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Abstract 

 

This study explored the role of personal art making in the professional development of art 

therapists.  The researcher conducted a heuristic arts-based study, which investigated the process 

of entering authentic, personal, sustained, and mindfulness-based approaches to art making.  The 

study sought to establish that the art therapist who maintains a personal art making practice will 

keep the art therapist’s unique access to therapeutic art processes at the center of their 

professional practice of art therapy.  It asserts that this special knowledge is critical for the 

development of mature empathy and attunement with clients.  First-hand knowledge of 

expressive art processes allows art therapists to present authentic art experiences to clients.  

Using Moustakas’s six phases of heuristic inquiry, the researcher immersed herself in sustained, 

mindful, and open ended art making processes with an expected outcome of realizing personal 

experiences of creative flow, and meaningful creative expression.  This study empowered the 

researcher in her personal practice of art therapy and continues to stimulate discussion about the 

inclusion of in-depth expressive art practices in art therapy education and on-going professional 

development.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Problem Statement 

The American Art Therapy Association of America (AATA, 2013) states that it “is 

dedicated to the belief that the creative process involved in the making of art is healing and life 

enhancing.”  Graduate students of art therapy engage in personal art making as part of their 

graduate training in order to understand how to engage their clients in the healing process of art, 

to enhance the development of a professional identity, and to experience firsthand the healing 

benefits of making art.  Allen discussed the importance for the art therapist to have firsthand 

experience in using art processes in order to negotiate one’s own inner life and to “empathically 

facilitate transformation of primary process and the expression of metaverbal states” with clients 

(Allen, 1992, p. 23).  Malchiodi observed that while clinical internships are a difficult time in the 

development of art therapists, personal art making is often neglected.  The infusion of art process 

within art therapy training is critical in the development of a personal philosophy of art therapy 

(Malchiodi & Riley, 1996).   

The American Art Therapy Association Masters Education Standards (2007) require 

those entering masters programs to have 18 semester hours of studio art which demonstrate 

proficiency in, and disciplined commitment to art making.  However, students enter art therapy 

graduate study with varying degrees of immersion in art experience for personal mental health.  

Many fine arts programs emphasize technique over content at the undergraduate level (Allen, 

2013).  While powerful personal content may emerge, it is not with psychological awareness 

(Allen, 1992).  Graphic design is described as an art form that brings functional and organized 

structure to communications that teach and inform its audiences (Pettersson, 2011).  Those 
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whose training and art experience have been predominately in commercial art pursuits (i.e. 

graphic design, the first career of this researcher) or theoretical contexts, have not explored 

personal meaning and healing processes in their art making prior to becoming an art therapy 

graduate student.  Many have written about the importance of the artist identity being comprised 

of a balance of artist and clinical therapist (Allen, 1992, 1995; Moon, 2003; Orkibi, 2012; 

Schaewe, 2011), yet little opportunity exists for the art therapy student to engage in personal 

therapeutic art making as part of the transition to beginning professional life.  

Research Question 

The researcher conducted an arts-based heuristic study to explore the phenomena of how 

art therapy graduate students who have been trained in, and whose art experiences have been 

limited to, cognitive and academic contexts of making art, can discover spontaneous, authentic, 

and personal art making processes.  The researcher sought to experience the phenomena of 

creative flow, psychological insight, and personal attunement while immersing herself in 

sustained, focused, and open-ended art making processes.  In this way, the researcher explored 

and illuminated the importance of personal experience with the specialized knowledge inherent 

in therapeutic art processes (Allen, 1992) while developing the art therapist’s professional 

identity.  

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to understand the value of personal art making in the 

development of professional identity of art therapy graduate students.  The study examined the 

processes for entering an authentic, personal, art making experience and considered what it 

contributes to the art therapist’s ability to have empathy for clients as they make art, facilitate 

creative expression for clients, and address cognitive and emotional resistance to making art in 
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therapy.  It is my hope that the results of this study helps to stimulate discussion in the art 

therapy graduate school community and the art therapy community at large to reconsider the 

critical role of personal art making in the personal and professional development of art therapists.  

Basic Assumptions 

This heuristic study of my transition from cognitively-driven design practices towards an 

attuned, and expressive way of art making, provides valuable insights into the phenomenon of 

expressive art making for the art therapist in training.  Artists who enter art therapy training from 

cognitively driven art experiences may experience fear, anxiety, and resistance to making art 

intuitively, just as new art therapy clients may.  There are processes, practices, and insights that 

can guide artists into an attuned and expressive art experience.  Art therapist Pat Allen 

recommends that to be able to guide others into expressive art making experiences one must 

have practice in entering art making processes in a sustained, mindful and self invested way 

(Allen, 1992).  

Rationale 

The results of this study contribute to the appreciation and understanding of unique 

aspects of art making as they contribute to therapeutic process and the critical importance of 

developing an art therapy identity that includes both clinical skills and those of a working artist 

who has firsthand knowledge of the unique therapeutic benefits of art making.  This study is 

important because of the danger of “clinification,” a term coined by Allen (1992), which 

describes the phenomena in which an art therapist’s focus moves away from their unique 

knowledge of therapeutic art processes and focuses on clinical skills first.  When art making is 

central in the training of art therapists, the passion of art making will be remembered by the art 

therapist and imparted to the client (Wix, 1995).  
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Definition of Terms 

Art making.  Works (paintings, sculptures, etc.)  that are created to express important 

ideas or feelings (Art, 2015).  

Attunement.  A felt, embodied experience that can be individualistic as well as 

communal.  It is a psychological, emotional, and somatic state of consciousness.  It is a sense of 

union with people, other life forms and objects, surroundings, the divine, or the universe itself 

(Kossak, 2009).  

Creativity.  The ability to make new things or think of new ideas.  It is the ability to 

generate ideas or products that are both novel and appropriate to the circumstances (Gerrig & 

Zimbardo, 2002).  “Not everyone is capable of becoming a great artist.  But all people are 

creative, no matter how limited” (Wadeson, 2010, p.5).  

Creative process.  A partnership between ideas and the physical qualities of art making 

(McNiff, 1998).   

Creative expression.  The outward manifestation, in an art form, of what one feels 

internally.  This expression may be made in art and inspired by what one sees in the 

environment, or be a reaction to inner moods, feelings, or sensations (Ludins-Katz & Katz, 

1990).  Creative expressions grow from physical actions building upon one another and cohering 

in a process of ongoing change (McNiff, 2015).   

Expression.  It is the act of making your thoughts and feelings known by speech, writing, 

art, or some other method.  A process of representing in a medium that manifests, embodies, or 

symbolizes something else.  It is the use of significant representation or symbolism, especially 

the depiction of mood or feeling (Expression, 2015).  
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Expressive Therapy Continuum (ETC). The Expressive Therapy Continuum is a 

means of classifying interactions with art media and other experiential activities in order to 

process information and form images.  The ETC organizes experiences with art media into a 

developmental sequence of information processing and image formation from simple to 

complex.  It creates a framework to explain the healing dimensions of various expressive 

experiences (Lusebrink, 1990; Hinz, 2009).  

