Art therapy exercise  with partially sighted teenage girls

L. Rosengren

To be the only visually impaired pupil in school might involve serious social problems. In order to help, to some extent, we invited a group of seven girls to a course, called ”Art and talk” at TRC, Tomteboda resource centre. The purpose of the group activities was to strengthen the girls’ identities by communication, verbal combined with the use of two and three dimensional pictures. We met ten times during the school year, for about six hours each time. 

We worked on four different themes:

- make your own self-portrait

- create yourself and your family members in the shapes of animals

- make dishes

- create different rooms

Self-portrait

The girls started by drawing themselves in full-length portraits and transform the pictures into three-dimensional forms. We used net as a frame and plaster bandage to cover the net. The figures were given hair and clothes of different tactile materials. 

We copied the girls’ profiles from a shadow picture projected on the wall. The task was then to make the picture of the profile look as much like yourself as possible and to find symbols for the thoughts inside your head. They could choose whatever material they wanted to work with and most of them chose both paint and different tactile materials. There were many thoughts presented about love, sweets, homework, hobbies among other things. 

Animals

The girls were to present themselves and their family members in drawings of animals, regarding resemblances of both inner and external qualities. Every girl got to tell the others about her pictures, explaining why, for example, someone had chosen to draw her mother as a butterfly and her father as a bear, several fathers were, in fact, presented as bears. Remarkably many presented themselves as their favourite animals, but the girls’ ideas of the different qualities matching the animals varied. 

The animals chosen to represent themselves (killer whale, cat, butterfly, pig, panther and rhinoceros) were then created in clay, and the next task was for them to create an environment on a defined area where all the animals could get on well together. Here the girls also used different tactile materials; blue paper with a metallic lustre for water, green felt and plastic mat for grass, real stones, sand and gravel.

Three of the girls started discussing the landscape and what it should look like. They began marking out a large waterarea with blue metal paper. The other girls stood watching, and it continued like this for most of the time. Two girls got active when the beach was to be created and another one towards the end, when one of the dominating girls gave her a specific task,  she was asked to fill out a small piece of the area just in front of where she was standing. The task was performed extremely carefully, and she took a long time to complete it.

This pattern was repeated when the animals were to be put out in the landscape. When we watched the video recording from this specific situation, and commented on the sequence of events, the dominating girls were very embarrassed, as this was how they used to be treated themselves . These three girls discussed among themselves and put their animals in a place they thought suitable. Then the next two girls came forward with their animals and last came the girl who had worked so carefully on the small piece of grass. She placed her animal in exactly that spot.

We believe that this girl being left out was greatly caused by her insecurity, partly depending on the fact that her visual impairment is progressing and on her unfamiliarity with the subject of art in her former home country. 

Dishes

The girls created their favourite dishes in salt dough and painted them. There were meatballs, peas, mashed potatoes, ice-cream, waffles and different biscuits. In the meantime they talked about how difficult it is to lose weight and they discussed eating disorders and our ideal images of the female body.





Rooms

We talked about an imaginary room, the room of one’s own, the dream room and the inner room. We discussed integrity and the need of getting some peace somewhere. As building materials for walls, floors, ceilings and furniture they used mainly cardboard and cellular plastic. For the rest of the decorations they used different textile fabrics and metal paper. 

Most of the girls created traditional rooms with four walls, a floor and a ceiling. As they were decorating their rooms, they gave a free rein to their imagination. One of the girls covered the whole floor with square pieces of metal paper representing mirror glass.  The other furnishings consisted only of a bed and many cushions placed directly on the floor ”a room for somebody who is lonely and who needs love”. Another girl created a very beautiful and dramatic room in black and white (she had chosen the black panther as her own animal). The room that differed the most from all the others was the ”inner room” that one of the girls made. It consisted of a cavity covered in soft, black velvet. In it there was a red cushion, shaped like a heart. 

Conclusion

During all the meetings there were dialogues between the students. Among other things they told each other how they experience their situation in school. Their talks dealt with insecurity, for example if a girl was really good at drawing (which everybody in the group really was), then that girl did not ask the teacher for help, but rather a class-mate. The talks were also about the feeling of being left out and sometimes even bullied.

When we compared our group of low vision girls with a group of sighted teenage girls, who had been working in the same way, we noticed that the difference, from the vision point of view, in expression and technique was remarkably small. It does not seem to be related to the visual disability, but rather to the degree of maturity within the separate individuals. Maybe we could note a higher awareness and a greater interest in fashion in the sighted girls, and that they talked and made comments about each others pictures to a greater extent than did the girls with low vision. In both groups thoughts  about school work and love were the most dominating.

We noticed a clear development of the girls´ self-confidence and we can verify that the need for them to create and express their feelings both in words and in art was great, and that this is a good method to reach teenage girls.
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