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When we think of human health, art is rarely the first thing that comes to mind. The
Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines art as “something that is created with imagination and
skill…that is beautiful or that expresses important ideas or feelings.” Art is a very broad term. It
can include a variety of activities, including music, visual art, theatre or storytelling. Art can even
encompass ways we express ourselves verbally – indeed, the arts include oral storytelling, slam
poetry, or verbal-based creative interventions into different spaces and places. Art, then, is a
multi-faceted form of communication, yet it still isn’t often or intuitively associated with human
health or, in a more applied field, with medicine.
Despite art being a form of communication, which is widely understood as a foundation of
all aspects of medicine (source), most of the time, arts and creative practices are far from
discussion about health, disease or clinical practices. However, recently in Canada, the field of
health and arts (or health-arts) is rapidly gaining momentum. Indeed, medical humanities (a kind
of fancy term that is being described as a ‘new way’ of understanding cultural and historical
contexts of medicine and health – a way of improving not only understandings about diseases
and illness but also human experiences of them and the social and cultural challenges
stemming therefrom) are increasingly making their presence felt in various health-related
practices and places in the country. Arts are, in other words, increasingly being recognized as
beneficial to the wellbeing of individuals and communities, in lots of different ways (see attached
diagram). Art can be created by people of any age, culture or gender and is often used to bridge
cultural gaps. To learn more about the field of arts and health*, visit
http://artshealthnetwork.ca/ahnc/images/artshealthnetworkcanada-artshealthinfrographic-22012014_0.pdf
The health care system is also beginning to undergo a shift, one that focuses on treating
the person rather than just the disease, one that looks at the experience of illness and wellness
as opposed to just symptoms and pathogens. This new understanding of health, known broadly
holistic health, considers the whole person – body, mind, spirit and emotions. Increasingly,
health and wellness are understood as achievable by maintaining balance in life. At the Health
Arts Research Centre (HARC), we feel that the arts and creative expressions play a
fundamental role in maintaining balance.
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There are some concrete examples of ways that the arts and medicine work together. Art
therapy is a well-respected field of clinical practice, combining creative processes and
psychotherapy. Art therapy, however, requires those leading the arts activities have specific
training.
The following worksheets have been created based on the idea that ‘art is therapeutic’ –
we are not advocating the exercises be understood as ‘art therapy’ but, instead, view the
exercises as ways for people to think about various aspects of health (including personal or
community health and well-being, or health research and education, or various aspects of the
social determinants of health). Creative processes and exercises act as a communication tool.
These worksheets have been designed for everyone to use, regardless of education level,
discipline, age or culture. While our intention for these worksheets is that they will be used for
discussions of health and wellness, they are versatile and can be used in a number of settings.
Over the last few years, the Health Arts Research Centre, located in Prince George,
British Columbia, has worked to identify some key themes and ideas to guide its work. Four
major themes were identified: 1) Decolonization, 2) Art as Connection, 3) A Community of
Transformative Practice, and 4) Art as Wellness. These themes guided the creation of these
worksheets; you will notice at the bottom of each worksheet, we have included suggestions of
which of these themes each activity addresses. Please keep in mind they are merely
suggestions and have been kept as broad as possible so as not to limit the use of these
activities.
The first and central theme that guides HARC’s work is decolonization. Colonialism, and
it expressed form of colonization, might best and most simply be understood as “control by one
power over a dependent area or people” or “a policy advocating or based on such
control.” (Source MW Dictionary). Generally colonialism and colonization have historically been
expressed by the global north over the global south, although especially in the America’s and
the Circumpolar North, Euro-settler attempts to claim territory and land have played out upon
northern Indigenous peoples. In the contemporary, colonialism is less about claiming land and
more about maintain power over historically produced boarders – consequently, colonization
now rests significantly on racism or discrimination, often in ways that are so subtle that most
people do not even notice it. Activities such as Power Theatre, engage participants in using
creative methods to explore power dynamics in daily life; arts-based activities can allow
participants to express how they feel in these situations, how they see these situations or how
they might hope to change these situations. This also creates a platform where solutions,
strategies and discussions can be generated which can help build relationships with different
groups (i.e. patients and practitioners, parents and children, etc.). Rather than talking at groups
about racism in our society, for example, we can show examples or actively engage them to
better understand how they feel. By involving participants in the learning and the teaching
process, makes the message more meaningful and the results more successful.
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‘Art as Connection’ emphasizes the many ways in which art can be involved in building or
strengthening relationships with others and inside ourselves. One of the simplest ways that art
can do this is by creating a common ground or a shared experience between individuals, for
example participating in the same workshop. As mentioned above, art can act as a very
effective method of communication; sometimes it helps people communicate their feelings more
effectively or honestly, especially with people they just met. Instead of checking our phone every
thirty seconds to see if we have a new text message, art gives us something to do with our
hands and gets us fully involved in the world that exists around us. It can then become the
foundation for thoughtful and meaningful discussions about health and wellness” “Art allows us
to engage our hearts, souls, minds and hands in relationship with ourselves, one another, all our
relations that have gone before and who are yet to come, the world around us and Mother
Earth.” (source the newsletter).
At HARC, community is central to our efforts. Building on the idea of ‘art as connection’
comes the idea of ‘communities of transformative practice.’ Actualizing this can be fostered
through activities such as Ecstatic Dance or Collages. Using art, we can create environments
where people from different disciplines can come together and, using creative methods, we can
address or discuss pressing questions together. Patient-physician relationships is, for instance,
a pressing topic in discussion about health. Simply bringing doctors and patients together into a
room to discuss the topic, though, may not be able to fully account for various power dynamics;
physicians may dominates the conversation, telling the patient what they think patients need to
hear. Using art, we can engage all participants equally, giving them each an equal opportunity to
express themselves and have their voices be heard. By leading a group through an activity that
no one feels entirely an expert on, no one may have ever done before (such as Ecstatic Art)
power hierarchies may disappear and we can connect in a raw and real way. It is these sorts of
experiences that can create a community of transformative practice.
‘Art as Wellness’ focuses on strategies for incorporating art into our everyday lives as a
means of promoting wellbeing. Wellness through art can be achieved in many ways; art can be
an outlet to express oneself, a tool for self-reflection, a way to take a break from a busy lifestyle
or more. Making art can also help shed light on our stories, our past and our visions of the
future. So, returning to the idea of holistic health, explored in the early part of this discussion,
art can be essential to maintaining a healthy balance in our hectic and busy lives. HARC
actively works to bring art-making to the creation of spaces and opportunities for connection,
emotion, spirit, self-care and talking.
The following worksheets include a variety of different activities, including music, visual
art, storytelling, movement and photography. When selecting what art worksheet to use, a few
things should be considered. What is the theme or aim of the activity? If we were to be
interested in exploring patient practitioner relationships, we would identify relationships as a key
theme – look for worksheets that address Art as Connection or Community of Transformative
Practice. It is also important to consider what materials are available, whether it is paper or
paints or cameras or just our bodies.
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The last thing to consider is making the workshop age appropriate; are there any changes that
would make the activity more enjoyable or beneficial to your desired age range (i.e. the level of
instruction or subject matter).
Art-making and creative processes are embedded in the root of many cultures; there is
growing recognition of art as being an effective way of overcoming cultural gaps and barriers.
Changes in the reporting of patterns of disease and interventions highlights health inequities
between groups of different cultural backgrounds, in Canada and globally. We know that using
art can be a very effective tool for interacting with Indigenous peoples in Northern British
Columbia. For more information, see the following links.
http://artshealthnetwork.ca/ahnc/art_wellness_en_web.pdf
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Taking pictures without color forces participants to see the world in a different way.
Instead of focusing on colors, participants have the opportunity to pay attention to
textures, lines and shadows when observing their surroundings.
Materials:
- Digital camera or phone camera
Time: 20 min – 1 hour