Flow and flow state.  Flow moves in a continuous and smooth way in one direction 

(Flow, 2015).  Flow state is described as one “in which people are so involved in an activity that 

nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at 

great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p.4).  

Image.  A mental picture of the thought of how something looks or might look, which 

may represent an idea that an individual has about something or someone.  It can be symbolic of 

an attitude or orientation (Image, 2015).  Images are dynamic, emerging entities, ranging from 

percept-like pictures to metaphorical complex images or abstract representations of concepts.  

Images facilitate access to information about the self (Lusebrink, 1990).  

Imagination.  It is the creative ability to form a picture in your mind of something that 

you have not seen or experienced.  It is the ability to think of new things that exist or happen in 

your mind.  It is the act or power of forming a mental image of something not present to the 

senses or never before wholly perceived in reality (Imagination, 2015). 

Intuition.  A natural ability or feeling that guides a person to act in a certain way without 

fully understanding why.  It is the faculty of attaining direct knowledge without evident rational 

thought or inference (Intuition, 2015).  
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Mindfulness.  The awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the 

present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2003). 

Spontaneous.  It is something said or done in a natural way without thought or planning, 

that seems enjoyable and worth doing at a particular time.  It includes actions that proceed from a 

native tendency without external constraints that are controlled and directed internally 

(Spontaneous, 2015).  

Transform.  To change completely and usually in a good way (Transform, 2015).  

Heuristic.  Using experience to learn and improve (Heuristic, 2015).  
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

A review of the literature on processes of art making and how they relate to the art 

therapist’s identity revealed five areas of relevant focus.  The literature defines what it means to 

identify both as therapist and as artist, and how the unique knowledge of art processes 

contributes to the work of art therapy.  Next, is an examination of the ways that art therapists 

engage in art making in response to their client encounters and how it enriches clinical skill and 

therapeutic processes.  There is much in the literature that explores how art making processes 

engage the mind and body with insight and illumination.  Ways that art making leads to personal 

growth, provides meaning, and promotes change, are also examined in the literature.   

Attunement is experiencing deep connection with oneself and others through art.  Finally, I 

explore the seminal work of Csikszentmihalyi (1990) on flow theory and optimal experience as it 

relates to art therapy.  

Art Therapists as Artists 

Allen (1992) described a phenomena she calls “clinification syndrome” where art 

therapists cease making art, as clinical skills become their focus.  She asserted that there are long 

and short-term benefits for the art therapist who remains an art maker.  Only artists can bring the 

specialized knowledge of art processes to therapy, but the art therapist must experience that 

knowledge firsthand in order to realize it.  The art therapist must have experience in negotiating 

their own emotional lives by using art processes and the therapeutic potential of art media are 

best realized when engaging in art processes in a sustained, mindful and self-invested way 

(Allen, 1992). 
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Moon (2003) stressed that both words, “art” and “therapy,” carry equal weight in the 

professional identity of the art therapist, and yet a lack of parity exists in graduate work for the 

formation of an identity as an artist as well as a therapist.  Orkibi (2012) evaluated the 

transformational process of developing a professional identity that occurs in graduate school for 

art therapists at a university in Israel that offered a master’s degree in creative arts therapies.  

Orkibi (2012) stated that the lack of parity is often due to a desire to ensure that art therapy is 

regarded as a scientific, and scholarly discipline.  When art making is the center of art therapy 

education, the passion of art making is remembered by the maker, and imparted to the client 

(Wix, 1995).  When Orkibi (2012) questioned art therapy graduate students about their attitudes 

towards art making as it evolved in graduate school, participants reported that their concept of art 

expression evolved from one of aesthetic product to one of expressive process.  Their experience 

of art making became freer, lighter, less rigid, and less bounded.  The study suggested that there 

was a positive change in their artistic style as it became more creative, open, and flexible.  

Engaging in one’s own creative process cultivates a sense of professional identity and belonging 

in the greater art therapy community.  The study encouraged student engagement in personal art 

making continuously and as early as possible to gain firsthand insight into the creative process 

and to increase mastery of art forms (Orkibi, 2012). 

In the practice of art therapy, clients use creative art expression to advance the larger 

creativity of making their lives meaningful (Wadeson, 2010).  Michael Franklin (1992) describes 

art making as a safe place to confront the old self and rehearse the new self.  Participating in the 

art process provides a sense of accomplishment that can be affirmed by the environment, self, 

and others.  The opportunity to visually form and contain conflict allows for readjustment of 

internal and external criticisms.  Making art requires a degree of self-esteem just to participate 
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and in that way self-esteem is enhanced and visualized.  Making art enables an individual to see 

how they value themselves by observing what they invest in their artwork and how they respond 

to it (Franklin, 1992). 

 Many art therapists experience a gap between their professional and personal creative 

lives in the emotional and spiritual aspects of making art.  There is value for many art therapists 

“to refresh their commitment to personal engagement in art making” (Schaewe, 2011, p. 37).  

The art therapist does well to remember the vital force of generative art for their own lives, and 

acknowledge the essential role of art making in an artist’s life (Schaewe, 2011). 

Response Art 

Barbara Fish (2012) encouraged the practice of responding to art therapy experiences 

through art making.  She proposed that it is effective for self-care and will support empathic 

engagement with clients and illuminate countertransference (Fish, 2012).  Art made in response 

to engaging with clients helps art therapists tolerate difficult content, informs treatment options, 

and helps the therapist explore meaning in their experiences and enhance personal growth.  Fish 

stated that making art reminds us to stay aware of our focus.  Personal reflection in art is as 

important for the “seasoned professional as it is for students” and deserves “purposeful attention” 

(Fish, 2012, p. 142). 

As art therapists understand the connection between art materials and emotions they 

develop an intuitive response to clients (Allen, 1992).  This enables the art therapist to 

empathically witness and facilitate psychological transformation through art processes and 

metaverbal states (Allen, 1992).  Allen asserted “the uniquely therapeutic potential of the art 

process is that it allows sustained experience of emotional states to the point where integration of 

a change in such a state can occur” (Allen, 1992, p.23).  With training and experience being 
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equal, the art therapist who is an active art maker will be a better clinician by the act of being 

more in touch with themselves.  The art therapist who neglects making art runs the risk of 

presenting a false self without authentic firsthand knowledge gained in personal art making.  

Artists model problem solving, risk taking and self-fulfillment by involvement in making art 

(Allen, 1992).  Our own relationship with art is the best source for understanding how the artistic 

process engages individuals in our practice (Moon, 2002).  

