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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this research is to investigate if the implementation of therapeutic-based 

arts pedagogy can be regarded as effective interventions and strategies in promoting positive 

self-esteem, self-confidence, and cultural identity of culturally diverse students and the foreign-

born and/or immigrant students who I have termed Mandarin language learners (MLLs) in 

Taiwan in this research. The therapeutic-based arts strategies in this study included the 

incorporation of parts of crucial components of Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol 

(SIOP) and effective strategies inspired by play therapy and mindfulness practice. As learning is 

a by-product of playing, therefore, the arts activities in this study were play-based, therapeutic-

based, and student-centered. With this sense, not only are the art activities therapeutic, but also 

they are informative and educational. More importantly, this research was designed to examine 

the specific challenges that may happen to culturally diverse students/MLLs in schools. The 

significant implications of this research for educators and/or practitioners are first, encouraging 

educators and/or practitioners to rethink how they conceptualize culturally diverse 

students/MLLs as well as their culture and heritage. Second, while the culturally diverse 

students/MLLs continue to increase on institutions and college campuses, this study could be of 

benefit to educators who teach second language learners in mainstream classrooms across the 

United States. Third, the study findings may bring awareness of negative stereotypes and issues 

resulting in losing self-esteem and confidence. Therefore, this therapeutic-based arts approach 

may meet the unique needs of culturally diverse students and MLLs in Taiwan. From an 

educational perspective, this therapeutic-based arts intervention may foster solid self-confidence 

and successful academic performance. Hence, this series of therapeutic-based arts strategies 

could be considered as a critical and social pedagogy in art education, which promotes diverse 
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sociocultural perspectives, invites personal social statements, and encourages critical thinking. 

Consequently, the culturally diverse students and immigrant students (e.g., ELLs and MLLs) 

may become productive and successful members of their schools, communities and countries. 

 

Key Words: 

Therapeutic-based arts pedagogy, mindfulness pedagogy English language learners, Mandarin 

language learners, self-esteem, self-confidence, social and cultural diversity, discrimination. 
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CHAPTER ONE: FOUNDATION OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

Due to an increase in the number of adult and child immigrants migrating to the U.S., 

being an educator as well as a researcher, I have realized the necessity and importance of 

scholars learning more about the impact of resettlement and acculturation on immigrant 

individuals, children, and families. Particularly because of my duty as an art educator, I have 

been seeking possibilities to utilize art as a therapeutic teaching approach in order to enhance the 

culturally diverse and/or immigrant students’ self-identity, self-esteem, and confidence. This 

study focused on finding out if and how implementing therapeutic-based art strategies in art class 

can be an effective practice in promoting positive self-esteem, self-efficacy, and the cultural 

identity of culturally diverse students. All students enter schools with a diversity of experiences. 

Students may be different from teachers and peers in ethnicity, race, gender, learning modalities, 

cognitive development, and social development. However, the term “culturally diverse students” 

in this research specifically refers to students who differ racially, ethnically, or linguistically 

from mainstream Taiwanese students who are native Mandarin speakers. Taiwan was an 

ethnically and linguistically diverse society before recent immigration trends, with over twenty 

native languages and four primary ethnic groups (Chiung, 2001). Chiung notes that three of the 

four main ethnic groups in Taiwan, outside of recent immigrants, are often grouped together as 

the Han people because their ancestors came to Taiwan from various parts of China; the fourth is 

distinguished as aborigines. Aboriginal peoples speak about 12 languages and came to Taiwan 

thousands of years ago, Chiung notes.  Most people native to Taiwan today speak Mandarin and 

another native language. I am using “culturally diverse students” to refer to native Taiwanese 

students whose ethnicity sets them apart from other students, such as the aboriginals, as well as 
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to students of more recent immigrants who be native Mandarin speakers but whose race, 

ethnicity, or home language differentiates them from other Taiwanese students. The research 

emphasis is aimed at facilitating culturally diverse students’ taking pride in recognizing their 

heritage and culture taught in the classroom and being comfortable in the familiar. That way, the 

culturally diverse students’ self-esteem may be elevated and all students can have greater 

understanding and respect for the unique experiences and contributions of different cultures. The 

research applies to educators and/or other cultural practitioners in a number of ways. First is the 

consideration of how educators conceptualize culturally diverse students as well as their cultures 

and heritage. Second, while the immigrant student population continues to increase in many 

countries across the world and therefore within educational institutions, educators must identify 

the burden on culturally diverse students and assist them in dealing with unpleasant feelings and 

issues caused by national, cultural, and racial differences. Third, in classrooms, educations can 

bring awareness to negative stereotypes and issues, and mitigate the loss of self-esteem and 

confidence in culturally diverse students by giving them voice. From educational perspective, art 

educators can utilize specific strategies in teaching or specific art activities in order to enhance 

students’ self-identity and self-efficacy. In order to elaborate the core concepts and objectives of 

my research, this introductory chapter presents an overview of the sociocultural issues, 

conditions in educational settings, discrimination, and personal well-being of these populations. 

This chapter includes background of the study, its purposes and significance, an introduction to 

methodologies used to collect data, theoretical framework, and definitions of terms, limitations, 

and an overview of how the dissertation is organized. 

Like other people, new immigrants also wish to achieve a better quality of life, so they 

cross national and cultural boundaries in pursuit of a more successful future and pleasant quality 
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of life. In fact, the United States hosts 20 percent of all the world's migrants, which is about 35 

million immigrants in total (The Global Commission on International Migration; GCTM, 2005). 

Until 2010, the number of immigrants has grown by 12.9 percent (U.S. Census Bureau; USCB, 

2010). In the past few decades, issues related to equity, minority, and multicultural education 

have been widely debated in many countries (Reid, & Reich, 1992; Olsen et al., 1994). In the 

United States, for example, a major study of seventy-three schools in California that were in the 

process of restructuring revealed a silence about issues of culture and identity and “heavy 

barriers to bringing diversity and equity issues into the school’s plans to better serve their 

students” (Olsen et al., 1994, p. 31). Under this condition, marginalization of cultural diversity 

issues is particularly surprising in view of the fact that minority students actually constitute the 

majority student population in many of the larger cities in the United States. Another report by 

the U.S. Department of Education (2004) shows that during the academic year 2003/2004, 5.5 

million students in the United States were limited English proficient (LEP), and 80 percent of 

these LEP students spoke Spanish as their first language. According to the report, some teachers 

indicated that they or their colleagues lacked an understanding of diversity or multicultural 

education while others indicated a lack of skills in educating ELLs. Therefore, as educators, we 

need to ask ourselves: “What are the greatest challenges they face in educating ELLs?” and 

“What are crucial and effective approaches to educating ELLs?” 

Inevitably, no classroom or school is immune, to some extent, from the influence of the 

coercive power relations that characterize societal debates about diversity and national identity. 

As I observed culturally diverse students’ interactions and behaviors in my classes, it was 

apparent that at times they successfully cast off their old skins to become who they are expected 

to be. In other cases, they struggle. Similar situations have emerged in assessing the experiences 
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of African-American students in the USA and Britain (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Ladson-Billings 

(1995) argues, “The problem that African-American students face is the constant devaluation of 

their culture both in school and in the larger society” (p. 485). Fordham (1990) presents a 

similarly highlighted research result, as quoted from his study, “within the school structure, 

Black adolescents consciously and unconsciously sense that they have to give up aspects of their 

identities and their indigenous cultural system in order to achieve success as denned in dominant-

group terms” (p. 259). We live in a society characterized historically by racism and the operation 

of various forms of class and gender-based discrimination. The roles of educators and their 

interactions with students can never be seen as independent of power relations. The micro-

interactions in the classroom between educators and students could reflect in various degrees the 

macro-interactions between dominant and subordinated groups in the wider communities 

socially, professionally, and among peers. This means that the interaction of educators with 

students can reflect the ways they have defined their own roles or identities as educators. 

Moreover, the role definitions will influence and refer to the mindset of expectations, 

assumptions and goals that educators bring to the task of educating culturally diverse students. 

Educators can become proponents for advocating the uniqueness of various cultural knowledge. 

The culturally diverse students could benefit the class by broadening all students’ perspectives of 

cultural differences. For instance, in helping culturally diverse students see the value of their 

cultural heritages, educators can point out that the unique beliefs and social norms students 

possess from different cultures are valuable assets both for the students themselves and their 

society. Students do not need to compromise their thoughts in order to fit into the mainstream 

culture (e.g., peer pressure and peer recognition in school settings). On the other hand, educators 

can help to bridge the gap between home and school cultures, and they can implement 
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therapeutic/pedagogical approaches that develop forms of critical thinking to enable students to 

resist devaluation and be capable of dealing with difficulties in their lives (McLeod, 1986). The 

assumption of this study was, in the beginning stage, the culturally diverse students and MLLs 

may not actively participate in group discussions and activities due to having low self-esteem 

and confidence. After participating in this therapeutic-based art program, I anticipated that they 

would see their unique competencies and contributions through cultural differences. 

Consequently, they would be able to successfully interact and communicate with their 

classmates. The differences I hoped to see were improvement of in-class interactions in terms of 

students’ communications and interactions with the Taiwanese students. More importantly, not 

only would the culturally diverse students/MLLs gradually become interested in engaging in the 

group activities through participating in this therapeutic-based art program, but also they would 

become less anxious about expressing their thoughts and feelings. Thus, when educators consider 

their roles in terms of promoting social justice and equality of opportunity, their interactions with 

culturally diverse students are more likely to embody transformative processes that 

challenge/reform the stereotype of power, identity, race, and discrimination as they are 

manifested in educational settings. 

 

Background of the Study 

A Universal Phenomenon: Ethic and Cultural Diversity 

As the United States is rapidly becoming an even more culturally diverse country, the 

social- and cultural-related issues mentioned in the previous section continue to happen in 

schools. Proponents for cultural competency have urged professionals to identify issues in 

cultural diversity and study the effectiveness of treatment modalities across cultures in 
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educational settings (Baruth & Manning, 1992; Cochran, 1996; Santiago-Rivera, 1995). In 

reality, the population of the United States has increased in diversity, and 18% of the U.S. 

population speaks a language other than English at home, numbers that have continued to 

increase in the last 20 years (US Census Bureau, 2003). According to the latest report of English-

Speaking Ability of the Foreign-Born Population in the United States by U.S. Census Bureau, 

until 2012, 84.6% of the foreign-born population speaks a language other than English at home 

(US Census Bureau, 2014). Moreover, nationwide, 4,693,818 students, or 9.8% of the students 

attending public schools, have received English language learner services (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2012). Several texts in the literature reveal the crucial need for educators’ 

sensitivity towards the understanding of diverse sociocultural backgrounds and related academic 

needs of students (Brisk et al., 2002; Cruz, 1997; Delpit, 1988, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 

Peregoy & Boyle, 2005). Similar to the United States, in the past few decades, Taiwan has 

experienced rapid demographic transition and social changes due to the influx of immigrant 

populations from Southeast Asian countries such as Vietnam, Philippines, Indonesia, and 

Thailand. This situation suggests that the number of immigrant students is rising in schools. 

Nonetheless, multicultural education has not yet been considered as an important part of 

education in Taiwanese schools (MOE, 2016, 2017). 

From the cultural and linguistic perspectives, this group of immigrant children in Taiwan 

is in a similar situation to those immigrant children in the United States. Since the immigrant 

children in the U.S. are usually known as English language learners (ELLs), I term the immigrant 

children in Taiwan as Mandarin language learners (MLLs) in my research because Mandarin is 

their second language, and Taiwanese culture is considered to be a mainstream culture. In fact, 

having an increased number of immigrant students in schools is a global phenomenon. In 
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response to this condition, it is important for all teachers to be prepared for culturally diverse 

students not only in the United States but also in Taiwan and other countries around the world. In 

considering the experiences that immigrants, as well as culturally diverse students, have gone 

through, immigrant children may be those without diagnosed special needs who are struggling 

with stressors in their lives as migrants to new countries. In reality, these groups of populations 

are more likely to face issues such as school bullying, poor academic performance, depression, 

cultural adaptation, and separation from families due to war, refugee status, etc. (Albert, 2010). 

Immigrants and/or culturally diverse students were usually raised as part of the majority or 

dominant culture in their home countries. In fact, some refugees are in the United States because 

of persecution in their home countries—for example, the Rohingyas in Myanmar, the Coptics in 

Egypt, the Yazidis in Iraq, the Kurds in Turkey, the Uyghurs in China, and so on (Gunaratna, 

2015). However, after their migration to a new country, their dominant culture is likely to 

marginalize them. As a matter of fact, racism and discrimination against immigrants isn’t limited 

to their status as immigrants; for instance, Africans are often judged based on the same false 

stereotypes as African Americans, namely that black people are violent, unintelligent, and 

disrespectful (Tradore, 2004). The stereotypes often associate them with criminal behaviors. In 

accordance with Tradore’s study, some African-American students reported hearing that Africa 

was a “jungle” and Africans were “savages” (p. 348). To a certain degree, these kinds of 

presumptions help foster the stereotype that black culture is incompatible with education. There 

is no exception to this condition in Taiwan, where immigrant children from Vietnam, 

Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, and other countries have experienced similar situations in their 

schools. Based on the studies mentioned above, the educational perceptions and motives of 

immigrant students from sending nations deserve further examination. The idea of a sending 
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nation (sometimes short-sightedly referred to as a developing nation), usually refers to a nation 

industrially and economically less developed in these areas than wealthier nations Indeed, no 

precise agreement arises fromexisting studies in determining which countries fit the category of 

“developing nations” (O'Sullivan & Sheffrin, 2003). I regard teaching social/cultural diversity 

knowledge as a social movement and I introduce identity and social justice related topics to 

students in order to meet the needs of a greatly changing and emerging democratic society, as 

well as to make more manifest the intrinsic value of education for these students. 

 

Culturally Diverse Students in Educational Settings 

In order to help culturally diverse students and MLLs obtain a pleasant and rewarding 

school life, educational practices can be regarded and utilized as a therapeutic process that leads 

to increased and favorable self-esteem and personal expression. To help students who are not 

diagnosed with special needs and do not necessarily leave the classroom for art therapy but 

struggle with difficult issues, I believe an ideal way to work with these groups of students is to 

offer them therapeutic-based art activities in learning. This implementation can enable MLLs to 

naturally establish better self-esteem and self-confidence. More importantly, teachers can make 

the art class an engaging/safe space for personal growth and discovery by practicing therapeutic-

based art activities. In accordance with Goffman’s (1959) self-identity related study, interaction 

is “performance” (p.15) that is shaped by social settings and other people. This means that the 

impact of cultural background, social settings, and interactive meaning exchange are the factors 

that affect the formation of our self-identity. However, in order to ensure that this therapeutic-

based arts intervention is both therapeutic and educative, the teaching strategies I designed and 

practiced were to relay and combine both therapeutic-based and curriculum-based activities in 



22 
 
 
learning, and to make accommodations when necessary. I consider the therapeutic-based art 

program I conducted to be an effective intervention for enhancing students' self-understanding 

and developing their individual potential; cultivating their capacities for appreciation of others; 

developing their attitudes of respecting, caring for, and cooperating with others; and promoting 

recognition of regional, national, and international cultures. I fully view the therapeutic-based art 

instruction strategies in my research as teaching students about art and about themselves 

simultaneously. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

Academic and Socio-affective Needs of Culturally Diverse Students 

Along with the increasing diversity of nations represented in the population of the United 

States has come the increasing diversity of the students in its public schools. It has frequently 

been suggested, however, that the academic achievement of minority students in a white-

dominated society may be hindered by their low self-esteem (Aranda, & Rebollo-Gil, 2004). In 

this way, similar to the United States, in the past five decades, Taiwan has experienced rapid 

social changes because of the increasing immigrant population from South Asia. As a result, 

education as a whole, and moral education, in particular, has also seen significant 

transformations. Despite the increasing population of culturally diverse students, immigrant 

students, and MLLs in Taiwan, however, there is barely any multicultural education in Taiwan’s 

primary education (MOE, 2015). Through my own experiences in teaching, interning, and 

volunteering, I realize that there is an urgent need for educators to establish effective and 

sufficient teaching practices and instructions, especially when working with MLLs. Low self-

esteem and confidence may be caused by learning in an unfamiliar language environment, 
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different perceptions of time, and forms of classroom interactions that differ from those in the 

students’ home countries. MLLs might feel especially frustrated while undergoing academic 

adjustment, homesickness, and social isolation. Thus, developing a broader multicultural 

perspective to cultivate a love of the adopted country, establishing a pleasant disposition, 

forming a positive community consciousness, and recognizing/following proper social norms 

and disciplines is especially important. These are crucial factors that enable MLLs to engage in a 

friendly learning environment and to pursue successful academic performance (TMOE, 1994). 

Similarly, Alvarez (2014) maintains that immigrant children often have low self-esteem, 

confidence, and academic performance in school. The difficulty immigrant students have in 

accomplishing homework tasks can result from their lack of language ability in their new 

country. 

The National Association of School Psychologists (2015) asserts that schools are 

expected to provide effective and comprehensive support and services to help English language 

learners (ELLs) succeed in all domains: academic, social, behavioral, and emotional. 

Unfortunately, the ideal is inconsistent with the reality. Lee and Opio (2011) note that 

international students in college encounter not only adjustment problems but also discrimination 

from members of the host environment. Taking the academic achievement of international 

students in the United States as a personal example, some of my friends have failed to pursue 

their academic goals and have returned to their countries of origin. Correspondingly, some 

studies have reported discrimination against and hostility toward international students from 

markedly different backgrounds than those of the natives of the host country; this situation 

occurs more frequently for Asian international students than those of Caucasian backgrounds 

(Brender, 2004; Lane, 2002; Lee and Rice, 2007; Mac Williams, 2004; McMurtie, 2001). 
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Therefore, ELLs and culturally diverse students may feel insecure or anxious about offending or 

angering others, which in turn compromises the real ideas in their mind as they seek peer support 

in schools (Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1991). From an interpersonal communication perspective, 

struggles with social communication may affect the self-confidence of culturally diverse 

students, ELLs, and MLLs. 

From an art-therapy perspective, some researchers suggest that art is an effective tool that 

can be used to help people cope with troubling feelings and master a difficult challenge (Cohen 

2005; Rubin, 1999). Within the category of art, activities can be regarded as a venue, a medium, 

and a method for people to self-reflect and release negative feelings. The arts can synergistically 

affect multiple mind and body connections and engage people in a socially-supportive manner 

(Cohen, 2005). 

In terms of the historical origins between art therapy and art education, both therapists 

and educators need to understand children’s productive and creative processes while offering 

genuine respect for the end products. When we try to distinguish the differences between 

artmaking processes of art therapy and art education, the former focuses more on the process 

while the latter is more product-oriented (Kramer, 1980). For my dissertation research project, I 

conducted a therapeutic-based art program and created a stress-free learning environment for 

culturally diverse students as well as MLLs. With the sense of the differences between art 

activities based on an art therapy or an art education perspective, the process was the key to my 

therapeutic-based art program in this research. I have endeavored to provide a beneficial 

intervention/implementation in an educational setting that would enhance the students’ self-

esteem and self-confidence. In so doing, I wanted to examine psychological and behavioral 

changes in the students and discover effective ways to help them establish solid self-esteem and 
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self-identity and become more confident in their academic lives. In my opinion, the 

responsibility of building a strong self-identity and self-esteem is not the job of ELLs/MLLs; 

rather than place the burden on ELLs/MLLs simply to overcome their challenges and assimilate 

into the host society, educators must critically examine ways that they and the institutions that 

they represent may marginalize ELLs/MLLs from outside the host country’s borders. 

Overcoming Barriers: Therapeutic-based Arts Implementation 

In terms of different social customs, people from minority cultures may be more reluctant 

to discuss their problems than those in the majority cultures. For example, Hispanic families are 

reluctant to discuss family problems that affect their children’s education (Kalish-Weiss, 1989). 

Some Asian cultures have similar phenomena due to placing high value on the privacy of family 

matters. In addition, Asians are not always familiar with Anglo-American systems and 

institutions; this may result in being disdained or considered a racially inferior population 

(Posadas, 2013; Synnott, 2010; Teranishi, 2010). According to Ancheta (1997), Asians and/or 

Asian Americans have long been seen by European-descended groups as existing outside the 

framework of normalcy. In social and political history, this population has the position of being 

“forever foreigner” (Tuan, 1999). Due to these factors, the families from minority cultures are 

particularly reluctant to disclose difficulties, and so the hesitance will probably be manifested in 

the children. Consequently, culturally diverse children could face awkward communication with 

teachers and peers in their school. Additionally, in Taiwan, for example, many culturally diverse 

students are learning Mandarin as a second language while also learning the content of their 

courses at school. Under this condition, it is reasonable for this group of students to not be 

confident in their Mandarin abilities. Low self-confidence will almost certainly hinder their 

interactions with classmates. As therapeutic-based activities focus on the processes instead of the 
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outcomes, these types of techniques will more likely help culturally diverse students overcome 

communication barriers in learning. From the counseling aspect, some researchers report the 

effectiveness of art therapy techniques. Barlow (1986) comments that school counselors’ 

successes in using various forms of play therapy as counseling alternatives can be effective with 

an electively mute child. Pinholater (1983) also reports an example of a counseling session to 

illustrate how drawing can be used as a counseling technique with children who are reluctant to 

verbalize their feelings. 

The intention of the research of my dissertation is for this study to help enable educators, 

administrators, and other practitioners to pay more attention to the difficulties that culturally 

diverse students and immigrant students (e.g., ELLs and MLLs) are experiencing in schools. 

Furthermore, this research has multiple implications for educators and/or practitioners. First, they 

might want to consider how they conceptualize MLLs and their culture and heritage. Second, 

while the immigrant student population continues to increase in institutions and on college 

campuses, educators should be aware of ways that they may be unintentionally placing a burden 

on MLLs to deal with unpleasant feelings and issues caused by national, cultural, and racial 

differences. In this research project, students were encouraged to discuss and think about their 

self-identities and positions in their communities based on their personal cultural backgrounds. 

Studies indicate that academic performance has a direct relationship to self-identity, self-

efficacy, and self-esteem. Bandura and Zimmerman assert that self-efficacy fosters motivation, 

thus promoting engagement in learning activities that lead to increased proficiency in educational 

skills (as cited in Hernandez, 1999). Third, based some research in the U.S. that shows the 

presence of negative stereotyping in schools in the United States (Aranda & Rebollo-Gil, 2004; 

Beoku-Betts, 2004), it is important for educators and/or practitioners in Taiwan to recognize 
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when their instruction marginalizes MLLs in classrooms. In terms of education, art educators can 

use specific instructions to teach or design specific topics of art activities in order to enhance 

students’ self-identity and self-efficacy. Not only will this allow them to foreground their self-

identity, it could also boost their academic performance. This research brings awareness to 

negative stereotypes and issues about culturally diverse students as well as immigrants, and to 

prevent their self-esteem and confidence from diminishing by giving voice to many silenced 

students. 

 

Significance of the Study 

Therapeutic-based Arts Strategies: Mindfulness Pedagogy 

In terms of the concerns and practices for educating culturally diverse students and 

MLLs, as I addressed in the previous section, therapeutic-based sheltered strategies may be an 

effective pedagogy. The concept of the therapeutic-based arts strategies I have proposed is a 

student-centered and mindfulness pedagogy which is inspired by sheltered instruction and heart-

centered practice. Proctor (2011) defines the concept of heart-centered practice as the heart being 

the center of compassion, the place where joy radiates. The moment an individual is joyful; this 

person receives heart-centered awareness. The idea of mindfulness pedagogy in my research is 

especially focused on facilitating students to acquire mindful learning. That is to say, it was to 

consciously and unconsciously incorporate therapeutic-based sheltered strategies in art activities 

to promote meaningful and mindful learning. This may be beneficial for children to develop an 

open mind and healthy attitude (Fachon, 2014). Similarly, Freire (1970) argues that teaching is 

an act of love, and all students deserve respect. Educator Rick Repetti (2010) maintains that 

contemplative practice can be regarded as “metacognitive exercises in which attention is focused 
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on any element of conscious experience” (p. 87). He defines contemplative pedagogy as a 

“philosophy of education that espouses the academic use of contemplative practices” (Repetti, 

2010, p. 87). Therefore, therapeutic-based arts strategies can be implemented as student-centered 

as well as a mindfulness practice (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, 2013) to enhance MLL and culturally 

diverse students’ self-esteem and self-identity. On the other hand, student-centered pedagogy 

means that curricular and teaching strategies are tailored for students in order to meet their needs. 

The emphasis of the student-centered pedagogy in my study was primarily focused on the 

behavioral and psychological changes of the students during the learning and artmaking 

processes in the art program in this research. 

Therapeutic-based Practice: Students are Highly Valued 

In practicing therapeutic-based arts strategies, I was able to provide the students with 

appropriate physical and mental support. More importantly, in therapeutic-based art pedagogy, 

students are especially valued and encouraged to contribute their thoughts in class. No one is 

superior or inferior since I consider myself to be a facilitator. This kind of instruction consists of 

high expectations of student achievement implemented through well-developed content and 

language objectives; high student engagement; and constructive, respectful interactions in the 

classroom. Johnson (2015) suggests, “Pedagogical content knowledge is neither fixed nor stable” 

because it dynamically relates to teachers’ “particular students, in particular contexts” (p. 519). 

Through therapeutic-based sheltered instruction, students can become more comfortable with 

exchanging and negotiating different ideas of culture as they have experienced it, which in this 

study were the multiple cultures of MLLs and Taiwanese mainstream culture. Moreover, I hope 

that this study could be of benefit to educators who teach second language learners in 

mainstream classrooms across the United States. In fact, lots of studies about ELLs have been 
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conducted but not about MLLs. Therefore, not only might this therapeutic-based art approach 

meet the unique needs of culturally diverse students and MLLs in Taiwan, it may also be 

beneficial to art teachers to use with ELLs, allowing culturally diverse students and immigrant 

students (e.g., ELLs and MLLs) to become productive and successful members of their schools, 

communities and countries.  

As an outcome, I propose that the therapeutic-based arts strategies may help foster solid 

self-confidence and successful academic performance. I see therapeutic-based arts strategies as a 

critical and social pedagogy in art education, which promotes diverse sociocultural perspectives, 

invites personal social statements, and encourages critical thinking. In this way, as art educators, 

the major concern of art is the ways students interpret and express themselves through art. 

Instead of the technical qualities of the art, the emphasis is to utilize art as a communicative 

platform. Meanwhile, I my hope is that the findings of this research might provide educators 

with insights concerning the development of supportive classroom environments and teaching 

strategies that enhance student motivation, promote self-confidence, and increase academic 

success that are components of a supportive classroom environment. Last and most importantly, 

incorporating therapeutic art activities with knowledge acquisition could be beneficial for MLLs 

in learning and may help prevent their marginalization. 

Therapeutic-based art strategies meet Sheltered Instructions 

In terms of offering suitable facilitations for the culturally diverse students and MLLs in 

this therapeutic-based art program, it is crucial to incorporate and integrate sheltered instruction 

in the art activities. The main emphasis of sheltered instructions is communication skills over 

grammar and form in order to effectively teach content material that is at the learners’ grade 

level. This practice specifically allows culturally diverse students and ELLs/ESOLs to use their 
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native language, when necessary, to ensure comprehension of content. Echevarria and Short 

(2005) provide several suggestions for educators teaching English as a second language to 

students, arguing it is important for teachers to remember that not all ESOL (English to Speakers 

of Other Languages) students are the same. Additionally, Hansen-Thomas (2008) comments that 

sheltered instruction includes best teaching strategies, such as clear enunciation and slower 

speech. These strategies are well documented as effective methods in assisting culturally diverse 

students and MLLs with obtaining mindful learning, which relate to my practice of mindfulness 

pedagogy. In terms of offering comprehensible content knowledge by teachers, sheltered 

instruction emphasizes the use of visuals, demonstrations, and supplementary materials 

(Echevarria & Short, 2005).  

As an art educator, I would like to ask, how can sheltered instruction be applied in other 

areas that are not considered content areas? And, how can sheltered instruction be used in the art 

classroom? That is, sheltered instruction ensures learning accessible to all students, but what 

about creative learning and art activities? Eubanks (2002) suggests that,“Art has the ability to 

function as a language. The art classroom may be the first place that immigrant students feel 

comfortable and capable in school” (p. 44). The art classroom can be considered as a unique 

place where all students are encouraged to find a way to express and communicate ideas and 

feelings through their artwork. Considering the effectiveness of integrating and practicing 

sheltered instruction for the culturally diverse students and MLLs in my research, the 

therapeutic-based art program offered them a unique opportunity to express their personal voice 

and succeed in creative activities. Students were encouraged to present their thoughts and 

feelings while developing critical thinking ability. As I designed the art strategies and activities 

with consideration of approaches used in sheltered instructions, most of the therapeutic art 
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activities could be completed without significant verbal instruction. Furthermore, verbal cues, 

body language, visual examples, and peer tutoring were frequently used. All participants in this 

therapeutic-based art program were encouraged to practice mindful learning by analyzing their 

thoughts and ideas, and then sharing their feelings and interpretations while developing concepts 

and creating artwork. In terms of promoting the awareness of cultural diversity, differences, and 

otherness, the therapeutic-based art strategies with sheltered instruction can especially provide 

culturally diverse students and MLLs a safe place to practice speaking and learning about the 

mainstream culture, their new communities. For instance, I encouraged the participantsto discuss 

their thoughts with their classmates, and to give feedback to each other about their progress. 

Unlike many traditional classrooms, they were particularly welcomed to walk around the 

classroom and interact with their classmates while asking questions and sharing feedback about 

one another’s artwork. Specifically, time was given for the participants to discuss ideas, ask 

questions, and exchange opinions. All the applied therapeutic art strategies in this art program 

were especially beneficial to culturally diverse students and MLLs in terms of language 

proficiency and diverse cultural backgrounds. 

 

Methodologies of the Study 

Research Questions 

In this research, I attempted to examine the effectiveness of practicing therapeutic-based 

art activities to help culturally diverse students elevate their self-esteem and confidence, thereby 

leading to increased positive academic performance in school. I hoped to examine if and how 

therapeutic-based art activities with the components of sheltered instruction can help culturally 

diverse students and MLLs to establish good self-esteem, self-efficacy, and enhanced 



32 
 
 
performance in school. According to a study from Cole and his colleagues (1999), incorporating 

arts within a classroom setting builds a supportive classroom community, enhances student 

learning potential, and fosters the development of intrinsic motivation. Since the main concern in 

my research was about the loss of self-identity and self-esteem among culturally diverse 

students, as an art educator, I saw the possibility that fostering critical thinking and discussion 

among students might help these students’ self-image, their social lives, and their studies. By 

introducing new knowledge and enhancing understanding and recognition of cultural beliefs and 

social values in an educational setting, I wanted to assist students in establishing the awareness 

of differences and inviting critical sociocultural perspectives. Moreover, I wanted to put into 

practice the idea that “all forms of culture are continually in a process of hybridity” (Rutherford, 

1990, p. 211) in education. Therefore, my main focus was on observing the culturally diverse 

students and MLLs’ interactions and expressions in the class. By observing interactions among 

the students, I endeavored to understand the ways that the interventions of therapeutic-based art 

activities could help culturally diverse students and MLLs elevate their self-esteem in schools.  

In view of the above, my wish was to utilize therapeutic-based artmaking processes as a 

venue to these groups cope with difficult or uncomfortable situations, where there is ongoing 

revision, negotiation, and renewal of cultural practices, norms, values, and identities. I saw the 

possibility of taking advantage of this therapeutic-based arts intervention by introducing new 

knowledge and enhancing understanding and recognition of cultural beliefs and social values in 

educational settings. In so doing, I anticipated being able to assist the culturally diverse students 

in establishing the awareness of differences and inviting critical sociocultural perspectives. That 

is, utilizing the “third space” as an alternative, ambivalent site, where there is ongoing revision, 

negotiation, and renewal of cultural practices, norms, values, and identities. The concept of the 
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“third space” is drawn from post-colonial theories of a discourse of dissent between opposing 

systems of power; in the sociocultural sense, it could be understood as either a place where the 

oppressed seek their liberation, or also where the oppressed and oppressor are able to meet 

(Bhabha, 1994). Wilson (2003) also suggests three spaces that children’s art education may take 

place. These three spaces include “the formal school space, the self-initiated and directed space, 

and the third space: a common, de-formalized space constructed between student and teacher” 

(p. 114). Therefore, to understand the function and meaning of the therapeutic art experience, I 

hoped to better understand what this particular experience is like for culturally diverse students 

and what personal changes it might contribute to.  

The overarching research question was, “How do therapeutic-based art instruction 

techniques used in sheltered instruction with culturally diverse and MLL students help their self-

confidence and self-esteem?” My hope was to find out the specific therapeutic-based art 

activities that can be regarded as effective strategies for improving self-esteem and confidence. 

To seek insight into the main question and concern mentioned above, I list below two research 

questions that are broken down into sub-questions, developed to enable me to appropriately 

examine the main question.  

1. How do my understanding of therapeutic-based art curriculum and my facilitation 

strategies elevate the self-confidence and self-esteem of culturally diverse students 

and MLLs by encouraging them to express their feelings and thoughts? 

Sub-questions: 

1.1.What art activities and strategies are most effective in shaping and building the 

self-esteem and self-confidence of students? 
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1.2. What kind of challenges do I face and what insights have I gained in practicing 

therapeutic-based art activities in this art program?  

2. How can socially- and culturally-related topics be intersected with therapeutic-based 

art activities to advance culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ awareness of 

differences and otherness in educational discourses? 

Sub-questions 

2.1. What kinds of therapeutic-based art activities help culturally diverse students 

and MLLs to perform better in presentations and create better interactions with 

their peers? 

2.2. In terms of learning social and cultural topics, what kinds of activities 

specifically enable students to respond and perform better?  

2.3. What therapeutic moments help culturally diverse students and MLLs to cope 

with physical and/or psychological obstacles in their lives? 

 

Research Design 

Research Methods 

The purpose of this research was to explore effective therapeutic-based arts strategies to 

enhance culturally diverse students’ self-esteem and self-confidence. From the theoretical 

perspective, by engaging such students in therapeutic-based art activities, it was hoped that their 

self-esteem and confidence could be improved.  

In this research, I utilized participant observation and case study. Participant observation 

provides researchers with a favorable platform for investigating the meanings of words and terms 

that participants use in activities or events (Gold, 1958), helping researchers to describe and 
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understand the intentions, situations, and behaviors of participants during events. Case studies 

allow the researcher to focus on a particular topic or issue (Merriam, 1997), and the issue for this 

study was therapeutic-based arts strategies for culturally diverse and MLL students. These 

research approaches allowed me to obtain valuable insights into the interrelationships between 

theory and practice. An overview of this research is described below. The detailed 

methodologies of the research design are presented in Chapter Three. 

Research Site 

The research was conducted at the Shepherd Life Association (SLA). SLA is a non-profit 

and non-denominational organization in Kaohsiung, the second largest city in Taiwan. Shepherd 

Life Association was founded in 2005. The goal of this organization is to promote a sound and 

friendly living environment, help immigrant families create a healthy family function, and 

establish a support system in the community. To do so, the immigrant children are more likely to 

overcome difficult issues in their lives as immigrants in a new country. This organization 

provides services for immigrant children in Taiwan. The immigrant children in the SLA are from 

Vietnam, The Philippines, Thailand, and Indonesia. The services include facilitating immigrant 

children with homework completion, helping them cope with psychological distress and 

maladaptation, offering a parental counseling education course, and providing family counseling 

interviews. The SLA offers thorough support services for immigrant children in Kaohsiung. The 

importance of setting my research in Taiwan is that immigrant children in the country have been 

experiencing similar social/cultural issues in their acculturation as immigrant children in the 

United States. However, there is barely any multicultural education-related research in Taiwan. 

Hence, I saw the urgent need to address issues of sociocultural adaptation in Taiwan. The 

immigrant children attending SLA are from the 1st grade to 6th grade. 
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Participants 

The participants in this research were culturally diverse students and/or Mandarin 

language learners (MLLs) who represent varying cultures, and different ethnic and racial 

backgrounds. The participating students include children between the ages of 7 and 12 years. The 

participants in this research were enrolled in the summer art program at SLA. They participated 

in the art program two afternoons a week for eight weeks during summer vacation. 

Procedure 

The research was based on teaching, twice per week for eight weeks, therapeutic-based 

arts activities in the summer art program at the Shepherd Life Association (SLA) in Taiwan. I 

taught social, cultural, and identity related topics by practicing therapeutic-based arts activities in 

the summer art program at the SLA. The art activities were set in a classroom setting. As a 

participant observer in this study, I was able to observe how culturally diverse students as well as 

MLLs behave in various kinds of art activities. I was also able to understand whether a specific 

model of therapeutic-based strategy/art activity could sufficiently promote positive interactions 

and communications among students. I also consider how such a model could be helpful for this 

group of students in relieving negative emotions and diminishing stress. In addition, the students 

were required to answer a pre-questionnaire in the beginning of the research and a post-

questionnaire at the end of the research. Since the questionnaires were self-evaluation forms, 

based on the questionnaires and the series of observations, I interviewed the students in order to 

learn their feelings and thoughts in depth. 
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Theoretical Framework  

Encouraging Negotiation: Awareness of Culture Diversity 

As the emphasis of this study is to investigate the effectiveness of therapeutic-based art 

strategies in the enhancement of self-esteem and confidence of culturally diverse students and 

MLLs, the collected data in this research were interpreted and analyzed through a post-colonial 

theoretical framework, specifically Homi K. Bhabha’s Ambivalence and Third Space theories 

(Bhabha, 1994). Bhabha's theory of the third space (1990, 1994) occupies a significant place in 

the critical analysis of culture. His articulation of third space offers researchers a very different 

way of thinking about the culture in terms of the locations, discourse, knowledge, and context of 

culture. Bhabha conceives a third space as a cultural space that emerges as a result of the non-

synchronous temporality of global and national cultures, a place “where the negotiation of 

incommensurable differences creates a tension peculiar to borderline existences” (Bhabha, 1994, 

p. 218). In other words, Bhabha is arguing that cultures and people from different backgrounds 

who come together meet in a “third space,” which is different from the origin cultures. While 

cultural differences aren’t fully absorbed, the third space is one of negotiation between parties 

but moreover inside individuals. Bhabha proposes the need “to think the limit of culture as a 

problem of the enunciation of cultural difference” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 34). In relation to my study, 

this suggests that culturally diverse students and MLLs must negotiate this space to be 

comfortable in their new culture. Meanwhile I hoped to bring mainstream Taiwanese students 

into this space so that they too would negotiate understandings. This might enhance the life 

experience of all parties. According to Bhabha (1994), the third space represents that cultures are 

not pure, unified, or fixed as they are always mixed. Moreover, he highlights the contradictory 

and ambivalent status of cultural diversity within a third space. Bhabha (1990) argues that “all 
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forms of culture are continually in a process of hybridity through the act of cultural translation, 

hybridity gives rise to something different, something new and unrecognizable, a new area of 

negotiation of meaning and representation” (p. 211). From a post-colonial perspective, Bhabha 

(1994) examines how various cultures coexist; by regarding the modes of accommodation people 

use to articulate their differences while they are simultaneously engaged in mutual negotiations 

in a post-colonial setting. He further argues that, “the colonial presence is always ambivalent, 

split between its presence as original and authoritative and its articulation as repetition and 

difference” (1994, p. 107). Relating the concept of ambivalence to my study, when individuals 

who are experiencing ambivalence need to make a decision, they usually tend to minimize their 

cognitive discomfort (Katz, 1981; Katz & Hass, 1988), that is, individuals often prefer to avoid 

cognitive conflict. Through the participation of culturally diverse students and MLLs in the 

therapeutic-based art program, I hoped that the students could develop their ability to “engage 

with others.” More importantly, the students could learn to negotiate the feeling of ambivalence. 

By engaging in this kind of personal or interpersonal dynamics of ambivalence, I hoped the 

therapeutic-based arts intervention could serve as an agent in elevating understanding of cultural 

differences among the culturally diverse students, MLLs, and Taiwanese students. With 

Bhabha’s thinking, the ambivalence and the third space could become the cross-roads to a new 

transnational interpretation of culture. If all students could establish awareness of otherness and 

appreciation of differences, discrimination and/or other race/culture-related difficulties the 

culturally diverse students and MLLs have experienced may be reduced.  

The research questions, analysis, and themes were embedded in the ambivalence and the 

third space concepts in terms of students’ self-esteem, self-identity, confidence, and 

performance. With the crucial concepts of those theories in mind, the Bhabharian would agree 
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that people should not homogenize cultures. Instead, people should respect differences and think 

about ways that they can communicate with other cultures. If we see culture as a unified whole, 

it would be a moving target and constantly avoid essentialized categories (Benhabib, 2002; 

Bhabha, 2007). The processes that MLL and culturally diverse students in this study were 

negotiating when in the mainstream culture, their own culture, and self-identity could be seen as 

existing in a state of liminality, that is, these students were in a liminal phase (transition); this 

transitional stage of “betwixt and between” where they did not belong to the society that they 

previously were a part of and they were did not yet understand nor were they accepted into the 

adopted society. Bhabha (2007) describes liminality as an interstitial space that is in-between the 

designations of identity, which “becomes the process of symbolic interaction, the connective 

tissue that constructs the difference between upper and lower, black and white” (p. 5). In this 

space, the differences between people and culture represented and perpetuated through 

dichotomies are problematized and “the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, 

community interest, or cultural value are negotiated” (p. 2). Based on Bhabha’s idea of the third 

space, these liminal spaces carry the negotiation of the meaning of culture (Bhabha, 1994). The 

processes and space of liminality that the culturally diverse students were within, where culture 

and identity were negotiated and signified, were extremely ambivalent. 

Welcoming Otherness: Culture, Identity and Ambivalence 

Culture and identity are dynamic and ongoing processes that cannot be separated nor 

fixed in one location or any given set of characteristics. According to Bhabha (2007), culture and 

identity are complex entities and can never be pure for they are continually in contact with 

others. As stated by Bhabha (1994), “it is indeed something like the culture’s in-between, 

baffling both alike and different” (p. 54). Concerning this statement and the idea of the third 
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space, not only could the therapeutic-based art activities be seen as the juncture of dialogues of 

culture and identity, it could also provoke critical thinking towards the essentially rooted 

(stereotypical) ideas of culture and identity as fixed, and notional concepts surrounding the 

original culture. Taking Taiwan as an example, if we trace back to the historical context, Taiwan 

to some degrees has been other than that of a nation. To people who are from mainland China, 

Taiwan might be seen as a province of China, a place, a locus, a site of a hybrid, mixed space, 

both conceptually and geographically. Because of the process of hybridity that Taiwan has 

undergone in its historical and cultural transformation, the belonging, the national identity of 

Taiwanese may be different from person to person. This corresponds to what Bhabha argues 

when he writes, “all forms of cultural meaning are open to translation because their enunciation 

resists totalization” (1990, p. 34). In terms of the originality of culture, as Bhabha believes that 

the notion of nationalism or nationhood are problematic, the crucial consideration of culture 

should not be of a settled nature. The therapeutic-based arts intervention can be understood as a 

“third space” that may invite a thinking of possibility for students in terms of their understanding 

and interpretation of culture and self-identity.  

