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TRAUMA FOCUSED ART THERAPY

For those of us helping anyone process trauma in one on one therapy, you know it isn’t easy. In the survivor’s mind, you don’t want it there because its embarrassing and even when you get past that, integrating it is pretty vague and sounds suspiciously simple- tho, only just about three little sentences. 

You uncover traumatic memories.

You resolve them.

You integrate them. 

So, you go in, talk to someone about what happened to you, you accept it and incorporate it into yourself and there ya go. It’s all processed and packaged and you can now be happy. 

Yeah, right. First you’ve gotta get past fear on so many levels that its scary and then confront parts of yourself that you literally didn’t know you had. And that’s for a grown person, what about children who don’t have the benefit of what we have? Poor things can’t articulate well whats going on like we can, so instead it shows up in symptoms and acting out they’ve probably been reprimanded about, too. 

QUICK TRAUMA BRUSH UP

Short term symptoms of trauma:

Anne did an awesome job teaching us the affects of domestic violence on children. We all pretty much know the short term hallmarks of trauma: fear, withdrawal, anger, depression, chronic worry- where is mom? Where is Dad? Where are my siblings? How physical symptoms start show up with no cause- headaches, belly aches, and reasons to stay home from school. 

Long term symptoms of trauma:

Of course, there are the long term issues of trauma- walking on eggshells, difficulty paying attention, poor concentration, loss of trust, fears that it might happen again and in the cases of domestic violence- when will it happen again.

Professional challenges 

All of this empties into challenges of the helping professionals. So, even tho children may want to be open about whats happened to them, their reasons to be quiet override the reasons to disclose, so its amazing therapy works at all.
· one of which is being overprotective of the parents, ect, protective of the family unit and afraid of what divulging this info will do to the family unit~ different is scary. I say that to say they are not only traumatized, you know how guarded they might be. Not that they don’t want the fear, yelling, crashes and screams to stop, but also that an unknown evil is so much scarier than a familiar one~

Tack onto it that 

· One on one therapy feels pretty threatening
· and the very physical reality that trauma may not be accessible consciously 
The jest here is that your challenges as healing professionals are many to get the child to a place of trust where they can receive help. And thankfully art can help you with all this.

Art alleviates the threat of one on one therapy-
A simple drawing exercise is enough to break the barriers in a traditional therapeutic setting when the drawing is the catalyst to communication~ Most research raves about art’s wonderful ability to break the confrontational, spotlight-feel of the therapy. 

It removes the personal nature of the trauma as it’s so much easier to describe a piece of art work than it is to talk about yourself in the first person. 

Think of the differences between having to describe the act of being raped verses looking at a drawing and saying “The man did this to the little girl.” The focus is magically lifted off them and put outside of themselves~ out of your mind and onto paper. 

I’ll draw from my own experiences in that I’ve been in therapy and can tell you one on one is scary~ I couldn’t go in without notes. I’d just sit there with a blank stare. And they just sit there and look at you and suddenly there is this great burden to fill up silence. I felt the need to be ok, yet felt defensive, exposed, vulnerable, embarrassed, and too large. I wanted to hide. 

It was only when I started to paint that the real ability to disclose came about. And I was an adult! Think from a traumatized little kid’s standpoint, how scary that is since trusting adults is hard anyway. I wish I’d started at it earlier. 

Art helps the mind to articulate what the mouth can’t say

Staring like a deer in the headlights is normal. Like I mentioned earlier, there is a real physical reason why its hard to talk about trauma. 

What trauma does to survivors is basically glue their memories back in an implicit, unconscious, sensory, visceral-based part of us. The limbic system goes into overdrive, causing events to bypass consciousness---- and the fight or flight response causes an inability to transfer memory into a conscious area. But they are being recorded nonetheless. 

Some think that this is the cause of PTSD- memories are stored in implicit states. Its going to be expressed, just maybe not the way you want it.  