  Although art therapists are aware of the value of personal expression and sensory 

experience in the creation of images, and the way that art enriches lives, they often fail to access 

those potentialities to personally process their encounters with art therapy clients (Wadeson, 

2011).  Creating quick and spontaneous art responses to therapeutic interactions with clients will 

reveal strong feelings aroused in the therapist.  Furthermore, processing immediate reactions 

without preconceptions could tap into unconscious processes that surface in the art.  Wadeson 

asserted that both immediate, and slower works are useful to these processes.  Slower art making 

can create a meditative experience that deepens reflections and understanding.  She strongly 

advocated for the inclusion of art making for professional processing as an integral part of the art 

therapy training. 

Bayles and Orland (1993) suggests that making art is difficult.  Active artists struggle 

with finishing works, with believing that the final product is not authentic, and with frustration 

that the final product does not align with the vision of the ideal.  Art therapists ask clients to 

make art with limited time, space, and materials, in the midst of difficult life situations while 

being observed.  It is important that art therapists know these processes personally (Bayles and 

Orland, 1993).  
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Approaches To Art making 

Allen (1995) described ideas for first steps in making art.  Art making begins by forming 

an intention to know something, and then taking up art materials to begin.  Image making allows 

one to persist in developing an idea, bearing the challenge of it through the pleasure of using 

materials (Allen, 1995).  To begin intuitive art explorations, one can start with a simple mark, 

and continue until the image tells you it is finished.  Explore different kinds of strokes, pressure, 

and size, noting the energy as it appears on the page and repeating the strokes on more pages 

(Allen, 1995).  

Source material for making art is always around us, in dreams, ordinary surroundings, 

and in paying attention to color, texture, and shape.  Artists need to exercise imagination and 

play, letting images take form.  By taking notice of body sensations one can imagine the images 

they evoke.  Images can come from childhood memories, and our personal art history.  Drawing 

is “energy made visible” (Allen,1995, p. 21).  By connecting with the energy of a subject one can 

find a way to play with different forms, such as filling a notebook with drawings of one object 

and playfully seeing it as deeply as you can (Allen,1995).  

The creative process is a discipline that mixes surrender with initiative.  One can cultivate 

responsiveness and thrive on inspiration and affirmation, by letting go of “ego” control and 

embracing results that differ from what was first intended.  This means letting go of 

preconceived ideas and allowing images to emerge from motion and energy.  Artistic process 

comes in a series of actions and changes, connecting previously unrelated events.  While there is 

a place for planning, improvisation is a basic principle of creation (McNiff, 1998).  After 

creating a rough form, unplanned gestures, and color combinations will emerge through the 

process.  The process brings mental images that come, asking to be expressed.  Images birth one 
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another, each one building on the next, and a series of images will enable us to see the process 

over time.  Images may be created as a sitting meditation, or an act of accessing the energies of 

creative movement.  Step outside of mental controls, make spontaneous gestures, and repeat 

them as they lead to subsequent images.  The process of art is a long-term relationship in which 

one grows to understand what one likes and does not like.  Artists must practice with all media 

and implements of expression as if each is “a new dance partner” with a different sensitivity 

(McNiff, 1998, p 19).  

There is a distinction between creative art experiences and expressive art experiences.  

The creative arts focus on the process of making art to process feelings and make adjustments.  

Expressive art focuses on making and discussing art as a way to reveal thought and feeling 

(Moon (2002).  Art therapists need to be sensitive and flexible in responding with both 

approaches.  In some cases prompting verbal processing of an image too fast will interfere with 

art processes and for others it will stimulate further creative expression.  The use of journaling 

for processing art experiences is a tool that can provide a portable and private outlet (Moon 

(2002). 

Moon (2002) discussed the paradox between the two extremes of expression, uninhibited 

cathartic release and containment, which use external, technical processes to suppress internal 

impulses.  While art therapists recognize that both release and containment are important they 

are also concerned with both what is being formed and how the expression is created.  Even 

spontaneous art requires decisions about materials, colors, and movements of expression.  This 

paradox is a unique aspect of art therapy.  Art therapists must explore this paradox by engaging 

in personal art making (Moon, 2002).  The artists who labor too intensely on technical aspects 
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may need to explore loose and spontaneous approaches while those who tend to create quick 

cathartic works will need to explore more craftsmanship (Moon, 2002).   

Rappaport (2010) presented a way of applying focus-oriented art therapy (FOATS) with 

trauma clients.  She presented an approach to art making that increases awareness of the artist’s 

“felt sense” and “groundedness” (p.135) as one approaches art making.  The artist is invited to 

take notice of sensations in the body and a “felt sense” of being.  The technique helps the artist to 

“clear a space” for experiential knowing and for making a space for sensing internal issues and 

for allowing space for inherent wholeness.  Art makers are encouraged to find a symbol to name 

the “felt sense.”  The steps include allowing the artist to create a dialogue with the image, asking 

what it needs and exploring what is in its way.  The artist can experience a “sense of being” in 

the art making process.  The integration of focusing with art making enables the expression of 

pre-verbal, nonverbal, and implicit memory as it is experienced in sensory and artistic expression 

(Rappaport, 2010). 

Salom (2013) stated that art has the ability to bring us face to face with reality in a 

transcendent way.  Art-based inquiry can be used to explore contemplative practices as a means 

of knowing the self.  The contemplative nature of art therapy has the ability to unify thoughts.  

Art creates a non-judgmental container that allows us to trust the art process and to encounter art 

images in a contemplative way.  Images allow us to test personal beliefs and to embrace a deeper 

experience of our authentic selves.  “One can engage in art making through personal experience 

as manifested in art, dreams, symbols, body, consciousness, ritual, and prayer” (Salom, 2013).  

In this way, artists can visually think about concepts and experience them in present moment 

through many levels of expression (Salom, 2013).   
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Epstein and Phan (2012) described a formal theory of creative expression that involves 

four competencies, which can accelerate and direct creative expression and allow a dramatic 

increase in creative output.  These competencies included capturing, challenging, broadening 

and surrounding.  Capturing involves preserving new ideas and seeing new ways that the ideas 

and can be observed.  It incorporates dreams and daydreams as sources of ideas.  Challenging 

includes taking on difficult tasks and open-ended goals.  It knows how to manage stress and fear 

of failure.  Broadening seeks training, experience, and knowledge outside of current areas of 

expertise.  Finally, surrounding seeks new environments regularly and is open to new and 

unusual stimuli.  Their study concluded that teaching people to be more conscious about paying 

attention to and recording new ideas could release creative potential (Epstein & Phan, 2012).  

Bayles & Orland (1993) described art making as “exquisitely responsive” (p.49).  