Benhabib (2002), Bhabha (1994), and Said (1993) maintain that culture should be 

regarded as hybrid. Bhabha (2007) defines cultural hybridity as “entertaining difference without 

an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (p. 5), and transcending rigid and fictitious binaries of 

representing people and place (such as native and foreigner, and here and elsewhere). The 

liminal space is, therefore, “the site of hybridization where cultural meaning is signified and 

articulated. The process of articulating difference is neither static nor simple” (p. 3). 

Additionally, as recorded in Bhabha and Said’s discussions on colonialism and cultural 

hybridity, “all cultures are involved in one another; none is single and pure; all are hybrid, 
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heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated, and unmonolithic” (Said, 1993, p. xxv). Applying 

these ideas to my study, another role/function of this therapeutic-based arts implementation is to 

help students learn and understand Bhabha’s ideas of culture and identity in a simple way so that 

they may learn to recognize diverse cultures and appreciate differences. Although the third space 

is always a space of ambivalence, this art intervention may ease feelings of anxiety and 

ambivalence in all students in the class, and in particular in those from culturally diverse 

backgrounds.  

Building on the concept of ambivalence, Bhabha (2007) notes that it also reveals the 

boundaries of discourse. In psychoanalysis, it has to do with shedding light on colonial discourse 

and the relationships between people in different power relations, such as the colonizer and the 

colonized (Bhabha, 1994). He states: 

it is possible to understand the productive ambivalence of the object of colonial discourse 

as it is contained in the stereotype. The stereotyped subject of colonialism is an 

“otherness” which is at once an object of desire and derision, an articulation of difference 

contained within the fantasy of origin and identity. (p.67)  

The positive phase of this feeling of ambivalence is that it initiates the processes of negotiation 

and reflection that help people to overcome and transgress essentialized and exoticized notions 

of culture and cultural differences. They can let go of the view of culture as coherent, seamless 

wholes that, as indicated earlier, negates the complexity of culture and the shifts and changes that 

are continuously taking place (Benhabib, 2002; Bhabha, 2007). With this sense, it was a goal of 

this study that the therapeutic-based art activities would provide the culturally diverse students 

and MLLs with a space to understand and learn ways to recognize their own position and 

relationship with “others.”  Furthermore, the therapeutic-based arts strategies could encourage 
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students to step out of their own perspectives and notions of right and wrong and understand 

social phenomena from multiple perspectives. 

 

Definitions of Terms  

For the purpose of this research, the following terms and definitions are provided to 

enable readers to understand the intended meanings as they were used in this study. 

Acculturation. Herskovits defines acculturation as “comprehending those phenomena 

which result when groups of individuals having different cultures come into continuous first-

hand contact with subsequent changes in the original culture patterns of either or both groups” 

(as cited in Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 1992, p. 271). That is to say, acculturation 

happens when cultural confrontation occurs (Haute, 2009). 

Art Therapy. Art Therapy is a form of psychotherapy that utilizes art media as its 

primary mode of communication. Individuals who are referred to as art therapists do not need to 

possess experience or skill in art. The art therapist is not primarily concerned with the aesthetic 

of the individual’s artwork. From the clinical standpoint, art therapy may be used as a diagnostic 

assessment of a client the overall aim of its practitioners is to enable a client to change and grow 

on a personal level through the use of art materials in a safe and facilitating environment 

(AATA, 2010). 

Culturally Diverse Students/MLLs. “Culturally and linguistically diverse” is an 

education term used by the U.S. Department of Education to define students enrolled in 

education programs who are either non-English proficient (NEP) or limited-English proficient 

(LEP) (USED, 2010). The term is also used to identify students from homes and communities 

where English is not the primary language of communication. These students speak a variety of 
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languages and come from diverse social, cultural, and economic backgrounds. The term most 

commonly used by educators to describe these students is “English language learners” (ELLs). 

Culturally diverse students in this study refer to those who differ from the mainstream in 

ethnicity and primary language spoken at home. However, not all the culturally diverse students 

in this study were Mandarin language learners since some of them fluently spoke Mandarin. 

More precisely, as this research was set in Taiwan, in terms of the language proficiency, some of 

the culturally diverse students were considered as Mandarin language learners. The term used in 

this study is “Mandarin language learners” (MLLs). The MLLs in this study were both language 

learners and had different cultural backgrounds from the Taiwanese students, but that they were 

the same group of culturally diverse students. Foreign-born or immigrant students are usually 

included in the definition of culturally diverse students in this research. Regarding to the 

language fluency, since the culturally diverse students speak native language at home and they 

usually receive low expectation from teachers and parents, these factors result in a slow progress 

of the development of second language of the culturally diverse students (Hsieh, Cheng, Wang, 

& Kuo, 2015). 

English Language Learners (ELLs). ELLs refer to students who are unable to 

communicate fluently or learn effectively in English, who often come from non-English-

speaking homes and backgrounds, and who typically require specialized or modified instruction 

in both the English language and in their academic courses. ELL students may have a deep sense 

of their culture of origin, a strong sense of multiple cultures. 

Hybridity. Hybridity is a cross between two or more separate races or cultures. Hybridity 

is not a new cultural or historical phenomenon (Acheraiou, 2011; Michelini, 1978). It is a 

“cultural mixture where the diazotized meets the host in the scene of migration” (Hutnyk, 2005). 
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As an explicative term, hybridity became a useful tool in forming a fearful discourse about racial 

mixing that arose toward the end of the 18th century: the mixing of people from different races 

and ethnicities was viewed as something to be avoided. Hybridity is now used to define 

characteristics of cultural globalization that is sometimes referred to as the globalization of 

different cultures (Kumar, 2006).  

Mandarin Language Learner (MLLs). Similar to ELLs, the researcher coined this term 

to refer to foreign-born students or immigrant students in Taiwan; it is indeed inspired by the 

term ELLs. MLLs are students who speak Mandarin as their second language. Most of the 

culturally diverse students or immigrant students come from Southeast Asia. 

Mainstream Culture. The mainstream culture in this study refers to the Taiwanese 

culture. Native-born Taiwanese students are considered to be from the mainstream culture. The 

culturally diverse students, immigrant students, and MLLs are regarded as students who come 

from non-mainstream cultures such as the Southeast Asian countries, Indonesia, Philippines, 

Thailand, and Vietnam. 

Marginalized. When the person is excluded from the mainstream society or a group, not 

by choice, this situation can be considered as being marginalized (Sleeter & Grant, 1999). In this 

research, I defined culturally diverse students, immigrant students, and/or MLLs as a potentially 

marginalized group of students in Taiwan. 

Mindfulness. The concept of mindfulness means to that a person is attentive and aware 

of their self and their surroundings. It also involves a nonjudgmental attitude for the self, and 

expands focus for the present moment through various experiential exercises. The practice of 

mindfulness in this research mainly emphasizes assisting culturally diverse students and MLLs in 

particular ways (themes or activities) to pay attention during the artmaking. Through this 
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approach, students were encouraged to recognize their purposes for making art and to be in the 

present moment. In the clinical setting, mindfulness is commonly incorporated within a 

psychological treatment as an adjunctive therapy, e.g., mindfulness-based stress reduction, 

acceptance and commitment therapy, and cognitive-behavioral therapy (Alosco et al., 2012; 

Miller, Fletcher, & Kabat-Zinn, 1995; Shapiro, Oman, Thoresen, Plante, & Flinders, 2008). 

Ludwig and Kabat-Zinn (2008) state the purpose of mindfulness as maintaining “awareness 

moment by moment, disengaging oneself from strong attachment to beliefs, thoughts, or 

emotions, thereby developing a greater sense of emotional balance and well- being” (p. 1350).   

Mindfulness Pedagogy. The term mindfulness pedagogy in this research is utilized and 

inspired by the idea of heart-centered practice that focuses on being true to one’s feelings and 

emotions. For example, when people step into heart-centered living, they are embracing liberal 

and democratic perspectives and are open to being guided by what they think, say, and do. Heart-

centered practices require people to get rid of fear-based paradigms and move into love-based 

patterns; the overall energetic frequency of the thoughts, words, and actions we experience 

influences our mind-body connection and this is reflected in the state of our personal health 

(Ochel, 2012). Therefore, I relate my therapeutic-based arts strategies to the fundamental 

meaning of heart-centered practices. In this research, the therapeutic-based arts strategies can be 

seen to be a type of heart-centered pedagogy. 

Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP). The SIOP model may be used as 

part of a program of professional development, as a resource for planning sheltered content 

lessons, and as an observation and evaluation measure for teachers. The model was designed to 

combine features recommended for high-quality instruction for all students. For example, it 

includes cooperative learning and reading comprehension strategies (August & Shanahan, 2006; 
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Genesee, et al., 2006). In this study, some of the SIOP components were integrated into the 

therapeutic-based arts strategies. 

Social Acceptance. Being socially accepted is important to most people. Social 

acceptance can be defined as tolerating, or even appreciating, others for who they are. Most 

people attempt to look and act like others do in order to fit in, but social acceptance involves the 

capability to accept the diversity, differences, and shared likenesses within individuals, group, or 

classroom (Odom et al., 2006). The definition of social acceptance can also relate to peer 

acceptance. It is the degree to which a child or adolescent is socially accepted or rejected by 

peers (Slaughter, Dennis, & Pritchard, 2002). It includes the level of peer popularity and the ease 

with which a child or adolescent can initiate and maintain satisfactory peer relationships. 

According to research conducted by Mostow, Izard, Fine, and Trentacosta (2002), socially 

accepted children in their study were friendly, cooperative, helpful, sociable, and able to initiate 

and maintain social interactions. Children and teenagers tend to desire to be accepted among 

friends and to be part of a group, thus they act upon their desire through peer pressure.  

Self-esteem Enhancement.  In this research, self-esteem enhancement was employed as 

a therapeutic response to encourage participants to accomplish various kinds of art projects. This 

response also acknowledges the students’ efforts and helps them develop internal motivation and 

self-evaluation (Landreth, 1991). For the purpose of this research, facilitating esteem-building 

was operationally identified through the participants’ feedback and self-evaluations of the art 

projects and their engagement in the art activities. 

Therapeutic-based arts strategies. Considering the therapeutic approaches practiced as 

art education, in this study, the researcher adapted essential concepts of art therapy and combined 

those with some featured components from the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol 
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(SIOP). In this research, the relationships among the art teacher/researcher in the art 

activities/processes are of central importance. The emphasis is on the therapeutic relationship 

established between the art teacher, the students, and the artwork. The therapeutic-based art 

activities offer various opportunities for expression and communication and can be particularly 

helpful to individuals who find it hard to express their thoughts and feelings verbally. 

Play Therapy. A relationship between a child and a trained play therapist wherein the 

permission given to the child allows him or her to express him/herself in a safe relationship, 

through the natural communication of play (Landreth, 2002). Play therapy promotes the value of 

play and interdisciplinary associations through its processes. Play therapy provides a dynamic 

interpersonal relationship with a safe communication for the child to fully express and explore 

the self (feelings, thoughts, experiences, and behaviors) through a natural medium of 

communication—play (Landreth, 1999). 

Reflecting Feelings. This is verbally identifying and stating to students the emotions they 

are expressing. Reflecting students’ feelings communicates acceptance and recognition of their 

feelings and needs. Reflecting feelings helps students (especially culturally diverse students) 

learn to identify, understand, and verbally express their feelings (Landreth, 1991). For the 

purpose of this study, reflecting feelings was operationally defined as the approach of collecting 

the participants’ feelings and thoughts. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

In this qualitative research, I employed participant observation and case study research 

methods. I was the primary investigator. Inevitably, in the data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation, I relied on my sensibilities and perceptions. Furthermore, the questions for the 



48 
 
 
pre-program and post-program self-evaluation questionnaire and interview questions were based 

on my previous professional experiences, observations during the research art program, and 

information from the literature review. The research findings were filtered and interpreted 

through my sensibilities and perceptions. Under this condition, my familiarity with the contexts 

of the respondents can be seen as a potential limitation as well as a guiding strength (Eisner, 

1991). In fact, if the participant observer/researcher seeks genuine experiences, fully immersing 

and committing him or herself in the group he or she is studying, it becomes impossible for him 

or her to objectify the personal experiences for research purposes. However, in committing to 

participant research, the researcher is able to experience and interpret deep meaning from the 

information because they are imbedded in it. The researcher serves as a bridge and interpreter 

based on their participation in and observations of the research (Benjamin, 1953). That is to say, 

perspectives and perceptions of social reality are shaped by the social position, and interests of 

both the observed and the observer as they live through a passing present. 

In terms of qualitative research, according to Bodgan and Biklen (2007) and Patton 

(2002), the researcher should carefully reflect on him or herself and be conscious of researcher 

bias in any qualitative research, but “being a clean slate is neither possible nor desirable” 

(Bodgan & Biklen, 2007, p. 38). In this research, my unique personal and professional 

experiences as an art teacher and researcher affect the analysis and interpretation of the study as 

my perceptions of reality is, in part, guided by prior experiences. Regarding these viewpoints, it 

can be an advantage by providing findings and implications of this research based on my 

perspective and positionality of being an art educator as well as a researcher conducting a 

research-based art program in Taiwan. With regard to the consistency, dependability and 

validity, the triangulation method was employed to ensure the validity of this research. 
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Triangulation is the process of using multiple sources of data or multiple methods to confirm the 

emerging findings (Merriam, 2002). However, the value of qualitative research can be found 

most explicitly in particular descriptions rather than in generalizations of the results (Creswell, 

2009). Therefore, the purpose of qualitative research is not to generalize research findings. 

Qualitative research accumulates knowledge in a horizontal rather than vertical manner because 

it concerns unique, particular situations and uses personal aptitudes (Eisner, 1991). In line with 

Bogdan and Biklen (2007), qualitative researchers concern themselves “not with the questions of 

whether or not their findings are generalizable, but rather with the question of to which other 

settings and subjects they are generalizable” (p. 36). As I particularly collected and analyzed the 

data from culturally diverse students and MLLs in this study, the research findings might 

specifically reflect the particular group with whom I worked. 

In regard to the data collection and analysis for this research, the data was gathered in 

several ways and specifically collected from culturally diverse students and MLLs, not the native 

Taiwanese students. The types of the data include the researcher’s journals, students’ responses 

to questionnaires, interview notes, and students’ artwork. The researcher’s journals include 

written and visual forms. The written journals include notes from class discussions, observation 

field notes, notes from conversation with participants, and personal reflections as a 

teacher/researcher. The visual journals are drawings the researcher made as intuitive reflections. 

The questionnaires (Appendix E) are a series of questions that participants completed through 

self-evaluation. The interview notes recorded the conversations between the researcher and the 

interviewees. Concerning the participants’ behavior and feedback, the students in this research 

art program were aware of their role as active participants. Thus, there was a possibility for the 

participants to react and behave in inauthentic ways according to the “Hawthorne effect” (Suter, 
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1998). This is a type of reaction that causes individuals who are being observed to change or 

modify their behavior in response (Fox, Brennan & Chasen, 2008; McCarney, et al, 2007). 

Consequently, the participants’ attitudes and feedback that were recorded, reviewed, interviewed, 

and analyzed may not precisely reflect and convey all of their authentic thoughts. Although the 

researcher endeavored to minimize this limitation by frequently emphasizing that their honest 

and sincere comments and thoughts were tremendously valued, there was still no guarantee that 

all the participants entirely revealed and expressed their true feelings and thoughts. 

  

Organization of the Dissertation  

This dissertation is organized into six chapters that include the introduction (this chapter), 

literature review, methodologies, presentation of data, research findings, and conclusion. Chapter 

One has demonstrated the background, purposes, significance, research questions, theoretical 

framework, as well as the limitation of this research. Chapter Two provides a review of literature 

pertaining to this study. This review covers the relation and perception of discrimination among 

race, culture, and identity; the various circumstances that culturally diverse students have 

encountered in educational settings; the concept of art therapy and play therapy; and the features 

of Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) teaching strategies that have been utilized 

in classroom instructions for second language learners. Chapter Three demonstrates two 

methodologies I employed in this study: participant observation and case study. This chapter 

describes the research methodology, design of the study, population, data instruments, data 

collection, and analysis. Chapter Four presents an overview of the different types of data I 

collected and the process of data analysis. The data I collected from the participants and me is 

then presented. This data includes the researcher’s observations and reflections; the participants’ 
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performance/engagement in art activities, self-evaluations, and feedback. Detailed information of 

three participants who had meaningful changes are also provided. In Chapter Five, the 

summaries of this research are provided. This chapter is dedicated to explicating the findings 

relevant to the research questions based on my interpretation and analysis of the data. Chapter 

Six discusses pedagogical implications of this research study and recommendations for further 

research regarding classroom teaching strategies to enhance culturally diverse and immigrant 

students’ self-esteem, confidence, and academic performance. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REIVEW 

Introduction 

To date, few research studies exist that consider how the art therapy functions within a 

curriculum-based education system as a central ground for effective/positive learning practice. 

Additionally, due to diverse populations in today’s schools, this challenges all educators to 

devise ways to promote a positive learning environment, enhance students’ self-esteem and self-

identity, and improve academic performance, specifically for culturally diverse students. 

Previous to this study, I had conducted several therapeutic arts related research projects with 

students at the college level and at the primary school level in the U.S. However, the student 

participants in my former studies were not particularly culturally diverse or ELLs. In this 

research, I focused mainly on culturally diverse students and immigrant students who were 

second language learners. Therefore, in this literature review, it is important to concentrate on 

previous research studying culturally diverse students and their education. Although issues of 

self-identity, self-esteem, and academic performance of immigrant students is well documented 

in the U.S., in Taiwan there are few accounts. This circumstance means that most of the literature 

review is about the circumstances of culturally diverse students and immigrant students, and their 

education in the U.S. The studies about culturally diverse populations in my literature review 

include cultural minorities, immigrant, and U.S. born students. In fact, although the causes of 

lacking confidence and self-identity of these populations may vary and be quite different, the 

factors all result in low self-esteem, lack of self-recognition, and poor academic performance. 

For instance, immigrant students in the U.S. are more likely to experience language related 

discriminations because of linguistic differences. In contrast, the non-European White, U.S. born 



53 
 
 
students (e.g., Latina/o American, Asian American, and Black American) may face cultural 

heritage related discriminations due to historical context (Ogbu,1987). 

 On the other hand, when I conducted several therapeutic arts related studies in the past 

two years, I considered my positionality as an Asian art educator in the U.S. With this sense in 

mind, I have also constructed and deconstructed my identity as I negotiate the challenges of 

border-crossing contexts in order to arrive at my (?) present position in the U.S. The goal of 

setting my research site in Taiwan is that if I conduct a therapeutic arts-based research project in 

Taiwan, my recognition of my position will be totally reversed. I am no longer considered as a 

member of a minority population in Taiwan. This position could provide a favorable 

site/environment that allows me to better understand how to assist culturally diverse students in 

improving their self-esteem. Employing my research with culturally diverse students and 

immigrant students in Taiwan can definitely bring me significant and very different perspectives 

from implementing the study in the U.S. This was a crucial factor that motivated me to pursue 

this research in Taiwan.  

The focus of my research was constructed from three viewpoints: art therapy as an 

effective practice in art education, art making as a therapeutic intervention, and racism and 

discrimination in education. In seeking out literature related to art therapy and art making in art 

education, arts pedagogy, and benefits of art interventions, I have studied a broad category of 

editorials and scholarly perspectives, professional articles, books and historical documents, and 

archival material about art therapy and art education. In this chapter, I first review the literature 

on racial, cultural, and ethic discrimination issues from educational perspectives. For example, I 

studied discriminatory experiences (e.g., Garcia-Coll et al., 1996) and research focused on the 

impact of discrimination on psychological, social, and academic adjustment of individuals (e.g., 
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Brown, 2008; Liang, Grossman, & Deguchi, 2007; Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 2000). Next, I 

review the current issues in the field of education, the circumstances of culturally diverse 

students in the U.S. and Taiwan, and the experiences that culturally diverse students face in 

school. In the second section, I consider the concepts of art therapy, art education, and the 

features of Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP). As I attempt to elucidate the 

advantages of art therapy by shedding more light on the scope of art therapy and art education, I 

discuss the features and advantages of art therapy, the comparison of the two, and the benefits of 

incorporating the concepts of art therapy into educational settings. Finally, I explore the 

advantages of combining the concepts of art therapy, play therapy, and SIOP components as 

therapeutic arts-based pedagogy, specifically for culturally diverse students in educational 

settings. 

 

Troublesome Stereotypes and Discrimination 

Race, Culture, and Identity 

Race is a social construct, not a biological reality. The interpretation and experience of 

perceiving prejudice or discrimination can be very different. It may depend on whether an 

individual belongs to a group that is considered disadvantaged relative to other groups, or a 

group that is relatively privileged (Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002; Sellers & Shelton, 2003)—for 

example, immigrant students were raised as part of the majority or dominant culture in their 

home countries. However, after their migration to a new country, the dominant culture of the 

new country is likely to marginalize them. Racial discrimination seems to be a prevalent 

occurrence for many ethnic minorities, and there are likely to be individual differences in the 

extent to which people appraise any given negative incident as discriminatory (Sellers & Shelton, 
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2003). For instance, immigrant students may experience and perceive the discrimination they 

encounter very differently from American students of color (for instance, African-Americans). 

Racism is not just about skin color or ethnicity and global factors such as culture, national 

origins, and historical relationships between countries may also contribute to it (Aranda & 

Rebollo-Gil, 2004; Beoku-Betts, 2004). 

Students in need are everywhere; among them are English language learners (ELLs) in 

the United States and the participants in my research, Mandarin language learners (MLLs) in 

Taiwan. In fact, culturally diverse students such as immigrant or refugee children (among them 

ELLs and MLLs) may be those without diagnosed special needs, in addition to their struggle 

with stressors in their lives from migrating to new countries. In reality, these groups of 

populations are more likely to face difficult issues in their lives: for instance, school bullying and 

poor academic performance in school, depression, cultural adaptation, and separation from 

families due to war and refugee status (Albert, 2010). According to some previous studies, 

experiences of specific racial or ethnic preconception can generate psychological torture and lead 

to conversions in physiological processes that can adversely affect health status (Cardarelli et al., 

2010; Harrell, Hall & Taliaferro, 2003; Krieger, Smith, Naishadham, Hartman & Barbeau 2005; 

Noh & Kaspar, 2003; Sanders-Thompson, 2002). Nowadays, students are in school settings with 

increased levels of ethnic diversity. Because of these settings, students are often subject to 

certain social challenges, such as peer ethnic discrimination (Bellmore, Nishina, You, & Ma, 

2012). In truth, peer groups are hierarchically organized within school settings and students 

strive not only to fit in with their peers but to attain a position at the top of the peer hierarchy. 

Bellmore, Nishina, You, and Ma (2012) define peer ethnic discrimination as “experiencing 

negative treatment by peers because of one’s membership with an ethnic group” (p.98). Negative 
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treatment may include behaviors ranging from verbal harassment (e.g. being subjected to ethnic 

and/or racial slanders) to physical harassment. Like other forms of ethnic discrimination, peer 

ethnic discrimination is harmful to the psychosocial and academic health of students. Students 

from all ethnic backgrounds who experience peer ethnic discrimination present lower self-esteem 

and higher levels of depressive symptoms (Brody et al., 2006; Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000). 

Furthermore, immigrant students may experience and perceive the discrimination that they 

encounter very differently from American students of color. Racism is not just about skin color 

or ethnicity. For instance, Africans are often judged according to the same false stereotypes as 

African-Americans, such as that black people are violent, unintelligent, and disrespectful 

(Tradore, 2004). The stereotypes often associate them with criminal behaviors. According to 

Tradore’s study, some African-American students reported hearing that Africa was a “jungle” 

and that Africans were “savages” (p. 348). To a certain degree, these kinds of presumptions help 

foster the stereotype that black culture is incompatible with education.  

From the structural factors of social class perspective, social class and cultural 

background seriously affect family-school relations (Carvalho, 2001) as well as parenting styles 

and practices at home and in school. Due to the discontinuity between immigrant children’s 

home culture and school culture, some researchers maintain that immigrant children’s poor 

school performance is caused by the divergent educational beliefs and practices between school 

and family (Lareau, 2000; Rueda, 2003). Students who are experiencing discrimination are more 

likely to view school as less important and report less academic motivation compared to students 

who rarely experience discrimination (Chavous et al, 2008; Perreira, Fuligni, & Potochnick, 

2010). In addition, in Annette Lareau’s (2000, 2003) ethnographic studies of the relationships 

between the social class of parents and school participation, she describes the discrepant natures 
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of children’s family lives, parent involvement based on their social class, and the complex effects 

of social class. She argues that the parents’ social class determines their positions in the social 

stratification system, and equips them with different viewpoints on valuing their children’s 

development as well as their academic and social skills. For instance, children of working class 

families do not participate in structured activities as often as children from the upper-middle 

class. Consequently, children of working class families may unintentionally develop a sense of 

distance and distrust of authority figures and feel constrained in their institutional experiences 

(Lareau, 2003). With this sense, children from lower socio-economic classes feel a strong sense 

of exclusion and self-doubt in school, whereas upper-middle class children usually demonstrate 

strong autonomy and a sense of involvement in school and at home (Lareau, 2000). 

According to the above, the educational perceptions and motives of students from 

developing countries, such as immigrant and refugee children in particular, deserve further 

examination. In order to help them obtain a pleasant and rewarding school life, educational 

practices can be devised and utilized as a therapeutic process that leads to increased and more 

favorable self-esteem and personal expression. To help students who are not diagnosed with 

special needs, who do not necessarily leave the classroom for art therapy but struggle with 

difficult issues, I believe an ideal way to work with this group is to offer them therapeutic-based 

art activities in learning. This will enable culturally diverse students to establish better self-

esteem and self-confidence. As important teachers will make the art class an engaging and safe 

space for students’ personal growth and discovery through practicing therapeutic-based art 

activities. Although some of the conceptual knowledge and requirements of art education may be 

difficult for students with special needs, the teaching strategies I have used relay and combine 

both therapeutic and curriculum-based activities in learning, and make accommodations when 
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necessary. I view therapeutic-based art instruction strategies as teaching students about art and 

about themselves simultaneously. 

Perception and Social Position 

A common discriminatory experience for ethnic minorities in the United States is defined 

as an unfair and differential treatment of individuals based on ethnicity or race (Garcia Coll et 

al., 1996; Szalacha et al., 2003). Ethnic and racial discrimination can take different forms and 

include a wide range of acts. Some studies tend to presume the interpretation and experiences of 

ethnic and racial discrimination are similar across individuals in all ages and groups. However, 

unlike adults, children’s social position is usually determined by various factors: gender, 

ethnicity, and immigrant status; these all contribute to differential experiences of racial 

discrimination (Garcia Coll et al., 1996). One important distinction between the types of 

discrimination in terms of social position is that that of the difference between symbolic (subtle) 

and conventional (explicit) racism (Kinder & Sears, 1981; McClelland & Auster, 1990; 

McConahay et al., 1981; Sears, 1988). Symbolic discrimination can be seen as a subtler form of 

discrimination, whereas conventional discrimination is regarded as a more apparent form of it 

and is derived from a shared negative attitude toward an ethnic group. This latter kind of ethnic 

related discrimination may be traced back and result from the complexity of historical context.  

The distinction has been made in studies with adolescents that delineate between explicit and 

implicit discrimination (Fisher et al., 2000; Hwang & Goto, 2008; Liang, Grossman & Deguchi,  

2007; Rosenbloom & Way, 2004). In Rosenbloom and Way’s research, for example, they 

illustrate how peers and adults carry out both explicit ethnic and racial discrimination, such as 

physical and verbal harassment, with lowered expectations of one’s ethnic or racial group 

regarded as implicit discrimination. For members of disadvantaged groups, attributions to 
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prejudice are likely to be internal, uncontrollable, and convey widespread exclusion and 

devaluation of the individuals’ social group (Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002). Many studies report 

that Asian American adolescents experience more peer discrimination than their counterparts of 

other ethnicities (Fisher et al, 2000; Rivas-Drake, Hughes, & Way, 2008; Rosenbloom & Way, 

2004). In Way’s research, both Asian-Americans and Dominican-Americans reported higher 

levels of peer discrimination. Some researchers have also drawn attention to the significance of 

investigating individual perceptions of discrimination instead of attempting to measure “actual” 

acts of discrimination (Brown, 2008; Spencer et al., 1997). In fact, perceiving discrimination 

depends on a range of elements, including situational signals and individual attitudes (Brown, 

2008). Furthermore, regardless of whether the recognized discrimination is “real” or can be 

observed, it will eventually impact the individual when he or she perceives an interaction as 

discriminatory. Hence, it is important to examine the feelings and thoughts of the children who 

are perceiving discrimination against them. Brown comments that focusing on perceptions of 

ethnic and racial discrimination is critical to any examination of discrimination. 

In terms of social position, different social categories may lead to varying experiences 

and perceptions of ethnic and racial discrimination. An individual’s social position relates to a 

high extent on factors including ethnicity, gender, and/or immigrant status. These causes could 

bring on differing experiences of ethnic and racial discrimination (Way, Santos, Niwa, & Kim-

Gervey, 2008). According to Rosenbloom and Way’s (2004) study, Asian-American adolescents 

discussed physical and verbal harassment by peers. However, the Black and Latino students in 

this research reported less physical and verbal discrimination. Ethnicity is expected to be an 

important variable in this study (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004) that predicts trajectories of 

discrimination among ethnic minority students (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996). For example, in 
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Phinney and Chavira’s (1992) research, as Japanese-American had more experiences of racial 

defamation, actual discriminatory treatment was primarily experienced by African Americans. 

Moreover, Romero and Roberts (1998) maintain that Mexican- and Vietnamese-American 

adolescents, who were more often immigrants and spoke less English, were more likely to 

experience discrimination as a consequence of their language use. Way (2007) reports that 

Asian-American and Dominican-American adolescents showed higher levels of peer 

discrimination than their Puerto-Rican peers. Contrary to Asian-American students, the African-

American students in this study showed a steeper increase in levels of discrimination from their 

own African-American (Way, 2007) peers, compared to their Puerto Rican peers. These 

differences in perceptions according to specific ethnic group may be considered in part to be 

grounded in varying stereotypes associated with social relationships in different ethnic and racial 

groups. As well, it may due to intersections of these social position components that bear various 

cultural and socio-historical implications (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004; Way, Santos, Niwa, & 

Kim-Gervey, 2008). In addition, in Way’s (2008) qualitative study of ethnic identity among 

Dominican-, Chinese-, African American, and Puerto Rican adolescents, she and her colleagues 

found that Puerto Rican students experienced little discrimination from peers because they see 

themselves at the top of the school social hierarchy. As they have valued their ethnical and 

historical possesses, their self-identification is quite substantial. 

Psychological Status and Self-regulation 

Considering the uncomfortable and stressful feelings of discrimination, some researchers 

have described discrimination experiences as chronic life stressors and daily challenges, wherein 

individuals encounter subtle forms of prejudice, exclusion, and differential treatment on a regular 

basis (Harrell, 2000). This type of discrimination serves as a constant reminder to individuals of 
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their ethnic minority status and can increase the likelihood for negative mental health outcomes 

(Araujo & Borrell, 2006; Greene et al., 2006.). Compared to members of the majority culture, 

ethnic minority individuals are likely to experience a larger proportion of discriminatory 

experiences due to differences in visible and/or invisible individual characteristics such as social 

norms, cultural beliefs, and native language (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998).  

Specifically, regarding psychological adjustment of culturally diverse students, 

experiencing ethnic and racial discrimination ruptures a sense of safety and caring in 

relationships with others, which in turn affects how an individual feels about him or herself (e.g., 

self-esteem, confidence, and self-identity). In terms of the relationship between an individual’s 

psychological status and discrimination, many researchers confirm that when children are 

exposed to higher levels of discrimination based on race or ethnicity, they are more likely to 

experience negative outcomes such as lower self-esteem, depressive symptoms, increased anger, 

lower academic achievement, lower academic motivation, more violent behavior, and increased 

delinquent behavior and substance abuse (Caldwell et al., 2004; Greene et al., 2006; Simons et 

al., 2002; Whitbeck, Hoyt, McMorris, Chen, & Stubben, 2001; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 

2003). In DeGarmo and Martinez’s (2006) study, they confirmed the relation between 

discrimination and academic well-being and argued that higher levels of discrimination are 

associated with lower academic well-being. 

The concept of self-regulated learning can be seen as an effective method for children to 

acquire the ability to plan, organize, and structure academic-related tasks. According to Bandura 

and his colleagues’ (1999, 2001, 2003) research, self-regulated learning is defined as children 

being able to perceive the ability to regulate their own learning through planning, organizing, and 

structuring the environment in an effort to increase the likelihood of academic success. With 
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these skills, self-regulated learning may be a specific domain of the global self-efficacy construct 

(Bandura et al., 1999); children with high self-regulated learning efficacy are more likely to 

experience better academic achievement. They also experience less depression, higher academic 

achievement, and are less likely to engage in delinquent behavior (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 

Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001; Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Gerbino, & Pastorelli, 

2003; Bandura et al., 1999). 

Emotional support from peers and their communities are also particularly important. 

Wertlieb, Weigel, and Feldstein (1987) maintain that emotional support is a significant protective 

factor; their research indicates that when adolescents are exposed to high levels of support from 

family and extra-familial individuals that they were more likely to experience positive outcomes. 

Similarly, Scarpa and Haden (2006) state that support from friends has a significant protective 

factor in the association between community violence exposure and aggression. Based on their 

research results, individuals who perceived higher levels of support from friends were less likely 

to display aggressive behavior with exposure to community violence. 

Thus, concerning the self-identity, self-esteem, and academic performance of culturally 

diverse students, self-regulated learning and emotional support may act as a mediator in the 

association between discrimination and academic achievement. With this in mind, it is especially 

important for culturally diverse students to examine their ethnic identity by exploring their 

cultural heritage, learning about culture-specific roles and expectations, and adopting distinct 

aspects of their ethnicity into their personality and self-concept as they have immigrated to a new 

country (Phinney, 1990). 
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Circumstances of Culturally Diverse Students 

Social and Cultural Acceptance 

 What is social acceptance? Before defining the idea of social acceptance, educators may 

need to think about how they would like to define identity. West (1992) argues that identity 

relates to an individual’s desire: the desire for recognition, the desire for affiliation, and the 

desire for security and safety. These kinds of desires, West argues, cannot be separated from the 

distribution of material resources within the society. People who have access to a wide range of 

resources in a society will have access to power and privilege, which will in turn influence how 

they understand their relationship to the world and their possibilities for the future (West, 1992). 

Additionally, Delgado (2001) comments that, “No person has a single, easily stated, unitary 

identity” (p. 9). Forms of cultural presentation such as thoughts, attitudes, and words are 

important as racism and discrimination are matters of thinking, mental categorization, attitude, 

and discourse (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Unfortunately, when people think of the term 

“essentializing,” they believe it refers to diminishing someone or something until the heart of the 

matter stands out. Thus, from an educational perspective, social acceptance could emerge when 

an open-minded atmosphere is being created in a classroom, in which all students feel cared 

about and feel comfortable with expressing their social/cultural identity. Would this be social 

acceptance? Students come from diverse cultural backgrounds; however, the cultural patterns of 

schools and classrooms may not ensure that all students have equal opportunities to succeed 

(Diaz-Rico & Weed, 2002). Culture includes more than the beliefs, habits, and preferences of 

students and teachers. A name is an important part of self-identity and cultural identity. For 

example, an individual’s name may be very different from commonly heard names where they 

live. Therefore, a person’s name could also be a way of cultural presentation. When we talk 
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about social and cultural acceptance, the most direct form of expression is an individual’s name. 

Manning’s (1994) study shows that when individuals are called by their name, it gives them a 

sense of self-worth. Oftentimes, teachers do not speak the native language of the students who 

are from different cultures, and this inevitably throws up additional obstacles that must be 

overcome, beginning with using a new name in their new country rather than their birth name.  

In another aspect, Ladson-Billings (1995) comments that African-American students face 

constant devaluation of their culture not only in school, but also in the society at large. Similarly, 

according to Fordham's research (1990), “within the school structure, Black adolescents 

consciously and unconsciously sense that they have to give up aspects of their identities and their 

indigenous cultural system in order to achieve success as defined in dominant-group terms” (p. 

259). In fact, culturally diverse students’ feeling of the acceptance within communities may refer 

to the students’ mindset of acceptance, expectations, assumptions, and goals that educators bring 

to the task of educating culturally diverse students.  

It is educators’ responsibility to ensure that the learning environment is welcoming 

(Hamayan & Damico, 1991). That being said, teachers need a foundation of cultural awareness 

in order to adapt schools to the needs of culturally diverse students. Freeman and Freeman 

(2000) suggest that one solution for this issue is to create an environment in the classroom that is 

welcoming to multiple languages. The study shows that students are happy when teachers have 

taken the time to learn each student’s birth name. By so doing, students can perceive a sense of 

assurance from teachers. Additionally, regarding the level of teachers’ influence, Darling-

Hammond (2000, 2001), Haycock (2000), National Center for Educational Statistics (1992), and 

Wenglinsky (2000) maintain that teachers have a powerful, long-lasting influence on their 

students. Educators can effectively affect how students learn and how much they learn, and the 
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ways they interact with peers in the classroom. It is especially important for educators to 

understand and recognize what they should do to promote positive learning attitudes, cooperative 

communities, and academic achievement among students.  

English Language Learners in the U.S. 

Over the past few decades, issues related to equity, minority students, and multicultural 

education have been widely debated in many countries (Olsen et al, 1994; Reid, & Reich, 1992). 

Societal attitudes about English language learners (ELLs) and the educational programs that 

serve them have become politically and often societally negative (Krashen, 2003). Inevitably, no 

classroom or school is immune, to some extent, from the influence of the power relations that 

characterize societal debates about diversity and national identity. For instance, Adair (2012) 

describes an example in the border town of San Luis, Mexico: The teachers are very concerned 

about the Latino children of emigrants leaving San Luis and “going north.” Going north is a 

concept that San Luis teachers use to describe the act of children leaving San Luis to attend 

college and/or work and live in the United States. To the teachers, going north means facing 

environments where Mexican values are not reinforced and the Spanish language is not valued. 

Regarding their academic performance, it is important that the Mexican ELLs do not lose sight 

of their connection to Mexico. In this case, leaving the town of San Luis may be a factor related 

to students’ decreased self-esteem and self-efficacy. Therefore, in the view of teaching ELLs, the 

decisions that teachers in the U.S. make regarding their utilization of teaching strategies and 

activities in the classrooms are important. Fillmore and Snow (2002) comment that teachers must 

understand that “children of immigrants and native-born American children from nonmajority 

backgrounds may encounter a stark disjunction between their cultural understandings and those 

of the school” (p. 56). They suggest that teachers act as “agents of socialization” by learning to 
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respect their students’ home languages and cultures, and learn to help their students make the 

transition to the U.S. schooling system. 

In terms of cultural transition of ELLs in the U.S., some researchers suggest that 

educators must have knowledge of and respect for a successful cultural adjustment and 

adaptation (Bartolomé, 2002; Zeichner, 2003). Bartolomé (2002) argues that, “in addition to 

pedagogical techniques that are responsive to the needs of language minority students, teachers 

need to gain both political clarity and ideological clarity in order to increase the chances of 

academic success for their language minority students and subordinated minority students” (p. 

167). Political clarity is regarded as the progress of individuals in understanding the possible 

relations between political and social variables at the macro-level and academic performance at 

the micro-level classroom (Bartolomé, 1994).  Individuals’ strengthening their consciousness of 

the social realities that continually shape their lives helps them converse in and be comfortable in 

their adopted material and symbolic conditions. In addition, Bartolomé (2000) explains her idea 

of ideological clarity as, individuals’ struggle to identify with and compare their own 

explanations for existing social and political hierarchies within the dominant society. 

Understanding ideologies affection education helps teachers to consider when and how their 

belief systems uncritically reflect those of the dominant society and consequently result in 

maintaining unequal and perhaps unacceptable conditions that many students have experienced.  

Most classroom teachers have traditionally had minimal, if any, training in adapting their 

curriculum and teaching practices to meet the needs of linguistically and culturally diverse 

students (Byrnes, Kiger & Manning, 1997; Crawford, 1997; Youngs & Youngs, 2001). When 

teachers internalize dominant societal messages, they bring them directly into their schools and 

classrooms. School administrators, school staff, and parents also internalize societal messages, 
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creating a school environment that mirrors that of the community and the dominant order of 

society at large. Bourdieu (1977) highlights the importance of language in constructing the 

relationship between the individual and the society. In his theory, subjectivity is produced in a 

variety of social sites, all of which are structured by relations of power in which the person takes 

up different subject positions. With this sense, an individual: the subject, is not conceived of as 

passive; he or she is conceived of as both the subject of and subject to relations of power within a 

particular site, community, and society as the subject can be seen as an active as well as dynamic 

agent. 

Some racially biased educators tend to believe that diverse students bring too many 

deficits to the classroom and regard them as low-status. Even when culturally diverse students 

receive what are considered “best teaching practices,” students’ academic success is unaffected if 

educators possess stereotypical impressions of the students (Walker et al, 2004). If a society or 

community does not embrace its linguistically and culturally diverse citizens, it is probable that 

the schools and many of the teachers in that community will not embrace them either, thereby 

detrimentally impacting the quality of education that these students receive (Nieto, 1995). ELLs’, 

and immigrant students’ experiences in their native country/ies play a significant part of their 

identity; these experiences are constantly being adjusted by their experiences in the new country, 

across home, school, and community. Under these conditions, if educators do not provide 

learners with opportunities to critically examine experiences in their native countries in the light 

of recent experiences in the United States, these groups of students may experience difficulties 

mediating their identities in the classrooms and communities of their adopted home. 
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Mandarin Language Learners in Taiwan 

Over nearly two decades, more than 300,000 women from Southeast Asia—mainly from 

Vietnam, Indonesia, and mainland China—have migrated into Taiwan. Many come due to 

marriage. Taiwan has experienced low marriage rates among its own population due in part to 

women marrying later; additionally, active commercial sales promotions by marriage agencies 

have contributed to a rapid growth in the percentage of transnational marriages (MOI, 2005). 

Most of the immigrant wives give birth within the first year of marriage, and tend to have two or 

three children on average; the consequences of these marriages came to light without warning, 

with teachers in primary schools reporting difficulties in instructing the children of immigrant 

mothers or immigrant children from Southeast Asia (Chen, 2003; Dia, 2004). This group of 

children has poorer reading, writing, and speaking ability than other children (Lin, 2007). 

Consequently, immigrant wives and their children have been identified as a “big problem” by the 

Taiwanese government, and the immigrant wives were even asked to “stop giving birth” by the 

Vice-Minister of Education (Sheu, 2004). 

Not surprisingly, culturally diverse students in Taiwan, such as immigrant children, the 

children of immigrant mothers, and Indigenous children may face school bullying due to 

language barriers posed by their possessing different culture and language backgrounds (Chang, 

2002). For the immigrants and their children, searching for a common language often comes 

along with intense power struggles. Lacking support, being isolated and homesick, and 

difficulties in cultural adaptation can cause depression, irrespective of the mother’s nationality. 