h"p://
images2.alphacod
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Process:
- Welcome participants and go over the basics of how to use the photography device (i.e. how
to turn it on, how to take a picture, how to turn the flash on/off) depending on the participants
participating in this activity
- Imagine a world without color; taking pictures without color forces participants to pay attention
to other details, including textures, lighting and shadows
- Give participants time to take a walk or various items which they can take pictures of
- Reflect on activity
HARC Themes
Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build relationships
with others and ourselves.
“Seeing the world in black and white is a new experience for many of us, and allows us to
see things from a new perspective. When meeting new people or building relationships,
this comfort of being in a ‘new world’ can allow stronger relationships to be built. It also
can allow individuals to see the beauty in what some would call a simple world. While we
are often fascinated by stories of adventure or drama, there can be great joy in simplicity
as well and to develop ourselves as individuals and adapt well to encounters with new
people it is important to be able to see the beauty in simplicity as well as the colorful
world in which we live.”
Art as Wellness: This theme focuses on ways to use art in our everyday life to promote
wellbeing.
“Sometimes we have bad days and we can’t find anything good. In a black and white
world, there is no color, and yet this activity challenges individuals to find beauty without
the color. This can allow participants to reflect on how, even if they are having a bad day
or are in a negative environment, they can still find the beauty that can bring them better
health and wellness until situations improve.”
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Dressing up or using props can allow participants to re-create photos or have a laugh. It
can also be a useful tool for exploring individuals emotions or understanding of certain
issues, including power dynamics or health and wellness.
Materials:
- Digital camera or phone camera
- Assorted dress-up clothing or props
- Old newspapers or magazines OR ask participants
to bring a photo that they would like to re-create
Time: 20 min – 1 hour

