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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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As Much an Art as a Science
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.

As Much an Art as a Science
‘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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In this activity, participants are encouraged to explore the idea of memory. Students can
access their own life experiences and then discuss family stories they have heard. After
choosing a family member to interview, students create questions, interview their relative
and write ta personal narrative that describes not only the answers to their questions but
their own reactions to these responses. This activity can also be completed with peers
or colleagues rather than family members if it is not possible to do so.
Materials:
- Paper
- Writing utensil
- Chart paper
- Optional: video camera or other recording device
Time: 1 hr or more

hWp://
swansongradio.ﬁles.wordpress.
com/2014/01/fam-story.jpg

Process:
1. Welcome par-cipants
2. Open the discussion by asking students about family events that were memorable to them. Is there a
par-cular holiday celebra-on that stands out? Vaca-on? Moving to a new house? Ask students to
talk about why they remember this speciﬁc event and jot down answers on a sheet of chart paper to
leave up for the session
3. Ask par-cipants to look at the list and consider what types of events are included there and why?
Ques-ons for discussion include:
1. How have their memories of these events been aﬀected over -me?
2. What is it about these types of events that stand out for them?
3. Could they see themselves discussing these events in ten years? Twenty? FiMy?
4. What could someone learn about them as individuals by hearing these stories?
4. Ask par-cipants to reﬂect on and share in response to the following ques-ons:
4. What do they think of this project? Why would someone want to interview a rela-ve about
his or her past?
5. What kinds of family stories have they heard in the past?
6. What sense do they have of what their parents' or grandparents' life was like when they were
the students' age?
7. What do they think they would learn by interviewing their grandparents or other aging
rela-ves?
8. What purpose do they think family stories serve?
5. Give par-cipants -me to create interview ques-ons.
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Ecstatic Dance
4. Break participants up into pairs to conduct interviews. If interviewing family members, give
participants time to do so (whether this is something to be completed by telephone, or over
night, depends on the organization of the session)
5. Following the interview, help participants display their responses in a manner that they can
share with others, whether that is through a video, or a piece of art, or a typed up/written
copy of the interview.
6. Reflect on the activity
HARC Themes:
Art as Wellness: This theme focuses on ways to use art in our everyday life to promote
wellbeing.
“Self identity plays a large role in the wellness of the individual. Family is a major factor in
the development of identity, and so this activity is a great opportunity to learn more about
yourself. The tools learned in this activity can also be applied to learning more about
others.”
Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build relationships
with others and ourselves
“By learning more about where we came from, we can learn more about ourselves and
others. This activity asks participants to focus on just a single event from their past,
however we all have unique stories to tell. Sharing these stories can lead to the
development of relationships and the identification of shared experiences. It can also help
us to understand differences in people why they see things the way that they do.”
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Using an object as the the basis for writing a story can help get the process started more easily,
especially for those new to writing. By selecting a personal object such as a familial artefact,
participants often carry around some background which can help guide the storytelling process.
This activity can be used with groups of all ages and abilities.
Materials:
- Pens/pencils
- Classroom board or whiteboard
- Blank paper (one for each artefact)
Time: 1 hr

hWp://www.artefactgroup.com/wpcontent/uploads/2014/09/Purple-2.png
Preparation:
- Ask participants to bring in one item from home that represents an aspect of their family
history or themselves. Prompt them to consider items other than photographs, but allow them
the option of bringing in photographs of selected artefacts that may be too large, fragile or
cumbersome to transport (i.e. records, sheet music, musical instruments, quilts, embroidery
or other crafts, cookbooks, recipes, uniforms or other clothing, seals or stamps, brooches or
medals, birth certificates). Advise participants to bring something that is not extremely
valuable, in case it is misplaced or damaged.
Process:
- Welcome participants
- As participants enter the room, collect the artefacts and place them around the room with a
piece of blank paper next to each
- Write the following prompt on the board for participants to respond to on the paper provided
“When, where and how do you think this item was used?”
- Instruct participants to examine each item and write their responses
- After a few minutes, ask participants to claim their items and invite volunteers to respond to
the groups’ responses. How many participants offered correct responses? Ask participants
what clues they used to make their assessments.
- Give participants time to respond to a similar question “when, where and how was this item
used?” if known – if not, use above question!
- Instruct participants to write a story of their choice, using their artefact in their piece of writing.
- Time limit optional – (i.e. 5 min or 10 minutes)
- Reflect on the story process
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Object to Story
HARC Themes
Art as Wellness: This theme focuses on ways to use art in our everyday life to promote
wellbeing.
“Everything has a story. Seeking out the story in everything leads to curiosity and lifelong
learning. This is important to our health and wellness, but allowing us to continue to grow
over time and in response to new situations.”
Community of Transformative Practice: This theme focuses on addressing questions as a
group, using arts based methods to create collaborations.
“Much like the story comes to life in response to an object, change comes about in
response to an idea. This idea has to guide the process that we use to put our plan into
action, and so we must look closely at this idea and elaborate on it as much as possible,
before exploring ways to put it into practice.”
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Words can create art too! This activity is a great way to build a motivational piece of work
by combining some of your favourite quotes on the same page.
Materials:
- Comfortable seating
- Old magazines, newspapers, pictures from the
internet, old books, drawing etc. be creative!
- Glue stick (ideal) or liquid white glue
- Optional: Pencil (soft grade B, 2B, 4B) or pen,
pencil crayons
- Book of quotes, internet + printer
Time: 1 hr +

hWp://
www.quotessays.com/
images/collagequotes-1.jpg

Process:
1. Preparation: pull pages out of book of quotes, print quotes from the internet (various
themes)
2. Welcome participants and give them some time to choose the quotes that they would like to
use
3. Give participants some time to glue their quotes into a collage and add color if desired
4. Allow participants to reflect on their creations and how they are going to try and incorporate
these words into their daily lives
HARC Themes
Art as Wellness: This theme focuses on ways to use art in our everyday life to promote
wellbeing.
AND Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build
relationships with others and ourselves.
“There are lots of great words to live by. This activity produces a piece of work that allows
participants to choose some of their favorites and combine them to create a greater piece
of work. This can lead to discussion on how participants are going to incorporate these
words into their daily activities to create better health and wellness.”