Under these conditions, the immigrant children and the children of immigrant mothers are more 

likely to be reported as being underweight, suffering from delayed development, to be mentally 

ill and/or cognitively disabled (Young, 2003). 
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 “New Taiwanese children” is a term specifically referring to children of new immigrant 

women. This term is commonly used because of a series of reports on families of new immigrant 

women published in a popular Taiwanese financial magazine, Common Wealth, in 2003 (Hsia, 

2007). However, regardless of positive or negative research findings of “New Taiwanese 

children,” people in Taiwan have a general impression of these children as often falling behind 

academically and that the cause of this downfall is the new immigrant women’s perceived status 

as uneducated and poor. A study on the parenting of new immigrant women shows that 

children’s poor academic performance is the result of new immigrant women’s low Mandarin-

Chinese literacy levels (Wu, 2004). The inattention to children’s academic performance (Chung 

& Chao, 2009) and the lack of appropriate parenting knowledge and practices (Chung & Chao, 

2009; Lin, 2007) result in poor academic performance. Unfortunately, the family conditions and 

dynamics are aspects in which new immigrant women’s parenting styles are oftentimes 

overlooked or even misinterpreted with labels of low socio-economic status. Therefore, “New 

Taiwanese children” has become an inconvenient label that the children of the immigrant women 

are being stigmatized with (Hsia, 2007), and so they usually do not want to be tagged as such: 

the label may be seen as a form of stratification and discrimination. School administrators and 

educators did not take language and social identity as serious issues until there was a large 

immigrant population in Taiwan. The authorities have fallen behind in making changes to the 

education system.  

The challenge for teachers in Taiwan, then, is to rethink national identities in ways that 

are diverse and inclusive. In doing so, the recognition of minority language rights can be 

established, and the prospect of more representational multinational and multilingual states can 

be enhanced in Taiwan. More importantly, discrimination against culturally diverse students and 
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MLLs in school could be diminished. From a multiculturalist viewpoint, language can serve as a 

strategy not only to recognize the rights of minority groups and protect to them from 

discrimination, but also as a way that they may present their thoughts and social/cultural 

identities. 

 

Softening the Boundaries: Therapeutic Art Intervention 

What is Art Therapy? 

There is evidence that the field of art therapy was in its earliest stages in the 1930s 

through the work of Mary Huntoon at the Menninger Clinic in Kansas (Huntoon, 1949; Wix, 

2000, 2003). A trained professional artist, Huntoon utilized art as therapy in the 1930s and ’40s 

with psychiatric patients, helping them to identify as art students by using studio art, while 

introducing them to art as a means for self-expression and healing. In 1941, Margaret Naumburg, 

one of the pioneers of art therapy, became the first founder of the Walden School for children. 

However, at that time, art teachers aimed primarily to teach children to draw, rather than utilize 

art as a creative process and form of expression. Naumburg perceived art to be inherently 

therapeutic and credited the phenomena of catharsis and sublimation as being responsible for 

healing (Linesch, 1993). Also, Edith Kramer, the other leading pioneer of art therapy, became an 

art therapist at the Wiltwyck School for Boys and published her work in a book entitled Art 

Therapy in a Children’s Community (1958). In terms of the practice of art therapy, unlike 

Naumburg, Kramer perceived art to be the basis of insight, emphasizing the product over the 

process and believing that verbal processing and discussion about the art facilitated insight 

(Piper, 1997).  
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In contrast, in the field of psychotherapy, prominent psychoanalysts including Sigmund 

Freud and Carl Jung valued the significance of symbolism and imagery as part of their treatment 

philosophies; Jung perceived art as a therapeutic and healing technique (Piper, 1997). Since 

symbolism and imagery became popularized within the field of psychology, the door opened to 

explore different uses of art in the therapeutic context. The core concept of art therapy is based 

on the creativity involved in artistic self-expression which helps people to develop interpersonal 

skills, manage behavior, decrease stress, increase self-esteem and self-awareness, gain insight, 

and resolve conflict (American Art Therapy Association, 2010). Huntoon (1949) describes the 

benefits of “artsynthesis” as a healing mechanism, stating: 

Graphic expression seems to escape the vigilance of the superego more easily 

than verbal or written expression, so that the aggressive and traumatic material may 

be depicted without the artist feeling culpable. However, after it has been put down 

graphically, the artist may be able to recognize it because it is rendered in his own 

symbols (artsynthesis). (p. 201) 

The term artsynthesis was coined by Huntoon; she used it to describe the process of self-

discovery that innumerable clients she worked with experienced after finishing an artwork 

(Malchiodi, 2007). She felt that the artmaking process held the most therapeutic value, as 

opposed to analyzing it for diagnostic meaning. Similarly, Dewey’s (1934) Art as Experience 

influenced many writers, fine artists, and philosophers to understand the arts, aesthetics, and their 

purpose from different perspectives. Today, art therapy continues to be utilized as a therapeutic 

technique. It is most commonly regarded as an adjunctive therapeutic intervention; art as therapy 

is in combination and collaboration with communication/dialogue between the therapist and the 

client rather than the sole and primary component of each session (Piper, 1997). In the 1940s, 
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psychoanalysts began to make use of art in assessment, and then employed art as a medium for 

expression, as it allowed for the circumvention of defenses (Linesch, 1993). Art is currently 

understood as an effective means of expression and communication, particularly for those clients 

who have difficulty communicating through verbal language. Art continues to be therapeutically 

successful, particularly with children who often lack the necessary verbal skills to appropriately 

express themselves. Although art practice is recognized as an effective treatment for mental 

health, unfortunately, very few researchers examine the role and function that arts intervention 

could play in the education field in helping students achieve a successful academic life. 

The Functions of Art Therapy 

When speaking of therapy or counseling, seeing a therapist may give people a negative 

impression of being labeled as having problems or mental issues. Therefore, people usually do 

not want to reveal if they are undergoing a therapy treatment; this circumstance is especially 

obvious in Taiwan, and perhaps in most Asian countries. Children are no exception; they are 

usually reluctant to talk to a therapist or counselor because they perceive therapy as something 

that they are forced to do because they have done something wrong. As people usually meet their 

therapist individually, children are often required to meet the therapist, a complete stranger 

whom they have not met before or whom they have previously met briefly. In addition, children 

may be of the assumption that therapists have special powers to read their minds and could figure 

out their secrets (Hudak, 2000).  

In general, the use of art in therapy permits children to establish a safe and comfortable 

relationship with their therapist that eventually helps them become more talkative about the 

issues that they are otherwise unable to voice (March, 2000). Over the years, art therapy has 

proven to be a developmentally appropriate medium for working with children and adolescents. 
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Art allows for a child’s natural tendency towards play, drawing, painting, and other forms of 

non-verbal sensory interaction (Rubin, 2005). The use of art in therapy provides children with a 

safe place to demonstrate their thoughts, perspectives, and ideas about the world (March, 2000). 

For example, children with emotional and behavioral difficulties typically act out in such ways 

because they lack the ability to communicate verbally about themselves. Many case studies 

support the positive effect of art therapy in the treatment of children’s externalizing behaviors, 

such as aggression (as reported by Finn, 2003). In art therapy, rather than these behaviors, they 

communicate through actions and, thus, are likely more capable of expressing their experiences 

through action (Ambridge, 2001). Art can provide these children with the opportunity to 

harmlessly express their sadness, anger, frustrations, fears, insecurities, and other pains that 

contribute to their aggressive tendencies (Kramer, 1971). Tubbs (2008) argues that art can help 

reduce inner chaos by providing a sense of structure and boundaries. Apart from the advantages 

of art therapy mentioned above, considering learning and developmental viewpoints, art therapy 

has also been recognized as a useful technique for children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder (ADHD), developmental or learning disabilities, and for children coping with chronic 

illness. For children with ADHD, art can be active, stimulating, and dynamic as art provides 

boundaries and structure. Furthermore, art requires focus and attention, while it is simultaneously 

engaging and exciting, which can be effective in helping children learn to maintain concentration 

(Tubbs, 2008).  

 

Art as a Therapeutic Medium for Culturally Diverse Students 

From the health-care perspective, the past two decades have seen art therapy literature 

that discusses the value of art in counseling grow in popularity (Birnbaum, 1991; Crenshaw, 
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1990; Goldstein, Alter, & Axelrod, 1996; Levi, Gilad, & Friedman-Kalmovitca, 1996). The arts 

can be viewed as constituting a platform that connects different cultures in a culturally safe 

environment. When issues arise due to cultural differences in language and social value, art is a 

means of expressing and communicating feelings. According to McNiff (2004), “Art adapts to 

every conceivable problem and lends its transformative, insightful, and experience-heightening 

powers to people in need” (p.5). As a professional working in the fields of art, education, and 

health care, I have conducted therapeutic art programs in different organizations. When I was 

working with people with developmental disabilities, I found that they often had inadequate 

social skills, mental issues, and behavioral problems. In the educational setting, I have noticed 

that ELLs repeatedly fail to achieve suitable identification in schools. To some extent, this 

problem leads to the ELLs being regarded as socially, intellectually, and educationally deficient. 

Wissman and Costello (2014) point to the value and function of drawing upon perspectives 

within the arts and literature to establish a suitable identity. According to them, when teachers 

pay more attention to students’ perspectives and seriously consider their choices and ideas 

regarding the creation of images or colors, they can learn more about what roles students’ 

thoughts and comprehension play in the learning processes (p. 105). Nicholson (1999) similarly 

advocates for engaging the arts to build meaning and promote understanding, noting that "[t]he 

visual, performing, and practical arts… offer more than an avenue for indulging in idiosyncratic 

and extraneous self-expression, but constitute a means of perceiving and conveying 

understanding" (p. 109). 

Bourriaud (2001) asserts that the relationship, interaction, and expression between an 

artist and his/her artwork can be thought of as a social process that produces a specific social 

message. This kind of art allows “a rich field of social experimentations” and represents “the 
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production of a space in a specific social context” (p. 10). In this sense, art gives ELLs a voice 

and is a valuable tool for dealing with difficult issues in their lives. Art is also considered a 

valuable agency for safeguarding sensitive cultural and community issues, including differences 

in community traditions and values, strengthening inner understandings, and reducing concerns 

and shame over judgmental perceptions. From the therapeutic perspective of art-making, Safran 

and Safran (2008) specifically underline the effectiveness of art therapy with children being 

bullied as it helps them in expressing repressed feelings of fear, worthlessness, confusion, and 

rage. In addition, therapeutic art-making activities increase their sense of empowerment and 

provide them with a safe place and protective relationship. Art can be regarded as a therapeutic 

vehicle for these children to explore their pain and express their fears in a safe and nurturing 

environment (Ambridge, 2001).  

In terms of developmental or learning disabilities, Tubbs (2008) shows that art has been 

confirmed to be particularly useful for children who struggle with or lack formal language skills. 

Tubbs identified that drawing and painting softens this adherence to structure and helps such 

children relate to their changing environment (Tubbs, 2008). Thus, therapeutic-based art 

intervention can be used to help culturally diverse students achieve adequate communication, 

self-expression, and self-determination in their academic lives. In this way, it can elevate their 

self-esteem and confidence. 

 

How Can Art Be Therapeutic? 

The Role of Art in Therapeutic-based Art Making 

In terms of the healing function of art making, it is surprising that there are not many 

research studies investigating the role art making plays in art education. Most of the current 
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literature that exists investigates art making in the context of program development (Block et al., 

2005; Langner, 2009; Matton & Plante, 2014). In Kramer’s (1986) groundbreaking work, the 

artmaking process was used to help children in crisis. The art making allows children to express 

and understand the strong emotions that they are experiencing in a smooth way. It involved the 

use of a variety of art materials, the sensory use of materials, and attention to the physical nature 

and discipline of art making in order to symbolically develop an aesthetic presence (Marakova, 

2012). Kramer (1993) called the activities “art as therapy” (p. xiii). She was not alone in her 

thoughts about the advantages of the art experience as a meaningful and valuable process for 

healing. In fact, prior to Kramer, Huntoon (1949) used art in a supervised studio environment at 

the Winter Veterans Hospital in Ohio. Treating veterans suffering from what was then called 

battle fatigue and other emotional consequences of war, Huntoon encouraged various art 

processes. Similarly, Brown (2008) utilized an arts-based inquiry to study the importance of art 

making with creative arts therapists outside of clinical practice. She studied the meanings of 

experience and engagement in dance therapy. One question she had asked in her study was, 

“What happened to you when you stopped making art?” (Brown, 2008, p. 203). After completing 

her research, she suggested that artists or art therapists should engage in efforts to find their 

artistic epistemology in order to in order to understand its unique place (Brown, 2008). Hence, 

engaging in therapeutic and/or artistic art activities is beneficial to people. Art allows us to keep 

up with our own embodied self-awareness and the awareness of our surroundings (Cruz, 2004). 

Malchiodi and Cattaneo (1988) argue that a creative or therapeutic process can be 

regarded as an act of destruction. Perhaps some teachers see this destruction as a negative action. 

However, in the process, the creative insights break through into students’ consciousness against 

rationality, and lead to reconstruction. This allows students to recognize their ways of thinking or 
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looking at things and then proceed to develop new knowledge as well as perspectives. Artwork 

should be appreciated, looked at, talked about and understood (Oaklander, 1988). With this said, 

artwork is a presentation and expression of an artist. The art-making process is also where the 

artist’s feelings are presented. In considering art making as a therapeutic experience, art teachers 

could focus on students’ ideas and thoughts behind their artwork instead of paying too much 

attention to the overt content of the message (Martin, 1983). Anderson (1992) comments that 

therapeutic art making experience is educationally and psychologically beneficial for students 

with special needs as they are more likely to master new information with less direction. In this 

way, the learning process is simplified and new ability may be acquired in an easy way. 

Furthermore, the art making process is beneficial in recognizing and dealing with some 

adjustment problems. Changes in artistic expression can indicate physical/emotional/spiritual 

growth or decline, the emergence of repressed memories, the release of emotions, and the 

resolution of conflict, among other things. Technical expertise can also foster communication of 

these conflicts by allowing for simplicity and clarity of expression (Abrahamson, 1996). 

Therapeutic-based Art Implementation in Education 

Why should art therapy methods be applied in educational settings? As an art educator, I 

have observed and undertaken art programs as therapeutic activities. That being said, I do not 

employ art activities as therapy in my classes in the traditional sense, that is, with subsequent 

clinical-based diagnoses. Creative activities require the making of many decisions at the 

cognitive level so that the artwork can constitute reflections or metaphors of the artist’s life when 

reality somewhat fails to meet expectations. Greenberg (2001) has identified a growing portion 

of school-aged children experiencing countless social, emotional, and behavioral problems. 

These problems could hinder and affect their interpersonal relationships, academic performance, 
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and their potential to become competent adults in the long term. With reference to the prevalent 

rates of mental health disorders, some researchers argue that the number has kept rising, with 

approximately one in five children and adolescents experiencing problems severe enough to 

warrant mental health services (Romano et al., 2001; U.S. Public Health Services, 2000). 

Therefore, through therapeutic-based art implementations, difficult issues can be addressed and 

discussed at the symbolic level. According to Marxen (2009), art may be a suitable vehicle for 

addressing the management of frustration. In fact, artistic expressions involve specific meanings 

with personal thoughts and feelings and can become a form of constructive communication 

(Winnicott, 1971). Making art in this context allows artists to control their negative and possibly 

aggressive feelings since it gives the feelings a form that can be developed, transformed, 

changed, or stored and kept in a safe space: artwork and the art world. Unfavorable or bitter 

feelings can be diluted in the creative process, and conflicts can gain form, allowing them to be 

visualized. Expressing unpleasant experiences allows the artist to control his/her emotions 

through symbolizing his/her aggression (Dannecker, 1999). 

With regard to existing art therapy-related literature, some researchers report that art 

therapy can effectively help in dealing with children’s anxiety (Grossman, 1981; Keve, 1995). 

Garbarino (1997) also confirmed that the incorporation of therapeutic interventions counteracts 

emotional issues. Correspondingly, Kimport and Robbins (2012) studied the impact of creative 

clay work on the reduction of negative mood. In their research, 102 participants engaged in a 

series of clay exercises. The study indicates that the participants’ mood was enhanced. Curry and 

Kasser (2005) studied the effectiveness of art activities on the reduction of anxiety, especially 

through repeated coloring and drawing. In their study, the participants were assigned to write 

about a past fearful event as a way to induce anxiety. Then, the participants used colored pencils 
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to color the mandala, a plaid form, or a blank piece of paper for 20 minutes. The result shows 

that the participants’ anxiety level was minimized. From an educational perspective, artmaking 

activity encourages students’ creativity and their sense of self-esteem and self-identification. 

Ulman and Dachinger (1975) state that an important similarity between the art teacher and 

therapist focuses upon the child's growth. 

Through the process of doing in art, in the course of psychotherapy as in art 

education or in art therapy, one communicates with oneself. Viewing each work as 

an expression of the child who produced it, we can see in it to what extent the child 

was able to communicate with himself. (p. 93) 

In the same vein, Wadeson (2001) suggests that art can be regarded as a “visual voice” for 

artists, that is, a way that an artist perceives and confirms their identity. She stated that art 

therapists neither need nor do they have visual voice or expert skill level, but they do need to be 

able to relate to other people in order to practice since art therapists relate to art differently and 

have a different purpose for it. She said that, “As we plunge more deeply into ourselves in our 

art, we are at the same time connecting with what is more universal, something that speaks to 

others” (Wadeson, 2001, p. 67). With that in mind, as I focus on utilizing art activities as a 

therapeutic-based process and implementation in education, I believe that it is especially 

significant for culturally diverse students to engage in therapeutic-based arts activities. 

Play Therapy as a Strategy 

In order to implement therapeutic-based art activities, I feel the core concept of effective 

teaching should be the art process and its function of how students will be supported emotionally 

and educationally on their personal journey of expression. One approach to helping culturally 

diverse children (such as ELLs and MLLs) develop skills that will enable them to be more 
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effectively open to the academic goals of the school is by adopting the main features from play 

therapy. Play therapy is a well-recognized discipline with a fifty-seven-year old history of 

treatment specifically for children (Axline, 1947; Landreth, 2002; Schaefer, 1993). According to 

Bratton and Ray’s (2000) research, play therapy is confirmed as an effective method in helping 

children who experience low self-esteem (Crow, 1990; Post, 1999; Tyndall-Lind, 1999), 

depression (Tyndall-Lind, 1999; Wilde, 1994), and anxiety (Burroughs, et al., 1997; Clatworthy, 

1981). In addition, child-centered play therapy (CCPT) is one strategy for providing a mental 

health program in schools (ASCA, 2006). CCPT is defined as a dynamic interpersonal 

relationship between a child and a counselor trained in play therapy who provides a safe 

relationship for the child to fully express and explore self through his or her natural medium of 

expression: play (Landreth, 2002). The aims of play therapy are consistent with those of a 

developmental model of school counseling. Both techniques strive to help children learn about 

themselves, recognize and express their emotions, learn to make decisions, assume responsibility 

for themselves, and become better equipped to take advantage of the academic opportunities 

presented in school (Landreth, 1987; Myrick, 1993).  The cognitive level of development of most 

ELLs who are elementary school-aged children makes them unable to work through personal 

struggles using verbal expressions. Play therapy has been widely regarded as the 

developmentally appropriate way to therapeutically relate to children (Axline, 1947; Dimmick & 

Huff, 1970; Klein, 1955; Myrick & Holden, 1971). According to Erikson (1950), play in therapy 

has held a central role in allowing the therapist to assess and help in promoting the child’s 

emotional health and coping skills. That being said, play therapy is a vital component to 

interventions with the child and the family. With this logic, it is especially beneficial for 

culturally diverse children to engage in these kinds of activities. Since culturally diverse children 
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may confront conflicts of social and cultural values at home and at school (Albert, 2010), play 

comes naturally to children and is usually an easier avenue for them to express their thoughts. In 

terms of invisible trauma, children may naturally act out by expressing their feelings, reactions, 

and perceptions while engaging in play (Landreth, 2002). As reported by Erikson (1963), a large 

part of a child’s personality development comes from play. Based on both Erikson and 

Landreth’s studies, play therapy allows children to make an intolerable feeling more tolerable, 

because it could help them imagine change, which may be the first step in creating positive 

transformation. In accordance with Whitaker (1987) and Whitaker and Keith (1981), play 

therapy can help people express their own fantasies and frustrations and help identify 

maladaptive patterns. 

In terms of application of play therapy in education, many studies have verified it as an 

aid in education. Some early research (Axline, 1947; Bills, 1950; Seeman & Edwards, 1954) 

reported positive effects and suggested that providing play therapy could be a way to release the 

inner direction of the child and successfully minimize performance anxiety. Likewise, Landreth 

(2002) comments: 

A major objective of using play therapy with children in an elementary school 

setting is to help children get ready to profit from the learning experiences 

offered…. Play therapy, then, is an adjunct to the learning environment, an 

experience that helps children maximize their opportunities to learn. (p. 148) 

Additionally, Bratton (2010) confirms that play therapy is responsive to the 

developmental needs of children and has been successfully applied with diverse and at-risk 

populations in schools. Thus, the use of play in therapy allows school-age children to naturally 

express emotions and experiences. Since children feel comfortable with expressing their feelings 
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and emotions, they will hypothetically be open to accepting others, including knowledge and 

ideas from others, such as teachers and peers (Landreth, 2002; Ray, 2008). 

 

Art Education and Art Therapy Intertwined 

The similarities between therapeutic-based and curriculum-based art 

In the talk of incorporating art therapy within art education, it is important to see the 

correlation between the disciplines of art therapy and art education. Art therapy employs art 

making and aesthetic response processes to foster improvement in an individual’s mental, 

emotional and, sometimes, physical states of well-being (American Art Therapy Association, 

2015). Many variations of art therapy are in use. Andrus (1995) maintains that art therapists have 

noted the relationship between art education and art therapy throughout the years. In fact, the 

profession of art therapy has strong roots in art education. Viktor Lowenfeld, an influential art 

educator, is an iconic example of this. He promoted a therapeutic perspective to art education 

with children and adolescents in the 1940s and '50s (Andrus, 1995). Over the years, art educators 

have realized the power of art in transforming their students. In many situations, however, art 

educators may not be aware of the challenging conditions their students have encountered. 

Moreover, Carter and Simpson (1993) argue that children and/or teenagers with severe 

behavioral and emotional disorders are increasingly living at home and attending public schools, 

often without support of therapeutic resources and alternatives for themselves or their families.  

Art interventions have also been found to be beneficial in the identification of at-risk students for 

aggressive behaviors (Earwood, Fedorko, Holzman, Montanari, & Silver, 2004). However, it 

should be noted that not all levels of aggression are negative since some may facilitate 

competition and competence in social assertion. However, high levels of aggression can lead to 
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overtly negative actions such as lying, fighting, stealing, vandalism, and/or other maladaptive 

behaviors (Earwood et al, 2004). For that reason, art implementation can be useful for working 

with young children in educational settings to minimize the common types of aggressive 

behaviors which may result from functional impairment and subsequently hinder academic 

success. 

Whether curriculum-based art making or therapeutic-based art making, both are 

processes of exploring, creating, expressing feelings, and meaning making. Art educators are the 

school professionals who are best equipped to guide and facilitate creative processes in the 

classroom. Art activity has also been verified to help children achieve a more positive self-

concept because it provides plenty of opportunities for self-expression. Meanwhile, it also 

promotes free choice and complete immersion in the joy of self-expression during the art making 

process, with the potential to positively enhance self-image (Regev & Guttmann, 2005). School 

systems continue to seek expedient and effective methods to meet the needs of an increasing 

number of children with behavior disorders, conduct disorders, emotional disturbances, and 

aggressive behaviors (Anderson, 1992, Bryant, 1995). Nonetheless, special educators are trained 

in behavioral management and crisis interventions, not mental health counseling procedures. 

Under this condition, I think it is especially important to combine therapeutic-based approaches 

within art education instruction. 

The differences between therapeutic-based and curriculum-based art 

What are the differences between therapeutic-based and curriculum-based approaches to 

art? In terms of a clinical viewpoint, art therapy, as its name implies, uses art materials for the 

purposes of therapy (Rubin, 1999). Therapists tend to analyze and identify art pieces by the 

formation of visual elements such as color, size, composition, and other factors. The art making 
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process itself may not be the major concern. Based on my previous working experiences in 

several mental health rehabilitation facilities in Taiwan, I have found that in some particular 

situations we need to let patients complete their artwork alone, and then have a conversation with 

them. From an educational perspective, in contrast, curriculum-based art instruction is usually 

designed to be efficiently handled in the institutionalized settings of classrooms that may 

emphasize a standardized curriculum; reliance on simplistic, easily observed products or results, 

and procedures that are convenient (Freedman, 2003). Moreover, according to the report of the 

International Review of Curriculum and Assessment Framework by the National Foundation for 

Educational Research (NFER) (2004), children are expected to develop generic or specific 

artistic skills and qualities through the arts curriculum. The NFER report also shows that the 

majority of integrated arts systems use themes to group artistic knowledge and skills across the 

arts disciplines in Canada; the curriculum highlights the understanding of concepts, critical 

analysis and appreciation (NFER, 2004). Art teachers are sometimes forced to compete for funds 

and advocate for programs through art exhibitions held for parents and administrators who are 

not well educated in the arts (Tavin, 2000). For example, according to the Kentucky Education 

Reform Act, the Kentucky Department of Education organized and formed a curriculum 

framework by emphasizing the main goal: Apply core concepts and principles (O’Donnell, et al, 

2004). The core concepts for the arts are production, analysis of form, and aesthetics. Similarly, 

in the Massachusetts Arts Curriculum Framework, the strand of the curriculum called “the arts” 

includes one major focal element on interdisciplinary connections (Harland, et al, 2000; 

O’Donnell, et al, 2004), making art a subject used to teach other subjects. From these concepts 

and expectations of curriculum-based practice, we can easily picture the differences between 

therapeutic-based and curriculum-based approaches to teaching art. Curriculum-based strategies 
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emphasize not only learning content and knowledge comprehension, but also the development of 

skills and abilities. Although the learning experience and process are still important in a 

curriculum-based approach, teachers, students, and parents are concerned about the end products 

of the art activities. On the contrary, a therapeutic-based approach, especially, cares about 

students’ comprehension and cognitive development of specific topics and their feelings of 

engagement. The skills and products are not the major concern in this kind of instructional 

approach. 

Therapeutic-based Art Pedagogy in Learning  

Although many researchers point out the knowledge that teachers need in order to 

educate ELLs, few studies are concerned with how practicing teachers make sense of and 

integrate instructional adaptations for multilingual students (Bunch, 2013; de Jong, Harper & 

Coady, 2013; Lucas & Grinberg, 2008). Being an art educator for over a decade, I consider art 

education as an effective and dynamic platform for students to become more deeply aware of 

their existence. Moreover, I hold the opinion that arts learning can effectively promote 

motivation, concentration, confidence, and cooperation. Engagements of art create intrinsic 

pleasure, which results in satisfaction, as the stimulation arising from experiences with art does 

much more than act as entertainment. Art can be both a formal and non-formal tool of promoting 

knowledge in various disciplines. Engaging in art activities allows people to create connections 

and invite new and assorted ways of seeing the world. This, in turn, fosters the foundation in 

establishing social bonds and community cohesion (McCarthy et al, 2005). With these outcomes 

in mind, art can be regarded as a main subject in the contemporary curriculum and/or a 

supplementary educational method. Hence, in terms of the integrated education approach, art 
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works well for content area learning, while from the contemporary art education viewpoint, art is 

an independent subject. 

According to a report by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO, 2006), the emphasis of art education is to promote a common ground of 

understanding about the key role/function of arts around the world. Art education encourages an 

exchange of knowledge and practices. The goal, according to the report, is to anticipate students’ 

new needs by teaching artistic values and subjects in order to encourage creativity, which is a 

distinctive attribute of the human species. Art programs can foster an interdisciplinary approach 

to teaching arts that can be used as a method of promoting cultural diversity. The UNESCO 

report maps out two approaches to art education: 1) learning through arts and 2) learning in arts. 

The former approach is to use arts (e.g., artistic expressions and resources) as a learning tool 

while the latter approach focuses on the value of learners’ artistic perspectives. 

Since I have been trying to incorporate art as interventions within the strategies of 

educating culturally diverse students and ELLs, I think strong art programs in schools helps these 

students to close a gap they have experienced while living and learning in a Western/mainstream 

culture. Within the interactional art spaces where identities are negotiated, educators and students 

can, together, generate power that challenges structures of injustice in small but significant ways. 

In order to reach this objective, as educators, we can enact effective pedagogies and see 

ourselves as agents who immerse students (especially culturally diverse students) in their local 

contexts. Allen and Penuel (2015) suggest a similar idea, that teachers must sustain the ability to 

see, understand, and work through the incongruities they have perceived in educational settings. 

Educators who succeed in bringing issues related to cultural and linguistic diversity from the 
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periphery to the center of their mission are much more likely to prepare students to thrive in the 

interdependent global society in which they now live. 

 

Therapeutic-based Arts Meet the SIOP Model 

The Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) is a research-based lesson 

planning and instructional delivery model developed for teachers of English language learners. It 

was originally an observation tool that enabled researchers to evaluate teachers’ implementation 

of sheltered instruction techniques. It has since evolved into a lesson planning and delivery 

approach that includes eight components: Lesson Preparation, Building Background, 

Comprehensible Input, Strategies, Interaction, Practice & Application, Lesson Delivery, and 

Review & Assessment (Kareva & Echevarria, 2013). The model fosters high-quality instruction, 

such as cooperative learning and reading comprehension strategies, for all students (August & 

Shanahan, 2006; Genesee et al., 2006). SIOP also has specific features for second language 

learners: for instance, the development of background knowledge and academic vocabulary 

(Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki, 1994). 

It is worth asking how the SIOP model can be used in areas such as visual art and 

performance art, both of which are not considered to be core content areas. SIOP instructions 

make learning accessible to students, but what about promoting their self-esteem and/or 

cognitive development in creative ways? Eisner (2002) argues that students can find their inner 

and expressive voices in the visual arts. One of his best-known contributions to educational 

policies regards the importance and potential of art education for students’ growth throughout 

their school experiences. Eisner (2002) asserts that not everything can be learned and expressed 

with words, and that arts have the power to communicate ideas and express emotions. Similarly, 
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Eubanks (2002) comments, “Art has the ability to function as a language.… The art classroom 

may be the first place that immigrant students feel comfortable and capable in school” (p. 44). 

Taking theater art activities as an example, Jia (2006) maintains that drama lessons have the 

advantage of building vocabulary in-depth. By practicing carefully designed theater arts 

activities, culturally diverse students will be able to interact with the world in a variety of 

contexts and expand their vocabulary knowledge (Beck, et al, 2002; Blanchowicz & Fisher, 

2004). Furthermore, as drama and/or dance activities usually include gestures and other visual 

cues for expressing meanings and messages, not only will culturally diverse students learn their 

second language, but also they will obtain chances to express their thoughts and feelings in a 

way they find more comfortable.  

By the same token, the visual art classroom is a unique place where students are 

encouraged to communicate and express their thoughts and feelings through art-making 

activities. Compared to teachers of other content areas, art teachers have a natural advantage in 

teaching ELLs: they regularly use visual examples as instruction tools. For instance, based on the 

research results of the arts-and-literacy program at the San Diego Unified School District 

(SDUSD), the study shows a positive result from including art interventions in teaching ELLs; 

this practice invites ELLs to share things they drew and wrote (Brouillette, 2012). For instance, a 

technique called talking-drawing (McConnell, 1993) was used in the classes; the purpose of the 

activity is to have ELLs share and talk about what they have drawn. In this case, ELLs will be 

able to practice the new language as well as express their thoughts. 

Nevertheless, regarding the use of art as an intervention process to enhance self-esteem 

and self-efficacy, it is necessary to advance their teaching strategies. For example, the concept of 

a Dual Immersion Program can be adapted in art practice as an effective method in promoting 
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culturally diverse students’ self-esteem. Dual Immersion strategies are designed to provide an 

enriched program of academic and language study in that students and teachers use both 

languages as the communication medium for specific areas of the curriculum (Cummins, 1981; 

Ramirez, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 1997). On the other hand, teachers can assign students who 

act as language hosts; for instance, Spanish-speaking children serve as language models for 

native English-speaking students in this dual immersion approach (Lindholm, 1992). To do so, 

teachers provide culturally diverse students and ELLs a venue to develop confidence and 

advance cultural pride, therefore, enhancing the culturally diverse students’ self-esteem. 

Alternatively, as previously mentioned, the SIOP Model has eight components and thirty features 

that have been shown to improve student achievement (Echevarria, Richards-Tutor, Chinn, & 

Ratleff, 2011; Echevarria, Short, & Powers, 2006; Honigsfeld & Cohan, 2008). One of the 

beneficial strategies used in the SIOP model is interaction. Teachers can provide students with 

continual opportunities to interact with peers through flexible grouping. For example, the 

students sometimes are in small groups, triads, or pairs, and so every student has an opportunity 

to speak and work on projects together. Through the various group activities, students will be 

encouraged to interact with one another and have time for extended communication and 

dialogues with their peers. The SIOP Model is a system for lesson planning and teaching that 

maintains research-supported combinations of features that are present in every lesson. In 

addition, SIOP’s features need to be practiced daily in a systematic way, not selectively and 

occasionally (Echevarria et al., 2006; Echevarria et al., 2011; Guarino et al., 2001). That is to 

say, a more systematic methodology is necessary. Eubanks (2002) explains that art teachers need 

training in the use of different teaching strategies to successfully meet the needs of ELLs. 

Compared to teachers of other content areas, art teachers have a natural advantage in teaching 
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culturally diverse students/ELLs: they regularly use visual examples as instruction tools. 

Therefore, I believe that culturally diverse students and ELLs can obtain positive self-esteem and 

better academic performance if teachers use therapeutic arts-based sheltered strategies. 

 

Conclusion of the Literature Review 

In the review of literature, I studied aspects negatively affecting the self-esteem and 

academic performance for culturally diverse students, including immigrant students, ELLs, and 

Mandarin language learners (MLLs), and how art and art therapy can positively enhance the 

learning experiences of these students. Many studies have examined methods and strategies in 

educational settings and proven to be successful in meeting the needs of culturally diverse 

students and ELLs in both social acceptance and academic success. Culturally diverse students, 

ELLs, and MLLs are individuals with different academic needs and learning styles. Teaching 

strategies that are not suitable for culturally diverse students may result in lowering the students’ 

self-esteem, confidence, and/or learning motivation. At present, there are only a few studies on 

adopting the concepts and functions of art therapy in education as a therapeutic implementation. 

Therefore, the potential of using arts as therapeutic intervention in regular classrooms is 

significant as an emerging research area. The use of art making as a practice of personal 

expression and a method of social and cultural interpretation has been considered in order to 

determine what role art has and how it can be utilized as a therapeutic intervention for culturally 

diverse students in school. The literature reviewed supports the integration of art therapy within 

educational settings in understanding the social-emotional conditions beneficial for academic 

achievement. Nonetheless, minimal investigations of school-based art therapy interventions 

within mainstream classrooms exist in the literature. For this reason, it is crucial to provide 
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culturally diverse students with the necessary psychological support and the appropriate venues 

for coping with difficulties and enhancing the spectrum of their emotional language if they are to 

be successful in school (Pleasant-Metcalf & Rosal, 1997). Moreover, it is also important for all 

educators to remember that the resource and usage of arts have become more approachable than 

before, and so arts are an accessible way for students to explore issues in their lives.  Art can be 

practiced not only as a method of treatment, but also as a way of self-exploration, self-discovery, 

and expression. Some scholars have noted the importance of exploring the “meaning-making” 

processes associated with such experiences (Spencer et al., 1997). They note that it is necessary 

to examine how an individual perceives and makes meaning of interactions, such as ethnic and 

racial discrimination, specifically in educational settings. Examining how culturally diverse 

students perceive and describe discrimination when students present various forms of their 

creations through artistic narratives creates the opportunity for educators to understand students’ 

artmaking, meaning making, and transformation processes (Okazaki, 2009). Finally and most 

importantly, it is already the case that culturally diverse students often have a unique struggle for 

success and reveal special school-related needs. Hence, the effectiveness of combining the 

concepts of art therapy and art education within academic settings is fundamental to applying 

helping culturally diverse students and ELLs adapt to and succeed in school.  

In order to seek and extend the potential of art therapy as an effective practice in 

education, in this research I examined how therapeutic-based art interventions can create positive 

experiences, which may contribute to students’ psychological and behavioral changes, social 

adjustment, and positive self-esteem and self-confidence, as well as successful academic 

performance. That being said, from an educational point of view, I believe that art may be 
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utilized as a therapeutic intervention in helping culturally diverse students achieve success in 

academic performance. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGIES 

Research Overview 

The goal of this research was to examine the effectiveness of practicing therapeutic-based 

art activities to help culturally diverse students elevate their self-esteem and confidence, thereby 

leading to a positive academic performance school. According to a study from Cole and his 

colleagues (1999), incorporating arts within a classroom setting builds a supportive classroom 

community, enhances student learning potential, and fosters the development of intrinsic 

motivation. In my research, I endeavor to understand the efficacy of art interventions specifically 

in helping culturally diverse students deal with social and emotional issues while confronting 

racism or discrimination in their lives. As educators, an awareness and focus on psychological 

and emotional well-being—specifically for culturally diverse students—may assist in the 

prevention of academic difficulties, promote the overall well-being of students, and prevent them 

from experiencing potential mental health problems. In this research study, I aimed to examine 

how therapeutic-based art interventions may illustrate the growing need for social and emotional 

support in educational settings. A qualitative research approach was suitable and beneficial for 

interpreting, analyzing, and understanding data. Merriam (1998) comments that qualitative 

research requires rich and thick description. It usually includes a fieldwork; an inductive research 

method; and concentrations on the process, tacit messages, meanings, and understanding. Thus, 

my role in this study was as a researcher but also an art teacher in the art program at a non-profit 

organization in Taiwan. 

In order to answer the first set of my research questions about culturally diverse students’ 

psychological and behavioral changes, I made use of the participant observation method in this 

study. The participant observation method allows a researcher to secure the data within the 
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mediums, symbols, and experiences that have meaning to the participants; therefore, it prevents 

the researcher from being isolated (William, 1951). Bartlett (1937) confirms that for participant 

observation to be an effective method for obtaining data and a reliable basis of meaning, a 

discussion of the factors under which the data is collected is warranted. Furthermore, by 

addressing the second set of my research questions about the effectiveness of therapeutic-based 

art intervention, I utilize case study.  

Below, first I address the essence of these two methodologies: participant observation 

and case study. Second, I explain the information on the research settings in my study: the 

research site, research participants, and the program overview. Third, I discuss the types of data I 

collected, how the data was interpreted and analyzed, and the coding methods I used for data 

analysis. Finally, I review the ethical concerns as a researcher who uses the art program as a way 

to collect data for my research. 

 

Restatement of Research Questions 

Race can be seen as a matter of both social structure and cultural representation (Omi & 

Winant, 1994). From the social identity theory perspective, identity may stem from individuals’ 

race, gender, culture, or even social circles (the social groups to which they belong); these factors 

contribute to the way a person forms his or her self-concept (Tajfel, & Turner, 2004). How a 

person develops his or her self-esteem, in part, depends on if the person can gain sufficient 

access towards self presentation (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1990). In considering the socio-cultural 

circumstances of culturally diverse students, Delgado and Stefancic (2012) maintain that social 

relations are shifted in response to social needs, and the unique voices of people of color and 

from diverse cultures are valuable. As I wish to highlight the voices of students from diverse 
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cultures by conducting therapeutic-based art activities, in this study I attempted to examine if and 

how therapeutic-based arts activities with the components of sheltered instruction can help 

culturally diverse students and MLLs to establish positive self-esteem, self-efficacy, and 

enhanced academic performance in school. To understand the function and meaning of the 

therapeutic art experience, I hoped to better understand what this particular experience is like for 

culturally diverse students and MLLs and what personal changes it might contribute to since art 

invites creativity and freedom of expression. Consequently, the therapeutic experiences and 

expressions could give minority groups of students a voice to the unvoiced or voicelessed. 

Therefore, my main focus was on observing the students’ interactions and expressions in their 

classrooms.  

 Through the previous literature review and discussion of methodologies, I am restating 

my research questions in order to underline and clarify two emphases of this research. Through 

clarification and confirmation of my research questions, I was able to obtain significant 

conclusions and research results by interpreting and analyzing the meaningful data. The 

questions are presented below. 

1. How do my understanding of therapeutic-based art curriculum and my facilitation 

strategies elevate the self-confidence and self-esteem of culturally diverse students 

and MLLs by encouraging them to express their feelings and thoughts? 

Sub-questions: 

1.1.What art activities and strategies are most effective in shaping and building the 

self-esteem and self-confidence of students? 

1.2. What kind of challenges do I face and what insights have I gained in practicing 

therapeutic-based art activities in this art program?  
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2. How can socially- and culturally-related topics be intersected with therapeutic-based 

art activities to advance culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ awareness of 

differences and otherness in educational discourses? 

Sub-questions 

2.1. What kinds of therapeutic-based art activities help culturally diverse students 

and MLLs to perform better in presentations and create better interactions with 

their peers? 

2.2. In terms of learning social and cultural topics, what kinds of activities 

specifically enable students to respond and perform better?  

2.3. What therapeutic moments help culturally diverse students and MLLs to cope 

with physical and/or psychological obstacles in their lives? 

 

Research Methodologies 

As I hope to enhance culturally diverse students’ self-esteem and self-confidence by 

engaging them in therapeutic-based art activities, from the theoretical perspective, the 

overarching research question is, “How can therapeutic-based arts activities with sheltered 

instruction promote positive self-esteem and confidence?” To address this, I included the 

methods of participant observation and case study.  

Participant Observation Research 

The advantages of participant observation approach. The participant observation 

research method allows researchers to understand the nonverbal expression of thoughts, identify 

how participants communicate and interact with each other, and examine how much time is spent 

on the activities in various ways (Schmuck, 1997). The participant observation approach 
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provides researchers with a favorable platform for investigating the meanings of words and terms 

that participants use in activities or events (Gold, 1958). The advantage of choosing participant 

observation over other methods of data collection in this study is that it provides access to 

“backstage culture” and offers opportunities to gather detailed descriptions (DeMunck & Sobo, 

1998). The participant observation approach helps researchers to describe and understand the 

intentions, situations, and behaviors of participants during events.  In my role of being an 

insider/outsider, I was able to collect authentic data: an insider as the art teacher/participant and 

an outsider as the researcher/observer. DeWalt (2002) asserts that gathering in-depth data by 

participant observation elevates the quality of data collection and interpretation and promotes the 

development of new research questions, assumptions, and summarizations. More importantly, 

participant observation offers immediate experiences to the researcher/observer; the participant 

observation technique allows the researcher to gain clear focus in terms of cultural issues 

(Benjamine, 1953). Instant and direct experiences bring advantage to the researcher in that 

communication is in the same language and symbolic system. That being said, all the 

information which the researcher/observer secures through the meaningful context into which he 

or she is placed and by his or her own perspectives are being socially and interactively shaped. 

