, and feelings of helplessness (Koppitz, 1968). In contrast, 

the two bodies in the last shadow box were seated in a contemplation posture with hands and feet 

visible, indicating security and stability. The participant recognized that creative synthesis had 

occurred in comparing the first and last shadow box in the series. The participant gained 

awareness that the two doors symbolized her inner and outer self and that she had the keys to 

accessing either. According to Chilton and Wilkerson (2013), making connections and 

recognizing patterns, as the researcher did during this heuristic study, gave meaning to life, while 

Park (2010) posited that meaning-making was significant to stress reduction.  

Limitations  

Qualitative research aims to gain awareness of the phenomenon, while heuristic research 

limits the study results to one participant's reflections, thoughts, and feelings (Creswell, 2014). 

Due to having one participant, these limitations could not be overcome or generalized to a larger 



TRANSFORMING STRESS  50 

 

participant sample. The study's constrained time frame restricted the analysis of the longitudinal 

effects of stress reduction, increase in self-efficacy, and improved self-care in the participant. 

The participant’s perceived reduction in stress could have been affected by the ongoing Covid-19 

cycle and personal responses that occurred during the study. The researcher considered this a 

limiting factor on the SUDS results due to gaining a positive bias toward current administrative 

policies.  

Recommendations 

Replication of the study is suggested due to the ongoing crisis of the Covid-19 pandemic 

and the effects on teachers. Because teacher stress and burnout were well documented in the 

literature before the Covid-19 pandemic, the study could be effective in career counseling 

teachers choosing early retirement due to job dissatisfaction. Replicating the study is essential to 

understanding the mechanisms of women's stress in response to their lived experience. The art 

directive could be effective for men and women in the SUD population in the Action Stage of 

Change (Miller, 2015, p.274). The action stage involved behavioral changes, with individuals 

focused on modifying their behaviors, experiences, and environments to avoid relapse. The art 

directive in this study could be used in residential treatment centers as the client approaches 

termination. 

In future studies or use of the art directive, the art therapist could incorporate other media 

and techniques in creating the image due to time constraints and lack of access to clay and kilns. 

Using the collage technique to create the image for analysis in a larger sample of participants 

was recommended. The intuitive process of selecting images for collage could replace the 

participant's approach in the study, which precluded preconceived notions or sketches of the 

product. Because there was a lack of understanding of art therapy vs. art education, future studies 
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should include resources for the participants to understand the processes involved in art therapy 

versus focus on the final product in art education. 

Conclusion 

This study explored daily artmaking effects on a high school art teacher's psychological 

stress levels during the Covid-19 pandemic. The results indicated that psychological stress levels 

decreased through symbol formation in the clay and meaning interpreted from each shadow box. 

By focusing on self-care, while simultaneously charting daily stress levels, the participant 

experienced increased self-efficacy through emotional regulation. The participant gained insight 

into her biases and emotional responses by revealing her shadow self.  

The process used in this study could be expanded as an effective intervention for teachers 

experiencing job dissatisfaction due to stress, thus increasing the use of art therapy in career 

counseling. Although the researcher found examples of current services provided for teachers in 

the literature during the Covid-19 pandemic, she could not find any current services for teachers 

utilizing art therapy during the Covid-19 pandemic. This factor limited the literature related to 

the researcher's question. This study's addition to the art therapy literature expands awareness of 

art therapy as a stress-reduction technique for teachers. The study extends art therapy as an 

effective intervention for those in residential rehabilitation for SUD, leading to treatment 

termination.  
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Appendix A 

Tables 1-2 

Table 1 

Teacher Self-Efficacy Scores 

 

Scoring source:        

Efficacy to Influence Decision Making   Pre-test  Post-test 

 

How much can you influence decisions            1         7 

that are made in the school? 

How much can you express your views        3         5   

freely on important school matters? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. The TSE was scored on a 1-10 rating scale, with 10 being the highest level of teacher 

influence. 
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Table 2 

General Self-Efficacy Scale Scores 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Scoring:       Pre-test scores   Post-test Scores  

        Items 1-10     Items 1-10 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. I can always manage to solve difficult problems   3   3 

 if I try hard enough. 

2. If someone opposes me, I can find the means and    2   3 

ways to get what I want. 

3. It is easy for me to stick to my     3   3 

 aims and accomplish my goals. 

4. I am confident that I could deal     3   3 

efficiently with unexpected events. 

5. Thanks to my resourcefulness, I      3   3 

know how to handle unforseen situations. 

6. I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort.  3   4 

7. I can remail calm when facing difficultires    2   3 

because I can rely on my coping abilities. 

