Art helps kids communicate
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With the scribble of a crayon or the stroke of a paint brush, a child’s life skills can be enhanced. That’s the goal of a new art therapy program being offered in Fisher-Titus Medical Center’s pediatric therapy department. 
 
“Art serves as a springboard for healthy communication and sharing of the self in appropriate manners,” art therapist Dawn Freeman said. “It is so much easier, especially for children, to work with their hands. Art is so innate in everyone that it’s validating for them to create something of their own. It is a way to encourage participants to be individuals, to create something that is part of them.” Bringing more than 20 years experience in art therapy, Freeman will offer various programs in FTMC’s Pediatric Therapy Department. Freeman’s first group, “Drawing on Strengths: Art Therapy for Children with Pervasive Developmental Disorders and Autistic Spectrum Disorders,” will begin March 1. Targeted to children ages 7 to 12 years old, the six-session program will be held from 4:30 to 6 p.m. 
Thursdays, March 1 to April 5.
 “This group will focus on using art therapy techniques to improve social skills, self-esteem, and encourage the individual creative process,” said Lisa Horchler, a speech-language pathologist and FTMC’s special program coordinator. “Children will be given opportunities to participate in specific directed therapeutic art activities, designed to promote success in the creative process while promoting positive life skills. At the conclusion of the program, the children will be given the opportunity to display their work for family, friends, and the community while participating in an art show.”
 Art therapy is an established mental health profession that uses the creative process of art making to improve and enhance the physical, mental and emotional well-being of individuals of all ages, according to the American Art Therapy Association Inc. It is based on the belief that the creative process involved in artistic self-expression helps people to resolve conflicts and problems, develop interpersonal skills, manage behavior, reduce stress, increase self-esteem and self-awareness, and achieve insight.
 Art therapy integrates the fields of human development, visual art (drawing, painting, sculpture, and other art forms), and the creative process with models of counseling and psychotherapy. Art therapy is used with children, adolescents, adults, older adults, groups, and families to assess and treat the following: anxiety, depression, and other mental and emotional problems and disorders; mental illness; substance abuse and other addictions; family and relationship issues; abuse and domestic violence; social and emotional difficulties related to disability and illness; trauma and loss; physical, cognitive, and neurological problems; and psychosocial difficulties related to medical illness.
 Freeman founded The W.E.L.L. (Wellness, Expression, Learning and Laughter), a non-profit community art therapy program for Huron and surrounding counties, in 2006. Since then, she has developed pilot art therapy programs for the Huron County General Health District and Norwalk City Schools.
 In addition, she works in an after-school setting with children and youth in cooperation with the city of Norwalk’s Parks and Recreation Department, providing therapeutic art experiences designed to improve self esteem, self expression and coping skills. She also works twice per week with children at the Salvation Army’s Learning Zone. She received a bachelor of fine arts degree from the University of Akron and a master’s degree in art therapy from Wright State University. Freeman has been a stay-at-home mom since 1993 caring for her four children. Prior to that, she was the senior art therapist at Health Hill Hospital in Cleveland where she worked with children with a variety of rehabilitation issues including head injuries, eating disorders, cerebral palsy and other physical rehabilitation needs. She 
also was senior art therapist at Benedetto and Associates in Brecksville overseeing a case load of children and adolescents in individual art therapy sessions specializing in abuse issues, parenting issues and issues related to divorce. She has also served as staff art therapist and director of adjunctive therapies at Richland Neuropsychiatric Hospital in Mansfield.
 Freeman resides in Norwalk with her husband, Michael and their four children, Abigail, Simon, Samuel and Anah.
 Cost for “Drawing on Strengths” is $200 per child. Enrollment is limited. For more information and to register call (419) 663-1975, ext. 3040. When registering, indicate if your child requires special accommodations. Parents will be responsible for providing an aide for their child if necessary.
 FTMC has been providing outpatient pediatric therapy since 1985. Its specialized therapy team offers individual and group therapy for children of all ages and diagnoses. Licensed therapists supply children with an environment conducive to learning while still giving them an opportunity to play.  More than 100 children visit the pediatric therapy department per week and more than 25 of these children receive more than one therapy — physical, occupational and speech.
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