The participant observation technique is one of the best techniques to use in research that 

is based on prearranged observational and structural settings. The assumption behind this is that 

the researcher who has the most familiarity with the participants’ experiences and their feelings 

as well as meanings is able to enhance the quality of data collection by collecting in-depth data. 

(Vidich, 1995).  

To a certain extent, the social position of the researcher or the relationship among the 

researcher and the participants’ influences what is being observed and what type of data will be 
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collected (Cunliffe, 2010). Under this condition, the participant observer is in the best position to 

draw together meaningful data and interpretation. Furthermore, during the observation periods, 

the researcher’s assumption, interpretation, and ascription of new roles and statuses may change 

since an individual’s perspective within the society is constantly changing (Kawulich, 2005). 

Moreover, Vidich (1995) comments that an observational position allows the researcher to 

experience meaningful moments by virtue of which his or her perceptions change during the 

processes, specifically when the researcher gains more and more familiarity. Additionally, a 

researcher’s participation in these moments also indicates that the researcher contributes to a part 

of the participants’ lives under the study. The researcher/observer may open at times in the role 

of a researcher or covert in some situations as an insider, observing things that are happening and 

listening to what is being said over a period of time (Kluckhohn, 1940). During the observations, 

his or her understanding and interpretation of the implications is continuously redefined. In terms 

of research methodology, when compared to other research methods, Vidich (1995) argues that 

the approach of participant observation places researchers in various immediate situations that 

allows them to have a closer look at social changes. Thus, when a researcher/observer is more 

involved in the moving present, simultaneous and continuous adjustments of the participants’ 

interpretation, definition and perspective reveals changes to the researcher. Therefore, the 

participant observation method can prevent researchers from falling into pre-existing 

presumptions (Morton-Deutch & Cook, 1951).  

Limitations of the participant observation approach. In terms of the genuineness and 

objectivity of a research methodology, it is impossible for researchers to obtain one hundred 

percent objective data. A researcher might, in deciding on a research topic, develop their 

interests or assumptions which could inevitably enter into the observations. Each activity in a 
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study contains abundant cognitive or emotional content and contributes to the richness of data 

and the interpretation of participants’ responses in the research (Burnard, 1994; Chapple, 1999; 

Fontana & Frey, 2005). Moreover, information and data that are being conveyed in gestures and 

actions may not always be essential or helpful because nonverbal behavior could be 

misinterpreted (Burnard, 2002; Chapple, 1999; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). In this case, there 

may be ways to compensate for the absence of nonverbal responses: intonation (Opdenakker, 

2006), and hesitations and sighs (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). That being said, some scholars 

have shown concerns about the validity and authenticity of the research mainly relies on 

describable or explicit behavior (Chapple, 1999; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004). Opdenakker (2006) 

comments that a disadvantage of having the participants knowing that they are under research 

observations, the participants may not be able to naturally express their thoughts.  According to 

Suter (1998), he defines a possibility for the participants to react and behave in inauthentic ways 

as “Hawthorne effect”. This is a type of reaction that causes individuals who are being observed 

to change or modify their behavior in response (Fox, Brennan & Chasen, 2008; McCarney, et al, 

2007). In order to overcome this limitation of participant observation, the researcher could utilize 

strategies to create a sense of connection and to ease the participant (Burnard, 1994). By utilizing 

participant observation, participants might feel more relaxed and reveal sensitive information 

without being aware of if they are under observations (Chapple, 1999; Kavanaugh & Ayres, 

1998; Opdenakker, 2006). A possible strategy could be having an informal conversation before 

the activity starts (Tausig & Freeman, 1988).  

Actually, researchers may also feel uncomfortable when interacting with participants in 

the processes of the study. Since considerable attention has been devoted to imparting tactics for 

cultivating relationships and rapport when collecting qualitative data, how to enter the field as a 
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participant-observer, how to develop a research-based activity with sensitive participants, or how 

to conduct interviews that respect different cultural values are relatively important questions for 

researchers to consider while conducting research (Bernard, 2002; Kavanaugh & Ayres, 1998; 

Patton, 2002). Du Bois, an American cultural anthropologist (1937), maintains that a set of 

conditions which may impose limitations on participation may also result in whether or not one's 

research intentions should be concealed. The factors include cultural distance, the temperamental 

affinity of the investigator with the group, the relative homogeneity or heterogeneity of the group 

to be studied, the segmentalization of the group through stratification, and the relation of the 

group to other and larger groups of people. These factors should be considered as seriously as a 

general knowledge of the community permits before the study is undertaken, and they should be 

the basis of the investigator's decision. 

Considerations about applying participant observation research. Based on the 

discussion of participant observation research above, the advantage of this approach is that it is 

comparatively a suitable research method for studying social change. It offers access to the data 

which come from observations in current situations in which the community members are 

involved. Utilizing the participant observation approach for data collection will provide 

researchers with insights (Bernard, 2002). Furthermore, large and up-to-date information is 

easier to obtain by participating in the activities/moments involved in the processes of the study. 

In considering the value of choosing the participant observation method as one of the effective 

research methods for my study, I saw it as a method to focus on evaluating the validity and 

benefits of creative and therapeutic art activities. The participant observation method can be 

regarded as creating opportunities for more reliable information within a natural situation than 

the use of selected information. Through the practice of this method, I was able to gain more 
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intimate information from the participants. For the purpose of this study and in order to gain 

meaningful and sufficient data to explain the effectiveness of therapeutic-based art activities and 

the improvement of culturally diverse students and MLLs’ self-esteem and academic 

achievement, I needed to engage in the organized activities of the research (Lohman, 1937). Not 

only were the students who studied regarded as participants, but I (the researcher/observer) was 

also a participant in the classroom. Therefore, I had multiple roles in the study—as a researcher, 

a participant observer, and an art teacher in the classroom. Precisely because of my multiple 

roles in the research, I was able to notice diverse phases of meanings within specific situations 

and gather plenty of meaningful insights and understandings from the participants’ experiences. 

Case Study 

The case study research method is an approach that focuses on understanding the 

dynamics present within a single setting and it is a qualitative, in-depth, and extensive research 

method (Selznick, 1949). One crucial advantage of case study research is that it can be used to 

detail and acknowledge the researcher’s influence, subjectivity, and involvement in the process. 

Myers (1998) argues that case study research aims to understand social phenomena in their 

natural setting and cultural context. Similarly, Cavaya (1996) maintains that the case study 

approach allows researchers to investigate predefined phenomena but does not involve explicit 

control or manipulation of variables within the study. Therefore, the purpose is an in-depth 

understanding of a phenomenon and its context. The case study research method has been widely 

used in qualitative research for exploring in-depth context (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; Myers, 

1998) and is well served in understanding the interactions within research settings. In general, 

case study research combines data collection techniques such as interviews, observation, 

questionnaires, documents, and text analysis. Both qualitative data collection and analysis 
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methods (which focus on examining words and meanings) and quantitative methods (concerned 

with numbers and measurement) may be utilized (Yin, 1994). Although the case study research 

method seems similar to field studies, in which phenomena are also examined in a natural 

context, it differs in that case study researchers have less prior knowledge of constructs and 

variables (Benbasat et al., 1987; Cavaye, 1996). According to Minnis (1985), case study research 

is “an extensive description and analysis of some social unit in its context” (p. 194).  

One of the most noteworthy characteristics of case study research is the delimitation of 

the object of study—the case (Merriam, 1998). In relating case study techniques to teaching 

cases, the purpose of this approach is to “illustrate particular situations and provide a framework 

for discussion amongst students” (Yin, 1994, p.10). The detailed information and teaching 

materials may be changed in order to better illustrate a specific circumstance. In this study, the 

case was the cultural diverse students and MLLs participating in an eight-week art program that I 

conducted at Shepherd Life Association in Taiwan during the summer of 2017. Specifically, I 

focused on the development of this group of students’ self-esteem, self-confidence, and 

interations with other students.   

More importantly, case studies can be used to accomplish different intents: testing theory 

(Anderson, 1983; Pinfield, 1986), illustrating and offering description (Kidder, 1982), or 

developing a theory (Gersick, 1988; Harris & Sutton, 1989). Case study research has often been 

associated with descriptions and with theory development, where it is used to provide evidence 

for hypothesis generation and for exploration of areas where existing knowledge is limited 

(Cavaye, 1996). The statements from those scholars mentioned above are in agreement with 

Yin’s (2009) essential point of case study; that is, case studies are a preferred approach when 

“how” or “why” questions are to be answered, when the researcher has little control over events, 



103 
 
 
and when the focus is on a current phenomenon in a real-life context. Yin argues that the major 

goal of the “case study approach is to identify the theory that the case study will examine and to 

list rival hypotheses that might account for the data” (p. 53). Yin compares the case study 

approach to other forms of research: experimental, survey, archival, analytic, and historical. Case 

study research is focused on answering questions that ask how or why, where the researcher has 

little control over events that are happening at present but they are supposed to be aware of when 

conducting research projects. Yin states that, “case study research is a linear but iterative 

process” (p. 2). 

Case study research can be categorized and practiced within two branches: the positivist 

and the interpretivist philosophical traditions (Cavaye, 1996; Doolin, 1996). The positivist 

perspective is based on an ontology in which an objective physical and social world exists 

independently of humans' knowledge of it. This branch involves pre-existing regularities that can 

be discovered, investigated, and characterized relatively and in unproblematical forms that are 

devised by the researcher (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). The interpretivist approach, on the 

other hand, is based on an ontology in which reality is subjective—a social product constructed 

and interpreted by humans as social actors according to their beliefs and value systems. The 

interpretivist researcher attempts to “understand phenomena through accessing the meanings that 

participants assign to them” (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991, p. 5) and focuses on their cultural and 

historical context. Likewise, Oakely (1981) comments that instead of considering the 

involvement and connections of researchers may result in representing a dangerous bias, those 

are necessary conditions in a research. Stake (1994) also states that, “A case study is both the 

process of learning about the case and a product of our learning…. As a form of research, a case 

study is defined in individual cases, not by the methods of inquiry used” (p. 237). Interpretivist 
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researchers attempt to gain a deep understanding of the phenomena being investigated and 

acknowledge their own subjectivity as part of this process. Moreover, the value of an explanation 

is judged in terms of the extent to which it allows others to understand the phenomena and makes 

sense to those being studied (Walsham, 1995). 

Stake (1994) classifies three different types of case study approaches: intrinsic case 

study, instrumental case study, and collective case study. The intrinsic case study is focused on 

better understanding of a specific case, instead of theory building or understanding generic 

phenomena; the instrumental case study is used to conduct a particular case and facilitate 

understanding of an issue or refinement of theory; the collective case study is an extension of the 

instrumental study as it examines several cases at the same time (Stake, 1994, p. 237).  

In considering the strength of utilizing the well-suited case study approach in my 

research, I adopted the concept of interpretivist perspectives and employed the instrumental case 

study technique that allows a depth of understanding of the stories of culturally diverse students 

and MLLs. It also allows me to speculate on how their stories inform broader issues that affect 

learning, self-esteem, and self-efficacy and to consider how therapeutic-based art interventions 

foster improved performance in school.  

Research Settings 

Research Site 

The research subjects in my study are culturally diverse students and second language learners. 

The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved my research, and a 

nonprofit organization, Shepherd Life Association (SLA), offered me permission to conduct a 

summer art program at their site in 2017. SLA is a non-profit and, non-denominational 

organization in Kaohsiung, the second largest city in the south of Taiwan. Shepherd Life 
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Association was founded in 2005. This organization provides services specifically for culturally 

diverse children, immigrant children, and their families in Taiwan. The goal of this organization 

is to promote a sound and friendly living environment, help immigrant families create healthy 

family functions, and establish a support system in the community. In accomplishing this, the 

immigrant children are more likely to overcome difficult issues in their lives as immigrants in a 

new country. The immigrant children in the SLA are from Vietnam, The Philippines, Thailand, 

and Indonesia. The services include helping immigrant children complete homework, helping the 

children cope with psychological distress and maladaptation, offering a parental counseling 

education course, and providing family counseling interviews. The SLA offers thorough support 

services for immigrant children and their families in Kaohsiung. The children attending SLA are 

from the 1st grade to the 6th grade. An overview of the research details is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Racial Ratio of the SLA 

The Research Site 

Organization Name Shepherd Life Association (SLA) 
Organization Category Nonprofit 
Grades to be studied 1st - 6th Grade 
Program Summer art club 
Teacher Chun-Chieh Catherine Chen 

Class Time Tuesday, 2:30 to 4:30 P.M. 
Thursday, 2:30 to 4:30 P.M. 

Student Ethnicities in SLA 
Ethnicity School 

Vietnam  46% 
Indonesia 37% 
The Philippines 10% 
Thailand 7% 
Note. Resource retrieved from http://call.org.tw 
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For the past two decades, more than 300,000 women from Southeast Asia—mainly 

Vietnam, Indonesia, and Mainland China—have migrated into Taiwan (MOI, 2005). 

Unfortunately, immigrant wives and their children have been identified as a “big problem” by 

the Taiwanese government, and they were even asked to “stop giving birth” by the vice-minister 

of education (Sheu, 2004). In view of this, it is important to set my research in Kaohsiung, 

Taiwan, which is also my hometown.  

The immigrant children in Taiwan have been experiencing similar social-cultural issues 

in their acculturation as immigrant children in the United States. However, there is barely any 

multicultural education-related research in Taiwan. Hence, I saw the urgent need to address the 

issues of sociocultural adaptation in Taiwan. A comparison of conditions including race, 

originality, culture, and language of the immigrant children in the U.S. and in Taiwan is listed in 

Table 2. 

Table 2 

Table of Racial/Cultural Comparison of Immigrant Children in the U.S. and Taiwan  

Categories In the U.S. In Taiwan 

Mainstream Culture Western Traditional Chinese 

Official Language English Mandarin 

Immigrant 
Originality 

Mexico, China, India, and 
Phillipines etc. 

Vietnam, Philippine, Thailand, etc. 

Second Language English Mandarin 
Definition in 
School 

English Language Learners 
(ELLs) 

Mandarin Language Learners 
(MLLs)* 

*Note: The term “Mandarin Language Learners (MLLs) is coined by the researcher in this study. 
The immigrant resource was retrieved from: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/05/03/ 
key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/ 
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Research Participants 

Fifteen students enrolled into this summer art program. Eight participants in this research 

are culturally diverse students and/or Mandarin language learners (MLLs) who represent varying 

cultures and different ethnic and racial backgrounds. The culturally diverse students may refer to 

those born in Taiwan, but their parents immigrated from other countries. The MLLs specifically 

refer to who immigrated to Taiwan with their parents. That being said, the culturally diverse 

students may not have language barrier as they were born in Taiwan. Since it was a community-

based art program, there were five Taiwanese students who live in the neighborhood close to the 

Shepherd Life Association in Kaohsiung who participated in this program. The participating 

students include children between the ages of 7 and 12 years. The researcher observed the 

interactions and presentations from all the participants. However, the researcher specifically paid 

attention to observe the participants were identified as culturally diverse students and/or 

Mandarin language learners (MLLs). All participated in the summer art program two afternoons 

a week for eight weeks. Table 3 is a profile of the enrolled participants of immigrant children in 

this summer art program. 

Table 3 

Profiles of the Participated Immigrant Students 

Participant Age Level Originality 

Participant Wei 3rd grade Vietnam 

Participant Hui 4th grade Vietnam 

Participant Fei 3rd grade Pilipino 

Participant Tien 2nd grade Vietnam 

Participant Hung 2nd grade England 

Participant Ling 4th grade Philippine 
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Table 3 Continued   

Participant Age Level Originality 

Participant Chun 3rd grade Vietnam 

Participant Pu 2nd grade Thailand 

Others 2nd to 4th grade Taiwanese 

Note. There were 15 students in this art program, 8 culturally diverse; the other students are 
Taiwanese. 

 
Research Project Overview 

The Summer Art Program Schedule and Themes 

The research was based on teaching—two times a week for eight weeks—therapeutic-

based arts activities in the summer art program at the Shepherd Life Association (SLA) in 

Taiwan. The themes of the art activities in this summer art program were socially-, culturally-, 

and identity-related topics taught by practicing therapeutic-based arts activities in the summer art 

program at the SLA. By participating in this art program, students were able to learn ideas about 

social-cultural issues and recognize diverse cultures in the society. The art activities were in a 

classroom setting. As a researcher/participant observer in this study, by observing how culturally 

diverse students and MLLs behave in various kinds of art activities, I was able to understand 

whether a specific therapeutic-based strategy and/or art activity sufficiently promoted positive 

interactions and communications among students.  

In thinking about my therapeutic-oriented art program with the concept of art therapy, to 

a certain degree, it is a combination of art and psychology applied in a specialized way to use the 

power of creative processes as a vehicle for healing, communication, self-expression, and 

personal growth. Thus, this art program helped open pathways into underdeveloped areas of the 

brain and provide an avenue for nonverbal expression. When a student creates art, he or she is 

communicating on a symbolic level. This process, in turn, can foster the development of a more 
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direct communication and even the reorganization of thought processes (Bentivegna, 1983). I 

also considered how such a model might be helpful to this group of students in relieving negative 

emotions and diminishing stress. In addition, the students also answered a questionnaire after a 

course of art-making activities. Based on the questionnaires and the series of observations, I 

interviewed some of the students in order to have an in-depth knowledge about their feelings and 

thoughts. 

In the beginning, during the first class of the art program, the participants were informed 

of their participation in a research study. The purpose of this study was explained during this 

class. Students were reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequences. Two weeks before the start of the class, I set up a meeting for the program 

overview; the parents’ questions and concerns were addressed as I introduced this art program to 

them at the SLA. After the meeting, the parents could take time to decide if they would give 

permission for their child to participate in this study. Those that agreed signed and returned the 

Informed Consent form (Appendix A) acknowledging that they have received all of this 

information, as well as a Consent to Photo/Videotape form (Appendix C). The children 

(participants) were also asked to sign the assent form to participate in the study (Appendix B). 

Each participant then received a copy of the Participant’s Bill of Rights, regarding information 

about his or her rights as a participant in this study. After all the paperwork, such as the 

necessary forms, were distributed, signed, and collected, the art program began. As the students 

attended the art class twice a week, the total class meetup was sixteen times with the duration of 

each class being two hours. In considering the content/activity structure and integrity, some of 

the themes or art activities were divided into two classes. The themes and art activities of this 

summer art program are listed in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Table of the Themes and Activities of the Art Program: Summer 2017 

Weeks Dates Themes Objectives Activities 

Week 1 

Jul 4th 
This is 
How I Feel 

•  Students will be encouraged to 
express their emotions. 

•  Students will learn the basic ideas of 
expressionism. 

•  Students will create an abstract image 
to present their feelings. 

•  Students are encouraged to release 
negative emotions onto the painting. 

Freestyle 
drawing 

Jul 6th 
The Future 
of Me 

•  Students will make a visual self-
introduction. 

•  Students will learn ideas from their 
classmates. 

Self-portrait 
(inspired by 
Vincent Van 
Gogh) 

Week 2 Jul 11th 
Where do 
You Live? 

•  Students will learn the idea of 
difference. 

•  Students will have an opportunity to 
learn diverse cultural backgrounds 
from their peers. 

•  The terms will be explained by the art 
teacher. 

Colored paper 
collage art 

Week 2 Jul 13th 
Stories 
about My 
Family 

•  Students will learn the concept of 
multiplicity and cultural differences. 

•  Students will be more likely to accept 
and welcome otherness. 

•  Students will share their thoughts 
about the uniqueness of their family. 

Clay making: 
Create your 
story 

Week 3 Jul 18th 
My Secret 
Friends 

•  Students will learn to express their 
feelings. 

•  Students will learn a problem-solving 
skill. 

Resin clay 
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Table 4 Continued    
Weeks Dates Themes Objectives Activities 

Week 3 Jul 20th 
What if I 
am an 
animal? 

•  Students are asked to imagine 
themselves being an animal in a zoo. 

•  Students will learn the idea that each 
person may have different kinds of 
emotions and behaviors in different 
conditions. 

•  Students will be able to have a self-
reflection by drawing an animal and 
telling its personality. 

Oil pastels 
drawing 

Week 4 

Jul 25th 
Let’s 
Follow the 
Flow 

•  By working with ink, watercolor, and 
wet paper, students will be 
encouraged to go with the flow and to 
work to become responsive to the 
media. 

•  Students will learn to appreciate the 
fact that mistakes are not always 
mistakes. Sometimes if you go with 
the flow, beautiful creations will 
result.  

Watercolor 
paints and 
brushes 

Jul 27th 
A Bug’s 
Life 

•  By drawing a bug’s life, students are 
more likely to reveal ideas about their 
current lives. 

•  Integrating drawing with a live 
performance, students will have a 
chance to interact with each other. To 
do so, they can learn about social 
relationships. 

Performance 
art 

Week 5 

Aug 1st 

Mask 
Making 

•  Students will learn the beauty of 
cultural diversity. 

•  Students will be encouraged to 
challenge their values & beliefs. 

Mask-making 
& Performance 
art 

Aug 3rd 
•  Students will work as a small group 

to design a scenario and perform it 
with a response to their performance. 
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Table 4 Continued    

Weeks Dates Themes Objectives Activities 

Week 6 

Aug 8th 
Around the 
World-I 

•  Students will pinpoint their country 
of origin on a map. 

•  Students will share a story from their 
originary culture. 

•  The theme will continue in the next 
class on Thursday, Aug 10.  

Collaborative 
art 

Aug 10th 
Around the 
World-II 

•  This theme was introduced on 
Tuesday, Aug 8.  

•  Students will enjoy a hand-printing 
art activity. 

Collaborative 
art 

Week 7 

Aug 15th 
My Life: 
Cut and 
Paste! 

•  Students will be asked to think about 
what they want to share based on 
their recent life experiences. 

•  Students will make a freestyle paper 
collage to present the idea they wish 
to talk about. 

Paper collage 
art 

Aug 17th 
 You are 
My Friends 

•  Students will be asked to think about 
who their good friends are. 

•  Students will make paper-doll-chain 
to represent their friendships. 

Paper doll 
making 

Week 8 

Aug 22th 

Dance & 
Joy: A 
Wrap-up! 

•  Students will be asked to dance based 
on the music the teacher plays in the 
class. 

•  The music is from different Asian 
countries, e.g., India, Thailand, Japan, 
and Vietnam. Freestyle 

cultural dance 

Aug 24th 

•  Students will be encouraged to give 
any kind of dance without exceptions. 

•  Students are encouraged to combine 
drum playing in the dance. 

•  Videos will be played as the opening 
act and activity warm-up. 
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Note. The videos used for the opening dance on August 24th are available to view online: Shake 

it off: https://youtu.be/Z2xooz6844k; Set it all free: https://youtu.be/gffZWBLA0Gk; 
Don't You Worry 'Bout A Thing: https://youtu.be/xh4ttGhE458 

 
The Curriculum Overview 

Rationale: An art educator and therapeutic art activities. Art is a natural form of 

communication for children because it is easier for them to express themselves visually rather 

than verbally. Artmaking has also been shown to enhance cognitive abilities, improve social 

skills, and encourage self-esteem in school-age children (Malchiodi, 2010). Moreover, art 

educators are equipped to teach art; thus, implementing therapeutic art activities by art educators 

will be beneficial to students who are experiencing emotional difficulties (Bush, 1997). As 

culturally diverse students usually face different kinds of challenges in their lives while adapting 

and fitting into a new county, they must need an adapted art curriculum and nonconventional 

teaching approach. 

When I designed this therapeutic-based art curriculum, I asked myself, how do I 

incorporate the essence of art therapy within my curriculum? How will this therapeutic-based art 

curriculum help culturally diverse students and MLLs obtain effective learning, positive social 

interaction, self-identification and self-esteem? Bush (1997) argues that art therapy activities, 

especially, encourage flexibility of self-expression. In addition, Lifton (1994) mentions that 

failure to achieve a strong sense of identity can lead to what Erikson labeled as identity 

confusion: doubt about who you are and what you want to be. Thus, through the art-making 

processes, inferences have been drawn regarding the effects and behaviors of students. 

Furthermore, students’ artwork reveals their thoughts and interactions. I designed this 

therapeutic-based curriculum based on the concept of child-centered curriculum (Dewey, 1998). 

It was intended to introduce diverse ways of artmaking in order to allow students to explore their 
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self-identity in a comfortable way. Students could gain an understanding of how much of a role 

self-identity, cultural uniqueness, thoughts, and beliefs play in artmaking as they created artwork 

based on their feelings. I provided a sufficient curriculum for students to explore their feelings, 

thoughts, and perceptions, and to heighten self-worth, ego strength, and self-identification. 

 Population Specified. This curriculum was particularly designed for culturally diverse 

students and MLLs with difficulty in self-esteem, self-identification, and/or emotional issues. 

Thus, the students in these art activities might have the following characteristics: 

1.  Students may have difficulty following instructions or directions to complete a task. It is 

especially noticeable in students with a single parent. They may exhibit attention-

seeking behavior. 

2.  Students may be easily distracted or work too quickly and inaccurately if they have 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHA). 

3. Students may experience depression; they may have poor or inappropriate social skills 

and have especially low self-esteem. 

4.  Students may also have issues as follows: a lack of motivation, being dependent on the 

teacher or a friend, being introverted, showing reluctance to learn or get involved in 

classroom activities, etc (Perreira, Fuligni, & Potochnick, 2010). 

Compared with the general student population, the culturally diverse students and MLLs 

might encounter more challenges and burdens in their lives due to acculturation and/or 

adaptation. I expected and prepared that students who display some or all of these characteristics 

and behaviors would need further facilitation by the teacher. 
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The Instruction Features 

 The therapeutic-based model: The value of play. According to more than a decade of 

teaching experience and observation, I have observed that students are rarely given time, 

opportunity, or guidance to explore and be aware of various things and the life around them. This 

is exacerbated in culturally diverse students when they immigrate to a new country, as they are 

anxious to adapt and fit into the new community. My research hypothesis is that therapeutic-

based art activities can effectively improve the culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ self-

esteem, self-identity, and confidence, and then promote positive interaction and performance. 

With this assumption in mind, I developed therapeutic oriented instructional strategies and 

practiced them in the art classes of the summer art program. I hoped to examine the functions of 

the instructional strategies I developed and inspect the effectiveness of these strategies in terms 

of enhancing the culturally diverse students and MLLs’ self-esteem, self-identity, confidence, 

and performance. I designed this model based on a concept of viewing teaching and learning as 

playing. Hedegaard and Chaiklin (2005) share an idea about the role children’s play in the 

learning process; that is, they think children can be seen as researchers as they examine problems 

related to their background, interests, and curiosities. On the other hand, recent research shows 

evidence to support the idea that play can efficiently develop children’s content knowledge 

across the curriculum and enhance their development of social skills, competencies, and 

dispositions to learn (Wood & Attfield, 2005). Therefore, play can be considered to be an 

integral element of high-quality provision for young children (Siraj-Blatchford & Sylva, 2004). 

Similarly, guidance suggested by the Curriculum for Excellence (Scottish Executive, 2007) 

addresses that: 
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Active Learning is learning which engages and challenges children’s thinking using 

real-life and imaginary situations. It takes full advantage of the opportunities 

presented by spontaneous and planned, purposeful play; investigating and exploring; 

events and life experiences; focused learning and teaching. (p. 5) 

My research project attempted to find effective teaching strategies as a solution for 

the difficulties the culturally diverse students have faced in their lives. Thus, the ideas of the 

instructional strategies in this therapeutic-based model I developed is inspired by the 

theories and ideas I have studied in the literature review. I wrapped up the essences of those 

and created new strategies specifically for my research population. The therapeutic-oriented 

instructional strategies are explained in the following sections. 

The instructional strategy: Play-make-talk (PMT). Play-make-talk (PMT) is a 

teaching strategy I designed for the culturally diverse students and MLLs in my summer art 

program. The main idea behind this strategy was inspired by some of the concepts of play 

therapy. In terms of one of the core concepts of play therapy, Erikson (1950) argues that playing 

in therapy has been utilized as a central role in allowing the therapist to assess and help in 

promoting the child’s emotional health and coping skills. Play therapy is a vital component to 

interventions with the child and the family. With this logic, it is especially beneficial for me to 

adopt and apply play into my therapeutic-based instruction. The amount of playing time is of 

importance and value because it offers teachers a way to see the “messages” their students have 

revealed while playing. I believe that the process of playing certainly has implications for the 

insights into students’ characteristics, identity, and thoughts. The main point is that teachers need 

to pay attention to specific elements of the play activity such as interactions and dialogues 

among students. Teachers also need to give appropriate feedback time to encourage the sharing 
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of thoughts and feelings. In addition, as discussed in the literature review, many studies have 

confirmed that play comes naturally to children and is usually an easier path for them to express 

their thoughts. In cases of invisible trauma, children may naturally act out by expressing their 

feelings, reactions, and perceptions while engaging in play (ASCA, 2006; Landreth, 2002; 

Whitaker & Keith, 1981). Hence, playing is a meaningful source of data collection and is an 

experiential creative process through which children can gain comfort (Graham, 2015; Hafeli, 

2015; Hicks, 2004). 

Art is also considered a valuable agent for safeguarding sensitive cultural and community 

issues, including differences in community traditions and values, strengthening inner 

understandings, and reducing concerns and shame over judgmental perceptions. Safran and 

Safran (2008) specifically underline the effectiveness of art therapy with children being bullied 

as it helps them in expressing repressed feelings of fear, worthlessness, confusion, and rage. For 

these reasons, artmaking is a significant part of this strategy. Finally, given a way to let the 

voices of culturally diverse students be heard is especially important to enhance their self-esteem 

and confidence (Wadeson, 2001). I provided opportunities and encouragement to all the 

participants to present their artwork and share their thoughts in every class. I used artwork 

presentation as a venue for diverse voices to be heard.  The reason why I termed this strategy as 

Play-make-talk (PMT) is mainly based on the order I utilized in the art activities. All students 

came into each of the art classes with playing, before creating their masterpieces. All students 

got a chance to present the idea of their work at the last session of each class. These three 

elements underlie all the therapeutic-based art activities in my study. 

 Classroom Activity and Structure. Classroom arrangement. The layout of my 

classroom was pretty flexible and arranged to promote therapeutic learning and activities in my 
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art classes. All classes made use of the classroom for playing, artmaking, small-group discussion, 

and presentation. The classroom had an area where the students could have enough space to play 

around. The routine in most of the classes was similar. The students knew which area they 

should stay at during each specific time period. The classroom space allowed all students easily 

moved between the artmaking and playing area. However, sometimes they were directed to 

particular areas and assigned specific tasks for the specific activity needs. Figure 1 presents a 

part of the classroom and Figure 2 is the area where the students could play, dance, and engage 

in performance art activities. 

               

Figure 1. A part of the artmaking area of the classroom  Figure 2. Play area of the classroom 

 Classroom Activity and Structure. Class procedure and activities. In the beginning of 

each class, all students had ten minutes to chat and hang out with each other; I called this warm-

up time. Then, the participants had their choice to decide what they wanted to play during 

playing time. However, since they usually played with a small group, before and/or during the 

play, I asked them to briefly describe the reason they wanted to play in a specific game/theme or 

the idea of the theme they were playing. After playing time was up, each of the participants was 

asked to create an artwork based on the topic of that particular class (as explained earlier). 
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Lastly, the participants were encouraged to talk about the ideas in their artwork. The order of the 

activity in each class is presented in Table 5 below. 

Table 5 

Table of Class Schedule: Summer 2017 

Time Length Activity 

2:30 - 2:40 PM 10 minutes Warm-up time 

2:40 - 2:55 PM 15 minutes Play Time 

2:55 - 3:25 PM 30 minutes Creative time: Artmaking activity 

3:25 - 3:40 PM 15 minutes Break Time 

3:40 - 4:10 PM 30 minutes Creative time: Artmaking activity 

4:10 – 4:30 PM 20 minutes Sharing Time 

 

Data Collection 

Several sequential procedures took place to complete this study. I collected multiple 

types of data. The data includes a researcher’s journal, students’ responses to questionnaires, 

interview notes, and students’ artwork. In terms of the credibility of this research, according to 

Mertens (2010), the qualitative research criteria stand in its internal validity; credibility in 

qualitative research aims to see if there is a connection between the way the individual 

participant sees social constructs versus the way the researcher portrays his or her own 

perspective. In addition, as I care about collecting in-depth data, I took detailed notes during the 

processes of this research to secure the dependability of this study. If detailed information on a 

study is collected, a dependability of the study is to be examined to evaluate the quality and 

suitability of the processes (Mertens, 2010). Thus, my data consists of observation field notes, 

written and visual journals, video recordings, questionnaires, and interviews. In this study, I 
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ensured credibility in the collected data from the participants and the researcher during the class 

time in the following ways. 

Researcher’s Journals 

The researcher’s journals include written and visual forms. The written journals include 

notes from class discussions, observation field notes, notes from conversation with participants, 

and personal reflections as a teacher/researcher. The visual journals are drawings the researcher 

made as reflections on and expressions of the classes taught at the SLA. To avoid being 

distracted from the students during our sessions, I immediately typed up the participants’ 

dialogues and the interactions I observed during the break time and right after the classes. I tried 

my best to specifically record the important and meaningful conversations among the 

participants. During the entire research process, I kept writing personal reflections based on my 

observation notes and interactions with the participants. I typed and saved the reflections on my 

personal laptop. The reflections were about interactions with students, questions and issues that I 

had about both the class and the research, new ideas for class activities, thoughts on the materials 

for the activities, interesting and sensational moments, challenges of gaining trust from the 

participants, challenges of teaching social and cultural topics through art, and other topics that 

came up. Moreover, my reflections were done through an informal writing style. Regardless of 

the grammar and organization of the content, I simply wrote down my feelings, thoughts, 

emotional and affected moments, concerns, and questions. 

Video Records 

Since I would like to understand and interpret the students’ thoughts, feelings, and those 

underlying meanings as precisely as possible, I made video recordings of the interactions of the 

participants during the artmaking activities. In doing so, I was able to play the videos over and 
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over again to observe and learn the tacit messages from the participants’ reactions and 

interactions with their peers. The contents of the videos include participants’ interactions and 

informal conversations among them and between students and the researcher. I recorded the 

videos by using a digital camera and then transferred them to my laptop. In doing this, I could 

easily watch the videos over and over again, writing down the important/meaningful moments of 

the videos after the classes. 

Participants’ Questionnaires  

At the beginning and at the end of this summer art program, the participants were asked 

to fill out a questionnaire. The questionnaires (Appendix D) are a series of questions that 

participants completed through self-evaluation. The pre-activity questionnaire allow me to learn 

how the participants saw and evaluated themselves at this particular stage of their lives. Since the 

participants were from 2nd grade to 4th grade, I needed to explain some of the questions to the 

younger ones. I sometimes had to restate the questions in a more vernacular way to make sure 

the culturally diverse students and MLLs understood the questions accurately. The participants 

were more introverted and hesitated to ask further explanations when taking the pre-activity 

questionnaire at the beginning of the class. However, at the end, they were more talkative as 

rapport, trust, and friendships had been created. This data perfectly provided me with 

information about the self-esteem and self-confidence of the students before and after 

participating in this therapeutic-based art program.  

Semi-structured Interviews  

This part of data collection began in the middle stage of the entire art program. Once I 

felt that the rapport between the students and me was established, I started to interview each 

participant in a semi-formal way. My goal of using interview data as one of my data collection 
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methods is to ensure that I correctly understand and interpret the meanings/information from the 

program’s participants. On the usefulness of the interview, Seidman (2013) mentions that an in-

depth interview is used to see and comprehend the lived experience of other people and the 

meaning they construct from their experiences. He also defines this method as a 

phenomenological approach—an interview focus on the participants' experiences and meaning-

making process (Seidman, 2013). In consideration of the age of the participants, short interviews 

were conducted. Each interview took approximately 15 to 30 minutes, depending on the 

participant’s condition at the time. In fact, not every participant was willing to be interviewed. 

Thus, some interviews had to be segregated and completed in several segments. As I could not 

speak the first languages of many participants (such as Vietnamese, Pilipino, and Indonesian), I 

used other languages in the interviews, including Mandarin-Chinese, Holo-Taiwanese (one of the 

dominant Taiwanese dialects), and/or English, at the participants’ discretion. I had the interview 

questions (Appendix E) prepared and I recorded the students’ responses. As my hope was to 

collect authentic thoughts and feelings from them, I conducted the interviews by utilizing semi-

structured and semi-formal conversations in a nonjudgmental atmosphere. As necessary, the 

participants were asked follow-up questions in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 

experiences.  

Presentations of the Participants 

 As an art educator and researcher, the purposes and meanings of the artworks made by 

the students are important. With this in mind, after the participants completed their artwork in 

each art class, they were asked to present and talk about the ideas behind their work. In their 

presentations, they were encouraged to reflect on personal experiences expressed in their art 

creations. Some of the participants were timid and shy, so I rewarded them with stickers or 



123 
 
 
candies as incentives in order to provoke their confidence. Meanwhile, all the participants were 

encouraged to share comments and thoughts about their classmates’ work. Through the short 

presentations, I was able to learn more about the ideas and meanings behind their artwork. This 

arrangement in my study allowed me to closely comprehend and understand the participants’ 

artwork in relation to their psychological and behavioral changes. Consequently, I was able to 

find out if their self-esteem, self-identity, and confidence were elevated during or after engaging 

in this art program. 

The art interventions  

As indicated above, one of the most intriguing and significant parts of my data is the 

participants’ artwork. This therapeutic-based art program was designed to assist culturally 

diverse students in learning about different cultures through art. Therefore, this art program 

encouraged and guided students to establish an awareness of difference and appreciation of 

otherness. In the first two weeks, students were asked to think about their own culture/family 

values and beliefs, then think about how the parts of what they possess are similar to and/or 

different from that of their classmates. After two weeks of activities, I found that rapport among 

the participants was created. Therefore, I encouraged them to share their preferences and feelings 

as warm-up activities. As they were getting more comfortable with expressing their thoughts and 

feelings without the anxiety of gaining peer pressure/judgment, they were encouraged to 

challenge specific social/cultural issues.  

The last part of this art intervention in this study was to have the students participate in a 

performance art by giving a play. In the exercise of this art activity, the students were divided 

into small groups and asked to interact and cooperate with their classmates, giving them an 

opportunity to learn how to create positive communication by respecting the ideas of others. 
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Furthermore, they especially learned how to present themselves without belittling the ideas of 

others to raise their own. During the final performance, the students were able to learn how to 

obtain a balance between themselves and their peers. The anticipated outcome of participating in 

this art program was that the participants would acquire diverse social/cultural knowledge, 

awareness of difference, and appreciation of otherness from their experiences. 

As I have addressed the ideas of my data collection methods above, I present the 

timeframe of my data collection in Table 6 in order to show a more comprehensible picture of 

the data collection methods in my research. 

Table 6 

Chronology of Research Data Collection: Summer 2017 

Data/Dates 7/4 7/6 7/11 7/13 7/18 7/20 7/25 7/27 

Researcher’s 
Journals 

        

Observation Notes         

Video Records         

Pre-program 
questionnaire 

        

Interviews         

Presentation Notes         

Artwork collection         

Data/Dates 8/1 8/3 8/8 8/10 8/15 8/17 8/22 8/24 

Researcher’s 
Journals 

        

Observation Notes         

Video Records         
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Table 6 Continued         

Data/Dates 8/1 8/3 8/8 8/10 8/15 8/17 8/22 8/24 

Post-program 
questionnaire 

        

Interviews         

Presentation Notes         

Artwork collection         

 

Data Analysis 

Text-based Data Analysis 

Coding Methods. In this study I specifically explore and report on the experiences and 

perceptions of culturally diverse students and MLLs over the course of two months which came 

to 16 classes with 4 hours per week. The intent of this research is to examine the effectiveness of 

therapeutic art activities and suggest effective strategies for all educators. For the goal of this 

research, I need to assure the validity and dependability of the work of my data analysis. 

According to Merriam (2002), data collection and analysis in a study should occur 

simultaneously to adjust and revise the process of research. That is to say, testing emerging 

concepts and circumstances and/or redirecting the ways of data collection may be employed. 

When I was in the field in Taiwan during summer 2017, I simultaneously analyzed the data with 

in-vivo coding and emotion coding. In-vivo coding is recognized as a useful coding method, 

especially in educational ethnographies involving youth (Saldaña, 2013; Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). Emotion codes are focused on the emotions that the participants recall and/or experience 

or that the researcher infers about the participants. They are particularly helpful for exploring the 

intrapersonal and interpersonal experiences and actions of the participants (Goleman, 1995). 



126 
 
 
Using these coding methods, I was able to analyze the students’ behavioral and psychological 

changes when they engaged in the therapeutic art activities.  

I also incorporated the concept of hermeneutics in my analysis. Hermeneutic analysis is 

focused on both verbal and non-verbal communication, semiotics, presuppositions, and pre-

understandings (Mir, Willmott, & Greenwood, 2015). According to Bernard (2000), the 

hermeneutic analysis allows researchers to interpret the words of texts to understand their 

meaning and direction. From this perspective, combining the participant observation approach 

and hermeneutic analysis provided me with a practical and feasible way to identify and examine 

the information I collected from the participants. More importantly, the analysis and coding 

methods I have chosen allowed me to gain deep insights into and meaningful information about 

the perspectives of the participants. Hence, I was able to examine and evaluate the effectiveness 

of therapeutic-based strategies within the context of therapeutic-based summer art programs. 

 Analysis Process. In the beginning, I transcribed the observation field notes and started 

with line-by-line coding of each transcript as suggested by Charmaz and Mitchell (2001). I 

developed codes and categories from data, thus generating questions for subsequent data 

collection (See Appendix F and G). After coming back to the U.S., I transcribed all the data, 

including observation field notes, interview notes, and the researcher’s (my own) comments of 

the observations (I regard tacit messages such as body language and facial expression as one of 

the most significant considerations for understanding the effectiveness of various types of 

therapeutic art activities, so I made comments and notes on my observation field notes). Then, I 

started line-by-line coding again. I highlighted and used specific terms to assign meaning to each 

line of the data next to the transcript. After finishing the line-by-line coding for all transcripts, 

initial codes were created. Initial codes were useful for me to sort data into categories and begin 
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to see the progress and changes of my participants (Charmaz & Mitchell, 2001). Along with 

coding the data, I wrote memos and diagrams that provided a record of my understanding of the 

researched phenomenon at the time. After the initial coding, in-vivo coding and emotion coding 

were launched, meaning that I compared the differences between the coded data (See Appendix 

F and G). Meanwhile, I noted and located the participants’ voices in a particular condition and 

recognized each response as emerging from a complex situation of local and global raced, 

classed, and gendered relationships—that is, using DeVault and Gross’s (2007) term, it is 

important to produce “relational knowledge.” Since my analysis is grounded in a hermeneutic 

perspective, the expressions of unique experiences of culturally diverse students and MLLs are 

significant as in some certain situations the culturally diverse students and MLLs might tend to 

be silent and their voice could be muted. Thus, in order to accurately grasp the culturally diverse 

students’ and MLLs’ thoughts, as a researcher as well as a participant observer, I engaged myself 

in both the dominant position as a Taiwanese art teacher and the muted channel as an observer in 

the art activities, so I could obtain access to identify my participants’ voices. 