8. When I am confronted with a problem,     3   4 

I can usually find several solutions. 

9. If I am in trouble, I can usually     3   4 

 think of a solution. 

10.I can usually handle what comes my way.    2   3 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Total Scores        27   33 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. Scoring for each item: 1 point- not true at all, 2 points- hardly true, 3 points- moderately true, 4 points- exactly 

true. For the GSE, the total score ranged between 10 and 40. A higher score indicated more self-efficacy (Schwarzer 

and Jerusalem, 1995).  
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Appendix B 

 

Figure 1 
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Appendix C 

Figure 2 

 

Thematic Analysis Chart: Themes and Subthemes 
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Appendix D 

Narrative Script for Figure 3 

Shadow Box 1: My Boats Journeying Soul 

 

 A written narrative about the piece with a beginning, middle, and end. Moon (2009). 

"There once was a journey boat that had traveled many oceans. This vessel's soul was a 

young woman who knew the sea's ways and felt confident in her experience. She was at one with 

her vessel and the surrounding waters, in both calm and storm. The woman let her vast 

experiences speak for themselves as she had little time for anything but her boat and the open 

waters. 

One day, she anchored her vessel in a harbor that was so lovely. It reminded her of home. 

She met new friends and remet old friends. As time passed, she became so comfortable that she 

forgot about the sea and her journeying soul. 

Eventually, when the young woman realized that she had been moored for longer than 

planned, she began to ready herself and her boat for a new journey. But as she started the 

preparation tasks, she realized that her boat had become wedged between the piers and that part 

of her vessel had sprouted roots that sank deep into the waters below. In a desperate 

attempt to free herself, she spoke to her boat, begging it to uproot and set sail. But the boat 

remained silent. It no longer spoke to her soul. For the rest of her days, she sat silently on her 

vessel, body slumped, feeling blue, waiting for her boat's journeying soul to reawaken."  
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Appendix E 

Narrative Script for Figure 4 

Shadow Box 2: Roll of the Dice 

 

 "There once was a young woman who had grown and grown until she stopped growing. 

Magically, during the plateau of her existence, she realized that she was aging backward 

(Fincher, 2008). This delighted her at first. The adage, 'wish I had known then what I know 

now," seemed to be for her, for as she regressed in age, her wisdom and knowledge followed her.  

 One day as she walked alone on an empty road, she noticed an abandoned carnival in the 

distance. She walked and walked, her smaller stride taking longer for her to reach it. When she 

finally came to the middle of carnival grounds, she realized that she had regressed to an even 

smaller and younger self. Her clothes began to fall off her as she reverted in size, leaving her 

exposed and frightened. 

 As her eyes scanned the liminal space for shelter, she noticed movement from a 

fluttering, ragged tent. As she started toward the tent, she fell to her hands and knees and began 

to crawl. Still, with the mental awareness of an adult woman, she knew she must get into the tent 

as it was getting dark and cold outside. 

 As she crawled into the tent, she noticed the floor littered with dice. As she crawled, they 

seemed to grow in numbers. She caught movement from underneath the piles. As she watched in 

astonishment, a figure rose out of the pile, wrapped in a black cloak. The face of this figure was 
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terrifying. By this time, she had regressed to a state of being a tiny baby, unable even to crawl. 

Yet inside her, the awareness of an adult screamed in fear of this creature. The figure swept 

across the piles of dice like the wind, picking her up to face its own terrifying eyes. As she 

looked at this frightening specter, fangs emerged from its face, pulling her into it. As this 

creature absorbed her, she lost all sense of who she was and had been. She was now part of it.”  
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Appendix F 

Narrative Script for Figure 5 

Shadow Box 3: Profession on a Pedestal 

 

  "The docent led the visitor group through the Museum of Long Ago and began his 

lecture with: Long ago and far away, there was a profession known as teaching. He explained 

that this profession was considered noble for many, many centuries. He explained that teachers 

were naturally blessed with empathy and nurturing qualities that helped the children learn and 

grow into responsible and caring adults.  

 "It was as if this profession was a true calling," he said as he directed the group towards 

the most priceless item in the Teacher Collection. The museum visitors gasped in awe as 

Profession on a Pedestal was revealed. The red apple, a symbol for this ancient profession, sat 

atop a pedestal carved of earthen wood. Strange characters, known as letters, decorated the apple 

form and the container that held the artifact. 