Feedback is immediate and truthful.  Artwork harmoniously displays what one puts into it or 

withholds from it.  It tells the artist when to hold back and when to embrace.  Bayles & Orland 

(1993) described a “special moment” in art making that occurs when the artist experiences a 

phenomena of feeling like a mediator, allowing things to happen.  When an artwork is first 

begun, imagination is in control (Bayles & Orland, 1993).  As the piece develops, technique and 

craft step in and imagination is less useful.  Everything flows from the initial imaginal idea.  It is 

a progression of decreasing possibilities; each step makes possibility into a reality.  The moment 

of completion is a moment of loss of other forms that might be.  They described art making as 

developing an imagination of the possible (Bayles & Orland, 1993).  

Allen (1995) addressed the issue of the inner critic that inevitably arises in our 

consciousness while making art.  It is an awareness that evokes feelings of fear of danger and 

change.  The inner critic is a keeper of valuable information about our deepest fears, who can be 
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seen as trying to spare us the pain of change and shame of fear.  If one acknowledges the inner 

critic, and imagines the source and tenor of it, we can let an image arise.  Fears will subside if 

one is intentionally compassionate with them (Allen, 1995).  Personal content manifests itself in 

one’s art as metaphor and symbolism.  One should be slow to judge its content and anticipate 

making surprising discoveries, delightful and disturbing.  “The image is a messenger of your soul 

and never comes to harm you.”  One can practice letting the image lead (Allen, 1995).  

Wallace (2001) described how the inner process of growth unfolds in images (dreams, 

visions, and pictures).  In a process of active imagination, described by Carl Jung (Jung, 1961) 

art making is done playfully and unselfconsciously, without preconceived ideas.  The artist is 

open to being surprised by what emerges.  Images come in series, unfolding like a story.  Active 

imagination involves emptying the mind of ego driven trains of thought and allowing images to 

enter our attention.  Focus on the image and respond to it with writing or making art and one will 

be able to discern messages from the unconscious.  Meaning will become apparent after sitting 

with images over time and transformation occurs when one is touched by what one sees.  By 

starting a dialogue with the image, spontaneity comes first, and then one listens to what the 

images have to say (Wallace, 2001).  Wallace described this as “catching the message.”  Images 

can be seen in three steps.  First, images are viewed for what they are in the ordinary sense, 

something that has been made.  Second, one looks more closely, noticing more than what 

appeared at first.  Third, is truly seeing, a revelation.  Perceive the truth and receive the message 

(Wallace, 2001).  

Image making is an interaction with the media and whatever images emerge.  The 

process is a dialogue with the “other.”  When an individual makes the first mark it begins a 

private matter between the maker and the art.  For those who have never made art it is a heroic 
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act, requiring reassurance.  There is a tension between what is experienced inside and what is 

expressed outside and it rarely feels exact.  Images have a personality all their own, having a 

quality of “otherness.”  The emerging shapes can be friendly or disappointing.  Personified 

images begin a dialogue with the unconscious.  Working with images in a spontaneous way calls 

up another side of the personality.  The otherness offers discovery of hidden aspects of the 

personality and confronts the maker with many possibilities (Edwards, 2001).  

How Art Making Connects With Personal Growth  

Early research recognized the link between art experiences, creativity, and imagination 

with connections to insight and reconstruction (Malchiodi, (1998).  Exploring the ways that 

imaginative spaces create places of healing was the formative work, which laid the foundations 

of art therapy as a mental health profession (Malchiodi, 1998).  

Betensky (2001) described phenomenological art experience as one that guides an 

individual into intentional perception and study of one’s art, seeing it with new eyes and seeing 

new possibilities.  A free, expressive process accomplishes this best.  There is value in 

suspending judgment and training one’s eyes to look with openness and intention.  Intentionality 

is a process that allows an individual to consciously see art with more clarity (Betensky, 2001).  

Looking at art expression reveals to the maker new facets of oneself, connecting to inner 

psychological forces, allowing one to apply new knowledge to the phenomena in their world.  It 

is at this point that the artist may be able to transcend self-centeredness and assume 

responsibility for working through their difficulties.  In this way art making allows one to move 

from pre-intentional functioning to fully intentional living.  The art object then has meaning for 

the artist (Betensky, 2001).    
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Harriet Wadeson (2001) claims that making art has a significant impact on an art 

therapist’s life.  It is easier to become a successful art therapist than a successful artist.  While 

therapy requires intelligence, empathy, relational skill, and art experience, art demands 

originality, and a visual voice with something to say, as well as technical skill.  Making art for 

art’s sake involves a playful way of getting to know the images we make.  These playful images 

say something about us and are grounded in personal need.  The value of art making for the art 

therapist is that it shows us who we are and allows us to play and grieve our personal pain 

(Wadeson, 2001). 

The expressive artist is one who understands how healing comes from the development 

of imagination (Levine, 1992).  The psychological life is transitional, involving a transition from 

inauthentic to authentic life.  Imagination provides a bridge between the self and the world.  

Healing is as a restoration of a person’s imaginative capacity and a space where healing can take 

place.  Engaging with imaginative art media is a discipline that gives form to who we are, and 

each media has a specific way of embodying imagination (Levine, 1992).  Levine (1992) 

explained that this is “a truth that can only be thought by being lived” (p. 42). 

There are parallels and interfaces between creative and therapeutic processes.  One 

encounters art processes first and secondly, one encounters it’s meaning.  As new images form 

from old ones there are new understandings and new perceptions.  In this way, creativity and 

therapy meet.  Art processes enhance connection to understanding by providing a visible channel 

for insight and reconstruction.  Aesthetic judgment and imagination allow us to pay attention to 

nuance and appraise consequences and to revise and make other choices (Malchiodi, 1988).   

 Creative expression has a healing influence through self-actualizing growth (Lusebrink, 

1990).  Expression through art media engages the tactile-haptic, visual, sensory, and perceptual 
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channels of the brain and is processed for affect, associations, and meaning through cognitive 

and verbal channels.  Art activity that involves different motor, somatosensory, visual, emotional 

and cognitive aspects of information processing activates corresponding neurophysiological 

process in the brain (Lusebrink, 2004).  Whole people are persons that operate within the full 

spectrum of the Expressive Therapy Continuum (ETC) using cognitive, symbolic, affective, 

perceptual, sensual, and kinesthetic processes that work together to provide optimal experience.  

 Experimenting with materials without concern for creating a product allows for a 

spontaneous and carefree quality (Hinz, 2009).  Exploration on the kinesthetic/sensory level of 

the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) without pressure to create a finished product will 

increase creative action.  Lusebrink (1990) used the term “creativity mobilization” to describe 

the process that involves producing a large number of paint and brush exercises in a short period 

to bypass defenses and release creativity.  Hinz reported “making multiple images in a short 

period of time reduced the amount of conscious planning and ego investment … allowing for 

more creative possibilities in the outcome (2009, p.174).” 