In light of understanding the effectiveness of therapeutic-based art interventions, I found 

that recognizing the participants’ voices is especially important in my study. In reality, stories 

and experiences of any group of people are integral to human culture because culture is 

constituted through the “ensemble of stories we tell about ourselves” (Geertz, 1975, cited in 

Plummer, 1995, p. 5). With this logic, storytelling can be considered as a significant activity 

because narratives help people to organize their experiences and conceptualize them into 

meaningful episodes in their lives that draw on cultural modes of reasoning and representation 

(Berger, 1997). Furthermore, Anderson and Jack (1991) mention that taking time to “really 

listen” is important when interviewing participants. They have suggested strategies for “listening 



128 
 
 
to meaning” that enabled me to analyze how my participants understood their behavior in the 

classes. These strategies include three kinds of listening: 1) attending to moral language; 2) 

attending to meta-statements; 3) attending to the logic of the narrative. Investigating moral 

language invites researchers to look at the relationship between an individual’s self-cognition 

and inherited cultural norms and to learn ideas about the individual’s self-evaluation. Meta-

statements, on the other hand, relate to a person’s awareness of a discrepancy within oneself. The 

meta-statement may convey the underlying meanings or stories beyond the statement that the 

researcher should pay attention to the hidden information. That is, a statement could contain the 

social norms and restrain; the participants might give statements or responses based on the 

perspective of the dominant culture. That way, the statements may not be their genuine thoughts. 

For example, one might say, “They don’t like me, I guess it’s because I don’t usually earn good 

grades or…” In this statement, it implies an evaluation based on mainstream value and the 

person’s constrain. Therefore, in interviews, meta-statements provide researchers with a path to 

see what categories the person is using to monitor his or her thoughts. Finally, the logic of the 

narrative refers to the internal consistency or contradictions within a participant’s narratives. In 

terms of conducting interviews and analyzing interview data, through carefully listening to the 

recurring themes and the connections of each statement, the researcher is able to understand the 

presumptions, conventional images, and logic that the participants used to interpret their 

experiences, based on their cultural background. 

Visual-based Data Analysis 

See what they cannot see: Video records. Observing the interactions between the 

participants is one of the crucial parts of my research. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), 

qualitative data analysis requires the researcher to analyze and synthesize data into a coherent 
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description of what he or she has observed and discovered. Compared to my interview data, the 

coding data from the video records is slightly different. By analyzing the video records, I 

carefully reviewed the interactions between the participants and examined their underlying 

meanings. While examining the videos, I wrote down my personal thoughts in a notebook; 

memos and additional marginal remarks were added in my notes of the video observations. Next, 

I made a list of possible topics from my observation notes and clustered together similar topics 

by arranging them as major topics, unique topics, and unclassified. Then, I devised an 

abbreviation for each theme as a code and wrote codes in the interview transcriptions by 

reviewing data to see if new themes and codes emerged. Lastly, I used the most descriptive 

wording for each theme and compared and contrasted the themes to find interrelationships 

between interview transcripts. While assigning codes, some previous codes were modified and 

deleted, while some new codes were developed. In order to precisely manage the data and 

provide valuable research findings, I finalized the codes and proceeded to use a code book to 

record the name, definition, and instances of each code in order to systematically organize them. 

After deciding on the themes, I reviewed the interview transcripts repeatedly to locate instances 

of each of them. I then double-checked the interview transcripts to see if there were missing 

codes and themes. 

Truth we talk: Artwork analysis. This part of the data analysis is based on examining 

the participants’ artwork. I focused on how the meanings emerged and were discursively 

constructed in visual data which were collected from the artmaking processes, rather than 

analyzing the fixed interpretations and descriptions of each image in order to code it. 

All visual data—including my visual journal, the participants’ visual narratives, and the 

art products—were interpreted alongside written texts: the resesarcher’s notes and transcriptions. 
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This is because written texts entailed written explanations on the meaning and intentions of the 

visuals (Riessman, 2008). For example, the participants created artwork and presented the ideas 

of their work based on their personal experiences; this added layers of meanings. In this case, I 

did not separate the visual from oral presentations for the analysis. Rather, I actually saw them as 

a whole; therefore, I paid attention to how the participants told their stories using the artwork. 

I particularly focused on what the participants highlighted as concepts in the artwork they 

created. This approach to analyzing visual forms is more listening-centered than visual-centered 

(Luttrell, 2003). Because my examination focused on social, cultural, and identity topics, there 

was potential that the student participants challenged themselves to a degree which made them 

uncomfortable and caused stress, especially for those who were already experiencing emotional 

issues. With this in mind, I designed artmaking activities that would be interesting and 

educational in learning about touchy topics, making the artwork sessions less stressful and a 

comfortable time for them express their ideas. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations in qualitative research are always an important part for researchers 

to think about. In addition, ethical concerns for researchers who conduct qualitative social 

studies involving children as subjects are particularly important. Alderson (1995) suggests a set 

of ethical guidelines with essential questions for researchers to bear in mind while working with 

child subjects (see also National Children’s Bureau, 2001; Qualidata, 2001). Some scholars also 

present the significance of ethical issues in research. For instance, Morrow and Richards (1996) 

address issues of access and consent in research; Thomas and O’Kane (1998) suggest that 

participatory techniques may overcome various ethical problems while working with children. 
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Ethnographers Davis (1998) and Eder and Corsaro (1999) write about the responsibility of 

researchers being aware of and responding to ethical issues in their research sites. For these 

reasons, I regarded the seriousness of ethical issues from the perspective of a researcher who 

studied therapeutic-based art in relation to social, cultural, and racial issues. As I was an art 

teacher and researcher in this study, I concerned myself with potential social risks that the 

participants encountered when part of my study. Indeed, all researchers should do their best to 

guarantee the confidentiality of any study-related information and anonymity of the participants. 

At the same time, a researcher should ensure his or her perspective and attitude toward the 

confidentiality and make use of his or her position as an outsider and objective observer. 

Legitimately, as a researcher, no one can say that he or she is entirely objective in the role of a 

researcher as well as an observer in the study.  In fact, the difficulty of securing data may be 

increased by ethnocentrism on the part of the researcher: he or she might underestimate a 

meaningful response or situation by a participant; to the participants in a study, some may 

assume that their own experiences are common and similar to others. Under such conditions, the 

participant could feel labeled, discriminated against, or marginalized. 

 Given the concerns and suggestions of the scholars above, I took some steps in my study. 

All the children who participated in this research had the option to withdraw from the research at 

any time, to communicate with me regarding questions or concerns, and were given written 

assent forms to participate in this research. The third party, the SLA staff, explained to the 

potential participants that participation in this study was entirely voluntary. I also addressed this 

statement again in the first class meeting. 

I assigned pseudonyms to the participants throughout the research process and they will 

be used for any future published papers or presentations. All forms with identifiable data (such as 
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names of student teachers, cooperating teachers, students, or schools) were stored in a locked 

filing cabinet. Any electronic/computerized data was stored on a password-protected hard drive. 

Physical data, such as reflective journal entries and homework assignments, was typed and 

stored on a protected hard drive. When agreeing to participate in the study, the participants were 

informed that identifiable data might be used (such as photographs and artwork). Other 

identifiable information (names, addresses, phone numbers, or other information) will never be 

released. Data will be stored for the duration of the study and for at least six years. Participants 

retain the right to ask questions and obtain copies of research results. In addition, participants 

retain the right to review the data. Based on the steps I have mentioned and done above, I am 

reassured that all the data I collected is confidential.  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I explored and studied two research methodologies, listed the types of 

data I collected, and the methods of data analysis used in my research. I described the advantages 

of employing the selected methodologies: participant observation research and case study with 

the notion of enhancing the self-esteem, self-confidence, and academic performance of culturally 

diverse students and MLLs. By utilizing these research approaches, I was able to gain a broad 

understanding of the phenomena under examination. I believe the methodological intersections 

and divisions illustrated in this chapter allowed me to interpret and adapt methods in a way that 

illuminates multiple perspectives of promoting positive self-esteem, self-identity, and 

confidence. In the next chapter, I will present the body of data collected during the summer art 

program at the SLA. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION OF DATA  

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will present the data collected from the participants over the summer. I 

will also discuss the data of the researcher’s notes and reflections that I recorded earlier, during 

and after the art program. In order to organize this chapter systematically, and so the data I 

present makes more sense to readers, the first part of this chapter will focus on the data, 

including my reflection, positionality, and belief about how I consider myself to be a 

researcher/art educator when I am in different countries; how my role changes affect my 

perspectives and its reflection on my research; how I see myself in the transition process from 

being in a minority population group as an international/Asian art educator in the United States 

to becoming a part of the dominant group as an art educator in Taiwan. The second part of the 

presentation will focus on the participants’ data. Of special importance to the relevance and 

results of this study are the “stories.” The stories from the participants illustrate their 

experiences, what they feel from these experiences, and the nature of their thoughts and feelings. 

Barbara Czarniawska (2000) gives an insightful statement: a “student of social life, no matter 

which domain, needs to become interested in the narrative as a form of knowledge, a form of 

social life, and a form of communication” (p. 2). When considering this idea in my research, I 

confirmed that oral storytelling is as significant as visual storytelling in contributing to the 

research results of my study. In fact, if we wish to discover our life experiences, we need suitable 

means and methods of communication. 

 Taking the above ideas into account, I will relate them to the participant observation 

approach that was practiced in my study. According to Ingold (2013), participant observation is a 

way of understanding and knowing from the inside and outside, the difference between 
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participation and observation. I also adopted Evered and Louis’s (2001) idea of qualitative 

research: inquiry from the outside and inquiry from the inside. Thus, I will present my data in 

two phases that I refer to as “inquiry from the outside to inside” and “inquiry from the inside to 

within.” In the first phase— “inquiry from the outside to inside”—I will focus on addressing the 

researcher’s journal and narratives, explaining the way I see myself as more of an 

outsider/researcher before becoming an insider/a class member. Since Mandarin is my native 

language, observation field notes and my reflections were recorded in Mandarin. There are three 

significant reasons for this. First, it enabled me to be more intuitive; therefore, I could collect 

more authentic and in-depth data. Second, as Taiwan is my home country, recording and 

examining data in my native language allowed me to be fully immersed in the environment that 

is the research site. Third, as I became a member of the dominant population back in Taiwan, 

speaking, listening, and writing in Mandarin naturally situated me in a dominant position as a 

researcher and an art educator. All these factors permit me to view the incidents from different 

angles. For the purpose of incarnating my reflections and stories, my personal journals and 

reflections were translated into English. During the translating processes, I reorganized my notes 

and narratives since some of them were scribbled notes that were quickly written down at 

different moments. On the other hand, as an artist, since the visual form of recording is more 

intuitive than written words, in the researcher’s written journals presentation, I will also show 

some of my sketches as supplemental materials to help in comprehending my data. The personal 

journals and reflections are mainly about my comments and thoughts on the events of my 

classroom. They include interactions with participants, questions I asked myself or the 

participants, issues I had with both the class and the research, new ideas about class activities, 

thoughts on the course materials, surprising moments, relevant memories, challenges of teaching 
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cultural and racial topics through art, and so on. I selected meaningful words and phrases from 

my journals and notes and then worked on their transcriptions in order to intertwine them 

together and created drawings that visually embody the meaningful moments in the sessions of 

the researcher’s visual journals. I greatly enjoyed and appreciated the results that I got from this 

vigorous process. The exercises of translating, visualizing, and transcribing my data offered me 

an additional chance to reflect and look into the data even deeper. Particularly, in the translation 

part of the work, I was able to actively examine the data before presenting it. 

The second phase is the “inquiry from the inside to within.” In an effort to discover, 

describe, and represent the world of the participants in my study, in this phase, I will emphasize 

the thoughts and emotions of the study’s participants. When examining and interpreting the data 

from the participants, such as their interactions, conversations, and responses, I was only able to 

physically situate myself in those activities as an insider; after a period of time, I could 

psychologically be recognized by the participants. As I earned their trust, I was able to obtain the 

most genuine data from their thoughts and feelings. I will illustrate information from participants 

in order to represent the dynamics, changes, and/or tacit messages gotten from the processes. I 

will do so by attempting to display the closest information of the meaningful moments, such as 

the changing points and transformations of the participants. The data includes summary of the 

participants’ reactions in the classes, pre-program questionnaire, post-program questionnaire, 

interviews, and informal narratives/stories sharing. I will delineate the data based on the themes 

and topics with meaningful artwork and feedback of each participant’s visual, oral, and written 

data, marking and scrutinizing the particular comments and statements from the raw data in order 

to vividly present the participants’ voices. Finally, this chapter will be wrapped up by giving a 
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brief summary of the data I collected and presented from the participants in considering culture, 

identity, racism, and discrimination issues. 

 

Data Collected from the Researcher 

Where I Stand: Positionality of the Researcher 

Preface. Linda McDowell’s (1992) words still vividly echo in my mind. She comments: 

“We must recognize and take account of our own position, as well as that of our research 

participants, and write this into our research practice” (p. 409). Also, I happened to watch a 

television series in early October this year. The host was interviewing a company CEO, Eva 

Lotta, on how has she positioned herself as a female in the business industry. Lotta says: 

You should not become who you are because you want the “title.” You should first 

know “who you are, what you want, and what your life path is for.” You need to 

spend time to get to know yourself. My philosophy is, “You cannot lead others if 

you don't know yourself.” Knowing yourself is to see your strengths and 

weaknesses, and this is important. (Fang, October 3, 2017) 

With Eva Lotta’s statement in mind, it became especially crucial for me to constantly be 

aware of my position and role during the entire period of my study in light of the positionality of 

teaching the research-based summer art program. This section explores my journey while I was 

wearing multiple hats from being an international doctoral student, an Asian art educator, and a 

member of racial and ethnic minority groups in the U.S. to switching to a privileged dominant 

position back in Taiwan. It includes the effects this journey had on my identity as well as a self-

dialogical and autobiographical viewpoint. In fact, before I began to teach art classes, I spent 

about six weeks at Sphered Life Association (SLA) to work as a volunteer. This allowed a level 
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of connection with my students. I started to become familiar with the environment, started to 

watch and listen to what was happening in my surroundings. Inevitably, I sometimes felt 

confused about certain situations. Figure 3 expresses my feelings and the periods before the art 

program started. Since I had been working on my research project where I employed the 

participant observation approach as the main data collection through this summer art program, 

only with the knowledge of my participants was I able to understand and interpret their responses 

in specific circumstances. I chose this method because I was interested in situating myself within 

this specific group of people. I worked with them in order to learn their culture, thoughts, and 

feelings. Sequentially, those circumstances and communications shaped and reshaped my 

position in some way. Therefore, I situated myself and my interpretations of those observations 

and interactions (e.g., interview and/or dialogues with participants) by reflexively examining my 

positionality. 

 

Figure 3. Researcher’s visual journal, Exploring my surrounding: Examining and defining my 
positionality, June 27, 2017 
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I know this journey may be extraordinarily difficult since my research subjects are 

culturally diverse students and MLLs. This group of children more or less experienced several 

emotional challenges in their lives while living in a new country. Reflexivity has been discussed 

by several geographers in recent years (Merrifield, 1995; Pile, 1991; Thrift, 1996). Generally, 

reflexivity is being advocated by these writers as a strategy for situating knowledge. It is, in 

essence, a means of avoiding the false neutrality and universality of so much academic 

knowledge. Thus, “situating” is a crucial goal for all critical geographies. 

An awkward stereotype and label.  Before I discuss some of my previous 

uncomfortable experiences, I would like to say that I am an optimistic person with tons of 

positive energy. My friends see me this way, and I also recognize myself in the same way. As a 

matter of fact, I will say that this is an important characteristic which an art therapist (art therapy 

was one of my jobs when I was in Taiwan), a counselor, or a psychiatrist needs to possess. 

Luckily, I was born with this kind of characteristic, and I have been a good listener since my 

college days. Somehow, my friends choose to talk to me if they are in need of a listening ear or 

wish to share a secret otherwise kept from others. I have always been the person they have felt 

they could rely on. As such, I believe that I always turn negative energy into positive. With this 

sense in mind, going into this project and before it, my studies in the U.S., I believed that I would 

be good at both, and things like racism, discrimination, or acculturation would never pose a 

problem for me, especially as I was raised with a democratic and open-minded parenting style 

not dissimilar to the western parenting style. 

However, things don’t always go as we think they should. When I moved to the U.S. and 

started my doctoral program in 2013, I worked as an International Graduate Teaching Assistant 

(GTA). During my doctoral academic life, I have held different job positions; that’s where my 
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story began. In the position of being a GTA, I naturally considered myself to be an instructor; it 

might be as a result of seven years of teaching experiences in several universities in Taiwan. 

Nevertheless, I realized that I was naïve. Actually, I am not. I am just a “TA,” although I did 

design the lesson plans, prepare class materials, and lead the classes. This did not change the way 

my students saw me. The first time a blonde girl said something mean to me, I did not take it 

personally. Gradually, I found that I had to deal with several situations, including offensive 

language and irreverent attitudes specifically from the mainstream culture students. Similar 

situations kept happening as I volunteered to co-teach in an after-school art club. Once, a 

Mexican boy said to me, “I don't know what you talking about; I don’t want to talk to you,” and 

he turned to the White female teacher to ask for instructions. I felt embarrassed. Additionally, I 

interned and worked as a researcher/art teacher in a nonprofit organization that serves people 

with developmental disabilities. I have to admit that I had a hard time fitting into the community 

while working at the nonprofit organization since it was difficult to receive recognition from the 

clients. For instance, on a certain day, a client asked me with an arrogant attitude to paint the 

nails of both her hands and toes. Another teacher in the studio corrected her not to ask me to do 

that, especially not in a disrespectful tone. I clearly remember her response to the teacher. She 

said, “Why not? Is that not why she is here? Is that not what she is supposed to do?” I was sure 

that I did not take it personally because she never treated other staff in the same manner. 

Although I decided to change her impression of me and our relationship, I failed. For example, I 

tried to be chatty with her to learn more about her preferences in order to create a connection, but 

she resisted all efforts I made towards our friendship. 

In reviewing all those incidents that I encountered, I asked myself, “Are all these 

discriminations?” I then realized that there was a so-called “racism” in it. A central issue in those 
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incidents was that, for the first time in my life, I suffered from an identity crisis and an intense 

feeling of self-denial and self-doubt. In Asian culture, educators are highly respected. Perhaps I 

should not have assumed that it would be the same in western society. This is when I started to 

substantially feel the acculturation inside of me. Consequently, I could totally relate my 

psychological status to Bhabha’s (1994) concept of ambivalence; he highlights that the “Self” 

versus “Other’” dichotomy that results in perpetual uncertainty, fluidity, and permanent 

disillusionment among the colonized. Moreover, in Bhabha’s idea of ambivalence, “the East is 

West’s ‘double’ and it compels the West to ‘explain its own identity and to justify its own 

rationale’” (as quoted by Huddart, 2006, p. 2). This ambivalence illustrates that the connection 

between the orient and the occident is a complex blend of immediate liking and disliking. The 

West’s identity as superior and civilized beings cannot retain its currency without the Other 

(East). Ambivalence emphasizes the most likely coherent and rational stereotypical views as self 

and other, civilized and uncivilized, to reveal the inherent imbalance of power relations within 

the discourse of power to study their influence on human existence and spirit/ego. 

With regard to my interpretation of the human existence/spirit and the concept of the self 

(Lacan, 2006), a self is accomplished by way of a constant process and a harmonious flow 

between self and external forces. The external world dismantles an individual self and 

simultaneously amends or reforms the self. Nevertheless, when this balance is destroyed for any 

reason, it may result in a loss of self. I witnessed myself undergoing an identity crisis when I was 

having difficulty in expressing my identity and positioning myself in the community. As reported 

by Erikson (1959), the most apparent and favorable companions of an honored sense of an 

individual’s identity involves “a feeling of being at home in one's body, a sense of ‘knowing 

where one is going,’ an inner assuredness of anticipated recognition from those who count” (p. 
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72). Hence, when this inner belief and “feeling of being at home” disappears, a sense of identity 

within an individual may be deprived. In consideration of the foregoing sense, from an 

educational perspective, I also felt ambivalent about my socio-cultural situation since I would 

like to see my uniqueness, just as I have been trying to encourage culturally diverse students to 

do. However, I had a hard time putting that idea into action. Ambivalence is an exemplification, 

an evidence of the uncertainty. I asked myself, “If I could not overcome and get through this 

barrier, how can I teach and lead my students toward the positive academic life?” Finally, but 

most importantly, after taking a while to digest those stressful experiences, I successfully turned 

them into positive energy. I see my previous experiences as the most solid and advantageous 

materials for my teaching in the future. Because of those experiences, I became more capable of 

empathizing with my culturally diverse students, seeing what they said, and putting myself in 

their shoes. Only when I had faced similar situations as theirs did I become likely to empathize 

with their feelings in different circumstances. Furthermore, since my participants are culturally 

diverse students, and they are multicultural and multiethnic, in order to understand them, I must 

recognize my multiple positions within the research environment: the classroom. In doing so, I 

was able to assist them in creating a positive self-development. In the next section, I will talk 

about my positionality when I was in Taiwan. The situation was completely reversed. 

Respected social status in Taiwan. Based on my close to ten years of teaching 

experience as an educator in universities in Taiwan, perhaps most of the educators in Asian 

countries will agree that educators possess a certain level of authority in the educational field. 

The intersection of power with academic knowledge and the ownership as privilege in the 

mainstream society to the educators is, the high and respected social status. This privilege can be 

understood as entailing greater access both to course materials and to the power inherent in the 
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production of knowledge. In addition, parents and students are less likely to doubt the knowledge 

that teachers impart in schools. Gilbert (1994) points out a similar situation in terms of her 

position in research. She states, “I have the final power of interpretation at the conclusion of any 

piece of research” (p. 94). Likewise, Sarah McLafferty (1995) comments: 

it is the interpretive act that is the key site of academic feminist power: except in 

rare cases, the researcher holds a “privileged” position by deciding what questions 

to ask, directing the flow of discourse, interpreting interview and observational 

material, and deciding where and in what form it should be presented. (p. 437) 

Similarly, Staeheli and Lawson (1995) maintain the argument and it really speaks to me; it 

is based on the context of their research in the third world: 

when Western feminists enter developing settings, they cannot escape the power 

relations that exist between those societies or between themselves as academics and 

their research subjects, even when they wish to do so. Western researchers are in a 

position of power by virtue of their ability to name the categories, control 

information about the research agenda, define interventions, and come and go as 

research scientists. (p. 332) 

Because I am considered an experienced educator in Taiwan, I needed to be cautious of 

unintentionally taking advantage of the easy access of power and authority while conducting my 

research project in Taiwan. With this consideration in mind, identity became a key factor to me. I 

needed to recognize my self-identity and my research identity through this journey. In fact, it is 

easier said than done as I was aware of the ambiguity inside my mind. In my role as an 

international graduate teaching assistant (GTA), I wished that I could at least have a little power 

and authority, so I could earn respect from the students to some degree. Similarly, while working 
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at a nonprofit organization and an after-school program as an art teacher as well as researcher, I 

also hoped that the clients/students would show their reverence. However, those experiences did 

not bring me down. In fact, after a while, I was able to look at the bright side of these incidents 

and turn them into positive energy: my motivation to adjust the ways I respond to similar 

situations in the future, if any. Hence, before I started the summer art program for my research, I 

felt anxious because I did not know what would happen; I could not predict the future outcomes. 

No matter what the results of the study would be, I was prepared to invite challenges, since I was 

informed that some of the participants might experience different kinds of emotional issues. This 

is the reason why I felt anxious but excited. Therefore, I endeavored to balance the instinct of a 

researcher/teacher identity and authority, and attempted to break the rules and the stereotype of 

being a teacher. I tried to place myself somewhere in-between. Bhabha (1994) defines that there 

is a space “in-between the designations of identity” and that “this interstitial passage between 

fixed identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains differences 

without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (p. 4). As well, Bhabha’s concept of ambivalence was 

beneficial for me to inspect in my study during the whole process. Bhabha’s theoretical 

standpoint of ambivalence is accompanied by the notion of the Self (identity and ego) in regard 

to the Other (Bhabha, 1994). This idea of ambivalence illustrates the apparently coherent and 

reasonable stereotypical stand as self and other, civilized and uncivilized, to unravel the 

imbalance of power relations within the discourse of power. When I look back, it is ironic that I 

went from being considered as one in the minority population to being considered as a highly 

respected professional simply after 21 hours of traveling time. Thus, an individual’s identity is 

fluid and can be vulnerable. I have kept on modifying my awareness of self-identity and 

positionality in order to keep my mobility and flexibility. More importantly, I knew that I 
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definitely needed to swallow the pride that I got from others, so I could stay humble and create 

friendships and reliance with the participants. 

 

My Voice: Researcher’s Reflective Written Journals 

Who am I? Where am I? What is the purpose of my being? Is there any importance and 

relevance to my existence or being? These are the questions I kept asking myself. I am a female, 

a well-educated person, a researcher, and an art educator. I am curious about the significance of 

this research to me. 

July 4, 2017: Start of My Past Experiences 

Before I attended the first class of the afternoon, I was warned that some of the 

participants would be undergoing emotional challenges. I thought, “I should be fine.” Although I 

had been working as a volunteer for several weeks, I found that the concepts of positionality and 

identity were so real. It’s there. When I was introducing myself and the art program, they all just 

looked at me. But, the problem was, when I asked them questions, I got no response from any of 

them. I thought to myself: “Yes? What now?” Ok, so, now they see me as a “teacher” instead of 

a “friend” or “facilitator.” Before this summer, all my teaching experiences with students at the 

primary school-level have been in the U.S. Most of the kids are pretty energetic, just as I have 

learned from U.S. TV series as well. “Ok,” I thought, “so, this is definitely a challenge. Hum… I 

am not sure if a classroom warm-up game would work because I still might get a passive 

reaction from the students.” 

So, there was another incident. A boy in the classroom had ADHD; he was running 

around in the classroom almost half the time in class. And, boom!!! All of a sudden, he hit the 

wall. I was shocked, so I went to check on him immediately. I asked a student to call the 
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coordinator for help. I have several years of experiences as an art therapist and I have worked 

with people suffering from mental illnesses. I have even witnessed a patient that tried to commit 

suicide by jumping. “How hard can this be?” I asked myself. However, at the time, I believed I 

was doing something wrong, especially because they were kids. At this point, the pressure was 

starting to get to me. 

However, the good thing is that I was able to use that dramatic incident as an example to 

lead the participants to draw and express “how they feel.” So, the day’s class was not completely 

under control, forcing me to go home exhausted and in a bad mood. I realized that I needed to 

find a way to grab the kids’ attention for the next class. Figure 4 expresses how I felt after the 

first class. 

 

Figure 4. Researcher’s visual journal, Tension, anxiety, exhausted, July 4, 2017 
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Researcher’s Comments (RSRC): Oh! Snacks! I think snacks work for students of all ages. At 

least, it works for college students. Every time I brought snacks to the class, whether or not it 

was for a class activity or for the purpose of treating my students, they always enjoyed it. So, 

next time, I will have a small chat and snack time before the start of class. 

Preparation: 1) Buy popular snacks; and 2) prepare conversation topics, e.g., a popular cartoon 

or TV series in Taiwan. 

July 6, 2017: The Situation was Better 

 It was a Thursday evening and I was sitting at my desk. I felt a little bit relief about the 

day. It worked!!! The students loved the Taiwanese snacks that I brought for them. My trick also 

worked. I set a rule for the class: to earn and eat a snack, the student had to answer a question or 

share a comment. Doing this made them pay attention to the discussion; they were more willing 

than before to talk. I suppose that the theme is another reason why they were able to come up 

with more ideas. I asked them to imagine their futures. Kids have so many incredible and 

interesting ideas in their minds. 

Although I felt them having more ideas about this topic, I still had some students who 

showed a lack of interest. Also, the class was not as active as I would have preferred. It got 

frustrating. Well, it’s quite common for teachers to face different kinds of challenges in the 

classroom. I found that I usually have a gloomy mood after the class. Perhaps, to some degree, 

the situations and feelings of the students had their effect on me. 

RSRC: I should come up with something interesting and add it to my curriculum. Also, one thing 

I must do is to create a positive atmosphere. Do some funny things, maybe? I must be patient and 

be as versatile as possible! I must be strong! 
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July 11, 2017: Turmoil & Different ≠ Bad  

 I really need to look at what the students are working on; it’s important for me to take 

note of my students’ activities. This is so I can assist those who have an issue paying attention to 

class activities and those who make noise. In the middle of a class session, I had two students 

who went into an argument. This happened because one of them tried to mess up the other’s 

artwork in a bid to correct what he was doing. Other students stopped drawing and focused on 

the argument that was going on with the two students. I also had two girls who tried to inform 

me about the activities of others in the class. Their attitude was more like that of a snitch and it 

made the situation even worse. I then talked to the kids and said, “Actually, you are all from 

different countries, so there is no right or wrong because you all lived in a different city and have 

a different background. So, the sceneries look different for certain.” I continued, “This is the 

most interesting part—because you create an art piece through your unique lens, and you don’t 

need to visit that city to learn what they have in that city, right?” In Figure 5, I drew a feeling of 

facing an unexpected emotional situation in the class. There were some moments when I felt so 

small. Even now, I still feel the uncertainty in this research process, although I will and I am still 

trying my best to do what I planned to do. 

 I reflected that I might talk to each of the students during the break or after the next class. 

But, for the artmaking, I knew that I should be careful with my level of involvement and how I 

gave out directions or instructions. I also found that one to two students learned my preferences 

and tried to predict my expectations. Perhaps they were gradually tending to do something that 

other people expect them to do and learning to value things based on other people’s preferences 

(especially adults’ and teachers’). They were trying hard to fit in and they didn’t want to be 

different. 
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RSRC: I should address and explain my philosophy once again next time. I should emphasize 

that “different” is not a bad thing. Another thing to keep in mind is that I should be prepared for 

any unexpected incident because I cannot predict the reactions and behaviors of students. 

Aha! I could learn to speak their languages. Um… For example, “Good job” in Thai is “Ngān 

thī̀ dī”, in Vietnamese it is “làm tốt lắm”, etc. 

 

Figure 5. Researcher’s visual journal, Feeling of an unexpected dramatic incident, July 11, 2017 

July 13, 2017: Stay Clear: Trustworthiness 

 Early in my research process, I became keenly aware of the importance of making checks 

and balances. This method helps me to maintain a clear and organized inquiry and it allows for a 

rigorous data collection. In negative cases, especially, I realized that I should spend more time 

checking the context—cause and result—and inspect the stories behind them. I knew I should 

also assist the students in building trust among themselves, not just between myself and each of 

them. In so doing, the students would feel more comfortable sharing ideas in the discussions. 

Hsiao-Hui, one of the Vietnamese girls in the class, was feeling a lack of confidence, but 

with the positive feedback and encouraging words I said to her, she talked more. I could tell by 
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this point that she was not hiding from me. She tried to explain her artwork and tried to convince 

me that she did make efforts for it. Also, she began to feel more comfortable sharing the stories 

of her family through presenting her clay art. 

It was good that the participants enjoyed clay-making activities. Those clays are precious 

to them because most of their families are experiencing financial issues. Some of the participants 

were reluctant to use all the colors of the clay. I asked them the reason and they told me that they 

were thinking that if they saved some of the clay, I might permit them to take what remained 

home. I was heartbrokenly sad. 

RSRC: Hsiao-Hui’s case reminds me that if I get a chance to have a personal conversation with 

any of the participants, I could provide them with constructive suggestions. I would not need to 

worry about my involvement; I just need to make sure that they understand that they are still the 

ones making the decisions and choices in their lives. 

July 18, 2017: This is not Therapy 

 Some students are sensitive. Because of this, I need to be very careful with my choice of 

words. On this afternoon, I happened to say “some of the ‘clients’” and a Philippine boy spoke to 

me in a faint voice, asking, “Why do you say ‘client’? We are not ‘clients’, this word makes me 

feel a little bit uncomfortable.” He asked me, “Why are you here?” I was surprised by this 

because they are usually not that confident or brave enough to speak up and present their 

opinions. Also, because in Mandarin, “client” means, “case,” “Ge-An: 個案.” The usage of 

“client” in the educational field in Mandarin usually refers to students with psychological or 

behavioral issues who frequently need to visit the counselor in the school. I guess this word in 

Mandarin really offended him. He learned that term and meaning in school. Figure 6 is how I 

visualized his feelings and emotions at the time he said how he felt. I did apologize to him right 
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after that, and I explained my meaning of the word to all the students to clarify and get rid of 

their concerns. The bright side is that it means this boy was getting better in acculturation. 

RSRC: In the next class, I should include a discussion about the benefits of engaging in 

artmaking activities. Also, I think it’s good timing to let the students understand that “to a 

certain degree, the way they see things will determine the way they experience their lives.” 

 

Figure 6. Researcher’s visual journal, Distorted Impression, July 18, 2017 

July 20, 2017: Personality Implication—Optimistic or Pessimistic? 

Today’s theme was What if I am an animal? This theme was designed to discover more 

ideas about the students’ true feelings deep inside their minds. I attempted to use the animal as a 

reflective role for them to reveal their thoughts. Thus, it was important for them to understand 

exactly what they wanted to draw and the ideas/reasons behind the chosen animal. I repeated the 

key points quite a few times during my explanations; I think this was good because students 

needed to hear information presented several times and in alternative ways before they could 

catch all the details. I also did this by presenting the information from different angles and with 



151 
 
 
different materials as I thought it would help students who might have different means of 

understanding. 

RSRC: The participants were actively engaged in this theme and art activity. I will keep 

observing their changes in order to understand if it’s just the theme that interested them instead 

of gradually changing their behavior by participating in therapeutic-based art activity. 

July 25, 2017: Seeing is Believing! 

I think my strategy for the day was good. As I invited and encouraged students to create 

freestyle drawings—which I called Follow the Flow—and it was entirely student-centered, I 

helped them to focus their energy on the watercolor, asking them to explore shapes and give 

meanings to the shapes. Then, I asked them to discuss the elements from their points of view. 

Since it was an exercise in abstract art, I also devised a lead-in which was related to the 

experiences of the students. Giving meaning to the artwork allowed the students to ask questions, 

interpret their thoughts, and construct knowledge through the artmaking process and discussion. 

RSRC: This activity is therapeutic and educational. It helps students to fully understand the 

concepts, make connections between their knowledge and daily life experiences, and develop 

their abilities in applying their knowledge to solve problems. It’s a motivational activity to catch 

the students’ attention and to make the artmaking process more joyful. 

July 27, 2017: Conflict—Teachers or Parents? 

 Unlike What if I am an animal?, A bug’s life was set to understand the lives of the 

participants, including that of their families. The “What if I am an animal?” activity was 

designed to gain insights into the participants’ personalities, and it was about the self. With this 

in mind, I emphasized the differences between these two themes because some of the 

participants remembered drawing an animal before (Ha! How clever). During the presentation, I 
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could see that some expressed their views about conflicts and the pressure from external factors 

such as strict parenting styles or kids who were from a single-parent family. My drawing on 

Figure 7 expresses the idea that kids can get confused when the norms and beliefs at home and in 

school are different. Are they in charge? Are they the ones who make the decisions? Will this 

dismantle their confidence as they keep experiencing conflicts or inconsistent situations? 

RSRC: Some participants perceived and mentioned that there was a conflict between the 

school’s expectations and their parents’ expectations. Also, the rules are different in both. 

Sometimes, they get confused. Most of the participants were worried about overcoming these 

challenges in school. 

 

Figure 7. Researcher’s visual journal, What to Follow? July 27, 2017 

August 1, 2017: The Truth We Talk/Play 

 Oftentimes, the students were self-protective. The use of mask-making to express 

emotions was good for creating an impact on them. They were able to reflect and link their daily 

lives to the mask they created without feeling uncomfortable. I made use of the students’ prior 

knowledge in order to integrate new knowledge. It would be easy to make quick associations by 
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building new knowledge upon the learners’ prior knowledge, which could be visualized pretty 

much like linking concepts together in a spider web. I also took the students’ views into account; 

I gave them time to think and develop a short play as a small group... I showed them that their 

ideas and contributions were valued, and they were willing to play and share as the environment 

was non-threatening. The participants were quite engaged in this activity. Most of them had 

positive discussions in order to come up with the idea and final decision for their short skit. 

Figure 8 shows how I observed the interactions among participants in this activity. 

RSRC: Both positive and negative factors can affect the performance of students. Some of the 

students were easily influenced by the people around them and they tend to avoid the feeling of 

being different. Some students were more like followers due to peer pressure. Perhaps, I will 

incorporate videos as supplemental materials to follow by citing a real-life example and get them 

to share their personal reflections. In doing so, I could indirectly teach them about the 

significance of possessing and expressing their own thoughts, meaning that they do not have to 

be the same as others. 

 

Figure 8. Researcher’s visual journal, Play Activity as a Constructive Discussion/Learning, 
August 1, 2017 
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August 3, 2017: Scenario Skit—What Would You Do? 

 As an ongoing theme from Tuesday, the students wore their mask and played a short skit. 

It went well as this aroused their curiosity. Sometimes, I allowed questions to be asked during 

the play. I thought it wise to have the performers interact with the audience. This also brought 

about an informal discussion. As it’s a cultural topic-based activity, it directly connected to the 

background of the students, thus making the learning a more personal experience for them. On 

the other hand, this was an interesting way to have the participants learn the idea of cultural 

diversity and appreciation of personal belief. Some students were cute; they were more like 

directors. They tried to teach the other students how to perform their role in the scenario they 

designed. I am pleased that I included this activity in the curriculum. It made me happy this day. 

RSRC: I think the videos and the reflection part was quite useful... The participants really got to 

learn a real-life situation and were able to think about the good parts as well as the bad parts 

and comment on them. Furthermore, the videos effectively connected to the short skits they 

played. This activity offered the students a fun but educational way to build up friendships. It’s at 

an interpersonal stage. 

August 8, 2017: Harmonious Collision 

 Around the World is a two-time art activity. The first part was completed this afternoon. I 

think this activity uncovers the participants’ ideas of “the world.” Because of its nature as a 

collaborative art activity, it helped the participants to reflect on their life experiences and they 

were able to recall the previous experiences and compare them to current ones. The thought of 

most of the participants and the good and bad comments were all stated in the collaboration. 

Indeed, I had to deal with a few squabbles during the artmaking process, but they were all minor. 

On the contrary, I saw those arguments as positive knowledge construction. 



155 
 
 
RSRC: This activity mostly focused the students’ thoughts on their feelings related to their 

cultural beliefs and background, how they felt being a culturally-diverse student or will feel as 

an immigrant in the future, and their roles as students. Based on their reactions and responses, I 

sometimes brought up some sociocultural issues related to the school setting for them to think 

about. 

August 10, 2017: Harmonious over Collision 

 Today’s activity was themed Around the World-II and it was really beneficial to the 

students. Since they had an assimilation activity in the previous class, they had the motivation to 

go on and do this one. Because of their prior knowledge and experience regarding the specific 

topic, they felt more confident to share and contribute their ideas. This time, I brought some 

printed photos to represent the different cultures. I had the students create a collage together. It 

was a collaborative artwork done by all the class members. 

RSRC: One encouraging phenomenon I observed and noticed today is that the students are 

starting to gain a real awareness related to most of the issues that were discussed in the art 

activities. For example, sometime, some students would remind the others that XYZ ideas have 

been discussed before, and the teacher (which is me) mentioned this and that… Hopefully, they 

will keep obtaining more awareness related to socio-cultural issues and become more 

confident/open-minded. 

August 15, 2017: Guess My Life 

 Since I introduced the idea of collage art to the students and had them create one 

together, they felt more confident to create a paper collage artwork independently today. They 

used colored papers to create abstract art. While cutting the shape, I encouraged them to first 
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think about the meanings of the shapes. I suggested that they imagine what a shape represents 

and means in creating a picture of their life. 

RSRC: Assisting students to have critical thinking is important, especially in the long run, as 

they are more like passive learners and receptors. I need to wake up their active learning 

mechanisms, so they may gradually become active learners.  

August 17, 2017: Happy Together 

  After 14 weeks of learning and playing together in the art classes, some of the students 

became good friends. Thus, I set the activity You are My Friend for students to not only have fun 

by creating an artwork with their friends but to push their friendship to the next level. Almost 

everyone enjoyed this activity. They were more talkative than before. 

RSRC: There is an interesting development in this activity. Because of its collaborative nature, 

the students may need to take turns during the artmaking process. This cooperative work taught 

the students to be patient and wait for their partners while they were drawing. 

August 22, 2017: What I See as I Dance 

 I had the students learn from different cultures by listening to music from a variety of 

countries. I then asked them to dance with their imagination. By following the rhythm, they 

created their own movement pattern. As I encouraged and guided the participants to be aware of 

being in the present, through this performance art activity, they were able to experience the 

dynamic among themselves, their peers, the music, and their imaginations through rhythm and 

body movement. While they were dancing, it was also important for them to pay attention to 

others and the space and things around them. 

RSRC: I practiced this activity by incorporating the concept of meditation strategy. This taught 

the participants two crucial things. The first was vision; they could envision their hopes, plans, 
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and desires in their lives. Second, it was the value that they were able to recognize—what the 

most important things in their lives are. 

August 24, 2017: The Course is Ending; the Friendships Sustain! 

 Today was the last class. Unlike the class dancing activity on Tuesday, we had a freestyle 

dance session this afternoon. I invited the students to dance and relax and just enjoy the moment 

together. Before the start of the dance activity, I announced, “Hey! Everybody… it’s time to set 

it all free!! Let’s dance and have fun.” For the last 20 minutes of the class, I gave the students a 

rest. They sat down and enjoyed the snacks I brought. Finally, I gave a short speech and asked 

them all to clap for themselves! This summer art program had a joyful ending and it was full of 

laughter. A good laugh is the best cure, I thought. It was a soothing moment. 

RSRC: I personally enjoyed this activity tremendously. In fact, not only did the dance activity 

help release the students’ stress and anxiety in their lives, it also let go of my stress as a 

teacher/researcher in this art program. 

 

Let the Drawings Speak: Researcher’s Visual Journals 

In this class, I addressed my view of the needs of culturally diverse students and then put 

art intervention into practice as a therapeutic engagement. Basically, I am quite accommodating 

in helping people. Because of this trait, a lot of students whom I work with feel comfortable 

asking me questions or coming to me with problems that are not relevant to the course or 

assignments. It’s not just students that feel this comfort when discussing the problems and issues 

of their lives, my friends also like to have a chat with me whenever they feel depressed. I am 

pleased to be able to offer any form of help or suggestion to students and friends. When I was in 

Taiwan, one of my supervisors, from a mental rehabilitation center, once said to me, “I think you 
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were born to be an art therapist.” Based on my teaching experience in the U.S. from 2013, I 

found that the students who came to me were usually culturally diverse. I feel appreciated that 

they are willing to talk to me. This made me more convinced to prioritize helping people, 

especially in the educational field, as my life-long mission.  