A visitor raised his hand from the back and asked, "What happened to all the teacher's 

sir?" The docent replied, "Sadly, all the teachers were wiped out during a deadly pandemic in the 

early 21st century." He gave a brief history of how teachers were forced into unsafe working 

conditions during the pandemic. Many of them contracted the deadly virus from the younger, 
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more resilient students. "Eventually, all the schools closed, and the children learned from the 

machines that replaced the human teacher," he said in closing. The museum visitors shook their 

heads in minor disbelief and continued to the following museum collection."
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Appendix G 

Narrative Script for Figure 6 

Shadow Box 4: It's 5'oclock Somewhere 

 

 "There once was a monk who lived in a cave high in the mountains. He was the most 

respected and admired monk teaching in the valley. Each day, hoards of students would climb 

the mountain to listen to him speak and share his knowledge. 

 Unbeknownst to most of those around him, this monk had a secret curse passed down 

from generation to generation. Underneath his bright orange robe, he was forced to carry a clock. 

It was a giant clock that weighed him down, causing him pain. He had to keep the clock hidden, 

as it was both an embarrassment and a curse. His father, and his father's father, and as far back as 

he knew, had been charged with carrying this clock with them. It was passed to him upon his 

father's death. 



TRANSFORMING STRESS  74 

 

 Besides the weight of carrying the secret, the monk also suffered from the constant 

chatter from the clock that went on and on in his head. It would remind him of the time he had 

failed his parents or would gnaw at his brain, saying "NOW" at certain times of the day. 

Sometimes the clock would ring so loud in the monk's head that he would cry out for help. 

 As the monk grew older and wiser, he began to practice living with the clock and learned 

to quiet the sounds it made throughout the day. He began to understand the clock not so much as 

a burden but as a tool for increasing his self-respect and compassion for others who were 

suffering. As he grew older, the clock's weight became lighter, until eventually, the curse seemed 

like a faraway dream."  
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Appendix H 

Narrative Script for Figure 7 

Shadow Box 5: Wash Your Hands 

 

 "One morning, two little boys were playing on the school playground during recess. "Did 

you know that flies puke and poop every time they land on something, including our food?" 

asked the little boy to his friend. "Gross! Well did you know that your hands are covered with 

germs?" replied the friend. As the class was called back into the building, the teacher asked them 

to go to the bathroom to wash their hands before lunch. Despite the school protocol, the boys 

didn't wash their hands. During lunch, they watched as flies landed on their classmate's lunch, 

and they took delight in knowing they had disobeyed the rule of handwashing before lunch."  
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Appendix I 

Narrative Script for Figure 9 

Shadow Box 6: Why- The Red Thread 

 

 "Walking through the forest one day, I came across two eggs that had fallen from a bird's 

nest. As I peeked into the nest, I saw the mother bird sitting there. Attached to her neck by a red 

thread was a heavy book titled Why. It appeared to be so heavy that it was pulling her out of her 

nest. "Perhaps it was in her attempts to untangle herself from the book that she had accidentally 

knocked her eggs out," I thought to myself. 

She was weak from the struggle, and now she was alone without her eggs. Her distress 

could be heard in her tired calls for help. I decided to help the mother bird by untangling the 

thread and placing her eggs unharmed back into the nest. I picked up the small book titled Why 

and thought I would keep it for myself. As I continued on my journey down the forest path, I 

noticed that the book's red thread binding was catching around my rings. Taking this as a sign, I 

quickly discarded the book and decided to leave this mysterious experience in the forest."
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Appendix J 

Narrative Script for Figure 10 

Shadow Box 7: In or Out 

 

"Two twins had dreams of working as artists. One wanted to be an actress, while the 

other wanted to write books. Although the two were very talented, each had the insecurities that 

kept them from reaching their full potential.  

One day the girls both woke from a strange dream. Each had dreamed that they were on a 

stage in a magical shelter that gave the illusion of being in a giant clamshell. Behind them were 

two doors. On one door, the word 'OUT' was printed. On the other door, the word 'IN.' The 

sisters sat back to back as they considered this strange place and what would happen if they 

opened this door or the other. Outside the shelter, it began to rain keys. The girls picked up 

several keys, realizing they were all the same and that each of the hundreds of keys opened both 

doors.  

The sisters took this strange dream to their Grandmother for analysis. The grandmother 

explained the dream as such, "You girls are so stuck on finding the one key that opens one door 

that you are disregarding the many keys that could unlock the potential within you. You see, the 

door is an important symbol of transformation. Whether it's In or Out, doors are forever 
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revolving. Some we call walking out, some we call walking in. Whichever way you are 

approaching your metaphorical door is how you are approaching your life. 