 Images are a universal experience that each person encounters in what we see around us, 

what we see in our mind’s eye, in our dreams, when we hear music or read poetry, or smell a 

scent that evokes a memory (Allen, 1995).  Art is a way to explore what we actually believe.  

Working with images and materials allows us to struggle with their qualities and limitations.  We 

confront our fears, and our resistance to change.  Art making allows us to step out of our usual 

consciousness to see things in fresh way (Allen, 1995) 

Elliot Eisner (2002) believed that creating art stimulates distinctive forms of thinking that 

are relevant to all aspects of our lives.  The arts teach us to act without judgment and to rely on 

feeling.  Paying attention to nuance and making room to change one’s choices engenders a 
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qualitative intelligence.  These choices depend on somatic knowledge and a sense of closure, 

which “feels right.”  The arts show us that feeling and thinking are inseparable.  A concept 

introduced by J. Dewey (1934), called “flexible purposing,” means that the ends may follow the 

means.  The ends may shift and the work yields clues to the work in progress.  Eisner also 

described the “pursuit of surprise” in the arts and proclaimed it a value we ought to cherish and 

exploit.  The arts encourage an awareness of alternative possibilities.  Art teaches us that 

everything knowable cannot be articulated in propositional forms, and that the limits of cognition 

are not defined by the limits of language.  We know more than we can tell and meaning is not 

limited to what can be declared.  Eisner said the arts are, in the end, a special form of experience.  

He quoted Dewey (1934, p. 348) in saying, “Art has been the means of keeping alive the sense of 

purposes that outrun evidence and of meanings that transcend indurated habit” (Eisner, 2002).  

Attunement 

In order to establish a therapeutic relationship with a client a therapist must first be 

“centered and aligned within him or herself” (Robbins, 1997).  Kossak (2009) described 

attunement as a process of listening to one’s own center and place of authenticity.  Therapeutic 

attunement involves a transpersonal connection with oneself or another (Kossak, 2009).  

Attunement is described as a state of consciousness that is aware of psychological, emotional, 

and somatic experience.  It is a feeling of being in harmony.  One can compare it to a feeling of 

being lifted out of oneself, in a flow and engaged in optimal functioning.  When embodied 

consciousness occurs in focused creative activity there is a sense of inner balance and full 

engagement in one’s own experience, which could lead to an expanded sense of the self and the 

environment.  Kossak described using art materials as an improvisational act.  As an image 
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emerges there is a moment when mind and body transcend time and one is in tune with the image 

as it calls for what it needs (Kossak, 2009).   

The Role Of Optimal Experience In Art Making 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990)’s important and influential work on the psychology of optimal 

experience studied creativity and the phenomenon of flow.  He described humans as born with 

two contradictory aspects to our nature.  One is a “conservative tendency for self-preservation” 

and “an expansive tendency made up of instincts for exploring, novelty, and risk” (p. 11).  The 

first tendency needs little encouragement but the second can wilt if not cultivated.  If too many 

obstacles stand in the way of exploration the motivation for creative behavior can be suppressed.  

Flow is an optimal experience, the feeling when things are going well and as an almost 

“automatic, effortless, and highly focused state of consciousness” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 

110).  It is a state that has been described identically by athletes, artists, mystics, scientists, and 

ordinary working people, and among all ages and nationalities.  In “a flow state”, clear goals 

exist and we know what needs to be done.  There is immediate feedback to one’s actions; we 

know how well we are doing.  There is a balance between challenge and skill.  If the challenge is 

too great we feel discouraged and if the task is too easy we get bored.  We are totally focused on 

what we are doing.  Distractions are outside of our awareness; intense concentration on the 

present relieves us from anxiety.  There is no fear of failure.  Self-consciousness disappears.  We 

are too involved to care about protecting the ego.  The sense of time becomes distorted.  We 

forget the time, hours pass in what seem like minutes.  Finally, activity becomes “autotelic;” it 

becomes an end in itself.  We engage in the activity just to feel the experience it provides.  The 

process of discovery that happens in the creative processes appears to be one of the most 

enjoyable activities humans can experience.  After an episode of flow we emerge with a stronger 
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self-concept.  For artists, the goal is less clear and the creative person somehow develops an 

unconscious mechanism that directs one’s creative activities.  The ancients called it the voice of 

the “Muse”.  

  Flow has been theoretically and empirically linked to creativity and improved well-

being.  If flow experience is therapeutic, art therapists can use the concepts to further personal 

growth in themselves, and by helping clients attain and maintain a state of flow in their art 

making (Chilton, 2013).  Art therapists can promote creativity with an awareness of the way the 

whole brain/body is used in creation of inter-psychic art processes.  Art therapy promotes 

creativity in a variety of integrative ways and can be considered a whole brain activity.  Optimal 

experiences such as flow could alter patterns of behavior and subjective experience.  Chilton 

recommended further research on how flow states can be foundational to therapeutic aspect of 

creative art experience.  Flow experience in art making can be therapeutic by lowering anxiety 

and increasing engagement both of which may lead to feelings of self-expression, mastery and 

accomplishment.  Chilton explored ways that art therapists may act as teachers of flow 

experience.  As flow theory asserts, to become absorbed or immersed one must know what needs 

to be done and how well one is doing.  Art therapists may help their clients immerse themselves 

in art making by providing clear instructions and supportive feedback.  Research by Lee (2013) 

indicates that flow is not only facilitated by the creative process, but also by the engagement with 

the researcher and therapist.  Chilton further suggests that therapists can help facilitate flow by 

assessing an individual’s artistic skills and signature strengths and to suggest art actions that 

provide challenge but limit anxiety to a certain degree (Chilton, 2013). 

 Flow is not a new idea and is actually a millennia-old teaching that appears in 

Christianity, Taoism, Buddhism, Islam, and Jewish spiritual traditions (Kapitan, 2013).  Kapitan 
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(2013) related it to the outpouring of joy similar to ecstasy; a means to enter an altered state of 

consciousness.  A distinction of art therapy is that it is inherently motivating and activates 

strengths.  Art therapy can transform consciousness because it fully engages the mind and body 

in immediate and personal satisfaction (Kapitan, 2013).  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study used arts-based heuristic research, in which making art is used to produce 

insights about the phenomena in question (Wheeler, 2005).  To explore the importance of 

personal experience with the specialized knowledge inherent in therapeutic art processes (Allen, 

1992) I, the researcher-participant, gained insight from the experience and process of creating 

artwork and by observing the way the works communicated to me, (Wheeler, 2005).  I engaged 

in making art in a spontaneous, playful, unplanned and intuitive way, employing mindfulness, 

and active imagination strategies to seek to experience the phenomena of creative flow and 

authentic personal art making processes.  I entered the field of art therapy with a background in 

graphic design and very little experience in expressive art making for personal reflection, so this 

was an expansive and developmental process for me.  I engaged in inquiry utilizing Moustakas’s 

six phases of heuristic inquiry (Kapitan, 2010; Moustakas, 1990).  Moustakas’s techniques 

include identifying phenomenon through empathic experience (Wheeler, 2005), using intuition 

and relating to an internal frame of reference.  