Seeing the needs. I still remember one young man, who is originally from Africa, 

coming to talk to me about his sleeping issue and chronic fatigue. My professional knowledge 

and experience as an art therapist for mental illness clients in Taiwan for several years made me 

determine that he might be suffering from anxiety and depression. However, I am only an art 

instructor in the U.S., and so I did not mention my concern to him. I only provided him with my 

personal suggestions. A further example is with a Mexican girl in my class who was being 

bullied in school. Her experiences and feelings were expressed in her visual journal assignments. 

Nevertheless, again, I was just an instructor for a 100-level course and I thought it inappropriate 

to take the initiative to help her. I believed that she would come to me when she needed to talk. It 

turned out that she came to me after the mid-term and we became a little more familiar with each 

other. After that, she appeared in my office hours every once in a while. 

In this summer art program, I sadly witnessed many students experiencing different 

challenges in their lives. Some of them did not know how to ask for help. In meeting the purpose 

of this therapeutic-based art program, I was trying to assist the participants to understand the 

value of the uniqueness of their cultural background and being different. I helped them to learn 

and see the value of their lives. That being said, their greatest power value is their own belief. 

One should never let the critical judgments of others destroy his or her confidence and beliefs. 

One should always try to mindfully live and not be solely guided by the values and actions of 

social class. These ideas are not easy for everyone to digest, particularly elementary-aged 
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students. This is why I thought it was worth spending over two months to conduct this 

therapeutic-based art program. 

In many class discussions, I shared the idea and reasons about “how creating drawings 

has changed my vision” with students. I remember saying this in the class: 

Being happy doesn't mean that everything is perfect. The importance of being happy 

is that you have decided to look beyond the imperfections. Because we are all 

imperfect, we need the help of others from time to time. More importantly, you 

should always be yourself, be brave to yourself, and not be afraid of making mistakes. 

You should know that asking for help is not a shame. I would like to share two old 

sayings with you, and I hope you find this helpful. The first is: “Don't judge 

someone's past when you haven't walked their journey! Define your life with the 

actions you take.” The other is: “A true friend is someone who accepts your past, 

supports your present, and encourages your future.” (August, 8, 2017) 

I think these ideas are particularly worth thinking about and they are helpful to students 

who have experienced school bullying.  I have integrated the overall concept and meaning as 

presented in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9. Researcher’s visual journal, I Need a Help, July 12, 2017 

My mission in practice. Honestly, from the beginning of this art program, I have always 

felt like I was on another planet. In the first instance, my presence might have been awkward to 

the culturally diverse students and MLLs at SLA. I was more like a guest or visiting art teacher 

at the time. I felt stressed and sometimes emotional, but I could not reveal it in the presence of 

students. I needed to learn a lot from them since they were from different countries. I was also 

experiencing some kind of acculturation (the visual interpretation of the feelings of my 

acculturation experiences is presented in Figure 10). In fact, every class was a challenge. It was 

almost impossible for me to predict the events of the day as some of the students have emotional 

or behavioral disorders. I acknowledge that there were several moments when I even doubted 

myself. Most times, I felt hopeless whenever I tried to help a student deal with emotional issues 

but had no success. 
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Figure 10. Researcher’s visual journal, Segment, continuing Adjustment, August 1, 2017 

In terms of my positionality in this research, as I needed to be aware of my position and 

status in the study in order to offer appropriate and favorable assistance and instructions, I 

constantly asked myself what my role in this research was. However, I had identified myself in 

different roles: a researcher, an observer, an art teacher, and perhaps an art therapist. Thus, I was 

not and should not be fixated on any of them. As I started to become used to switching roles, I 

was also beginning to be aware of the specific dynamics of being a researcher and an art teacher, 

as well as an art therapist in a familiar and/or unfamiliar area. In Bhabha’s theory of the third 

space, he argues that this space explains “the uniqueness of each person, actor or context as a 

‘hybrid’” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 55). Therefore, I considered myself to be a medium to lead 

participants to experience their mobility. I talked to student participants either when I saw their 

needs or when they came to me actively. On the other hand, I also considered myself to be an 

agency for change. As I previously mentioned, some of the students were experiencing 

emotional issues. This position not only made them vulnerable, but I also felt vulnerable at some 
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point and to some degree (my emotions and feelings in visual form are presented in Figure 11). 

Fortunately, this kind of feeling did not last long because of my optimistic personality. 

Therefore, I talked to myself and said, “You should stop this feeling of sadness and negativity; 

you should focus on the positive energy and motives. How can you help people if you are not 

strong enough to help yourself? You want to help people, right?” More importantly, I do not only 

utilize artmaking as an effective approach for my participants to deal with and minimize their 

negative energy, I also utilize artmaking as an outlet for me to release my stress to some degree. 

This allows me to reorganize my emotional feelings and refresh my mood. However, the bright 

side of experiencing and being aware of my negative emotions was that it made me more likely 

to see the difficult feelings that participants might encounter. I often share these three old sayings 

with students to encourage them and myself: “Do not let the noise of others’ opinions drown out 

your own inner voice, and most importantly, have the courage to follow your heart and 

intuition”; “Follow your heart and learn to trust it”; and “Give everything a shot. You never 

know what or who is going to change your life.” I believe that a positive attitude will have 

positive results, because attitudes are contagious. Thus, I regarded my low moments as a 

beneficial opportunity for me to accumulate my ability to endure, so I could be more capable of 

helping people in the future.  
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Figure 11. Researcher’s visual journal, Hopeless, July 20, 2017 

 

Conclusion 

 In retrospect of my roles and experiences in the processes of this study, I regarded myself 

as a researcher in the beginning phase. When I was officially gaining access to this research, my 

presence was considered to be a disturbing element/agent. From the student participants, I was 

perceived as an interested researcher, intruder, observer, but also as a mysterious teacher and 

potential friend. Although my presence brought an opportunity for the students to experience a 

change, I also exposed them to my researcher’s gaze. Thus, for certain, the tensions, anxiety, and 

adaptation occurred during the period of the art program. Consequently, the participants’ 

responses to me were abundant but complicated. Based on my observation notes, written 
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reflections, and visual journals in this research, I organized and presented their various parts in 

the section above.  

The researcher’s written and visual records conveyed my views and reflections on what 

was happening in the classroom. However, the way I felt in some moments and incidents was 

hard to describe in words. Therefore, the visual journals and creations are the representations that 

heightened the meaningful feelings of various moments in my research. The visual creations 

allegorically carried the challenges, feelings, and viewpoints that I experienced when serving as 

a volunteer a few weeks before the research started and as I conducted the summer art program 

as a researcher at SLA during the whole summer of 2017. In the written data, I addressed the 

changes and significant moments in the classes. I also talked about my thoughts and comments 

on the circumstances in the classes. I usually recorded my genuine feelings and sincere thoughts 

right after I got back from each of the classes. This enabled me to identify and clear my vision in 

order to contribute to a new phase of the therapeutic art activities in the next class. According to 

Jung (1969), “Image and meaning are identical; and as the first takes shape, the latter becomes 

clear. Actually, the pattern needs no interpretation; it portrays its own meaning” (As cited in 

Hillman, 1980, p. 37). Perhaps, resulting from my artistic attributes, depicting what I felt was 

like writing down the images: the feelings I had in my mind. In my opinion, I think visual 

expression can deliver and convey abundant information beyond what written language can. 

When people look at a picture, they understand it without needing a translation or explanation. 

Figure 12 expresses some of the emotional feelings I recorded in visual form after the art classes. 
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Figure 12. Researcher’s visual emotions record, Emotional Portraits 



166 
 
 

Last, and most importantly, when I was working on writing my reflections and 

organizing observation notes at home, I felt like I was able to concentrate more on the research 

process itself than the practice of the therapeutic art activities. Moreover, while reviewing and 

pondering the data I collected, I could imagine and sense the feelings of ups and downs, 

challenges, and adjustments that the students went through during the processes. The goal of this 

section was to present the authentic processes of this research, the strategies I employed in the art 

program, and the approaches I utilized to review and re-read my data. In this regard, I could keep 

making sense of my data because I see this practice as a process of ongoing examination. 

 

Data Collected from The Participants 

Participants’ Questionnaires 

In this part of the chapter, the responses I received from the student participants in my 

study will be described. Fifteen participants attended this art program. Eight of them were 

identified as culturally-diverse students, meaning that they immigrated to Taiwan from other 

countries. The other seven participants were native Taiwanese students. In the following two 

sections, I will comprehensively talk about the outcomes from all the participants. In the later 

section, the cases of participants, I will depict and discuss the in-depth data from the participants 

who presented significant changes in the art program process. Their circumstances, reactions, 

and changes will also be discussed. 

Pre-Program Questionnaire. Before the art program started, I had all participants fill 

out a pre-program questionnaire (see Appendix E), the purpose of which was to have them self-

evaluate. In doing so, I was able to gain insights into the children’s make-up, such as their self-

identity, self-esteem, and confidence. The pre-program questionnaire was designed to be 
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compared with the post-program questionnaire. I categorized the questions into four scopes that 

would allow me to understand the participants’ conditions of self-concept, self-esteem, and 

confidence in their performance. The four scopes were: (1) evaluation of interpersonal 

relationships, (2) evaluation of learning performance, (3) evaluation of self-concept and cultural 

identity, and (4) evaluation of overall performance. In this section I will present the summary of 

their responses to the pre-program questionnaire.  

In the first scope of the questions, all the participants scored themselves full points when 

considering if they listened to the opinion of others. However, seven out of fifteen scored just 

one point when asked if they could cultivate good friendships with their classmates. 

Additionally, two-thirds of them were not sure if their classmates liked them, and they also were 

not sure about being good at teamwork. In terms of interpersonal relationships, the feedback 

from the participants was unfavorable. Since I had read their files at SLA before the research 

program started, I knew that most of the participants in this study had different experiences of 

neglect. Examples included being ignored by their school teachers or classmates in school and 

having limited care from their parents.  

The second scope focused on evaluating the students’ learning performance. Most agreed 

with this statement: “I try my best in all of my work.” Nevertheless, some, particularly the 

culturally-diverse students, acknowledged that they do not care about their performance. For this 

reason, they scored themselves low in self-evaluation. Sadly, when I asked them the reason for 

scoring themselves low, one of the participants told me that “teachers and classmates already 

think we are not doing well anyway, so why bother?” Another commented, “Why do I need to be 

good? What’s the purpose? Nobody feels happy if I am doing good.” Regarding the self-
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evaluation of learning performance, most of the Taiwanese participants scored themselves 

average. On the contrary, the culturally-diverse students and MLLs gave themselves a low score.  

In the third scope, the participants were asked to evaluate their self-concept and cultural 

identity. As expected, most of Taiwanese children did not have an issue with cultural identity, 

but some of them were still experiencing difficulty in gaining a positive self-concept. For 

instance, some reported that they were not comfortable with sharing personal details about 

themselves, their family, and their own thoughts, especially when it relates to their cultural 

background. For the culturally diverse and MLL participants, there was much room for 

improvement and elevation in their self-concept and cultural identity.  

Finally, the participants were required to give themselves an overall score. The 

Taiwanese students scored themselves at average and above average. Some of the culturally 

diverse and MLL participants scored themselves at average, but others gave themselves low 

scores in the evaluation. Up to the point of research, the pre-program self-evaluation 

questionnaire revealed that some of the participants were not assured of their performance and 

interpersonal relationships in school. The notable responses from the pre-program questionnaire 

were that most of the culturally diverse and MLL students were particularly low in interpersonal 

relationships, self-concept, and cultural identity. Based on their feedbacks, I was able to identify 

their physical and emotional challenges, special needs, and the need for acquiring an ability for 

interpersonal communication. 

Post-Program Questionnaire. The post-program questionnaires were completed by all 

the participants at the end of the art program. They were asked to recollect and review their 

experiences from the sixteen classes. The function and the content of the post-program 

questionnaire were the same as the pre-program questionnaire. The intention of having the 
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participants evaluate themselves by thinking about the same questions was to allow the 

researcher to effectively analyze significant differences and obtain accurate research results. In 

the first phase of the evaluation—interpersonal relationships—most of the Taiwanese 

participants showed a slight improvement in developing their social relationships. However, 

some of the culturally-diverse children answered that they were more comfortable interacting 

with their classmates.  

In the evaluation of their learning performance, there were no significant differences 

when compared to the pre-program questionnaire. Nevertheless, corresponding to the pre-

program questionnaire, in the post-program questionnaire, all the participants were more likely to 

agree with the statement, “I will be able to do a good job if I work hard” even though they did 

not think of themselves as experts in artmaking. Likewise, although they were not fully confident 

to say that “I believe I will improve my overall academic performance,” they did give positive 

responses to statements such as “I do my best in all my work” and “I feel joyful during the 

artmaking activities.” In fact, for these two statements, the culturally diverse and MLL 

participants gave themselves a low score in the pre-program questionnaire.  

On the other hand, as for the evaluation of self-concept and cultural identity, the 

Taiwanese participants showed a positive improvement in the self-concept evaluation but 

presented just a little change in the cultural identity aspect. In contrast, the culturally diverse 

students and MLLs appeared affirmative to changes and advancements. In terms of the overall 

self-evaluation of their performance, the culturally diverse students and MLLs, when compared 

to the Taiwanese participants, expressed lower confidence. However, when focusing on 

comparing just the pre-self-evaluation to the post-self-evaluation of culturally diverse students 

and MLLs, they revealed positive progress. 
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In short, by establishing a solid self-identity and self-esteem to obtain self-confidence 

requires time. After participating in sixteen art classes in this research program, the students 

presented modest changes. Unlike at the beginning stage of the research, the participants were 

increasingly open to learning and understanding the meaning of different and diverse cultures. 

This is the main reason why the evaluation of interpersonal relationships appeared to be a  

positive improvement at the final phase of this research. Truth be told, the interpersonal 

dynamic/skill and self-concept development especially require time to learn and understand. 

Thus, repetition of therapeutic-based strategies used in teaching these students may be needed in 

order to promote active changes and advancement.  

Semi-structured Interviews 

Instead of starting from the beginning, the interview process began to develop at the 

middle stage of the art program. Since some of the interview questions might require the 

response of the participants based on their class experiences, it would be favorable to interview 

them after they had several class activity experiences. In order to better understand their class 

experiences, I interviewed them from time to time in order to stay the interview data 

synchronized with my observations. The interviews were conducted before or after class, 

whenever time permitted. These semi-structured, spontaneous dialogues were not tape-recorded. 

However, I recorded and organized the dialogues as accurately and precisely as possible by 

hand-written notes right after the class. Sometimes, I had informal conversations with the 

participants during the artmaking activities. To do so, the children and I were more likely to talk 

like friends, that is, in casual conversations that were less threatening. In leaving the participants 

less defensive, I could gain more authentic feelings and thoughts from them. Each of the 

interviews had a range from fifteen to thirty minutes. At this phase of my research, the interviews 
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were well on the way and I sometimes asked the students specific questions regarding their 

comprehension of culturally related topics. In the following paragraphs, I will discuss some 

meaningful responses and important issues in the interview process. 

Before/after: semi-formal Interviews. The semi-formal interviews permitted me to 

learn many valuable feelings, thoughts, and insights from the participants. However, sometimes, 

the children found it a little difficult to concentrate on my questions. Additionally, some of the 

questions made them feel a little uncomfortable; thus they were unwilling to answer. I realized 

this after the completion of my first and second interviews with two children. After this 

experience, I came up with a solution—I made toys (see Figure 13) and designed interview 

question cards (see Figure 14) as supplemental tools, then conducted the interviews with game-

based strategies in order to encourage the participants to respond to the questions. The design of 

the interview question cards was inspired by one of the children’s favorite cartoon: Pocket 

Monster. I also set scoring rules, which were inspired by Nintendo’s Pokemon, so the 

participants could earn points by answering the questions. 

 

Figure 13. Interview supplemental tools, Toys 
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Figure 14. Interview supplemental tools, Interview Question Cards 

On the other hand, based on my previous experiences, I got paid whenever I participated 

in several market survey studies before new products were launched into the market. Using this 

initiative, I thought to prepare snacks as incentives (see Figure 15) for the participants. I usually 

let them know that they might earn rewards if they cooperated well.  

 

Figure 15. Interview incentives, Taiwanese Style Snacks 
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The subsequent interviews went more smoothly than the first two times due to a lot more 

preparation. The supplemental tools and incentives effectively created a stress-free atmosphere 

and allowed me to successfully complete them. After completing each interview, I wrote 

extensive comments and notes to clarify the ideas I learned from the participants. Then I 

identified the areas that would require more questions for further exploration. In these notes, I 

added some specific questions if needed. I discussed the valuable and insightful responses I 

collected from the interviews as follows. 

Responses from semi-formal Interviews. As the exploration of the participants’ 

thoughts and feelings became easier and less threatening, I began interviewing with broad, open-

ended questions since I wanted to encourage them to talk about their experiences and thoughts 

spontaneously. I hoped to genuinely learn and understand how they made sense of what 

happened in their prior experiences instead of guiding or imposing my assumptions on their 

feedback. I utilized some warm-up questions in these interviews. These questions set a tone more 

like informal conversations. For the complete interview questions, please see Appendix F. 

Below are some of the sample warm-up questions that allowed me to first gain a little idea about 

the participants at the beginning of the interviews: 

1. How are you today? 

2. How did you enjoy today’s activity in class? 

3. How would you describe the artmaking process in today’s class? 

4. What are some of the important ideas that you can take away from today’s class? 

Then, I modified my questions. Here are some examples of the more specific, probing questions: 

1. Would you like to share one or two interesting experiences that you have had today? 

2. Did you enjoy the activity today? Have you experienced any difficulties? 
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3. Would you like to share your thoughts about today’s artmaking activity? 

4. What comments and thoughts have you learned and liked in today’s class? 

The interview processes provided me with some wonderful opportunities to build up a 

trusting relationship with the participants. I respected the feelings of the children, highlighting 

the dynamic of the researcher/teacher-participant relationship. The stereotypical superior-

subordinate relationship was dissolved. I have summarized and discussed the participants’ 

responses to the questions into three themes which can be found below. 

Theme one: Person-related. When I asked the participants to name a person whom they 

admired, almost all of them chose virtual characters from TV series or animated cartoons. Some 

commented on their choice: 

● “I think Superman is cool. He is the hero of the world. He could immediately fly 

anywhere whenever someone needs him. The best thing is, even though he flies to 

foreign countries, he is still a hero.” (8-year-old Vietnamese boy) 

● “Um… I like Nemo1 very much. He is so cute and he is always so happy. Um… I 

think he is brave. He is brave, right? I wish I could be like him. Because, because… he 

lives in the ocean; he can live anywhere.” (6-year-old Philippine boy) 

● The participant: “Admired person? Must it be someone I know or it could be anyone?” 

I responded: “Nope! It could be anyone; either the one you know or one from TV.” 

The participant: “Ok! Then… I would say… Chihiro2! I think she is super smart. She 

                                                
1 Nemo is the main character in an American animated film, Finding Nemo, produced by Pixar. 
2 Chihiro is the main character in a Japanese animated fantasy film, Spirited Away, written and directed 

by Hayao Miyazaki. 
3 “Im lặng” means shut up in Vietnamese. 2 Chihiro is the main character in a Japanese animated fantasy film, Spirited Away, written and directed 

by Hayao Miyazaki. 
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overcame the difficulties by herself and saved her parents’ lives.” (11-year-old 

Vietnamese girl) 

These were the meaningful responses I had recognized from this theme, and not all the 

details from the participants were presented. As indicated from the responses above, their 

statements revealed their exact psychological status of needing to be safe or needing to belong as 

related to Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs. Safety is the second level and love and 

belongingness is the third level of his hierarchy.  Safety refers to an individual who needs 

protection from assault or chaos, and needs security, stability, and freedom from fear; the love 

and belongingness need presents an individual’s desire to obtain friendship and intimacy from a 

group, work, family, or community (Maslow, 1943). To interpret the participants’ responses 

based on Maslow’s theory of human needs, their decision to choose virtual characters as their 

admired person makes a whole lot of sense. One of the reasons why they chose virtual characters 

could be a reflection of their lack of substantial interpersonal relationships. For instance, some of 

the participants in my study had been experiencing difficulty in receiving peer recognition in 

school. Some others are from a single-parent family. Thus, to a certain degree, they have always 

had a feeling of insecurity in their lives. On the other hand, due to their need for safety, they 

might sometimes wish to escape from the unstable as well as insecure situations in their lives. 

Matson, Sipes, Fodstad and Fitzgerald (2011) assert that different levels of aggressive behaviors 

are all used to gain access to desired items or situations, or to escape unpleasant sensory stimuli. 

Since Superman could fly anywhere he wants, it became an attractive power to some of the 

participants. Additionally, Superman is a heroic character and people appreciate what he does. 

This may reflect on the students’ desire to obtain respect from others. Furthermore, the shared 
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characteristic of the chosen admired people is their bravery. What this conveys is that being 

brave is an important character that some of the children wish to possess. 

This section involves questions about the participants’ thoughts about their friends, 

family, and others. They shared their ideas based on their prior experiences. I noticed the 

discomfort that some felt when sharing their thoughts and experiences about their families. For 

example, when I asked the question, “How do you have fun with your friends or family?” 

Participant Wei said with hesitation, “Umm… I don’t know. My parents do not have time. I 

usually stay at home and watch television. About my friends, we only play during the break in 

school.” Participant Fei did not directly answer my question; she responded, “My friends? My 

friends are in the United Kingdom. I don’t know… I wish I could go back. I like spending time 

with them.” When I asked Fei, “Aren’t your classmates your friends here in Taiwan?” she rolled 

her eyes and said, “Nah… They are my classmates… Hmm, I am not sure if they are my friends. 

Shh! Don’t tell them I said that.” From these responses, I found that the students did not have 

solid connections with their peers. An outcome of this is the trouble they will have receiving peer 

recognition in school. From the social position viewpoint, to some degree, they are in the 

marginal area and do not actually fit into the community, the new environment. 

Theme two: Emotion-related. Participants were also asked to answer some questions that 

related to emotions. Some responses to the question, “When was the last time you felt 

embarrassed?” are listed below: 

● “I remember that there was one time when I gave a wrong answer to a question from 

my teacher, and some of my classmates laughed. I found that I misunderstood the 

meaning of the question. Umm… I felt super ashamed. I am now really afraid of my 

teacher asking me to answer questions.” (10-year-old Vietnamese boy) 
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● “Hum! My dad only cares about my older brother. He doesn’t care how I feel. Every 

time his friends visit our home, he doesn’t like me staying around in the living room. 

Sometimes, if I hear something that was said and I share my opinion, my dad would 

say, ‘Im lặng!3 You no nothing lar…? Do you think you are smart?’ I hate that; I didn't 

do anything wrong.” (9-year-old Vietnamese girl) 

● “Actually… umm… I feel a little sad because almost every time when we have group 

work, the teacher assigns me to a group. And oftentimes, they seem to worry that I am 

pulling them down. Ohh!!! I don't know. I want to be smart. Do you know how?” 

Then, he murmured, while playing with the dolls I made, “I want to be a scientist 

when I grow up…” (10-year-old Philippine boy) 

During the interview, I successfully calmed some of the participants down by giving 

them candies or snacks. At times, they got a little emotional. For example, when the Vietnamese 

girl was talking about her dad glaring and yelling at her very often, her eyes turned red and she 

had tears welled up in her eyes. On the other hand, the Philippine boy’s emotions became 

unstable while he was speaking of wanting to be smart and asking me how he could be smart. He 

was saying that in an aggressive tone. I sensed that he was about to lose control, so I offered and 

suggested that he eat some chips. I then temporarily switched the conversation and asked him 

some unrelated questions such as “What’s the latest plot in the popular cartoon, SpongeBob 

SquarePants4? Did Mermaid Man and Barnacle Boy do anything bad again?” based on his 

preference. Some participants also reportedly experienced a sense of anxiety in school. This 

                                                
3 “Im lặng” means shut up in Vietnamese. 
4 SpongeBob SquarePants is an American animated television series created by marine biologist 
and animator, Stephen Hillenburg. Currently, it is also popular in Taiwan. Mermaid Man and 
Barnacle boy are the villain roles in SpongeBob SquarePants. 
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method was especially helpful to one of the children who had been experiencing emotional 

challenges of ADHD along with an emotional disorder.  

After the dialogues I had with participants, I learned their emotions and feelings from the 

emotion-related part of the interviews. I discovered that most of their negative emotions came 

from school due to a feeling of being marginalized or isolated by either the teachers or their 

classmates. Becker (1963) argues that when a child becomes aware of being labeled, she or he 

tends to “fill the role” of the negative characteristics, limitations, and expectations of that label. 

Special education labels “tend to foster stereotypes and have a negative impact on the individual 

being labeled” (Cornett-Ruiz & Hendricks, 1993, p. 349). For instance, students with ADHD are 

at a higher risk of being bullied due to a lack of peer acceptance associated with labeling; 

students with ADHD often lack adequate social skills in response to bullying, and may respond 

with verbal or physical aggression. In this condition, the participant in this study who has an 

emotional disorder and ADHD may be inappropriately labeled in school by his teacher. 

Theme Three: Situation-related. Emotional regulation is difficult for elementary school-

aged children (Scarpa & Reyes, 2011). This is even more true when culturally diverse and/or 

immigrant children are undergoing the acculturation process, as their emotions will usually tend 

to be more vulnerable than those of other children, particularly in unpleasant social situations; 

the display of emotions often leads to embarrassment, anxiety, and anger (Bronsard, Botbol, & 

Tordjman, 2010). In the interviews, I was able to learn that unpleasant experiences or situations 

of failure may be due to a lack of coping mechanisms, emotion management skills, or social 

skills. Lack of emotional regulation may result in having quarrels or scuffles with peers. The 

following paragraphs will present some example situations shared by the participants while they 

were asked the question: “Tell me about a day when everything went wrong.” 
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● “There was one time I beat my classmate because he snatched my eraser, but I was the 

one who got punished by the teacher because the teacher said that I shouldn’t hit 

people for any reason. But, I don’t think I was wrong. I was so angry. I even feel a 

little angry now. He grabbed my eraser first and didn’t stop to return it to me. If he 

didn’t do that, why would I hit him? Right?” (8-year-old Vietnamese boy) 

● “Umm… hmm… Let me think. Oh! I got one. It was at the end of the semester and my 

friend didn’t want to play with me and didn’t want to share his candies with me. I was 

sad… He is my good friend. He did not play with me as often as he does. I tried to join 

the other kids, but they usually play with their friends. I am not sure why my friend 

doesn’t like me. He joined other kids. I hope he will play with me again when the new 

term begins.” (6-year-old Philippine boy) 

● “Oh! You know what? I REALLY… don’t like my mother yelling at me always. She 

always wants me to do the homework or study. She doesn’t like me watching 

television even when I have done my homework. Especially, when she had a fight 

with my dad, she was also angry at me for no reason. Sometimes, she hits me. I don’t 

always want to stay at home when that kind of situation happens. But, I couldn’t go 

anywhere though... I feel bad.” (11-year-old Vietnamese boy) 

In fact, I felt bad when I heard so many of these unfortunate experiences that the 

participants had encountered. However, I couldn’t change their parents or classmates. Thus, the 

immediate and more direct thing I could do was to help them establish a positive emotion 

regulation ability. According to Fabes and his colleagues’ (1994) study, effective 

communication, impulse control, and anger management are skills required in positive conflict 

resolution; children who can be empathetic are more capable of interacting positively with others 
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in difficult situations and are more likely to be accepted by peers. Based on the cases mentioned 

above, I thought that for the ones who tend to react aggressively when facing a conflict, 

therapeutic art activity may assist them in acquiring a self-regulation ability. On the other hand, 

for those who are prone to producing negative and depressed emotions, therapeutic art activity 

may serve as an outlet and help them release their negative emotions. 

 

The Cases of Participants 

As I go on to discuss the cases of the participants in this section, it is important to 

reiterate that case study research does not intend to build theories or draw broad generalizations, 

even though it often provides rich and particular insight that serves to promote further 

understanding of and connection to something larger (Stake, 2008). As an art educator and 

researcher, I conducted this research not only from an intrinsic desire to understand a particular 

group of culturally diverse students, but also to facilitate a larger understanding of the 

psychological and behavioral conditions of the culturally diverse students and the classroom 

context. The overall narrative is composed of several smaller ones that, when linked together, 

provide an overall tale of the participants’ unique journeys. I created these narratives based on 

my observations, class discussions, semi-formal interviews, informal conversations, participants’ 

artwork and their class presentations, as well as my researcher notes and memory (for physical 

descriptions and observations). To protect the anonymity of the participants, pseudonyms have 

been assigned: Hsiao-Wei, Hsiao-Hui, Hsiao-Fei, Hsiao-Tien. Two of the participants were 

Vietnamese, one was Philippino, and one was British. The reason for selecting these participants 

is that their data presented significant differences and/or meaningful moments. One should 
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remember that this process involves a measure of uncertainty and that perhaps another researcher 

could have constructed a different story with the data. 

 

The Case of Hsiao-Wei: From Aggression to Tenderness 

Profile. Wei is an 8-year-old boy who was originally from Vietnam. He is the last of 

three children in his family; he has an older brother and sister. They immigrated to Taiwan for 

three years. His father once owned a small Vietnamese restaurant in Kaohsiung, Taiwan. 

Unfortunately, due to the downfall of Taiwan’s economy these past years, they closed down the 

restaurant and Wei’s father has been working as a construction worker in a construction 

company. Wei’s father shoulders the burden of the family’s income, so it is easy to imagine the 

burden that his father has to deal with. However, this is not an excuse for the domestic violence 

in the family. At the time he was participating in this art program, Wei had been experiencing 

ADHD and emotional challenges. He sometimes would present behaviors of acting out, 

including difficulties with following directions, interacting with peers, managing anxiety, and 

maintaining focus and concentration. 

The Beginning. I was afraid to contaminate Hsiao-Wei’s thought. I sometimes had to 

hold back my responses and reactions because I had to acknowledge that Hsiao-Wei was going 

through complex challenges. In that case, I could not intuitively give him a response without 

thinking twice. Therefore, there were many times that our interactions were stifling and the 

tension in our conversations was apparent. However, I had to be patient due to the instability and 

disturbance in his emotional condition. Whenever I observed him in the classes, I kept my 

position close to his in order to create the reliability because he often felt anxious and insecure. 

As a result of this, I identified the nuances of our relationships that gave me significant insights 
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about the delicate balance between closeness and distance, and intrusion and trust. It was 

important to regulate these factors while interacting with Hsiao-Wei. My presence might have 

been a little strange to him. Who was I? Why was I there? What was my role? Was I to be 

trusted? I could sense those questions haunting his mind. I totally understand that each student 

participant made sense of my presence in their own unique way. I saw that it was fascinating in 

the context of the personal unique pattern of relating and communicating. 

Discovering uncertainty. In the This is how I feel activity, I was surprised that Hsiao-

Wei drew a self-portrait (Figure 16) by dividing his face into several parts with an unpleasant 

and unsmiling facial expression with the person looking askance at someone else. Moreover, the 

overall color usage was dull. In Hsiao-Wei’s emotional condition, he tended to be defensive and 

aggressive. Thus, in order to prevent him from having a feeling of discomfort in our conversation 

while still obtaining authentic feelings from him, I asked him questions by using the third person 

perspective. I show a part of our conversation below: 
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Figure 16.  Self-portrait, What are you looking at? July 4, 2017 

Chun-Chieh Chen (CCC): Hum! Do you think this person has a good mood today?  

Hsiao-Wei: I don’t know (Keeps drawing). 

CCC: Well, okay. So, is this person a boy or a girl? 

Hsiao-Wei: Boy (Looks at me for a second). 

CCC: (Smiles) I see. So… what do you think he is looking at? 

Hsiao-Wei: He is looking at others. No! He is “staring at other people.” 

CCC: Oh! Really? And do you know why? 

Hsiao-Wei: Of course, I know. 

CCC: Wow! So, would you like to tell me? I promise, it stays between us. 

Hsiao-Wei: I don’t know why some people don’t like me and don’t want to be my friend. 

Maybe they think I am stupid. But, you know what? I think they are stupid. I am totally 

fine. I don’t make friends because they are smart. I make friends because I like them. 

So… It doesn’t matter to me (His tone is getting stronger). 
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CCC: Where is this idea coming from? Is this the way you think your classmates see 

you? 

Hsiao-Wei: Yep! I am sure because most of them don’t play with me. 

CCC: Okay! I see. But, first, I really want you to know that you are not stupid. Actually, I 

think you are pretty smart. Second, we really don't need to make friends with everyone. I 

also want to tell you one of my secrets. I don’t have many friends. Is that shameful? I 

don’t think so. It’s impossible to make friends with everyone, right? 

Hsiao-Wei: You also don’t have many friends?! (Surprised expression on his face) 

CCC: Well… yeah. Feel any better? (Ha ha…) So, remember that you don’t need to feel 

bad if some of your classmates don’t want to play or be your friend. 

Hsiao-Wei: Uh… Oh… (As if thinking of something) 

 
This conversation, in a way, confirmed my instinct and assumptions about his drawing. 

That is, the askance eyes revealing his feeling of resentment, and the color red reflecting his 

emotion and/or feeling of anger. On the other hand, the divided face may refer to his 

contradictory mood because Hsiao-Wei was angry at his classmates for not being his friend; 

however, he also wishes that they could be his friend. A few weeks later, I noticed some little 

changes in Hsiao-Wei. He was not as aggressive and hot-tempered as he had been at the 

beginning of this program. I was more confirmed when he created the drawing: My Secret Friend 

(see Figure 17) after three weeks of six class participations from the beginning.  In Figure 17, 

Hsiao-Wei imagined and drew himself as an astronaut with a friend in the circle. He told me that 

the protective layer around him was his source of strength. I was surprised by this crucial change 

in him. Honestly, I didn’t expect that there would be obvious changes in such a short period of 

time. Hsiao-Wei commented on his drawing: “My friend and I are traveling to outer space with 

this protection. It is fun. It is good. Also, I can protect my friend.” I could sense his desire to be 

protected and be strong because of the domestic violence he had suffered. These unpleasant 

experiences forced him to be defensive and in search of a means to protect himself. In order to 
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understand his thoughts further by interpreting his art creation, visual psychology, an important 

tool used by art therapists and art teachers, was used. I was able to use this to see the shape of his 

artwork, My Father (Figure 18). It is unclear, and the major colors are intense with a 

combination of black and red. In terms of the personality based on color, red is associated with 

danger, war, power, energy, desire, and love; black refers to death, evil, power, formality, 

elegance, and mystery (Schaie, 1996). From the color psychology perspective, the colors are 

very light, very dark, or very intense, and they may convey the potential negative perceptions 

that refer to unfriendliness, cold, or apathetic presentation (Whitfield & Wiltshire, 1990). This is 

how Hsiao-Wei’s artwork is presented in Figure 16. However, color perception is subjective. 

How or what people feel about color can vary from person to person. Thus, after having several 

conversations with Hsiao-Wei, I learned and confirmed that these visual elements may be related 

to his experiences of domestic violence at home. 

 

Figure 17. My secret friend, I am an Astronaut, July 18, 2017 
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Figure 18. Stories about My Family, My Father, July 16, 2017 

In the art activity A Bug’s Life, I encouraged the participants to think about their present 

lives before drawing it. The purpose of this artmaking was to invite the participants to share their 

lives with peers. Furthermore, the anxious feeling from sharing ideas would be minimized. Hiao-

Wei’s drawing of Under the Sea in Figure 19 revealed that he once again had resistive and 

conflictive emotions. Since I traced back to his previous drawings with anxious and conflictive 

emotions, most of them were presented with dull and turbid color. However, in his drawing of 

Under the Sea, he messed up the lines and shapes, but he chose to use vivid colors, e. g., the 

color blue and yellow were bright. This drawing was made on the fourth week, his mental status 

became regressed and unstable as compared with the progress of the previous weeks. According 

to the social worker at SLA, his father hit him a few days before the class on July 25, 2017. The 
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artwork in Figure 20 is for the theme A Bug’s Life. Unfortunately, from the title, it’s apparent 

that he wished he could escape from his family. 

 

Figure 19. Follow the Flow, Under the Sea, July 25, 2017 
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Figure 20. A Bug’s Life, I am running away, July 27, 2017 

 

The Case of Hsiao-Hui 

Profile. Hui is a 10-year-old Vietnamese girl. Hsiao-Hui and her family moved to 

Taiwan five years ago because her aunt (her mother’s sister) had immigrated to Taiwan more than 

ten years ago. Hsiao-Hui’s mother works at the Vietnamese eatery which is owned by her sister. 

Hsiao-Hui’s father doesn’t have a stable job; he was doing odd jobs at the time Hsiao-Hui 

attended this research art program. Based on my observations, she looked nervous in the first two 

classes, then she gradually became more active. Although she described herself as an optimistic 
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person, I found that she experienced some intense and difficult emotions as she entered the art 

program.  

Mistakes Matter. Based on my observations and conversations with Hsiao-Hui, I found 

that she had pretty low self-confidence. After the first two to three conversations and interactions 

with her, I realized that I had to utilize certain approaches if I was to develop a therapeutic 

relationship with her. These approaches involved trust and nonjudgmental stances. For instance, 

in the first art activity, I encouraged the participants to put their feelings into art. Hsiao-Hui kept 

asking me what she should draw and what color she should select for the drawing. She was 

afraid of making mistakes. I would relate Hsiao-Hui’s circumstance to her family condition, 

particularly her mother, who has a strong desire for control because Hsiao-Hui’s father did not 

have a stable job; her mother tends to have everything under her control. This led Hsiao-Hui to 

live in a high-stress environment, resulting in her fear of making mistakes and her need for 

instructions. Due to this, I kept encouraging her to make mistakes by showing her that mistakes 

are normal as even I make mistakes in artmaking. Hsiao-Hui’s situation brought me to think of 

an insightful quote from Harriet Laurence (played by Shirley MacLaine) in the movie The Last 

Word; she said, “You don't make mistakes. Mistakes make you. Mistakes make you smarter. 

They make you stronger, and they make you more self-reliant.” Then, I described this idea in a 

simple way to Hsiao-Hui. She started to try to draw by herself without asking for instructions 

and confirmations. Figure 21 was a drawing Hsiao-Hui created in the first week, the artwork is 

composed of faint lines which reveal her feeling of uncertainty. Moreover, there was no specific 

shape showed; this may be attributed to her difficulty in defining herself as the theme of this art 

activity was to create a self-portrait by expressing how you felt. 
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Figure 21. Self-portrait, I don’t know? July 4, 2017 

Confidence enhancement. On July 11, we had an art activity where the participants 

were required to use colored paper to create an artwork by presenting the theme: Where do you 

live? In this art activity, they learned ideas about differences and had an opportunity to learn 

about diverse cultural backgrounds from their peers. During the artmaking process, Hsiao-Hui 

kept cutting colored papers into pieces and she had a hard time organizing and composing them. 

It appeared that her behavior was connected to the implication of psychologically and 

behaviorally falling apart and losing organization. I noticed that and sat down beside her. I told 

her that she did not have to cut the papers into perfect or specific shapes. In Hsiao-Hui’s 

condition at the time, I wanted to assist her in getting rid of the anxiety of making a mistake, so 

she could release the stress she was feeling. To do so, I tore up some papers by hand and showed 

her that the shapes were not neat and precise. Then, I invited her to tear the papers instead of 
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cutting them. Eventually, I found that she was less tense and started to enjoy creating this art 

project. Another major progress I noticed from the Hsiao-Hui’s artmaking process was that she 

did not ask me about color choice, and this may be considered to be a positive change of 

confidence enhancement. In Figure 22, she drew her family by using colored papers and oil 

pastels. 

 

Figure 22. Art activity theme: Where do you live?, Me and my family, July 4, 2017 

 

The Case of Hsiao-Fei 

Profile. Hsiao-Fei is a 9-year-old English girl. She is half-Taiwanese and half-English. 

Her father is from the United Kingdom. They moved to Taiwan due to the nature of her father’s 

business. The economic condition of Hsiao-Fei’s family is pretty good. However, I was informed 

that she is very introverted and suspected to have a depressed emotional condition. She is the 

only child of her parents. However, her mother has a busy job as well, so she pays very little 
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attention to Fei. She usually shows a passive behavior in class activities. Based on my classroom 

observations, casual conversations, and the interview, I found that she doesn’t have a best friend 

or close friendships with specific girls at school, particularly girls in elementary school usually 

need solid peer support and recognition. 

Far away from home. I was surprised at the introverted nature of Hsiao-Fei. Perhaps this 

was based on my prior experiences with kids in the U.S., where most of them were active and 

talkative. I assumed that she would be more likely to share her thoughts. However, this was not 

the case. It’s interesting that her artwork looks like she is an optimistic girl; however, I did not 

see that in our interactions. I talked to her and said, “Oh! You look happy in this drawing. It’s the 

future you, but do you think you are happy in the present life?” She avoided eye-contact and 

answered with a faint voice, “Umm… When I make art, I feel happy and joyful, and I could 

enjoy in my imaginary world. I like art, it’s fun. I like doing painting and having fun...” She told 

me that she wants to be a model when she grows up, so she could travel to many countries. By 

the time she was able to decide where she wants to go and live, she mentioned that she will go 

back to England and hang out with her friends. In Figure 23, she created a drawing with the 

theme: The Future of Me. I asked her a question just for confirmation: “So, would you say that if 

you feel a little bit down or sad, artmaking exercises could help you get rid of the negative 

feelings?” Hsiao-Fei looked at me and paused for a moment, then she responded, “I guess so… it 

sometimes helps. I like drawing because I can create what I want. I also can do what I want. I 

make a drawing if I feel like drawing.” At this phase, I would presume that she would not have 

wanted to move to Taiwan if she had a choice. 
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Figure 23. Self-portrait: Future of Me, I am a Model, July 6, 2017 

Fantasy of the Future. A fantasy in this case was a situation imagined by an individual 

to convey his or her particular desires or goals. Sometimes, this kind of imagination may involve 

situations that are quite realistic or highly unrealistic. From Melanie Klein’s viewpoint of the 

concept of fantasy, this kind of activity inside the person is known as “unconscious fantasy” and 

they are different from ordinary day-dreams (Hinshelwood & Robinson, 2006). With this sense, 

fantasy is not just wishful thinking; it has other components in it that affects the present lives of 

individuals. Based on my observations and communications with Hsiao-Fei, I found that she 

talked much about her past and future but rarely mentioned her present life. Her fantasies were 

often associated with the past, and in some ways, the future. Oftentimes, when a person, 

particularly a child, feels insecure or has a fear of abandonment, they may tend to stay in their 
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imaginary world. The condition is thought of as primary and innate, as the mental representations 

of instincts and the psychological equivalents in the mind of defense mechanism (Hinshelwood 

& Robinson, 2006; Malcolm, 1988). Therefore, in Hsiao-Fei’s case, instead of sharing previous 

experiences she had with her peers, I encouraged her to talk about her feelings based on recent 

experiences or events in her life. I attempted to assist her with her feelings about the present. For 

instance, relating her artwork to her home country revealed her negative emotions (see Figure 

24). Although Hsiao-Fei created a cute house from her home country, the creature that stands 

next to the house looks sad with an unsmiling face. I asked Hsiao-Fei why she made the creature 

like this, she said, “This buggy felt lost and missed her family and friends”. To a certain degree, I 

could sense that it reflected to her feelings being in Taiwan. Hence, I thought it would be crucial 

for her to stay in the present and not do too much about imagination. Doing the former, I felt, 

might improve her interpersonal relationships. More importantly, this could help her to acquire 

sufficient social skills. 

