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Therapeutic Children’s Mural

Part One: My preparation to do this project.
Painting on small canvases has been a hobby of mine since I was a child. My personal passion for tactile art has always made art therapy an aspect of psychology that has piqued my interest. However, I have left it unexplored during my undergraduate college career as a psychology major. 

I did very basic research on art therapy and discovered that one of the major ideas in the area was that the use of creative activities can promote the physical, emotional, mental and spiritual well being. I also discovered that art can be seen as a self-esteem builder; the children will always see the mural in their home and feel proud that they completed a project on such a large scale. I also researched therapeutic murals and found that the use of imagery and color can affect the way a person feels. A mural seemed like the perfect project to take on and combine my compassion for children and interest in art therapy.

My long term goals are to attend graduate school and work as a child therapist. I feel that it is my life calling to help one of society’s most vulnerable populations, children. In order to work towards this goal for the past year I have been working full-time as a residential care counselor at Emma Pendleton Bradley Hospital, the nation’s first psychiatric hospital for children. I have spoken with the Director of the Residential Program at Emma Pendleton Bradley Hospital and he has agreed to let me coordinate a mural in one of the residential homes.

Part Two: Description of Project:

The mural is going to be in one of the residential homes at Bradley Hospital. As discussed with the program director the residents, eight children with various developmental disabilities will be creating and constructing the mural. The mural is going to be sectioned off in 4x4 blocks. Each resident will have their own block and I will work individually with each of the residents to create their own personalized piece of art that will contribute to one large piece of art. 
The residents involved in the project have very different developmental and emotional disabilities. I will be working with children who fall on various levels of the autistic spectrum, some who are diagnosed with borderline personality disorder and schizophrenia. I have also spoken with each child’s teacher and made them aware of the project. They will be resources I plan on using in order to gage each child’s abilities and as guides to how to work specifically with each child individually. All of the children are verbal though some are very low-functioning and have difficulties dedicating attention for long periods of time. I anticipate that this will be a challenge in the project.
According to leading researcher in art therapy, Cathy A. Malchiodi art that includes the use of imagination and creativity can help children diagnosed with autism. Some of autism’s symptomology include a tendency to under or overreact to sensory stimuli. Art in general can appeal autistic children because it is highly sensory. Also, antisocial behavior is another symptom of autism and art projects can help a child interact with others. Three of the adolescents involved in this project fall on the autistic spectrum and all have highly antisocial behavior and sensory issues. Though much of this project will be done individually there will be a considerable portion of the project done in groups of three or four, this may help these children specifically by integrating and encouraging them to interact with their peers.
Group art can provide a sense of belonging and identity. The teens in this group have been hospitalized for an extensive period of time, many of them for years. In a residential setting it is easy for children to lose their sense of belonging especially because they are not with their families. Hopefully this project can make them feel as though the home is their home and not a hospital setting. (Machiodi 2003)
One of the youth who will be working on this project has cerebral palsy. According to Bach, art is recognized for being therapeutic in helping people deal with physical illness and ailments; art therapy has also been deemed effective for somatic healing. About three fourths of the youth in this project have either been physically or sexually abused and/or additionally suffer from depression.

Another problem that I anticipate is the commitment of the children. I have spoken with all the children in the home about the project and they were all very excited about it. However, I have been working with them for the past year and I know that they often get frustrated with projects and try to give up easily. It will be challenging to keep them interested and positive about the project. A lot of time will be dedicated and set aside for each child so that they are not rushed or aggravated by the project. I will be working with each child weekly for approximately one to two hours. 

My vision of the mural is that not only the creative portion will be therapeutic but also the end result. I want the youth to have created a “feel-good room.” All of the children in this project are in crisis and I want them to be able to go to the room where they have created this mural and feel good about themselves because they created it and also because it has soothing nature to it. In order to assure this I will be writing two research papers. The first research paper will be on art therapy and the second on will be on therapeutic murals. Though painting has always been a passion of mine I have only ever worked on smaller canvases research will also be done on what paint is best and possibly what three dimensional materials can be used (also to increase the sensory value of the project).

Murals that have been deemed therapeutic are ones that use a lot of the color blue, as it is a very calming color. (Deabler) I am leaning towards creating an ocean or sky theme for the project. While the overall theme of the mural will be the general framework it will be supported by the children’s imagination and original ideas. However, I want to include the ideas of the children and incorporate them in the brainstorming process so that they can feel more ownership towards the final project. One of the children in particular who has an inclination towards art projects is very excited about the mural. She has already been coming up with ideas about the project that I had not previously considered. I want to use as many of them as possible and allow her to use her creativity as much as possible without infringing on the creativity of the other residents.


I will be meeting weekly with my mentor Professor Andrew Wrobel at the Providence CCE campus. I will be organizing the progression of my work in a binder that includes photographs and research done to show the progression of the project. This binder will also be the information and materials that will be used in my final presentation of the project. Finally, I will complete a power presentation in order to show the completed product.