h"p://content.everydayhealth.com/wte3.0/gcms/dressup-superhero-capes-614x446.jpg

Process:
- Welcome participants and go over the basics of how to use the photography device (i.e. how
to turn it on, how to take a picture, how to turn the flash on/off) depending on the participants
participating in this activity
- Allow participants to try on different costumes and props and photograph them in their new
outfits
- Reflect on this activity
- Variation: Re-produce a photo you like, a photo from your childhood, a famous photo, or a
photo from a newspaper or magazine

HARC Themes
Community of Transforma/ve Prac/ce: This theme focuses on addressing ques/ons as a group, using
arts based methods to create collabora/ons.
“By trying to re-create a photo, we may face certain challenges, including the aging of individuals,
diﬀerent props or resources and trying to pose in just the right way. This can be used to discuss
the posi?ves and nega?ves of change and transforma?on, and what has changed over this ?me
from the individual’s perspec?ve.”
Art as Wellness: This theme focuses on ways to use art in our everyday life to promote wellbeing.
“Using props and costumes during photography can allow par?cipants to “be who they want to
be” or act out the “perfect” scenario. This can allow individuals to express or reﬂect on themselves
and iden?fy things that they would like to change, leading into a discussion about strategies that
can generate that change. These skills can then be transferred to the individual’s day to day
experiences and poten?ally increase health and wellness.”

healtharts.ca

Photograph Collage
ROOM 9-380 UNBC NORTHERN HEALTH SCIENCES CENTRE
3333 UNIVERSITY WAY, PRINCE GEORGE, BC, V2N 4Z9
TEL: (250) 960-5438

A picture is worth a thousand words! Making a collage out of your old photos can create
a piece of art full of memories or meanings. It is a great way to showcase everything that
your group has been up to, or create a piece with all of your favorite memories and
people.
Materials:
- Comfortable seating
- Old photographs
- Scissors
- Liquid glue or glue stick
- Paper
- Optional: Pens/pencils, or pencil crayons
Time: 1 hr or more

h"p://www.shapecollage.com/
collages/collage-heart-2.jpg
Process:
1. Ask participants to print out some of their favorite pictures to bring or choose from a selection
of photographs taken of your group over a certain time frame
2. Participants can then cut these pictures out and glue them together on their piece of paper
3. Add finishing touches with pens or pencils
4. Reflect on this piece of art
HARC Themes
Community of Transformative Practice: This theme focuses on addressing questions as a
group, using arts based methods to create collaborations.
“Using art to visually showcase your groups activities can produce a good advertising
tool. It can also allow individuals to reflect on what has been achieved over a certain time
frame, what worked and what didn’t and how they would like to move forward into the
future. Making a photo collage can also show others what you do and what you value and
gain support or followers within the community.”
Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build relationships
with others and ourselves.
“Creating a photo collage can be a useful communication tool for building relationships
with other people – by combining many pictures of things that make you happy or that
you have experienced can create a visual story detailing an individual’s unique
experiences. As such, this can be used to learn more about other people, start
conversations and build relationships.”

healtharts.ca

Photograph Story
ROOM 9-380 UNBC NORTHERN HEALTH SCIENCES CENTRE
3333 UNIVERSITY WAY, PRINCE GEORGE, BC, V2N 4Z9
TEL: (250) 960-5438