What processing is meant to do is transfer those issues into the explicit, declarative, and conscious side of us. Whose heard of Trauma narrative? I’ve found a lot of definitions for it, but the big of it is that its a very healing act of creating a story of what’s happened to you in the context of your life. This healthy process blocked because the conscious memory is short-circuited. 

But its hard and sometimes impossible to speak- PET scans show that Broca’s area, the area responsible for language shuts down. This is when people are speechless. These unconscious areas that aren’t accessible by declarative means are accessible by non-verbal means, art, music, acting out via dance or puppet work

This is a little like state dependent learning. But just like state dependant learning, what was put in there in an abstract sensory way can be taken out in an abstracted sensory way. Accessing these non-verbal parts is what expressive therapies, do, viola! The memory is accessible. 

But unlike purely speaking about the events, art has now made it concrete and CONTAINABLE!!! 

Art makes the event containable

Art making allows an amount of distance and control. Pieces of paper or canvas are so much more easy to handle than the vast, dark, scary expansiveness of the mind. When we have an outside manifestation of it, its automatically less threatening. With a supportive network, they can kick it, scrunch it, beat it, slap it, bite it, put it in a closet, frame it. Whatever- but its being dealt with in the here and now. And it doesn’t seem that big anymore.   

But get this- once its outside of yourself and in the clear conscious light of day, guess what? The event, horrible & hidden- is now being consciously processed. Its no longer being avoided and the simple act of looking at it occasionally is integrating it into healing consciousness.

Art was the bridge between the two worlds. Overwhelming abstracted fear to conscious healing through visual story telling. 

Other theories….

Trauma narrative is one therapy we’ve talked about, but there are other therapies art is akin to… who is familiar with EMDR?

From what I’ve read, EMDR is short for Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing- and it is basically a way to water down horrible memories so they can be consciously dealt with and integrated. Apparently, art does that, too, in that the horrible memory is then mixed with other non-threatening actions and activities and is then more easily tolerated. Your eyes move back and forth, your hand moves, you feel the paper, you think the horrible thought, you smell the paint, the texture of the materials might even be a bit fun…  you take a break. Come back and ect, ect. 

I believe the term is called reprocessing: During reprocessing in EMDR, new associative links are forged between dysfunctionally stored information and adaptive information, resulting in complete information processing and adaptive resolution.

Breaking it down, watering it down to a more digestible version. Sounds good to me! Whats even better is that it works. 

So far we talked about how art can help 

· with stumbling blocks in therapy 

· overcome issues to disclosure

· issues in processing 

· and how it has elements of other successful therapies 

Besides that, after the processing part is over, the good points doesn’t stop there- 

· obviously, it can show what can’t be told in words- best for kids.

· integrates thinking and feeling

· art therapy provides a means of help for those with affective regulation problems because these issues are organized in the right brain, non verbally- kids rarely have this anyway. 

· improves self soothing abilities

· it triggers feelings of empathy in an audience where straightforward talking can be misleading- kids want you to think they’re ok. 

· it can help rebuild a sense of connection to others that dysfunction and trauma destroys (see velveteen scream). Creative groups are fantastic for this, decreasing feelings of isolation and alienation. Children get to find out they’re not the only ones.

· Showing the work helps reintroduce society to the survivor’s life, furthering supportive networks--- and then in turn gives courage to others to do the same. 

Personally, this is what I’d like to do~ start art therapy groups and use the products of the groups in art shows directed towards awareness to bring in other people and heal other people. I hope to hear more from you all concerning using art in your therapies~ if you need help, you can contact us for ideas, supplies or any sort of assistance. I’d like to start groups in Ocean Springs, Biloxi, Gautier and Moss Point. To have a show highlighting the healing arts called “It isn’t always pretty” could help heal on large scale, of any trauma. 

What art also does is allow for another aspect of healing: FUN. 

I think we have to incorporate fun into therapy sometimes; it gets pretty deep and horrific if we can’t. Go there, and try to have fun sometime. 