Initial engagement.  In the initial engagement I identified a significant concern 

regarding my personal lack of experience in and a personal need to derive the benefits of 

personal art making processes.  I embraced the research question and held unstructured dialogues 

with other art therapists to explore the significance of the question.  I reviewed best practices in 

art therapy for imaginative and attuned processes for art making and focused the study on 

examining optimal ways to enhance the process of mindful and imaginative art making.  
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Immersion.  In this phase of the study I immersed myself in spontaneous and attuned art 

making processes.  To facilitate the experience I committed to creating spontaneous watercolor 

paintings on small sheets of watercolor paper within a time frame of between 5 and 15 minutes 

every day for six weeks.  These paintings were approached in “sustained, mindful and self-

invested way” as described by Pat Allen (1992).  The small watercolor paintings established the 

baseline of artwork to be created and I remained open to longer times of art making as the art 

making process led, with a minimum of one painting a day, but allowing for more.  The art 

making task was approached with active imagination and with mindfulness approaches.  The 

researcher has a strong history in propositionally based art making with a focus on technical 

skill.  Those who have limited experience in quick cathartic works and have contained internal 

impulses with a focus on technical processes will benefit from exploring loose and spontaneous 

approaches to art making (Moon, 2002).  Restricting the method of study to one art media 

allowed me to focus on image making and not be distracted by varying aspects of media.  The 

fluid media of watercolor lent itself to spontaneity and release of control.  

I approached the art making process in an improvisational way to seek personal 

attunement, a state of consciousness that is aware of psychological, emotional and somatic 

experience as described by Kossak (2009).  I kept a journal, recording imaginal or mindful 

processes, thoughts, feelings, and insights gained while making these paintings.  I chose 

watercolor because I am trained and experienced in technical aspects of watercolor but I also 

embraced the unpredictable nature of watercolor for a spontaneous exploration, providing a 

balance between challenge and skill, which Csikszentmihalyi (1990) describes as a facilitator of 

flow experiences. 
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Incubation.  Following six weeks of immersion I displayed all the watercolor paintings 

on the wall in the studio.  I allowed the images to “rest” in my mind.  I contemplated them 

without judgment or critique.  

Illumination.  During the illumination process, I spent time familiarizing myself with the 

data represented in the artwork, made discoveries, and evaluated the process of creating this 

artwork.  I made notes about insights and observations in regard to patterns and themes that 

occurred while examining the artwork.  I processed my insights with writing short prose in 

response to the images.  In this step I engaged in exercising creative distance (Hinz, 2009), and 

processed the connections between the inner states expressed and the outer realities seen in the 

artwork.  

Explication.  In the explication phase I identified themes and common qualities of the 

research question that had been illuminated.  I searched for meanings that are attached to feelings 

and ideas.  I delineated patterns by creating codes and labels for categories of discovery 

(Creswell, 2014).  I identified patterns, created categories, and created visual depictions of these 

observations in the form of tables and figures.  

Creative Synthesis.  In the creative synthesis phase of the process I externalized my 

findings in a final art piece.  The piece is a mixed media piece that presents the culmination of 

my findings in a visual expression.  The piece was created in a way that honors the discoveries of 

the previous phases of research.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results  

Arts-Based Heuristic Study 

 In this arts-based heuristic study, I immersed myself in a practice of creating small 

watercolor paintings on a regular basis, over the span of six weeks, creating at least one painting 

at each sitting.  In order to approach the art making process in a spontaneous and attuned way I 

allowed 5 to 15 minutes for each painting, preparing for the flexibility to work longer and follow 

an idea to completion.  I approached each painting with mindfulness-based practices, including 

deep breathing and meditation, to prepare myself for each sitting.  I approached each piece with 

spontaneity and without a final product in mind.  I created 70 small paintings, ranging in size 

from 6x8 to 9x12.  Figure 1 displays the collections of paintings displayed on a wall in in the 

researcher’s study.  Figure 2 depicts the repeated appearance of mandala type images that 

occurred in the art making process.  Figure 3 illustrates a shift from abstract images to 

spontaneous representations of nature that occurred in a number of the expressions.  Figure 4 

depicts another example of how the watercolor expressions evolved, allowing for larger and 

longer image creations in the art making process.  
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Figure 1.  Small paintings 
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Figure 2.  Mandala brush paintings and watercolor explorations up close 

 

  



PERSONAL ART MAKING  35 

Figure 3.  Expression from natural image 
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Figure 4.  Watercolor exploration 

 

 A journal was kept, noting the date of the painting and specific qualities were recorded 

following each painting session.  The qualities of the art experience that were recorded included 

a description of the image, a description of feelings (while making the painting), a description of 

the art making approach, a description of the energy felt (while making the painting), and a 

section called “What do you see?”  This final section captures what meanings may be found in 

the image that may be grounded in personal need (Betensky, 2001).  The words contained in the 

journal were processed in a Wordle, a web-based tool that creates a visual depiction of the words 

contained in the piece of text, (Feinberg, 2014).  The graphic visualizes the frequency and 

hierarchy of importance in the experience of the researcher.  Figure 1 displays the collections of 
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paintings displayed on a wall in in the researcher’s study.  Table 1 displays the results of a 

thematic analysis distilled from the journal, examining frequently used words, and the priority of 

the words found in note taking.  Following that is the examination and analysis of written prose 

created in the illumination phase of research.  

Table 1.  Thematic analysis distilled from Wordles/journal  
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Figure 5.  Wordles (Feinberg, 2014) created from text in journal 

A Wordle is created using a web-based tool to create a visual depiction of the words contained in 

a piece of text (Feinberg, 2014).   

 

Describe Image 

 

 

Describe Art Making Process  
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Describe feelings

 

Describe Energy felt 
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Describe “What do you see?” 