 

Figure 24. Stories about my family, My home in England, July 16, 2017 
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The Case of Hsiao-Tien 

 Profile. Tien is an 8-year-old Vietnam boy who was born and raised in a middle-class 

and close-knit family with his parents when they were in Vietnam. Currently, he lives with his 

father and his father’s live-in girlfriend, whom he refers to as “Mom.” He maintained contact 

with his biological mother, visiting her every other weekend. According to Hsiao-Tien’s 

statement, he regarded himself as a well-behaved and patient kid. However, after observations 

from three classes, I found that he was reluctant to engage in art activities. I needed to try hard to 

invite and encourage him to join the other participants in the activities. He had low motivation 

and energy for them.  

Let it out: Trigger and anger. According to the social worker at SLA, Hsiao-Tien had 

been experiencing and displaying mild depression. During the period of the art program, he 

presented difficulties in following directions, completing his work, interacting with peers, and 

showing motivation and interest in activities. In the This is how I feel art activity, Figure 25, he 

represents his exact conflictive emotional condition: angry and sad. The color red could relate to 

his feeling of anger, which is more aggressive; the color blue conveyed his sad emotion as it 

represented muffled and passive feelings. Sometimes he was uncontrollable; in these moments, I 

tried to calm him down and facilitate his focus on the artmaking. Therefore, I specifically 

provided him with additional exercises to draw whatever he would like. I observed his activity 

and the way he drew, and I realized that those artmaking activities were more like an outlet for 

him to release negative emotions. The doodles he created with oil pastels, presented below in 

Figure 26, implied conflicts and other potential negative emotions. However, the advantage of 

this exercise was, through the use of art activities, I was able to assist Hsiao-Tien in identifying 

the triggers, anger, and/or momentary negative emotions. Sometimes, I asked him questions like, 
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“Did anything happen today?” or “Did you experience a feeling you want to talk to me about or 

do you just feel like drawing this way?” By asking these questions, I was trying to lead him to 

think about his feelings. There was one time I got a sudden response from Hsiao-Tien. He took 

me by surprise because he usually did not respond to me. He said, “When I was at the 

playground in school, my classmates made me angry. When I was at home, my father’s girlfriend 

[his stepmom] was mad at me. I am upset because a lot of things made me angry.” Hsiao-Tien 

would identify feelings associated with each trigger and the surrounding emotions. After this 

incident, I confirmed that even though I did not always get a response from him, he was listening 

to me. At those moments, I understood that the effects of utilizing art as a therapeutic 

intervention might not be immediately visible for Hsiao-Tien. 

 

Figure 25. Self-portrait, I am not in the mood, July 4, 2017 
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Figure 26. Hsiao-Tien’s additional art exercises, Doodles, Completed on different dates 

A practice of self-esteem. According to Maslow's (1954) hierarchy of needs, the fourth 

stage is the need for self-esteem. People have a need to feel respected, and this is comprised of 

the need to have self-respect and self-esteem. Actually, self-esteem shows the natural human 

desire to be accepted and valued by other people. People with low self-esteem often need more 

respect from others than do their counterparts (Maslow, 1968). After a few classes observing and 

interacting with Hsiao-Tien, I decided to encourage him to work on the exercise of self-respect. I 

specifically worked with him on this. My initial hope was to give him a sense of self-awareness, 

contribution, and/or value. Thus, I had him write down the times he believed he did a good job 

on something. The idea of having Hsiao-Tien write down significant things was inspired by and 

similar to the way I recorded my research journals. I wanted him to show me what he had done 

well each week so that he could earn rewards if we had agreements with his self-reports. In 

addition, I also let him know that he was calling the shots; he got to choose when he wanted to 

make doodle art and when he wanted to talk. Through this self-respect exercise, he kept on 

developing a positive self-esteem until he was able to see and accept himself internally. A few 

weeks later, I noticed that he was excited to show me what he had done, and he was pleased to 

earn a little reward from me every week. Because this exercise was between the two of us, I 

found that he was contented by feeling a little bit special. As Hsiao-Tien had worked on the 
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“contribution exercise” I assigned for four weeks, during the time, I was seeing a clear 

improvement. Therefore, on the fifth week of this art program, I encouraged him to draw another 

self-portrait. Figure 27 is the second self-portrait he drew and it was completely different from 

the first one (Figure 25). I invited him to share his feelings and he said, “Uh… I like to make 

drawings. It makes me feel better because I am not graded. I don’t need to worry about my 

grades. Hum… I think I am cool when I am drawing stuff. When I do the art, I feel like I am the 

same with others.” Surprisingly, he told me that he wished he could make more art. I couldn’t be 

more pleased with his progress and improvement. This was the most precious reward he could 

give to me, and for certain this exercise was beneficial to the enhancement of his self-esteem and 

self-value. I drew and recorded my relationship and the moments I had spent with Hsiao-Tien in 

Figure 28. 

 
Figure 27. Self-portrait, This is Me, July 25, 2017 
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Figure 28. The relationship between Hsiao-Tien and me, A Sense of Trust, August 1, 2017 

 

Conclusion 

In Chapter Four, I have presented the data collected during my research study at SLA in 

Taiwan, with the data presented in three parts. First, I showed the data from the researcher’s 

journals in both written and visual forms. Through considering my positionality as being a 

member of the dominant population as a researcher and art teacher when I was back in Taiwan, I 

started recording the data before and during my research period. Second, I organized and 

displayed the data I gathered from the participants. This part of the data consists of the 

participants’ responses from the pre-program and post-program questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews. The data identifies the art experience and progress of the participants by 

self-evaluation and self-report. I presented it based on the categories and sessions of the 
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questionnaires and interview questions I designed. The third part of the data presentation 

specifically focused on discussing the four participants with different socio-cultural 

backgrounds; it either revealed insightful and meaningful information or showed the significant 

differences during the research study in this art program. 

As this chapter presented the themes involving social, cultural, and identity topics within 

the participants’ experiences over time, it was important in gaining a deeper understanding of the 

thoughts of personal artmaking, reciprocal and mutual learning, and psychological and 

behavioral changes from the participants.  

In Chapter Five, I further investigate how therapeutic-based art activities influenced 

participants psychologically and behaviorally. I analyze the data in relation to literature in the 

field and relate it to my research questions. I systematically deliver the research findings in terms 

of my research questions. In Chapter Six, I discuss the significant findings of this research and 

provide implications and recommendations resulting from my research for educators as well as 

practitioners in the field who wish to practice therapeutic-based art activities. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATIONS 

Introduction 

In Chapter Four, I presented the data that was collected during this research project and 

themes were discussed based on the theoretical lens and literature reviews. In Chapter Five, I 

analyze and interpret the data as they apply to my research questions and the theoretical 

framework of the study. This research study focused on how the therapeutic-based art 

interventions may illustrate the growing need for social-emotional support in educational 

settings. I will systematically discuss the research findings in order of the research questions 

below. In the following discussion section of the research findings, the term “participants” refers 

to all fifteen students who participated, including culturally diverse students, MLLs, and 

Taiwanese students. The term “culturally diverse students” signifies that the students are not 

from Taiwan, and the “MLLs” means Mandarin language learners which specifically indicates 

the students who immigrated from other, non-Mandarin speaking, countries with their families. 

1. How do my understanding and strategies of therapeutic-based art curriculum elevate 

the self-confidence and self-esteem of culturally diverse students and MLLs by 

encouraging them to express their feelings and thoughts? 

Sub-questions 

1.1  What strategies should I apply to therapeutic-based art activities that can be 

considered effective in improving self-esteem and confidence? 

1.2 What are the most effective art activities and strategies that can help shape and 

build the self-esteem and self-confidence of students? 

1.3 What kind of challenges do I face and what insights have I gained in practicing 

therapeutic-based art activities in this art program?  
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2. How can socially- and culturally-related topics be intersected with therapeutic-based 

art activities to advance culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ awareness of 

differences and otherness in educational discourses? 

Sub-questions 

2.1 What kinds of activities allow culturally diverse students and MLLs perform 

better in presentations and create better interactions in the therapeutic-based art 

activities? 

2.2 In terms of learning social and cultural topics, what kinds of activities specifically 

encourage a certain ethics of students to respond and perform better?  

2.3 What are the therapeutic moments that help the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs cope with physical and/or psychological obstacles? 

 

Research Question One: The View from the Researcher 

How do my understanding and strategies of therapeutic-based art curriculum elevate the 

self-confidence and self-esteem of culturally diverse students and MLLs by encouraging them to 

express their feelings and thoughts?  

Sub-Question One: Therapeutic Approaches in the Art Curriculum 

What strategies should I apply to therapeutic-based art activities that can be considered effective 

in improving self-esteem and confidence? 

The goal of this research was to examine the effectiveness of practicing therapeutic-based 

art activities in helping culturally diverse students elevate their self-esteem and confidence, 

thereby leading to a positive academic performance in school. According to a study by Cole and 

his colleagues (1999), incorporating arts within a classroom setting builds a supportive 
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classroom community, enhances student learning, and fosters the development of intrinsic 

motivation. In my research, I endeavored to understand the efficacy of art interventions, 

particularly in helping culturally diverse students deal with social and emotional issues while 

they confront racism or discrimination in their lives. In the following, I discuss the findings by 

listing all strategies used before talking about the results of practicing these strategies and what I 

found based on my observations and interactions with the participants. 

As was addressed in Chapter Three, the core approach throughout this study was the 

instructional strategy I designed for it; I called it “Play-make-talk” (PMT). Erikson (1950) asserts 

that playing in therapy has been practiced as a central role in allowing the therapist to assess and 

help to promote the child’s emotional health and coping skills. Play therapy is an essential 

component in interventions with the child and the family. As a result of this concept, I found it 

beneficial to adopt and apply play into my therapeutic-based instruction. Therefore, in all class 

activities for this art program, I ensured that all participants engaged and experienced Play-make-

talk (PMT). It signifies play: playing for experience and playing with meanings; make: 

artmaking; and talk: sharing of thoughts and ideas in each class. In so doing, I engaged the 

participants in playing with arranged themes without any instruction. They were free to play as 

they liked. After playing time, I talked about the themes and related topics before engaging in 

artmaking activities. This enabled them to recall and connect the previous experiences in their 

ideas of artwork and the artmaking activities. On the other hand, I also applied some of the 

components I have chosen from the Sheltered Instruction Protocol (SIOP) model as effective 

techniques in the therapeutic-based art activities. The essential goal of the SIOP model was to 

improve the academic success of these students by providing sufficient instructions from 

teachers (Echevarria & Short, 2000). The applied SIOP components were: 1) Building 
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Background: This method required me as a teacher to connect the diverse cultural background 

and past experiences of my participants with the new knowledge; 2) Comprehensible Input: By 

using this strategy, the participants were provided with support such as instructional guides, 

visual aids, and other supplemental materials. The information was shared at a clear and 

appropriate pace; 3) Interaction: The practice of this component in my study was that of me 

providing the participants with continual opportunities to interact with each other through 

different kinds of grouping. For instance, the participants were sometimes in small groups, triads, 

or pairs where every student had an opportunity to speak and work on projects with the group. 

Through the various group activities, the participants were encouraged to interact with their 

peers. 4) Practice and Application: The feature of this component in my study reinforced the 

importance of using hands-on materials and operations. I planned small-group activities 

including hands-on experiences that offered the participants relevant information about the 

content and an opportunity to practice what they were learning. Echevarria, Vogt, and Short 

(2004) maintain that “Manipulating learning materials is important for ELs because it helps them 

connect abstract concepts with concrete experiences” (p. 118). Of central concern in this research 

was how and what strategies can effectively enhance the self-esteem, confidence, and academic 

performance of culturally diverse students and MLLs. In the following, I discuss the research 

findings individually in association with the strategies I practiced in this research. 

Play-make-talk (PMT). In order to examine if my presumption of PMT is an effective 

approach to improving the self-esteem and confidence of culturally diverse students and MLLs, I 

observed the participants’ interactions throughout the study. In the beginning, this strategy did 

not work as effectively as I had hoped. For example, some of the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs simply sat down alone when it was playtime. From my observations, I noticed that most 



205 
 
 
of the Taiwanese students in this class did not actively invite the culturally diverse students to 

join them when playing. In light of gaining pleasant and interpersonal relationships, it actually 

ties up with social acceptance. According to a study by Odom and his colleagues (2006), social 

acceptance may relate to the capability to accept diversity, differences, and likeness in a group or 

classroom. Therefore, the culturally diverse students in this study had experienced a certain 

amount of psychological conflict as they needed to deal with the situations of being able or 

unable to make friends and being accepted or isolated by their peers. From a macroscopic 

perspective, the situations of culturally diverse students could be understood by Bhabha’s idea of 

ambivalence (Bhabha, 1994). Inevitably, since they emigrated with their parents from their home 

country to Taiwan, they have to deal with complex and stressful adjustments by experiencing 

socio-cultural impacts. From the viewpoint of Bhabhaists, the connection between a domain 

group position (colonizer) and a minority group (colonized) is not unambiguous in nature. In 

fact, culturally diverse and immigrant students could experience a feeling of ambivalence which 

can be seen as a binary relationship. Bhabha explains the concept of a simple binary connection 

between the powerful and the powerless and articulates that “it is ‘ambivalent’ and it exhibits 

that there is an ongoing oscillation between ‘complicity and resistance’ within the colonial 

discourse” (As cited in Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin, 2007, p. 10). In my research, I strived to 

utilize therapeutic-based activities in order to minimize the feelings of discomfort experienced by 

the culturally diverse students. Thus, I intentionally arranged the playtime to encourage the 

participants to interact with each other. For those who either had difficulty in joining a group or 

had no interest in playing, I encouraged and assisted them to join a group and make friends. 

Based on my dialogues with the culturally diverse participants in the beginning phase of 

the study, they mentioned that being accepted by their peers made it easier for them to engage in 
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school activities. From the responses I got from some of the culturally diverse participants, they 

believed that being able to make friends in school was important to their successful learning and 

performance in school. At the later stage, some of them revealed that playtime provided them 

with more chances to establish friendships with others. Playtime also helped their inclusion into 

certain groups. For example, a Filipino boy said to me: 

 “Uhh…before I used to pretend like I understood what the other kids mean 

or pretend like I learned what the teachers taught because I was too afraid of 

having people think I am stupid or something… Umm… Actually… I am starting 

to ask my classmates what they mean because I now believe they would not think 

of me as stupid since we are friends. Also, sometimes, I ask my teachers to 

explain what they had said if I don’t exactly understand. But…sometimes…I still 

pretend like I understand what others say. I am still afraid of asking and letting 

them know that I don’t understand things.” (August 1, 2017)  

From the response of this boy, I could relate to his ambivalent status and his mimicry is 

never free from mockery. Bhabha (1994) comments that “Mimicry is at once resemblance and 

menace” (p. 123). In terms of the concept of ambivalence, Bhabha’s idea of the love-hate attitude 

conveys more in the form of a menace than resemblance, and more in the form of a rupture than 

consolidation. Hence, through the playtime engagements, I provided the culturally diverse 

participants with an access to natural practice in order for them to recognize and express 

themselves better as play already consists of a part of mimicry and pretend. According to my 

observations and conversations with the culturally diverse students, not many of them reported 

appreciating the art activities and/or the playtime. However, during the second part of this 

research, I learned that they started to enjoy activities with their friends, both during the playtime 
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and the artmaking activities. On the other hand, in the later phase of this art program, most of the 

culturally diverse participants felt more comfortable with sharing ideas and thoughts in the talk 

section. Therefore, a feeling of being a member of a certain group is crucial in relation to the 

participants’ performance, specifically for culturally diverse participants; I observed a significant 

difference. The culturally diverse participants considered being included in a group as a form of 

social acceptance. One Vietnamese girl responded, “Making friends with the other girls is 

important to me. I don’t want to be excluded. If I have friends in school, I feel like learning 

would more fun, and we can help each other, and perhaps, study together.” Hsiao-Hui, another 

Vietnamese girl, voiced the same opinion that she feels sad when she is not being included and 

feels bad whenever she is having a hard time making friends. In Hsiao-Wei’s case, on the other 

hand, he even refused to discuss his thoughts on being excluded. Other experiences such as being 

teased were not always perceived as a negative effect by the Taiwanese participants because 

some of them thought it was a way of joking with their friends. Nevertheless, the culturally 

diverse students were comparatively sensitive to being teased. Although being teased was not 

fully emphasized as a feeling of exclusion in the art activities, it was still a factor that affected 

the self-esteem and self-confidence of the majority of the culturally diverse participants. 

Consequently, the PMT strategy I employed in this research showed positive results in the 

participants’ feeling of acceptance and interpersonal relationships. Figure 29 and 30 represents 

the participants engaging in playtime. 
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Figure 29. The participants engaged in different kinds of play 

 

 

Figure 30. The participants engaged in different kinds of play 

SIOP Model Incorporation. 1) Building Background.  When I first incorporated this 

strategy in my class, I initially explained and told some stories relating to themes that provided 

students with background examples. However, it was unsuccessful at the beginning due to the 

difficulty faced in capturing the attention of the students. Particularly, I had one participant who 

was diagnosed with ADHD and one who was potentially experiencing an issue with attention. I 

also had a student in class who once said, “Oh… I don’t want to learn this. It’s useless to learn 

this information.” Another girl heard that and commented, “Yeah! Teacher, why don’t you just 

let us do the drawing? What’s the importance of learning this information?” Although I 

explained the reason why I wanted them to learn the background knowledge before creating an 
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artwork, it was soon obvious that I needed to create something new and interesting. In the next 

and the following classes, I added some instruments like Tambourine, Castanets, and Sand Ball 

while talking about the ideas or background stories (See Figure 31). Consequently, I was able to 

catch their attention successfully; most of the participants were more engaged with this form of 

teaching. They also had more responses to the stories or information I was addressing. 

   

Figure 31. Supplemental instruments for teaching background information 

2) Comprehensible Input. In the therapeutic-based art activity, instructional teaching 

strategy is especially important. In my teaching strategy, I used various visual aids and other 

supplemental materials because of the number of culturally diverse students and MLLs I had in 

the class. In this case, visual images helped them to understand and relate the ideas to the 

instructions. I also did demonstrations for further explanation when required. Most participants 

in this study responded that visual images and modeling with examples were particularly 

efficient in understanding the concepts or topics of the class activities. In my teaching strategy 

where I considered comprehension, I sometimes asked for volunteers and/or assigned students to 

act as a team leader or assistant. The purpose of doing so was to encourage students to facilitate 

other class members by using their internalized understanding. Most of the participants agreed on 

the importance of visual images. As for the culturally diverse students and MLLs, they preferred 
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the modeling with examples over visual images. This preference stems from the need for visual 

explanation of visual images which relates to a certain degree to language proficiency 

3) Interaction. In terms of enhancing students’ self-esteem, it was important to obtain 

opportunities for them to cooperate with their peers. To achieve this, I arranged various kinds of 

small group activities to enable active interactions. Specifically, the collaborative work in my 

class is different from the usual. In other words, I emphasized the importance of “Listening: 

Learn to be a good listener” before the group work or discussion. During the collaborations, I 

walked around each group to make sure all participants were actively involved in the activities. 

Once they were finished, I asked them to self-evaluate themselves to determine whether or not 

they were a good listener and a good team player in the teamwork. In addition, they could also 

get comments and suggestions from their team members. This was achieved by providing the 

participants with many opportunities to interact with each other through different kinds of 

grouping. Based on my observations of the participants’ behavior and interactions and some of 

the feedback I got from them, the results show that group work can encourage positive 

performance. Some of the Taiwanese participants mentioned that they felt like they were now in 

a better position to acquire successful achievement in school in the future. For the culturally 

diverse students and MLLs, they felt included in the team exercise and this feeling of inclusion is 

the main reason why they enjoyed the group activities. The culturally diverse students also 

commented that they felt pleased to be able to build up positive friendships and make friends 

with their team members at the end. One of the MLLs said, “I felt like I could work better with 

my friends. Working with my friends allowed me to achieve a good performance.” Another 

culturally diverse student said, “In fact, I felt more comfortable with having other kids work 

together with me. I mean, if I did something wrong, it means we all did something wrong, since 
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we all made the decision together as a group.” I picked up something essential from this 

comment, which is that the participants could learn shared responsibility. Although the benefit of 

learning the importance of shared responsibility was not what I expected the participants to learn, 

it was still valuable for all to realize and learn in order to gain a successful life, not only in 

school but also at work in the future. 

4) Practice and Application. My intention in utilizing this component in the art activities 

was to generate motivation and interest in learning and engagement. Having the participants 

work on hands-on art activity by connecting the discussed themes or topics, the participants were 

able to think about what they just learned and express their understanding of the topic through 

art. However, not all the participants were able to successfully learn and present what they had 

learned, especially culturally diverse students or MLLs who were experiencing emotional issues. 

Yet, I found that the situations could become better if they were provided with individual 

guidance and were able to think again in order to try to connect their ideas with the theme of the 

activity. After analyzing this part of data in my research, I found that some participants only 

enjoyed school activities when they were making art. One culturally diverse student even asked, 

“I like art activities, I think it’s fun. I don’t like learning things from books. Could we do this in 

all our subjects at school?” The researcher determined from interview responses that the 

culturally diverse students and MLLs felt more confident in artmaking activities than content-

specific subject learning. The majority of the participants agreed that they were satisfied with 

representing their ideas and learned knowledge in their artwork. 

In a nutshell, the research findings reveal that the majority of the participants, especially 

the culturally diverse students and MLLs, responded more positively to artmaking than 

discussions. The therapeutic-based strategies in this study encourage positive self-esteem and 
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confidence since most of the culturally diverse students and MLLs were able to develop positive 

and workable interpersonal relationships among their peers. Furthermore, most of the 

participants’ responses were that the teaching strategies within the art activities made them feel 

comfortable with expressing ideas and thoughts with minimal anxiety. In particular, based on my 

observations, in the final third of the classes, Hsiao-Wei and Hsiao Hui particularly showed 

improved confidence while presenting their artwork. 

 

Sub-Question Two: Effective Strategies Toward Positive Self-awareness 

What are the most effective art activities and strategies that can help shape and build the self-

esteem and self-confidence of students? 

The activities that all the participants found most appealing and in which they created the 

most positive effects were the “Mask making” and “Paper doll making” art activities. Based on 

my observations the participants were more willing to discuss and share the ideas about these 

artwork. The interactions were more proactive and dynamic. In addition, according to the 

participants’ feedback, they commented that they enjoyed playing the skits with their masks on. 

The employed strategies in these two activities effectively and successfully evoked the 

participants’ interests in engaging in the art activities. Additionally, from my observations, I 

found that the participants enjoyed the approaches to these activities to a large extent. 

Mask making activity. The mask making art activity included hands-on artmaking and 

performance activities. During the discussion of the scenario and the performance activity, I 

observed the participants’ interactions and they appeared to be enjoying the activities and 

socializing with their classmates. In fact, however, not all the culturally diverse students were 

actively involved in discussing the play. Yet from one of my observations, I found that one MLL 
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student’s opinion was used in the play; this made him pleased and he smiled. This is a result of 

his feeling that he had made a contribution to the team and that he was a part of the group. This 

helped improve the self-esteem and confidence of this MLL student. Since my idea to practice 

this performance activity was inspired by the concept of skits, by combining this idea in the 

performance activity with the artmaking-empowered students’ socio-cultural and communication 

ability learning, the students learned the beauty of diversity and were encouraged to challenge 

their values and beliefs. Skits are means and a powerful medium for communicating emerging 

social problems (Devaraj, 2005). Through an exercise of a short skit, the participants learned to 

express their views by role-playing; they were able to present emotions freely. Meanwhile, the 

participants could naturally develop their communication and presentation skills. The 

effectiveness of incorporating this practice in artmaking was that this performance activity was 

considered to be a reinforcement of learning on socially sensitive issues. Consequently, during 

the performance activity section, all of the participants, including the culturally diverse students 

and MLLs, were vigorously performing and playing the scenarios and their responses to them. 

The example scenarios that the participants created are addressed as follows. 

Team one’s scenario – I am from another planet: 

Three robots were gossiping and talking about an unfamiliar creature because the 

creature doesn’t know how to speak their language. However, the creature 

happened to hear what they said as it was passing through the hallway. Although 

the creature tried to pretend like it didn’t care what those robots were saying, their 

words hurt it deeply. The creature decided to ignore their words since the robots 

were acting like they were self-righteous. However, there was another native 

monkey from the planet who witnessed this situation. This native monkey told 
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this creature to stand up for itself in order to correct the robots’ inappropriate and 

ignorant behavior. With the native monkey’s suggestion and support, the alienated 

creature walked to the robots and said, “I know I look different from the rest of 

you and I can’t speak your language well. However, this is what I got from my 

parents. I am who I am. Whether you like me or not, I am proud of myself.” Then, 

the monkey said to the robots, “You should apologize to it!” The robots looked at 

each other for a few seconds and said, “Sorry!” (See Figure 32 for the roles) 

After the participants played this skit, I discussed with them the ideas that could be 

learned from this scenario. Yet even before team one played their skit, I made a short 

introduction about their theme, almost all the participants, the Taiwanese students, in particular, 

reported that if they had this kind of experience, they would not think their behavior could make 

others uncomfortable. One Taiwanese student commented, “I think it’s no big deal, and 

whenever I do something similar to that, it’s always a joke.” Through this scenario, the 

participants were able to think about whether or not to judge others based on their own 

preferences without caring about the feelings of others. After watching their classmates play this 

skit, all the participants agreed that the feeling could be hurtful if they were the creature. One of 

the Taiwanese students even raised her hand and told me , “Teacher! Now I know! I think I can 

teach the creature how to speak our language if I were one of the robots. Right?” I then agreed 

with her comment and emphasized the importance of learning to respect others and differences. 

Thus, I was truly pleased to see the value and beneficial learning outcome from engaging the 

participants in this art activity. The participants now realized the importance of respecting people 

who look different from them. Also, they now understand how a language and/or behavior could 

connect and affect their social relationships. 
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Note. The male participants in the picture played the 
robots; the female participant in the middle played the 
alienated creature; the participant on the right rear played 
the monkey. 

Figure 32. Mask making and Performance Activity-Team 1, I am from another planet 

Team two’s scenario – The magic shop: 

In this magic shop, people can buy any kinds of small tubes of magic liquids to 

change the things they wish to change. One day, a cat walked into the magic shop 

and told the shopkeeper that she wanted to become a tiger. Then, the shopkeeper 

searched the shelves for a few seconds and gave her the tube she needed. The cat 

was excited and drank it immediately she got home. However, when she woke up 

the morning of the next day, she had not changed; she was still a cat. She was 

angry, so she went back to the magic shop. When she got there, the shopkeeper 

wasn’t there. Instead, she met the store owner that day. The cat explained the 

whole situation to the store owner and the store owner told her, “Oh! This must be 

a mistake and a misunderstanding. In fact, there are things you can never change. 

You cannot change your skin color, hair color, and voice. What this means is that 

you cannot change your blood and DNA.” The store owner continued, “These 
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components are what makes you unique. Nobody can be you.” The cat responded 

by asking, “Really? You think I am unique?” The store owner answered, “Of 

course, you are, ma’am!” The cat smiled and walk out of the store. (See Figure 33 

for the roles) 

 From this short skit, I facilitated the participants to think about the meanings they could 

draw from this story in relation to their ideas on culture and identity. All the participants reported 

that they could see that they should not underestimate themselves. Three-fourth of the 

participants agreed that although sharing a similar social or cultural background is essential for a 

positive relationship if people could appreciate their heritage and respect the differences in 

others, they can build pleasant friendships with their peers. I also guided the participants to learn 

that having positive self-esteem and self-identity can be helpful to them in obtaining great social 

relationships. Their self-identity could be seen as a dynamic to form a relationship with peers 

since identities are not fixed. Furthermore, only when you are self-affirming and in love with 

yourself will people recognize you in return. 

  

Note. The roles from left to right: the store owner, the shopkeeper, the cat, and another customer. 

Figure 33. Mask making and Performance Activity-Team 2, The magic shop! 



217 
 
 

Overall, I observed and confirmed that the participants enjoyed the whole process of this 

activity from the meditation at the beginning to the mask making and the skit performance. 

Based on my observations, the collected slips feedback, and discussions with the participants, 

what made this activity and strategy stand out the most were that before the mask making, I had 

the participants practice meditation-like imagination for the mask they made. Next, I had the 

participants design and play the roles to foster immediate connection and learning. After the 

activity, the participants were asked to think and discuss the crucial meanings that they saw and 

learned from the activity. This was how the powerful learning effects which could effectively 

relate to socio-cultural differences and identity issues were provided from this activity. It 

facilitated the comprehension of the issues. More importantly, the participants were able to learn 

the idea of being open-minded and embracing the diversity in their lives. 

Paper doll making activity. According to the experience from the mask making and 

performance activity, I found that the meditation-like imagination strategy interested the 

participants a lot. Therefore, in the beginning of this activity, I adapted the concept of 

mindfulness and meditation again to seek solid confirmation of the effectiveness of this 

approach. The theme of the activity is friendship. I had the participants meditate and imagine 

good friendships and I played a combination of soft instrumental music from musical 

instruments like violin, sitar, chimes, piano. I also had the participants close their eyes and 

picture who their good friends are and what made them special. Actually, music is regarded as a 

universal language. Specifically, when the subtle sound of music enters the heart, the heart 

immerses itself in the music and communicates with it, thus becoming a subtle form of inner 

communion (Krumboltz & Chan, 2005). Under this condition, the music could help the mind, 

heart, and the body to commune with each other. 
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 Since this was a collaborative art activity, the participants were then required to make a 

paper doll chain together as a small group to represent their friends and friendships. From my 

observations, I found that some participants were vigorously discussing the appearance of their 

friends as they drew one another. Some of the participants mentioned how different their friends 

looked from what they had imagined. One participant told me that he created a funny imagery 

for his friend in mind while he was exercising his meditation. I witnessed the effectiveness of 

this strategy with collaborative work. This interactive activity offered them many interesting 

ideas to share and also allowed them to create rapport within themselves (See Figure 34). When 

asking the participants to share their opinions on this activity, most of them believed that it was 

interesting to discuss and gain agreement while drawing the dolls. One female participant said, “I 

think she has small eyes, but she insisted that I draw her big eyes. It’s funny.” From a 

researcher’s point of view, I affirmed that this activity was beneficial to the participants in 

gaining more ideas from their friends. Moreover, as this activity provided them with an 

opportunity to have closer communication and learn to create recognition through negotiating 

with each other, they were able to learn how their friends see themselves, which could be very 

different from the ways that the drawer saw them. The highlights of this practice are that the 

interactions and communications among the participants increased, and the opportunity for self-

expression and exploration promoted improved self-esteem and confidence while receiving 

recognition from their friends (See Figure 35). 
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Figure 34. The participants were engaging in the collaborative artmaking activity 

 

Figure 35. The participants were asked to observe their friends and then drew a creative figure 

 The effectiveness of the therapeutic arts strategies. With regard to the effectiveness 

and practicality of the practiced arts strategies above, the strategies were facilitated in a way that 

allowed for joyful and successful accomplishments. Thus, I consider these therapeutic-based arts 

strategies are effective and beneficial in enhancing learners’ self-esteem, self-identity, and 

confidence. By integrating theme-based performance art with hands-on artmaking activities, not 

only were the participants able to demonstrate the artwork they made and use it to express a 

specific theme, but also they were able to obtain knowledge and skills related to the mental and 
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emotional aspects of performance art activity. In terms of its therapeutic function, this kind of 

approach especially encourages and values personal interpretation and emotional expression. The 

results from the researcher’s observations and the participants’ feedback indicated that the 

participants enjoyed learning about a range of ethnic and cultural concepts through these kinds of 

implementations. In fact, based on the researcher’s observations, the participants were more 

active in these kinds of art activities. On the other hand, unlike other collaborative art activities, 

in the paper doll chain art activity, I especially focused the participants on learning detailed 

information about each other and having in-depth interaction/communication. In the presentation 

section, they were asked to introduce and describe the characters of their friends instead of 

presenting the character of themselves. For this reason, this approach created an opportunity for 

the participant to learn things from peers at closerrange. Consequently, forming a friendship may 

be a pleasant byproduct of this collaborative art activity. All in all, based on the feedback and 

learning outcomes from the participants in the discussions after the art activities, the results 

showed that they found that these kinds of therapeutic-based art activities were particularly 

enjoyable, even moreso than other art activities in this art program. In addition, they also felt less 

uncomfortable while asking to share comments and thoughts about sociocultural or racial related 

issues. Therefore, I regard the therapeutic arts strategies mentioned above as effectively tapping 

into the participants’ unique combination of strengths and weaknesses in term of sociocultural 

factors that correlate to the topics and themes they engaged in the classes. From an educational 

perspective, these therapeutic arts practices offer the participants a meaningful cultural learning 

experience as they were able to learn and experience multiple cultural dimensions in artistic 

ways. This would definitely be a significant factor for the participants to develop  

positive self-awareness and self-identity, to enhance self-esteem, and to elevate their confidence. 
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Sub-Question Three: Insights and Challenges in the Therapeutic Art Curriculum 

What kind of challenges do I face and what insights have I gained in practicing therapeutic-

based art activities in this art program?  

 Challenges of the therapeutic-based art program. This research was designed to 

understand the implementation of therapeutic-based strategies in making the concept of “Art as 

Therapy” in educational practice. I encountered a challenge in the first half of this art program 

regarding the culturally diverse students and MLLs being in a passive position in the activities. 

Their comfort level was somewhat low. Most of them were introverted, but not because of their 

personalities. Instead, this happened because they lacked confidence; they feared being excluded 

in school activities and/or they were homesick. For example, a Vietnamese girl and a Vietnamese 

boy shared their feelings with me after one of the classes: 

- “In fact, there are many things I don’t like in Taiwan. I miss my country a lot 

because I miss my friends, the food, and some TV series. But, my mother told 

me to get used to it as soon as possible.” (The Vietnamese girl) 

- “Kids in Taiwan seem to have a different way of thinking and a different way of 

making friends with each other… I thought I already developed a connection 

with Taiwan… because I moved here when I was five years old. I want to be a 

part of them [He means his classmates]. I wish the kids would see me as a 

Taiwanese since I have lived in Taiwan for four years. I am nine years old 

now.” (The Vietnamese boy) 

From the statements, I could tell that this girl has obviously not yet established a sense of 

belonging. Under this condition, I needed to specially make efforts to encourage the culturally 

diverse students and MLLs to engage in the art activities. To achieve this, I paid more attention 
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to their reactions and behavior while observing my classes. Once I noticed that someone was 

excluded or isolated from group work, I immediately went to that student to offer assistance. On 

the other side, I sometimes needed to deal with unexpected incidents from the culturally diverse 

students and MLLs who were experiencing emotional challenges. Let’s take Hsiao-Wei as an 

example. Since he had ADHD along with mild depression, I tended to pay more attention to his 

behavior so I would be able to offer him my help when needed. There was one time when all of a 

sudden, he started to scream during an art activity. So, I went to him and tried to catch his 

attention; I talked to him in hope that I could calm him down. In this situation, it was essential 

for Hsiao-Wei that his need was seen and heard. Meanwhile, it was important to create a smooth 

conversation and to ensure that his communication was received and understood. Hence, when 

practicing a therapeutic-based activity and working with individuals who had emotional and/or 

psychological challenges, being able to see, hear, and attend to the individuals’ needs were 

central components throughout the activity process. 

Insights of the therapeutic-based implementation. One significant insight that I 

learned from this therapeutic-based art program is that I need to be prepared to talk and play with 

the culturally diverse students and MLLs instead of focusing on the artmaking activities and the 

end products. Having said that, I might need to let go of the goal of the activity if a sudden event 

occurs. This is the biggest difference between the implementation of therapeutic-based art 

activities and the regular or school-based art practice. The school-based art activity may allow 

more goal-oriented and structured processes. Nonetheless, this does not mean that the learning 

objectives would not be achieved; it is just that this kind of therapeutic-based approach might not 

produce learning effects or outcomes anticipated for a learning environment. In the meantime, 

the teachers who would like to conduct a therapeutic-based art activity must use a flexible 
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strategy which can be adjusted when needed. Again, back to Hsiao-Wei’s case, I sometimes let 

him make artworks by himself whenever he needed to be alone. However, I also showed my 

supportive presence. In this case, he did not feel singled-out or excluded, he understood that I 

gave him flexibility in ways of enjoying art. As a result, he gradually became more 

communicative and worked more effectively with his classmates. 

 In consideration of being a teacher in a therapeutic-based art program and the 

professional identity/position as an art teacher, the efforts to manage and organize the activities, 

the readiness to explore uniqueness, and the hopes in its healing potential of artmaking help 

shape this art teacher’s unique ways of contributing in the processes within this therapeutic 

space. Furthermore, as an art teacher conducting the therapeutic art program, I prepared myself 

to challenge boundaries. These boundaries of the therapeutic arena include the limits of time and 

space, limits of activities, and limits of available art materials. I needed to use the resources I had 

to facilitate artmaking and play in an efficient approach. 

 

Research Question Two: Effects Reflected from the Participants 

How can socially- and culturally-related topics be intersected with therapeutic-based art 

activities to advance culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ awareness of differences and 

otherness in educational discourses? 

Sub-Questions One: Vigorous Performance in Engaging Activities 

What kinds of activities allow culturally diverse students and MLLs perform better in 

presentations and create better interactions in the therapeutic-based art activities? 

A purposeful playing: pre-activity as a bridge. A crucial point of consideration for the 

culturally diverse students and MLLs is that all thoughts and experiences were respected in terms 
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of diverse cultural backgrounds. The strategy of purposeful playing was employed along with 

some specific art activities in this study. I used the purposeful playing as a connecting approach 

to the activities that might involve sensitive topics such as cultural background, personal beliefs, 

and self-identity related activity themes. In some playtimes, I had the participants play certain 

toys by suggesting a theme or topic to them for the play. This was achieved by attempting to 

relate their play to the art activities at a later time in the class. For instance, I had the participants 

play with the popular Japanese animation dolls with a theme about adventure. Later in the 

artmaking activity, I had the participants work together in a small group on a collaborative 

artwork to design a maze. Since they played together in the playtime at the beginning of the 

class, the community among the participants was formed. The active interaction was there 

whenever they played. Thus, from my observation of this collaborative art activity, I witnessed 

more positive interactions among the participants in this activity than in some of the art activities 

in this research. Unexpectedly, the participants happily applied the cultural-related topic I 

assigned to them while creating an adventure story and designing the maze. Additionally, they 

were more likely to cluster and make the artwork together.  

In incorporating this play strategy into an art activity, I was inspired by Bhabha’s theory 

of the Third Space. In defining the Third Space, Bhabha argues that “the encounter of two social 

groups with different cultural traditions and potentials of power [is] a special kind of negotiation 

or translation, which takes place in a Third Space of enunciation” (as cited in Ikas & Wagner 

2009, p. 2). Regarding the purposeful play as a platform—Bhabha’s concept of the third space 

for culturally diverse students and MLLs—they were encouraged to express their differences and 

they were able to negotiate their understanding of specific situation while interacting with the 

other students. Since negotiations in discussions came to be expected, the position naturally 
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became equal between the participants from the mainstream culture and the culturally diverse 

participants. On the other hand, from playing with the toys offered by the teacher—for example, 

animation dolls (see Figure 34)—the participants were able to express ideas by using the third 

person viewpoint or role-playing. This especially made the culturally diverse students and MLLs 

feel secure enough to reveal their thoughts. Hence, they were more willing to show their 

presence of difference and the unique identities that they possess. While they were playing, I was 

able to observe participants comfortably engaged in talking and sharing during the play time and 

the art activity that followed. 

A natural site for positive performance. I learned that the participants showed how 

play became a natural venue for cooperative learning and team building that started with a 

creative and imaginative idea. This strategy encouraged creativity, which is an important factor 

in learning for elementary-aged students (Ray, 2007). I found that this purposeful play 

effectively stimulated the excitement for the later art activity. The implementation of purposeful 

playing also promoted specific theme-based idea sharing in the actual process of playing by 

manipulating the materials: toys. The participants were able to experience the created scenarios 

in the actual activities. As participants shared the ideas and experience as they played through it, 

I noticed a personal level of excitement occurring in terms of body movement, intonation, word 

choice, laughter, and a lighthearted atmosphere. In terms of the meaning and advantage of 

playing, Allen and Berry (1987) comment that playing provides children with opportunities to 

resolve issues through externalizing fantasies and developing a sense of mastery and control. 

Indeed, by utilizing purposeful playing as a warmup activity in this research, the interaction and 

performance of culturally diverse students and MLLs were more active than in other kinds of art 

activities that did not utilize this strategy. Therefore, purposeful playing was an effective 
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strategy, particularly for the culturally diverse students and MLLs, because it allowed them to 

convey and share their true thoughts with less anxiety. This way, the art activity and sharing of 

ideas were more relaxed with less psychological burden of the fear of revealing authentic 

comments and thoughts. Consequently, this playing approach created a more liberal atmosphere 

for the participants, thus establishing positive communication. The toys in Figure 36 were 

provided for purposeful playing. After playing, the participants engaged in a collaborative art 

activity (see Figure 37). They were asked to fabricate an adventure story by adopting real 

problems or personal problems and/or issues in their lives. After the story was created, they were 

required to represent the story by drawing a maze. The obstacles they designed on the maze may 

be related to the problems they had encountered. 

 
Figure 36. Japanese animation dolls. Pokemon and Gundam 

 
Figure 37. The participants were creating an adventure story and designing a maze together 
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Sub-Questions Two: Ethnic-related Performance  

In terms of learning social and cultural topics, what kinds of activities specifically encourage a 

certain ethnics of students to respond and perform better? 

 Mask making-performance art: Perspective taking. Through reviewing all the 

observations in this research, I detected that the culturally diverse students and MLLs 

particularly enjoyed the performance art-related activities. In particular, I observed the vigorous 

behavior and positive performance of the culturally diverse students and MLLs in the mask 

making art activity. Oftentimes, they were not as active as they should be in this performance art 

activity. I considered the mask making performance art activity as a kind of role-playing 

practice. Role-playing can be understood as the acting out of a play scene with the self, other 

people, or toys (Wolfberg & Schuler, 2003). This action can take place between two or more 

people. For instance, if the participants are given toys as supplemental materials in the activities, 

the humanistic qualities and the images of the toys are shaped, and the interactions transpire 

between the participants and the toys. In this sense, with the mask making performance art 

activity, the mask was the material that gave the participants a special character in the role-

playing activity. 

 

Figure 38. Mask making artwork. The masks were created by the participants 

 Given further investigation into the reasons why this mask making art activity and 

performance activity was particularly engaging to the culturally diverse students and MLLs, I 
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looked deeper into the data of my observations and the responses I got from the culturally 

diverse students and MLLs. First, I noted that since the culturally diverse students and MLLs 

may experience socio-cultural related difficulties or discriminations in school and have a hard 

time adapting themselves to the new environment, something the participants from the 

mainstream culture (Taiwanese participants) were less likely to experience, they specifically 

need a safe outlet to release the stress in their lives and express themselves in a secure way. 