healtharts.ca

Accordion Book
Par-cipant’s coloured version of the memory drawing: NCCAH Workshop, OWawa, June 2014
The colour was applied in the second interpreta-on of the ini-al memory drawing thus sustaining the
memory, the story, the process – a posi-ve one.
Closing: Ask for feedback about the process of recall, make & tell.
A visualiza-on to create a visual representa-on give the maker the power to elicit more descrip-on/
memory/thought and interpreta-on.
Visual story telling has mul--dimensional interpreta-ons beginning with the maker and the viewer both
individually and then as a teller and the listener.
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ROOM 9-380 UNBC NORTHERN HEALTH SCIENCES CENTRE
3333 UNIVERSITY WAY, PRINCE GEORGE, BC, V2N 4Z9
TEL: (250) 960-5438

Participants may not be keen to share their personal stories right away. These activities
provide good ice breakers, getting participants comfortable with each other and the idea
of storytelling as well as with different words and language.
Materials:
- Comfortable seating
- A rock/stone
Time: 15-20 minutes each

hWp://www.ecyc.org/sites/
default/ﬁles/storytellingcircle-cropped.jpg

Process:
- Welcome participants
- Introduce session by creating a safe space; one where individuals are encouraged to
participate and will not be judged or criticized for their contributions
Activity 1: Story Circle:
- Participants sit in a circle
- The first participant says a word
- The participant sitting to their left says another word that follows the first word
- This continues around the circle until the story ends
- The story could begin with a pre-selected title or subject to guide the improvisation
- Reflect on this activity
Variation: Each participant can say one sentence each to allow the story to progress more
quickly
Activity 2: Describing a Stone
- Pass a stone around a circle of students
- Each student must say one word describing the stone without repeating what has been said
- See how many times the stone can go around the circle without repeating what has been said
- Any word that comes to mind is acceptable as long as it is inspired by the stone
Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build relationships
with others and ourselves.
“Participating in a group activity creates a story, through participants interacting with each
other over the course of the workshop. However, rarely are we given a chance to reflect
on the impact our actions have on those around us. In this activity, the words that each
participant says weave together to create a story together, in this unique activity.”
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Story Circles
Community of Transformative Practice: This theme focuses on addressing questions as a
group, using arts based methods to create collaborations.
“Choosing a topic for the story beforehand can allow for a very interesting story to
emerge, one that includes everyone’s opinions and suggestions on how to modify this
story. As a result, participants are able to work together to create something small such
as a story, but in the end they are left with common ground, having created something
together. These strong relationships are necessary for creating change or working
together for the benefit of the community.”
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We all have stories that make us who we are. By creating a visual autobiography,
participants are encouraged to think of major events in their past to include by drawing
them. At the end of the session, participants can choose to share one event or their
whole story with the rest of the group.
Materials:
- Comfortable seating
- Drawing utensils (pencils, pens)
- Drawing surface (paper)
- Optional: coloring pencils/felts

Found at: hWp://ocw.mit.edu/
courses/special-programs/sp-240composing-your-life-explora-onof-self-through-visual-arts-andwri-ng-spring-2006/assignments/
draw_yr_life_2.jpg

Time: 1 hr for drawing or more if taken to a coloured completion.
Process:
1. Welcome participants
2. Ensure each participant has a drawing utensil and a piece of paper
3. Ask participants to brainstorm together, making notes on the back of their page, major life
events (i.e. births, deaths, weddings, first day of school, vacations, education, and more)
4. Give participants some time to draw these events on their papers, avoiding words as much
as possible to illustrate the event
5. Ask participants to share one event or their whole autobiography (depending on time or if
they are comfortable sharing) with the rest of the group
6. Reflection on this activity
HARC Themes:
Art as Connection: This theme focuses on the ways we can use art to build relationships
with others and ourselves.
“Having a visual autobiography can help individuals share more of their past if they are
more comfortable expressing themselves through art than through words. It can also
allow others to learn more about the participants story by considering a certain event
within the context of that individuals’ life. This activity is great for all groups, and can lead
to a diverse number of discussions about identity and relationships.”
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Accordion Book
Par-cipant’s coloured version of the memory drawing: NCCAH Workshop, OWawa, June 2014
The colour was applied in the second interpreta-on of the ini-al memory drawing thus sustaining the
memory, the story, the process – a posi-ve one.
Closing: Ask for feedback about the process of recall, make & tell.
A visualiza-on to create a visual representa-on give the maker the power to elicit more descrip-on/
memory/thought and interpreta-on.
Visual story telling has mul--dimensional interpreta-ons beginning with the maker and the viewer both
individually and then as a teller and the listener.