 

 In addition to the word study generated from the journal, I created the following prose to 

describe my thoughts while immersed in viewing the images mounted on a wall in the 

researcher’s office.  I thoughtfully contemplated the collection of images and summarized them 

in the following prose:  

Reflect on Immersion 

Mandalas radiate 

Colors 

Brightness 

Spiraling outward 

Radiating sprays of energy 

 

Lines move 

Wavy 

Splashed 

Surrounding, directing and connecting 

Emanating into atmosphere 

 

Gestures capture 

Movement 

Meaning 

Defining and expressing 

Touching paper with marvel 

 

Dots and dashes punctuate 

Making marks 
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Finish the sentence 

Leading and stopping 

A map of rests and ways 

 

Contrasts of tension 

Red Green 

Blue Orange 

Softness and Intensity 

Containing the ambiguity 

 

Mixing it up 

Fields of color 

Tendrils of gesture 

Cool to warm 

Tied together with harmony 

 

Watery fields of color 

Paint and water 

Pigment 

Granulation to gradient 

Bleed and spread their luminosity 

 

Paintbrush pressure 

Loaded 

Pigment 

Spreads its wonder 

Fibers of gesture and movement 

 

Swashes and strokes 

Derivative of 

Natural things 

Real starts 

Transformed to symbols 

 

Feather, leaf, and tree 

Pattern 

Geometry 

Woven from fiber and soil 

Mystical order contains our chaos 

 

Places of longing 

Dreams 

Experiences 

Guide the brush 

Capturing moments of wonder 
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After creating and reflecting on word maps drawn from the prose above (Figure 6), I 

noted the themes of action, art, and subjects.  Within the category of “actions” I noticed that 

three key themes emerged, those of connecting, expressing and movement.  Within “art”, the 

themes of gesture, and color generated the most importance.  Within the category of “subjects” 

the theme of experiences generated the most significance and include many experiences of 

transcendence, such as wonder, atmosphere, longing, harmony, and dreams.  I am particularly 

impressed that the themes that came as a result of spontaneous and, largely, abstract art processes 

were correlated with the findings of the other data, in which an art making process that 

emphasized contemplation, freedom of movement, and responsiveness, lead to themes of 

transcendence and personal meaning.  It aligns greatly with what art therapists believe as a 

profession that is healing in the art making process.  Art making leads to discovery of one’s felt 

needs, art making helps one feel connected to others, and can move on in new directions.  

Furthermore, it leads one to seek experiences of wonder and transcendence.  
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Figure 6. Word Map reflecting on prose 
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Creative Synthesis 

In the creative synthesis phase of the process I externalized my findings in a final art 

piece (Figure 7), created in a way that honors the discoveries of the previous phases of research.  

I chose media that I have no previous experience in but have admired.  Taking pieces of the 

watercolors created in the research phase, I incorporated them into an encaustic painting that 

synthesized my discoveries.  I was curious to explore whether the newly found freedom I 

discovered in the immersion phase of research could be generalized to another form of media.  I 

chose a watercolor that I was particularly satisfied with, so that I could celebrate and 

memorialize my experience.  There were some challenges in the creation of the encaustic due to 

my inexperience with the media and I encountered some self-doubt and frustration.  I wondered 

whether the balance between challenge and skill prevented a flow experience with the art.  

However, I experienced more courage to continue working out the problems and had more 

confidence that I could find a solution due to the empowerment I experienced from the research 

phase of the project.  I was able to pay attention to the sensations in my body, even when they 

became uncomfortable due to coping with problems in handling the media.  I experienced 

sensitivity to the ways the image was leading me to go.  When I was pulled in one direction that 

turned out to be a mistake, I realized I was following a “voice of the critic” and was able to listen 

to the warning and move back to a place of responsiveness.  In the end some happy “accidents” 

caused the overall piece to have a cohesive and playful mood that characterizes my discoveries 

as a whole.  
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Figure 7. Final Synthesis Piece: “The Image Speaks” 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

McNiff said, “Creativity is the ability to take what exists and change it into something 

new through unique responsive acts” (2015, p. 2).  The research results clarified the phenomena 

of responsiveness in the art making process.  I was able to release creative expression in a 

significant way, what McNiff calls “imagination in action”(2015).  I personally experienced the 

way an image talks to the maker and tells the artist how to move with a mark, how to manage the 

brush stroke with pressure and direction, and what color belongs to this image in response to 

inner urgings coming from a place of focus, meditation and optimal experience.  I learned how 

the gesture of a mark mirrors my internal state of mind, mood, or thoughts.  In this way, I 

experienced an empathy and sensitivity to the feelings and urges of my mind, both conscious and 

unconscious.  I felt able to tap into a stream of images in my subconscious that connect to deeper 

meanings in my life.  I sought to experience the special knowledge inherent in therapeutic art 

processes and found myself immersed in a deep personal attunement that felt expansive and 

joyful.  

Responsiveness (Following the Image) 

One emergent theme is the struggle between initiative and responsiveness (McNiff, 

2015).  My personal experience with making art in this way was a regular exercise of moving 

away from control and towards responsiveness.  With each painting I initially experienced some 

insecurity about how to start and what to paint.  I employed deep breathing practices to invoke a 

natural state of relaxation and was able to put my mind and body in harmony for the intent of 

responding to artful movements.  I began by simply making marks.  I intuitively chose the color 
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that seemed appropriate for my awareness in the moment; depending on the energy I was 

experiencing.   

Figure 2 demonstrates the varied ways that the energy led the image to form.  I 

discovered that, with practice, it became easier to aptly load the brush with color to deliver the 

gesture or feeling that I felt in that moment.  The physical act of immersing the brush in the paint 

in a way that was connected to my mind and body in an integrated way was a liberating 

experience for me.  I was able to put concern for a finished product out of my mind and 

experience the art making in the moment.  This became the cycle of each encounter, to sense the 

moment of anxiety and to give way or surrender to the paper and paint and thoughts of the day.  I 

released my conscious thoughts to unconscious instincts rather than concern myself with 

measurements of exact representation or by feeling pressured to produce a showpiece.  My work 

became more visceral and intuitive, while moving away from conscious decision-making.  I was 

able to consider moments of resistance with reflection and listen to my “inner critic” in the way 

that Allen (1995) describes, open to “valuable information” in order to identify and confront 

resistance to art making.  Even when creating images while referencing source material, I had no 

intent to copy but to interpret them.  This allowed me to let go of a compulsion to control the 

image and to find a desire to let the image lead.  I noticed that this allowed me to attach meaning 

to the image without becoming fixated and distracted by details.  I was able to see the image as a 

whole and experienced reflective distance (Hinz, 2009) in a fresh way.  

I experienced the phenomena of being led and directed by the image itself, and was able 

to respond to the energy and gesture of one image and allow it to lead to another image.  I 

derived pleasure from stretching the media from delicate application of watercolor, to visceral, 

direct, and heavily pigmented images.  I was able to generalize the relaxed flow of spontaneous 
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art making to images from life, as in landscapes.  Figure 3 shows an image created in response to 

a photographic image of a place I have been, and the outcome is loose, relaxed, and an 

impression of the reality, capturing the memory of that time and place.  I discovered that the 

gestures of my strokes took on a more personal nature and felt like they belonged to me.  I 

noticed that when I was able to surrender to the image I was usually more satisfied with the 

result and it felt more personal.  

