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The heart of it: Students say art helps them heal

Art-therapy class helps students in trouble discover new strengths

By Danielle Deaver
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During a session, Sammie Goodwin, an art therapist, shows a student how to create clay walls. 

(Journal Photo by David Rolfe)
	 


Art class might be the last place that you would expect to find Antonio Huling. Huling,15, was sent to the Middle School Academy in the fall after a fight at Philo Middle School. He said he has problems with anger.

But in the art-therapy classroom at the academy last week, Antonio was putting a coat of glaze on a sculpture of a dog that looks like his German shepherd, moving the brush carefully to make sure that he hit the right spots.

"It's easier for me to draw things because any time I make a stroke, it releases anger," said Antonio, who lives in a group home. He discussed family issues that he has had to deal with. "I used to have thoughts about hurting myself, but I don't anymore because of this school and the art therapy."

At least once a week, Antonio and the other students at the academy go to see Sammie Goodwin, a certified art therapist. Goodwin helps the students, who end up there after they have had problems at their home schools.

"The concept was to create a program that was both educational and therapeutic," said John Siskind, the system's director of alternative education.

Art therapy has been used in various settings since the 1940s. Experts believe that the therapy allows people to express feelings in different ways.

The technique works very well with students, Goodwin said.

"In therapy, it's much easier to talk about here than eye to eye," she said, tapping a student's drawing.

Goodwin can tell a lot from the drawings. She said she has discovered child abuse, suicidal tendencies, mental illness and other things from the students' art.

"Some people think of it as a modality, an adjunct, something you use in conjunction with therapy. It's not," Goodwin said. "When I look at pictures, I can see where the child is developmentally and their pathology."

Students usually see Goodwin one on one at first, then in small groups. Many are at the academy because they've gotten into fights or been kicked out of their home schools for other reasons. Most have problems that run deeper. Some have lost siblings or parents; others live in violent environments and have been injured or seen friends get hurt, or worse.

Whenever a student comes into the program, Goodwin has them draw a picture of what brought them to the academy.

For most, it's fighting, but the sketches can tell Goodwin a lot about the student as well as the incident. "That's a very good way for me to see if they know what they did - where they are and how they view what they did," she said.

The students come in and choose a project to work on. They can have several in progress at once, or they can select supplies from a well-stocked shelving unit to make something new.

The class is more self-directed than most art classes, Goodwin said.

"It's not like your traditional classroom where the teacher hands out the white paper and says 'We're going to do this project today,'" she said. "While they're doing this stuff, there's a lot of cooperative learning and a lot of etiquette."

Goodwin tries to teach the students some art techniques while doing the therapy. "They learn a lot - I try to teach them," she said. "A lot of them missed out - they were inattentive or in the office."

The projects range from sculpture to drawing to more unique ideas. Goodwin brought in coat hangers and yarn and had students bend the coat hangers to make sculptures. Then they filled the projects in with yarn pompoms that they made. Using clay and wire hangers can help students get their frustrations out because the materials are difficult to work with, Goodwin said.

She got a half-finished wire and yarn baseball cap down from a high shelf and handed it to Carlos Martinez, 13, saying, "I couldn't believe how strong you were!"

A flicker of pride slid across his face. "I said I want to wear a hat," Carlos said shyly. "Maybe I'll put it on."

The students said that coming to the class is the best part of their days. "I'll be waiting to go to art. It takes away all the stress," Antonio said.
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