A picture is worth 1000 words. In this case, a picture provides the inspiration for telling a
story. The picture can be a personal photo of a favourite moment or a general photo
where participants are asked to write about it. There are many variations that can be
taken with this activity which makes it ideal for every group.
Materials:
- Comfortable seating
- Photos (either personal photos or photos
pulled from magazines or newspapers)
- Pencils or pens
- Paper for writing
Time: 30 minutes or more
h"p://ianbaillie.nbed.nb.ca/sites/
Process;
ianbaillie.nbed.nb.ca/ﬁles/boy_with_camera.jpg
1. Welcome participants
2. Introduce session
3. Give participants time (i.e. 5-10 minutes) to look at the picture and jot down ideas that they
would like to write about. Encourage participants to ask certain questions such as:
1. Who is in the photographs
2. When were the photographs taken?
3. What was happening in the photographs?
4. Optional: after this step, ask participants to share their pictures and briefly describe their
photographs
5. Ask participants to make a timeline of all the events that they are going to write about (based
on their photograph)
6. Allow participants a defined amount of time to write their story or poem about their photo (i.e.
10 minutes, 30 minutes) depending on the aim of the session.
7. Give participants the opportunity to share their stories with small groups
8. Reflect on this activity
Variation: participants should write a one to two page paper (including a short introduction and
conclusion) about one of their photographs. In the paper, they are to describe the photograph
fully and to explain the photograph's importance on their lives so that other readers will
understand what prompted the reflective response.
Variation: Choose one picture that all participants must write about – this will be a good activity
to demonstrate the diversity of responses that can be generated after seeing a single image
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Variation: Choose different time limits for participants to write – this will allow participants to jot
down only the first things that come to mind, or elaborate more thoroughly on these ideas.
Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build relationships
with others and ourselves.
“Using photographs to tell stories can be an effective way to build relationships. While we
all see the same picture, everyone may pick up on certain details or the same details. By
writing a story about the same image, participants can reflect on how many different ways
the same thing can be interpreted. It can also be a good starting ground for individuals to
share their own unique experiences with other people”
Community of Transformative Practice: This theme focuses on addressing questions as a
group, using arts based methods to create collaborations.
“When creating something, an idea must first exist. This picture acts as the idea and
inspiration upon which the story is built. In this case, the story cannot exist without the
picture; in the real world, many things cannot exist without the idea from which it came
from. In addition, hearing different people noticing different things about the same image,
emphasizes the need for a group of people, rather than a single person, to work together
to create change.”
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Photographing shadows can be a lot of fun, especially when the participants try to make
goofy poses. It can also allow participants to focus their attention away from detail and
instead look at shapes created.
h"p://
morﬁs.ﬁles.wordpress.co

Materials:
m/2012/11/alexeibednij-black-and-white- Digital camera or phone camera
shadow- A bright light or space outside (with sun)
photography05.jpg

Time: 20 min – 1 hour
Process:
- Welcome participants and go over the basics of how to use the photography device (i.e. how
to turn it on, how to take a picture, how to turn the flash on/off) depending on the participants
participating in this activity
- Go outside or set up a bright light/turn off all of the other lights in the room
- Photograph the shadows of participants doing different things either alone or with partners
- Reflect on the activity
HARC Themes
Decolonization: This theme focuses on changing our own minds and communities from
colonizing practices (i.e. racism and discrimination)
“We all have shadows and they all look the same – our shadows do not show what color
hair or skin we have, or what kind of clothes we wear. Therefore, we should not treat
people differently based on appearances or how rich they are. Colonization is usually
seen as acts of racism or discrimination, but when we all look the same, we can see past
that and focus on what is really important; the individual themselves.”
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Taking pictures while going for a walk can enhance your experience of your
surroundings. By looking for things to take pictures of, the individual is more aware and
attentive to their surroundings. This can be a neat activity for individuals of all ages and
abilities to reflect on the different things that people notice.
Materials:
- Digital camera or phone camera
- Good shoes for walking
- Watches or stop watches
Time: 20 min – 1 hour

h"p://
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Process:
- Welcome participants and go over the basics of how to use the photography device (i.e. how
to turn it on, how to take a picture, how to turn the flash on/off) depending on the participants
participating in this activity
- Go for a walk with the camera and take pictures as you walk, try one of the following ideas or
create your own
- Walk 100 paces and take pictures of 20 things from that spot
- Go for a walk – every 100 steps, take a photo of something
- Go for a walk – take a photo of every object you see that begins with the letter “B”
- Look at all the photos that you took
- Reflect on this activity
HARC Themes
Art as Connec/on: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build rela/onships with others
and ourselves.
“We all have our own unique experiences that can shape the way that we see the world. This is
especially true in this ac?vity, where par?cipants are asked to take pictures of various objects.
Given how loose the instruc?ons are for this ac?vity, par?cipants have the freedom to
photograph whatever catches their eye. Though the group may have followed the same path on
their walk, when looking at all the pictures, it can be interes?ng to see how many diﬀerent angles
or objects were photographed. When building rela?onships with other people, it is important to
remember that though they might have had the similar experiences, their viewpoint of it might be
diﬀerent, and that we need to be respecIul of these diﬀerences.”
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Art as Wellness: This theme focuses on ways to use art in our everyday life to promote wellbeing.
“We are surrounded by beauty every day, though we oJen overlook it. By consciously going on a
walk and taking pictures, allows the individual to pay close aKen?on to their surroundings and
iden?fying things that they are. Par?cipants can also reﬂect on how these objects/photographs
make them feel, allowing them to become more self-aware.”