Experiences of Flow 

Several key words that arose in my analysis seemed related to aspects of flow experience:  

Centeredness (balance).   I experienced a sense of being grounded and centered in the 

art making process.  I had an increased awareness of bodily sensation, which increased my 

ability to sense internal issues, as described by Rappaport (2010).  I felt attuned to my internal 

states of emotion, with a keener ability to access preverbal, nonverbal, and implicit memory and 

was able to express it with art media (Rappaport, 2010).  The initial images include a variety of 

mandalas that were helpful in initiating and establishing the sense of groundedness (see Figure 

2).  

Transcendence (calm).  Allen (1995) described images as “a universal phenomenon that 

each of us experiences continuously in dreams, in our mind’s eye, when one hears music or reads 

a poem or encounters a scent that evokes a memory (p. x).  I felt as though I was tapping into a 

stream of images that were continually available just under the surface of consciousness.  The art 

making approach allowed me to tap into daydreams and memories that are connected to my 

senses.  The images were subjective, yet full of meaning at the same time.  I felt a sense of 

transcendence when approaching art in a contemplative way (Salom, 2013).  I was able to test 

personal beliefs and embrace a deeper experience of my authentic self (Salom, 2013).  
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Freedom.  I frequently found myself in a state of flow, experiencing the sense of being 

lost in a pleasant activity and I felt compelled to stay with the art for the sake of doing it, as 

described by Csikszentmihalyi (1996).  It was a personally satisfying consciousness as described 

by Kapitan (2013).  I felt connected to the energy of the subject in a playful and interactive way, 

which Allen calls “energy made visible” (1995, p. 21).  I experienced the sense that the images 

emerged out of motion and the energy (McNiff, 1998). 

Meaning-making.  I realized the experience of feeling as if each little painting was a 

piece of me.  I reflected on what I value about myself and about how I will respond to it 

(Franklin, 1992).  I had a personal experience with understanding how art can be a generative 

force in one’s life (Schaewe, 2011).  Observing my art over a period of time I was able to absorb 

and assimilate the new information these images brought from my unconscious (Wallace, 2001).  

The meanings were connected to memories, sensations, and decisions about life choices as the 

images mirrored my thoughts and feelings.   

As I reflected on the word study related to the question “What do you see?” which 

Betensky (2001) asks, (Table 1), I found satisfaction in acknowledging and recognizing how my 

personal needs arose unconsciously.  Many of the words that emerged in my study affirmed the 

life choices and directions that I am already moving towards, those of creating new pathways to 

express my values more fully.  The process of becoming an art therapist is linked to my personal 

goal of assuring that my vocation is aligned with my personal passion and worldview.  Words 

such as need, energy, light, dark, life, sun, emanating, explore, wander and spirituality all 

resonate with what is important to me.  These words seem to naturally flow out of the feelings 

listed in the journal of happy, nostalgia, release, free, wonder, natural and passion as well as the 

words that describe the energy felt while creating images: centered, relaxed, transcendent and 
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playful.  In Figure 2 the mandalas shown are examples of how images mirror the feelings 

expressed in words by the gesture and impact of the images.  Each art object contributed to my 

awareness of how my internal state is connected to intentional living, and as such, has meaning 

for me (Betensky, 2001).  

I also gained confidence and skill in an experience that was personal and authentic.  As I 

immersed myself in therapeutic art making for a focused period of time I emerged with a deeper 

understanding of how art making is transformative.  This experience enriched the process of my 

formation of an art therapy identity.  I experienced a rediscovery of my artist’s identity and as 

that of an artist who wishes to help others heal while immersed in art making.  I had not 

previously allowed myself to relax, play, and meditate with art media, due to a personality and 

career that have been focused on productivity.  In this process I have experienced play and peace 

and found personal meanings affirmed.  I am now committed to regular art making that is done 

in a spontaneous way.  I am also confident that working in this way will also embolden me when 

I choose to return to more structured forms of art making.  This process is part of a larger process 

of lifelong transformation and solidifies my passion for inviting others to discover the depth of 

personal knowing that can be found in art making.  

Limitations 

I made an effort to optimize chances for discovery by using two methods of reviewing 

the qualitative data and letting the data speak, rather than being biased by my preconceived ideas 

of what to expect (Kleining & Witt, 2000).  I was able to question the data from several angles.  

The prose piece provided a dialogic approach, a conversation with the art, which facilitated 

comparison to the data from the journal (Kleining & Witt, 2000).   
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I considered my preconceived notions regarding how art therapy works and how it 

interfaces with my personality.  I remained open to the fact that this topic overlaps with other 

problems and was open to adjustment from the new knowledge gained while in the research 

process  (Kleining & Witt, 2000).  This study was limited to the narrow scope of my personal 

experience with art, especially my orientation to cognitive based technical art.  That aspect 

created a specific context that focused the study on a specific transitional process.  While this has 

been a valuable way to focus the study I acknowledge that this is a limitation of this scope of 

discovery.  

Recommendations 

In this study I, the researcher had an authentic, first-hand experience with the phenomena 

of creative flow, psychological insight, and personal attunement while immersing myself in 

sustained, focused, and open-ended art making processes.  I found that such art experience 

increased my understanding of how to offer art making processes to clients with increased 

empathy and attunement.  It has solidified my identity as an artist and art therapist.  I am 

confident of the importance of personal experience with the specialized knowledge inherent in 

therapeutic art processes (Allen, 1992).  

If the psychological life involves a transition from inauthentic to authentic life, (Levine, 

1992) then art therapy students are in a process of maturing both in intellectual knowledge and 

experiential knowledge of therapeutic art processes.  Levine also said “a truth can only be 

thought by being lived” (p. 42).  He claimed that being engaged in imaginative art making is a 

discipline that gives form to who artists are.  I suggest that this is a critical aspect of art therapy 

graduate study that must not be neglected.   
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I recommend that art therapy graduate study provide structure and support for students to 

engage in personal art therapy journaling during their years in graduate study.  Many programs 

include art making as a support for academic learning, in response to research, and in reflection 

of internship experiences, but more structure and priority can be provided for art therapy students 

to engage in personal, authentic exploration in art making.  Personal journals can be kept and 

shared with small cohorts of colleagues at regular intervals in their graduate study.  Because they 

are personal they need not be included in graded assessments, however, evaluated by 

engagement.  This personal artwork need not be required in inclusion in art show events due to 

their personal nature, yet provide encouragement for spontaneous unstructured art making 

processes in the maturing of the developing art therapist.  Wadeson suggested that art therapists 

need not be encouraged to become “exhibiting” artists, but must be encouraged to engage in art 

processes for personal and professional exploration (Wadeson, 2001).  This study hopes to 

stimulate discussion in the art therapy graduate school community and the art therapy 

community at large to reconsider the critical role of personal art making in the personal and 

professional development of art therapists.  
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