Therefore, through this creative practice, the culturally diverse students and MLLs were 

encouraged to present their thoughts and feelings. Second, another intriguing advantage of this 

performance art activity was that it offered the participants an opportunity to learn the idea and 

importance of perspective taking. The idea of perspective taking is built on the concept of the 

theory of mind (Mastrangelo, 2009). It describes the capacity to attribute emotions and feelings 

to people and make sense of their behavior in relation to their mental state (Broekhof et al., 

2015). In connecting the performance art activity in this research to the concept of perspective 

taking, the participants were required to participate in the theme-based performance activity as a 

team. Through performing the scenarios, the participants created and engaged in collaborative 

group work, and they were able to learn more appropriate behaviors or socially acceptable 

reactions in responding to specific situations. Naturally, children usually engage in playing in 

order to make sense of their daily lives and environment in a tangible way (Wolfberg, 2009). 

Additionally, Goffman’s (1959) examination of “interaction as performance” (p. 15) precisely 

supports my therapeutic-based strategies of purposeful playing and performance art; that is, it 

grounds the importance of fostering self-identity, group relations, the impact of social settings, 

and interactive meaning exchange in learning. He argues that interaction is shaped by the social 

setting and the audience (Goffman, 1959). Individuals attempt to project an image of themselves 
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to the target audience through purposeful acting, which he termed impression management. 

Through this performance art activity, the participants were encouraged to take perspective and 

show empathy. The participants also obtained a chance to think critically about discrimination 

issues from social and cultural lenses. More importantly, this mask making and performance 

activity eased the culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ anxiety and allowed them to explore 

topics that may be more difficult to engage in a traditional discussion. Moreover, they were able 

to engage in self-discovery and learn different perspectives from their peers. This art activity 

showed positive evidence of promoting active engagement and performance among the 

culturally diverse students and MLLs. 

 Clay making: Receiving more personal feelings. In terms of encouraging the culturally 

diverse students and MLLs to share their personal experiences and stories through an artmaking 

activity, an independent activity practice was preferable. Based on the researcher’s observations 

and the responses of the culturally diverse participants, they preferred to independently work on 

their artwork if it required them to connect the idea of the artwork with a sensitive or private 

topic. For example, in the art activity “Story about my family,” the participants were asked to 

create a clay artwork and share stories about their families. Those culturally diverse students and 

MLLs who were from a single parent family or blended family felt uncomfortable with revealing 

thoughts about their family. This activity allowed for a glimpse into several aspects of their 

worlds that included their identifying wants, needs, feelings, perceptions, and relationships. I 

recognized that they preferred to find a comfortable spot in the classroom or work in a small 

independent space (see Figure 39). This showed the need for a safe environment. As a 

researcher, I conceptualized the therapeutic-based art classroom as a mediated space that allowed 
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a perspective of viewing different cultures, identities, and spaces. This harmonious space was 

constructed through multi-directional interactions and negotiations. 

 

Figure 39. The need for a safe environment. This is a clay making artmaking process 

For culturally diverse students and MLLs to express personal or sensitive issues, I found 

that an independent art making activity promoted better motivation and engagement of the art 

activity than the collaborative work. This enabled them to have a private time and work on the 

art project by themselves. Furthermore, this art activity offered the culturally diverse students 

and MLLs a chance to practice self-dialogue. Self-dialogue is a fundamental process of 

expression, and this process is an intermediary between self-perception and social experience 

(Sarton, 1952; Comte, 1970). As self-dialogue functions as an adaptive mechanism for self-

expression, identity acquisition, stress management, and personal integration (Cooper, 1996), 

this art activity created a new level of communication for the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs because they were experiencing inner self-communication. In my observation notes of this 

art activity, I wrote an important comment: 
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The meaningful feature of this clay art activity is that it offered the participants, 

especially culturally diverse students and MLLs, an opportunity to create their 

world through clay making. It was also a valuable opportunity for me to naturally 

create conversations with the participants during the artmaking process. I was able 

to look deeper inside the culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ world. I also had 

less aggressive dialogues with the participants. (July 13, 2017) 

 Take the bottom artwork in Figure 40 as an example; it was created by a Vietnamese boy 

who came from a single family. Sadly, he made an empty house, and the object beside the house 

is a train having eyes. I learned from our conversations that staying at home alone was pretty 

common to him. In fact, he was a latchkey child. A latchkey child is a child who returns from 

school to an empty home because their parent or parents are away at work, or a child who is 

often left at home with little parental supervision (Mertens & Flowers, 2003). When I asked him 

why he made an empty house, he replied, “Umm… I really don't know what I would like to 

make in it.” In fact, as I recalled and connected some of our conversations in previous classes, 

this statement made evident that he had a vague image about family and its value. Later, I asked 

him why he created a train right beside the house. He said, “I could travel to many places if I 

have a train.” He continued, “I hope I can grow up faster, so I will go anywhere I want. When I 

grow up, I won’t need to stay at home.” This art activity shed some significant insights into the 

participants’ perceptions in considering the stories of their families simultaneously while 

creating a clay art project. During the artmaking process, they were able to develop meanings 

from their understanding and experiences. More significantly, I gained a great chance to learn 

about the participants’ inner world in a non-obtrusive way. 
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Figure 40. Stories about My Family. The artwork created by the MLLs 

Sub-Questions Three: Healing Moments in Therapeutic-based Art Activities 

What are the therapeutic moments that help the culturally diverse students and MLLs cope with 

physical and/or psychological obstacles? 

 Acceptance: Nonjudgmental atmosphere. In the beginning stage of this research, the 

culturally diverse students and MLLs tended to have the teacher make decisions for them due to 

their fear of making mistakes. For instance, some of them constantly asked me if they should 

draw this or that, or if they should use this color or that color. They found it difficult to make 

decisions by themselves. Based on my observations and also from the knowledge of their family 

backgrounds and relationships, their failure to make decisions is often due to their prior 

unpleasant experiences at home or in school. I comprehended and interpreted this decision-
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making issue as a reflection of a psychological/inner conflict. Due to their desire to obtain peer 

recognition, the culturally diverse students and MLLs might make choices that are conflicting to 

their true wills. As I recognized this problem, I put in extra effort to establish a nonjudgmental 

atmosphere by emphasizing that there was no “right or wrong” answer and/or decision in this art 

class. I would relate this approach to an intriguing analysis in Bhabha’s theorizing: that is, he 

mentions the possibility of a “productive ambivalence” in “that ‘otherness’ which is at once an 

object of desire and derision” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 67). For the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs, I made additional efforts to build up a mutual trust relationship with them. Considering 

the concept of “productive ambivalence,” I tried to assist the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs to overcome their anxiety and turn it into a positive attitude to help build the courage to 

make decisions and express a stance/idea. Gradually, they realized that they could say what they 

really thought. Likewise, they could draw and/or create whatever artwork they wanted as long as 

they had their points and related it to the activity and project theme. Since they had learned that I 

would never evaluate their art creations by making comments like, “You should use yellow or 

red for coloring the sun instead of blue” or “You should not cut the paper this way,” they started 

to feel more comfortable with stating their ideas and opinions. On the other hand, as most of the 

culturally diverse students and MLLs in this study were being ignored or isolated by their 

classmates in school, they tended not to make active connections with their peers in the class. As 

I frequently let them know that I valued their artwork ideas and that they should be aware that 

everyone has unique viewpoints, they started to present their connections within the community 

or class. This behavioral change mostly improved in playing time and several performance 

activities. As for the discussion and presentation sections, they may need more time to overcome 

their inner anxiety. Throughout my observations in this research, before intentionally creating 
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therapeutic moments for culturally diverse students and MLLs, establishing an overall 

therapeutic/stress-free learning environment is crucial. That is, having the culturally diverse 

students and MLLs obtain a feeling of acceptance and trust could help them form positive self-

esteem and confidence. As their self-esteem and confidence elevated, they were more likely to 

deal with classroom obstacles like decision-making and idea sharing, and psychological issues 

like self-perception and interpersonal relationships. Thus, a nonjudgmental and liberal learning 

environment was particularly helpful for the culturally diverse students and MLLs in producing 

positive perceptions, cultural values, and interactions. Moreover, it allowed the participants to 

value the way they understand, interpret, and make sense of the world. Several studies indicate 

that under the conditions, children will be more capable of dealing with the difficulties in their 

school life (Kramer, 1993; March, 2000; Rubin, 2005). 

Soothing gestures are the keys. In terms of practicing a therapeutic-based art activity, 

creating therapeutic moments became important. Meanwhile, as I was trying to develop the trust 

I had with the culturally diverse students and MLLs, the therapeutic moments simultaneously 

occurred in some situations. Based on my observations and experiences in interacting with the 

participants throughout this research, I present below several important factors that I found 

helpful, not just for inviting positive interactions with the participants but also for fostering 

supportive/therapeutic moments with the culturally diverse students and MLLs. 

(1) Facial expression: Facial expressions are considered to be any nonverbal 

communication that is displayed on the face, such as smiling or frowning (Wolfberg & Schuler, 

2003). In my study, I noticed that nonverbal communication, such as making facial expressions, 

in response to their peers was less commonly seen in culturally diverse students and MLLs than 

in participants from the mainstream culture (Taiwanese students). I found that this kind of 
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behavior in the culturally diverse students and MLLs could result from a feeling of insecurity, 

uncertainty, and lacking in confidence as I have noticed that they tend to observe or wait for the 

reactions and responses of others. In addition, they were also prone to hiding their emotions, 

resulting in unconsciously showing a plain facial expression and passive participating behavior 

when the teacher asked them for a response. As I recognized these conditions, I was able to 

incorporate exaggerated facial expressions with the verbal directing strategy. For instance, I 

sometimes provided them with hints to stimulate their thoughts with funny faces or different 

speaking tones. This behavioral reinforcement successfully eased the culturally diverse students’ 

and MLLs’ anxiety, so they felt a little more comfortable with revealing the possible reasons that 

caused their insecurity and negative emotions. 

(2) Eye contact: Eye contact occurs when two people look at each other's eyes at the 

same time. This act can be considered to be a meaningful and significant sign of confidence, 

respect, and social communication (Krueger, 2008). In view of the nature of human behavior, 

eye contact is a form of nonverbal communication and is thought to have a large influence on 

social behavior (Curtis, 1985). Eye contact could provide important social and emotional 

information; people might unconsciously show inner feelings as their eyes and faces reveal 

positive or negative mood signs. In some contexts, the meeting of eyes arouses strong emotions. 

Based on my experiences in communicating with culturally diverse students and MLLs 

throughout this research, I learned that making eye contact with the culturally diverse students 

and MLLs was especially important. As I mentioned earlier, the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs have experienced the feeling of insecurity, uncertainty, and a lack of confidence. These 

factors result in their behavioral inclination to observe or wait for the reactions and responses of 

others. An eye contact with positive facial expressions like smiling could offer the culturally 
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diverse students and MLLs a feeling of being supported. This method would encourage these 

students to share or talk about their thoughts and feelings since they are receiving psychological 

support.  

(3) Gesture: A gesture is a body movement like raising and/or waving the hand, nodding 

the head, and any other body presentation (Wolfberg & Schuler, 2003). This is a kind of 

nonverbal communication. Since the culturally diverse students and MLLs may feel challenged 

by verbal communication due to a linguistic or psychological barrier, it is helpful to combine 

interesting body language when interacting with them. With this in mind, I often tended to 

exaggerate my gestures with a dramatic speech tones to create a friendly communication mode. 

This strategy was especially helpful in promoting therapeutic moments. For example, a 

Vietnamese girl told me that she had issues with making female friends in school. She felt 

depressed, particularly when she was telling her mother about this problem, because her mother 

would yell at her and shoo her out of the room. This made her skeptical about speaking about the 

issue. However, I let her know that I totally understand how she felt by heavily nodding my head 

and opening my arm to offer a warm hug to her. Then, I shared one of my personal experiences 

about how I solved an issue in a friendship. She gradually became less self-protecting and told 

me more about the issues she was having with making friends. In this example, my gesture 

successfully soothed and softened this child’s heart. Nevertheless, showing empathy and sharing 

a secret/personal story might be more effective with some students than with others. With other 

students, I often needed to be buddy-buddy with them. Taking Hsiao-Wei as an example, I might 

say, “Hey! Hsiao-Wei, what’s up?” or “Hey yo, how’s it going?” Sometimes, I would give a hi 

five or fist bump. Brown, Tierney, and Hunt’s (2013) mention in their book How not to kill: Your 

spouse, kids, and coworkers that these kinds of gestures may convey a supportive or encouraging 
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message in communication. Therefore, I sometimes gave students hi five or fist bump in order to 

substantially show my support for them. 

 

A Comparison of Psychological Changes: Before and After the Participation 

 In this section, I am presenting the results of the self-evaluation by the participants. I 

had them complete the pre-program and post-program questionnaires to provide insights into 

their psychological changes before and after participating in this therapeutic-based art program. 

By examining their self-evaluation, I was able to understand improvements in their self-esteem, 

self-identity, and confidence. This supplemental data supported my analysis and examination of 

other data collected in this research and helped me to appropriately recognize and interpret the 

psychological changes of the participants. The first step of elevating culturally diverse 

students’/MLLs’ self-esteem and confidence is to assist them build up good friendships with 

peers. Once their friendships with peers is established, their confidence may be enhanced to a 

certain degree. For example, in Table 7: Pre- and Post-Program Self-evaluation Comparison, 

since most of the culturally diverse students hadn’t built friendships with peers before the 

program began, their scores in “Part One: My Interpersonal Relationships” and “Part Two: My 

Learning Performance” are lower than post-program self-evaluations. Their feedback supports 

my data analysis of the my observation notes. Based on the data analysis in this study, peer 

recognition affected the culturally diverse students and MLLs’ confidence to a certain degree. 

Another essential factor for educators to consider is the value of establishing a sense of trust 

among the teacher and the students. By establishing a trust relationship and learning atmosphere, 

teachers are more likely to assist their students in obtaining active and effective learning, and so 

the students’ performance can be elevated. 
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 From the cultural diversity perspective, helping culturally diverse students to see and 

value their unique cultural backgrounds, values, and beliefs is a crucial element in promoting 

positive self-esteem and self-identity. This is valuable because most of the culturally diverse 

students are negotiating the multiple demands of fitting into a new culture/community, gaining 

self-awareness, and dealing with family issues while also struggling with school work and peer 

recognition (Palmer, 1993). Therefore, it is particularly important for educators to create a 

therapeutic learning environment for this group of students. In order to provide the culturally 

diverse students a therapeutic space to engage learning, promoting cultural pride to help them 

discover their potential and uniqueness is crucial. For instance, before participating in this 

therapeutic-based art program, most of the culturally diverse students were either struggling with 

seeing the value of possessing a different cultural background or rushing to fit into a community 

with a very different culture from their home countries. Under that condition, their scores for 

“Part Three: Self-Concept & Cultural Identity” and “Part Four: My Overall Performance” in the 

pre-program self-evaluation are comparatively lower than their post-program self-evaluations 

(See Table 7 below). After the eight-week therapeutic-based art program participation, they were 

gradually establishing a sense of the value and variation sin cultural diversity, and so they were 

able to recognize their differences and uniqueness from their peers without devaluation of 

themselves. They were forming positive self-esteem and obtaining self-confidence throughout 

this art program. Hence, as culturally diverse students come to recognize their unique cultural 

differences, they are able to express themselves more openly even if they are in the stage of 

fitting in or uncertainty. Meanwhile, ensuring culturally diverse students are aware that they 

make contributions to the class as they construct knowledge is vital. When culturally diverse 

students can see their values become part of the class, their self-esteem and self-identity can be 
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formed and empowered, and self-confidence follows. Overall, the most promising finding from 

the pre- and post-program self-evaluation questionnaires in this study is that the culturally 

diverse students and MLLs were able to transform themselves into powerful learners, through 

which they became excited about learning and engaging in the therapeutic-based art activities. 

Table 7 

Pre- and Post-Program Self-evaluation Comparison 

Part One: My Interpersonal Relationships 

Questions Pre-program Score Post-program Score 

I listen when others are speaking. 28 30 

I am always a good friend to other students. 15 24 

I am responsible and my teacher and 
classmates can count on me. 

19 21 

I am a good team player. 5 18 

I feel pretty confident with making friends. 4 27 

I am sure that my classmates like me. 4 20 

Part Two: My Learning Performance 

Questions Pre-program Score Post-program Score 

I try my best on all of my work. 30 32 

I am satisfied with my performance on these 
activities. 

12 29 

I think I am pretty good at making art. 14 25 

I will be able to do a good job if I work hard. 11 26 

I feel joyful during the artmaking activities. 20 32 

I believe that I will improve my overall 
academic performance. 

10 28 
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Part Three: Self-Concept & Cultural Identity 

Questions Pre-program Score Post-program Score 

I see my unique personal/cultural background 
as my strength. 

7 26 

I feel comfortable sharing my feelings and 
thoughts with others. 

8 31 

I feel a little uncomfortable while talking about 
my personal stuff/family. 

29 18 

I get a sinking feeling when I think of trying to 
talk about my thoughts. 

23 15 

I feel a shame when other people ask questions 
relate to my originality. 

30 14 

Part Four: My Overall performance 

Questions Pre-program Score Post-program Score 

I feel confident with my overall performance. 11 28 

I feel comfortable with participating in group 
activities. 

17 32 

I am happy to share the stories about my 
family and my experiences from my home 
country. 

9 26 

Note: The scores were collected from eight culturally diverse students/MLLs. The highest score 
in the evaluation form is 4 points; the lowest score is 1 point. Therefore, the highest possible 
score is for the self-evaluations was 32 points and the lowest 8-point. 
 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have discussed significant findings that I learned from my experiences 

through this whole research art program, the data analysis, and interpretations. I have endeavored 

to delineate what I noticed and valued in the implementation and intervention of the therapeutic-

based strategies in this art program. In regards to my two main research questions along with the 
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sub-questions, I have summarized the crucial research findings and organized them into three 

major sections presented below. 

Entertainment Promotes Positive Interaction/Communication 

The findings show evidence of the importance of play naturally and simultaneously 

encouraging the development of interpersonal relationships among the participants and 

promoting positive engagement in the art classes. The employed activity themes in the art 

program such as “This is how I feel,” “The future of me,” “Stories about my family,” and “Let’s 

follow the flow” effectively produced positive engagement, excited/fun interaction, and creative 

learning. Thus, the therapeutic-based art strategies encouraged the participants to express their 

thoughts and feelings. In therapeutic-based art activities, the participants demonstrated how the 

therapeutic, as well as entertaining activities, naturally evolve into the development of 

interpersonal skills as interactions among the participants deepened in profound ways. The 

purposeful playing, in particular, showed that the participants were able to understand the 

relationship between their responses and results in specific situations. This practice could 

provide the participants with an opportunity to meaningfully reflect on their self-perception and 

develop valuable insights. All the participants commented that the artistic moments of 

imaginative learning helped them realize that they could learn a serious topic in an entertaining 

and interesting way. Through engaging in this therapeutic-based art program, the participants 

obtained various experiences and opportunities to learn socially- and culturally-related topics. 

More importantly, they tended to be more open-minded and were able to embrace the 

differences. Consequently, the development of cooperative learning, emotion management, and 

relationship establishment took place within the art program. 
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A Space Welcoming Self-exploration 

 Based on the discussed research findings of effective strategies from this art program, the 

implementation of purposeful playing, a natural site for activity engagement, a nonjudgmental 

learning atmosphere, and nonverbal communication suggest how the experiences helped the 

participants, especially the culturally diverse students and MLLs, learn to express positive and 

negative emotions, engage in cooperative learning, and develop positive and mutual 

communications. The evidence in the study is supported by scholarly research about how 

children learn best when they are engaged in various kinds of playful learning experiences; these 

engagements may contribute to successful performance in school (Fearn & Howard, 2012; 

LaRue & Kelly, 2015; Leong & Bodrova, 2012; Miller & Almon, 2009; Woolf, 2013). In terms 

of enhancing the self-esteem and confidence of culturally diverse students and MLLs, the 

evidence confirmed that it is beneficial to utilize therapeutic-based strategies in various kinds of 

culturally-themed art activities as an intervention as well as a catalyst. To the participants from 

the mainstream culture (Taiwanese students), these sociocultural related activities allowed them 

to learn about different cultures and encouraged them to be open-minded. This enabled them to 

start to regard differences as uniqueness instead of subordination. More importantly, as the 

students from the mainstream culture start to respect their peers from other cultures, potential 

school bullying, peer pressure, and/or isolation are more likely to be reduced. On the other hand, 

for culturally diverse students and MLLs, these therapeutic-based art interventions could help 

them produce positive emotions, performances, and interactions, thus improving their self-

esteem and confidence. Hence, in view of improving culturally diverse students and MLLs’ self-

esteem and confidence, I would suggest that the therapeutic-based art intervention be employed 
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as an effective approach to enhance culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ self-esteem and 

confidence that may in turn elevate their learning performance in school. 

The Importance of Understanding Culture and Recognizing the Self 

It is important for teachers to respect culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ cultural 

background and their individual differences. In addition, as I consider the therapeutic-based art 

program a platform for culturally diverse students and MLLs to experience dynamic 

sociocultural negotiation and adaptation, it is also crucial for teachers to properly facilitate a 

learning environment in which all students learn about cultural difference and social acceptance. 

This means that no one (including the teacher) is superior or inferior; all students are equal and 

welcome to express themselves in a nonjudgmental and accepting environment. In Asian 

countries, educators are often regarded as having high social status and being respect. Students 

are taught not to challenge comments or thoughts from their teachers. Due to this sociocultural 

phenomenon, educators from Asian countries should be especially aware of their positionality 

and the power relationship that they have to class members. According to Bhabha (1994), “the 

colonial presence is always ambivalent, split between its presence as original and authoritative 

and its articulation as repetition and difference” (p. 107). This makes the position of the 

ethnically mainstream teacher in Taiwan even more powerful to immigrant students and students 

from other ethnicities. Bhabha conceives a third space as a cultural space which arises as a result 

of the asynchronous and the temporality of global and national cultures. He comments, it is a 

place “where the negotiation of incommensurable differences creates a tension peculiar to 

borderline existences” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 218). He asserts that we should not homogenize 

cultures; instead, we need to respect differences and think about ways for people from different 

cultures to communicate with each other. In this sense, when teachers work with culturally 
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diverse students and MLLs, they should understand these groups of students thoroughly from the 

students’ cultures and customs and their interpersonal relationships. In gaining knowledge and 

information about cultural differences found in culturally diverse students and MLLs, the teacher 

is more likely to design appropriate and practical therapeutic-based activities and provide the 

students with a friendly learning environment. In so doing, the teacher will be able to create a 

safe and welcoming learning environment for the students to explore and adapt to their new lives 

as immigrants in a new country. 

In the final chapter, I will discuss the significant insights I learned through this research. 

As a researcher and an art teacher, from my positionality, I will provide pedagogical suggestions 

for educators who are interested in incorporating therapeutic-based art activities into teaching 

social-, cultural-, and identity-related topics. 
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CHAPTER SIX: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

In this final chapter, I address my teaching experience and the students’ learning 

experiences in the therapeutic-based art program. I further discuss the findings of this study and 

the insights from my study in relation to my primary research question. The research findings 

reflected the challenges I faced while conducting the therapeutic-based art program, such as 

excitement, joyfulness, happiness, anxiety, confusion, and frustration; it also presented the 

challenges that the participants experienced, including self-doubt, experiencing moments of 

negative emotions, and having a hard time adapting to a new community or environment. With 

these and other research findings in mind, I will now suggest implications of the study as 

potential directions and provocations for my future research.  

 

Implications 

The purpose of conducting this therapeutic-based art program was to craft deeper insights 

into specific curriculum goals—self-esteem and confidence enhancement—for the particular 

population (e.g., culturally diverse students, MLLs, and/or ELLs. In this section, I will share the 

insights I gathered throughout this research. Based on my positionality as an art teacher and 

researcher, the insights will be summarized from the descriptive experiences and interpretations 

of this study. 

Insights about the Therapeutic Strategies 

Playing Activity: As a teaching approach. From a physical and mental health 

development perspective, many existing research projects have reported a need for innovative 

approaches to working with school children (Glasser, 2000; Ray, 2007; Wubbolding & Brickell, 
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2000, 2007). In addition, based on the behavioral and psychological improvement of the 

participants in this research, I believe that the need for modified teaching techniques are 

especially important in working with culturally diverse students and the students who live in the 

mainstream culture as second language learners. By doing so, teachers are able to successfully 

facilitate culturally diverse students’ and second language learners’ absorption of new 

knowledge and their increasing comfort with their new home. Furthermore, the students have 

comfortable and fun ways of learning. Recognized studies strongly indicate that playing is 

regarded an essential element in childhood pedagogy, specifically because it is the most natural 

and meaningful way for children to learn new or different concepts, construct knowledge, 

regulate the self, build relationships, and deepen their connection to the world (Brown, 2009; 

Copple & Bredekamp, 2009, de Souza, 2012; Hyson, 2008; Johnson, Eberle, Henricks, & 

Kuschner, 2015; Jones & Reynolds, 2011; Miller & Almon, 2009; Sutton- Smith, 1997; 

Wohlend & Peppler, 2015). Therefore, I utilized purposeful playing as a therapeutic strategy in 

my study. With this strategy, most of the participants were able to share the benefits of playing to 

consider the cultural exchange and language/vocabulary development. Additionally, the findings 

suggest that purposeful playing offers a space for cooperative learning through problem-solving 

and social skill development. Although the playing experiences were not all positive nor 

engaging to all participants, as some of them might found it difficult to mix with their peers, it 

appeared to be an opportunity for them to learn to deal with difficult issues. In so doing, they 

were learning and developing social skills. More importantly, the therapeutic-based strategies 

allowed students to enjoy the art activity itself, the moment, and the process without worrying 

about their grades. This is worth noting because when they considering grades, students may not 

be able to fully engage in the activities the way they want. One of the MLL participants, Hsiao-
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Hui, commented that this activity helped her in social development; she mentioned feeling a 

great sense of accomplishment in those experiences because she was able to make friends with 

other girls in the class. In fact, this reflects a hidden sense of accomplishment which can hardly 

be seen if we were not paying attention to it. As a researcher and observer, the playful 

experiences allowed me to obtain insights into the participants’ present progress and 

development of learning, moments of emotions, and communication with their peers. Panksepp 

(2015) maintains that playing is instinctual and it emerges at the right time while the children 

play; they construct meanings through observation, questioning, and problem-solving when 

interacting with their peers. 

On the other hand, the ambivalence and the third space concepts of Bhabha were the 

theoretical framework for this study. The emphasis of the third space is on the intermediate, in-

between spaces where translation and negotiation occur (Bhabha, 1996). Purposeful playing in 

this research can be seen as an intrinsically critical space in which the participants 

conceptualized their identity and culture. In addition, playing as the third space in this study was 

utilized as a mode of articulation, a strategy to develop productive and reflective communication 

among the participants, and a space that produced possibilities. Bhabha (1994) describes the 

third space as an interruptive and interrogative space where new forms of cultural meaning and 

production blur the limitations of existing boundaries. Hence, the importance of using purposeful 

playing as a therapeutic pedagogy in this research was to offer supportive emotional 

development and diverse social and cultural experiences. Since I incorporated subject matter to 

teach cultural topics, social skills, and concepts of sociocultural diversity, the participants were 

able to learn these topics in a natural way. Thus, there are two significant insights about this 

approach to teaching through therapeutic-based playing in terms of the participants’ experiences. 
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First, it involves plenty of imagination, enjoyment, and interaction among the students that is 

beyond the boundaries of the school-based curriculum. As addressed earlier, unlike most art 

activities in school, the kinds of therapeutic-based art activities used in this study invite students 

to thoroughly enjoy ar making. In Taiwan, students are usually graded, even in elementary 

school  art class, and this may affect what school they get into later. Thus, even  art class is 

competitive. This is why the participants were initially worried about the grade they would 

receive for what they made in this summer program. To teachers, the purposeful playing may 

help them learn to know their students better in terms of the students’ approach to learning and 

how they interact with peers. Consequently, the teachers will be able to provide students with 

more tailored help if there is a misconception of knowledge learning, an inappropriate interaction 

with peers, or if personal issues develop. These insights and types of tailored help are especially 

important in teaching culturally diverse students, MLLs, and/or ELLs.  

Second, teaching through play fosters relationship development. In the playing activities, 

the participants obtained many opportunities to build friendships with each other. It became 

evident during this art program that the relationships among the participants were strengthened 

by the playing activities. Furthermore, as those playing activities involved specific themes or 

topics (purposeful playing), the participants were able to naturally learn ideas and thoughts from 

each other through the activities. As the researcher in this study, I witnessed the benefits of this 

therapeutic-based teaching approach in terms of producing positive connections and elevating 

the interactions among the participants. Thus, this method is especially effective for teaching 

culturally diverse students and second language learners (e.g., MLLs or ELLs). The positive 

aspects of this implementation are that it allowed them to enhance relationship building and 

develop problem-solving skills. 
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 Role-playing: Cultural recognition and acceptance. Since this study was designed to 

utilize therapeutic-based strategies for culturally diverse students and MLLs to enhance their 

self-esteem and confidence, it was important to increase the students’ understanding of cultural 

difference and diversity. In the research, I integrated role-playing in some artmaking activities 

during the art classes. This technique seemed to be highly effective and yielded positive impact 

and results. The insight of using role-playing as a therapeutic teaching approach is that it was 

less onerous to the students, especially the culturally diverse students and MLLs, to learn 

sensitive cultural topics while role-playing. Based on the students’ responses during the study, 

role-playing can be considered a soothing therapeutic intervention that creates a joyful spirit and 

therapeutic effects, thereby enticing them to want to learn more about different cultures. The 

role-playing combined with the artmaking activity in this study (for example, the combination of 

the mask making activity and the skit presentation) promoted pleasant engagement. Moreover, 

this kind of method encouraged creative ideas and performance. Through the activities, the 

participants were imagining and experiencing various reactions from different social and cultural 

perspectives in specific scenarios. The crucial insight of role-playing as a therapeutic method in 

teaching sensitive cultural topics is that it encourages positive social changes, is a purposeful 

motivation to build a sense of community, initiates expression for creative learning, and propels 

the students’ engagement in their own and each other’s lives. Furthermore, recognizing diverse 

cultures in society is crucial for students to become proactive participants in social change. With 

this sense, as students became more open-minded, they were more likely to accept students from 

other cultures who speak different languages. This enabled the culturally diverse students and 

second language learners to experience minimal discrimination or isolation from their peers in 
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school. Consequently, they were able, in some cases, to establish a positive self-identity, leading 

to enhanced self-esteem and confidence. 

It is also important to note that, in terms of the benefit to the teachers of using this 

strategy, it enhances their ability to dig deeper into the thoughts students have about their social 

and cultural beliefs. This advantage can assist teachers in fostering a reflective teaching practice 

that supports the building of a solid foundation for instructional balance in considering cultural 

diversity. In order to promote a solid cultural awareness and social acceptance in the classroom, 

equality has to be established. In this case, teachers can help students learn the idea of empathy 

as it is impossible to understand the feelings of people from different cultures without 

understanding their cultural beliefs. Based on my investigation throughout this research, I 

confirmed the therapeutic-based strategy of role-playing to be an inspiring intervention in the 

learning process. It allowed the voices of a minority group of participants to emerge and be 

heard. In my role as a researcher, I also noticed my own excitement ignite by witnessing the 

changes culturally diverse students and MLLs experienced in this study. I felt personally and 

professionally connected to the role-playing art activities and the positive feedback from the 

participants. This allowed me to relate, learn, and inquire into the meaningful moments and 

underlying meanings experienced by the participants. 

Therapeutic facilitation: Building trust relationships. Based on my previous 

experiences in working for many years with individuals with mental illness in several mental 

health organizations in Taiwan, I regard trust relationships as an important factor between clients 

and staff, therapists, and/or art teachers, without exception to the educational setting. I, as an art 

educator, think establishing a trust relationship with the students is crucial for gaining a 

successful learning experience and performance. Culturally diverse students and second 
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language learners in particular need more support from their school teachers in order to achieve a 

successful academic life. From my observations in this study, I noticed that trust and 

maintenance of confidence were particularly connected with each other. The positive 

encouragement and feeling of trust toward the culturally diverse students and MLLs could 

especially improve self-esteem and confidence, similar to Hudak’s (2000) study which reports 

that establishing a connection with children could be beneficial for creating a stronger rapport. In 

this sense, a strong rapport between the teacher and students, in and of itself, could reduce 

anxiety, minimize self-defensive mechanisms, and increase the motivation to learn. The study 

results showed that the therapeutic-based art strategies strengthen the relationship between the 

teacher and students which was accompanied by decreased negative emotions. Hence, the 

outcomes of this research support the research questions this study attempted to address while 

providing insight into therapeutic-based teaching techniques as effective ways to build active 

relationships. Under this condition, teachers will be able to facilitate students’ learning about 

potentially sensitive topics such as cultural and ethnic bigotry, racism, and/or topics about 

discrimination with fewer feelings of discomfort. 

Insights into Teaching Culturally Diverse Students 

Improvements in general function and well-being. Regardless of obtaining successful 

academic performances or meeting teachers’ or parents’ expectations, as an art educator, I think 

one important concern in teaching art for culturally diverse students and second language 

learners is its use as an effective instrument to assist students in acquiring physical and mental 

health because art offers creative and fun ways to learn. Teaching art is a way to engage 

culturally diverse students and MLLs in learning through sharing ideas and presenting voices. 

That way, teachers can empower students to learn more about each another and learn about 
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cultures different from their own. According to Rubin (2005), children tend to have a natural 

tendency towards play, drawing, painting, and other forms of non-verbal sensory interaction. In 

light of this view, engaging culturally diverse students through art, fantasy, make-believe, play, 

and other hands-on activities makes them more likely to interact with each other naturally. 

Therapeutic teaching strategies establish a connection between the students, a crucial step in 

building rapport. Furthermore, by engaging culturally diverse students in fun activities, the 

teacher is creating a more positive therapeutic environment for the students and this eventually 

allows them to feel safer and more comfortable and confident in addressing the problems or 

issues they have encountered in their lives. As I have been practicing therapeutic-based teaching 

strategies in this research and some other studies, I have found that the creative teaching and 

learning process itself is the key therapeutic element, suggesting that the employment of 

therapeutic approaches in teaching culturally diverse students and MLLs is an effective 

pedagogical method that encourages creativity, imagination, and spontaneity in culturally diverse 

students and MLLs through the experience of playful art activities. March (2000) maintains that 

art encourages creativity and freedom of expression based on imagination and the unconscious. 

Similar to March’s study, the therapeutic-based teaching practices used with culturally diverse 

students and MLLs in this research allowed self-expression, promoted interpersonal skills 

development, assisted behavior and emotion management, reduced stress, and increased self-

esteem and self-awareness. 

Positive communication in learning. Since some of the participants in this study were 

MLLs, they were unable to express their thoughts and emotional feelings precisely. For them, art 

served as a tool to present their emotions and communicate with the teacher to enable me to 

better learn about their ideas and needs. Through this, I was able to provide more suitable 
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instruction. From my observations throughout this research art program, I found that some 

culturally diverse students and MLLs lack the skill and knowledge to express their feelings and 

experiences in words. This is even moreso with hurtful and painful experiences that they clearly 

found even harder to reveal and explain in words. Art offered them a smooth and non-threatening 

venue to communicate their thoughts and feelings, particularly when they needed to confront 

memories, past challenges, or unpleasant experiences in the interviews or dialogues for this 

study. Fostering active communication in teaching in order to produce positive learning effects 

by simply engaging the culturally diverse students and MLLs in regular art activity may not be as 

helpful as incorporating therapeutic-based strategies. Thus, from the instructional viewpoint, one 

of the significant insights of this study using therapeutic-based art strategies is that it is an 

approach to help the culturally diverse students and MLLs convey their emotional feelings. Just 

as Linesch (1993) mentions, the process of art is inherently therapeutic and healing due to the 

phenomena of catharsis and sublimation. Similarly, Rubin (2005) suggests that engaging 

children in artmaking may lead to them to experience a release of tension and excess energy, as 

well as a discharge of conflicted energy and negative emotions through sublimation (Rubin, 

2005). The therapeutic-based approach in the classroom helped the culturally diverse students 

and MLLs gain positive communication and active learning, improving their self-esteem and 

confidence. Consequently, they were able to achieve more successful interpersonal relationships 

and were more engaged in the class activities at the end of the eight weeks than at the beginning. 

Insights about Therapeutic-based Art Implementation and Emotion 

Stress and anxiety management. Art can serve as an effective medium to reduce 

children’s anxieties while discussing emotionally challenging topics (Pifalo, 2007). According to 

the previously-mentioned research findings of this study, for the culturally diverse students and 
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MLLs, the process of artmaking was especially therapeutic since it offered them a natural way to 

release excess negative feelings. In addition, as they were engaging in the therapeutic art 

activities, they did not need to carry exorbitant, unfavorable energy. In light of stress and anxiety 

management, therapeutic-based art practice encourages the participants to be mindful in each of 

the artmaking processes. That being said, the participants were required to think, reflect, face, 

and feel their thoughts and emotions throughout the whole process of artmaking. Using this kind 

of practice enables teachers to assist students in recognizing their inner selves, to organize their 

thoughts, and to also manage their negative emotions. Eventually, the participants were able to 

acquire the ability to cope with their unpleasant feelings and present more appropriate behavior 

in school. Besides, particularly for the culturally diverse students and MLLs, the therapeutic-

based art interventions were beneficial for the improvement and enhancement of self-esteem and 

reduction of anxiety and self-doubt. The results in this research were similar to the idea that 

Wadeson (2010) mentions in her book Art Psychotherapy, that the benefit of therapeutic art is 

not the product, but the process of accessing creativity is involved deep within the psyche that 

fosters healing. She also suggests art products as an integral aspect of the therapeutic process. 

Regarding the insights of emotion management from this research, I perceive the art as products 

that the participants externalized from within themselves. 

 Theme-based activity as a guide. From my facilitations and interactions with the 

participants throughout this study, I found that it was important to guide them through talking 

about their thoughts on specific situations and issues through the use of themes. Above all, in 

addition to the potential language barrier, the culturally diverse students and MLLs needed more 

guidance. Oftentimes, they did not know how to appropriately present their thoughts and 

feelings, making it crucial that I give directions to help them address their thoughts. It was 
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meaningful to look at how the participants’ artworks were made by the integration of the stories 

that were behind their lives and how their art functioned in context. All these elements could 

help teachers offer better facilitation in class. I think the core factor behind the effectiveness of 

this therapeutic-based art implementation was an emphasis on seeing/feeling through making. 

Theme-based art activities in this study functioned as a means of mediation to reflect the world 

surrounding the participants and their visual interpretation and understanding of personal, social, 

imaginative, and historic experiences. For instance, in order to create an artwork about a 

particular subject, the participants were interpreting or injecting their feelings, thoughts, and 

experiences, and making either internal or external negotiations that were needed to visualize and 

externalize the theme and their ideas about it. The insights of theme/topic-based art activities 

were that this approach served as effective guidance for the participants (especially culturally 

diverse students and MLLs) to express their thoughts more precisely. In my showing care for the 

participants and encouraging them to take time to self-explore in relation to specific topics, they 

were able to explore more deeply. This approach becomes a tool for teachers to understand and 

learn about the students’ conditions and needs. Furthermore, I found that the advantage of theme-

based therapeutic art allowed me to utilize the art classroom as a creative space that encourages 

possibilities, a place where students were free to challenge themselves and their classmates 

without judgments. Comments and thoughts from all class members were not static; instead, they 

were multiple and could be transformed or negotiated continuously.  

I relate this favorable by-product of therapeutic art practice to the concept of Bhabha’s 

third space. In this space, the differences between people and culture represented and 

perpetuated through dichotomies are problematized and “the intersubjective and collective 

experiences of nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated” (p. 2). 
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According to Bhabha (2007), the liminal spaces carry the meaning of culture. Bhabha (1994) 

asserts that the best term to describe cultural relations is intercultural dialogue rather than 

cultural antagonism. He comments that it is “the ‘inter’—the cutting edge of translation and 

negotiation, the in-between […]—that carries the burden of the meaning of culture” (p. 38) 

Indeed, cultural identity is formed via intercultural relations. As educators, to understand the 

impurity of cultures and how liminal spaces carrying the meaning of culture, we should 

recognize the dynamic, dialogic nature of linguistic and cultural backgrounds of students. In 

Bhabha’s words, binary oppositions like the Self/Other undergo a process of deconstruction by 

the emergence of a hybrid space between them, which can be considered as a “liminal space” or 

“an interstice.” Bhabha emphasizes the danger of “the fixity and fetishism of identities” (p. 9). 

He challenges the view that cultures have fixed and unchangeable traits. He rather asserts the 

fluidity of cultures. Thus, when teaching culturally diverse students, educators must allow for the 

unceasing process of border-crossing, which means welcoming students into the third space of 

interpretation, the realm of the in-between where ambivalence reigns. Relating Bhabha’s concept 

of liminality to the therapeutic-based art activities in this research, the culturally diverse students 

and MLLs are in-between the home culture and local culture (of the host country), a space 

leading them towards acculturation (e.g., imitation of dominant cultural patterns) and 

conceptualization (e.g., interpretation of cultural meanings). Within the liminal space are 

interaction, negotiation, and transformation of interpretation of cultural forms and meanings. 

Furthermore, the liminal space invites a possibility for reflection and critique, but also for 

equality and companionship. Therefore, the therapeutic-based art activities as a liminal space 

offered actual interactions and communications that accumulated social and cultural movements. 

These exercises contained intense cultural ideas and perspectives that the culturally diverse 
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students and MLLs carried from their home countries. In order to assist them to better adapt and 

adjust themselves into a new environment, this therapeutic-based art program especially offered 

a space and gave time for this group of students to experience transformation in each of the 

artmaking processes. The artmaking processes can be regarded as a liminal space in which the 

students could take time to explore their positionality through creative art activities. For 

example, they were encouraged to focus on the artmaking process instead of the end product, the 

artwork. Specifically, since I consider this kind of therapeutic-based art pedagogy as an act of 

love, the students were highly respected. I regarded the culturally diverse students and MLLs as 

existing in an in-between/liminal space, and I ensured flexibility within the art program to 

accommodate the changes they were experiencing. Each of the artmaking moments in time was 

“liminal” in that it could lead the students away from the past and into the future. Adjustment is a 

constant exercise, in temporality, structure, and function. With it, artmaking can be recognized as 

providing a depth of personal experience, a meaning making process for an individual through 

visual elements, symbols, metaphors, and imagery. Rubin (2005) also mentions that art allows 

children to develop autonomy and independence since they learn to choose, make decisions, take 

action, consider, evaluate, and revise decisions during the process. As I began to practice various 

kinds of theme-based therapeutic art activities in the class, students were given a platform to 

make sense of emotional feelings and expressions through topic-focused learning. That being 

said, therapeutic art is a way of experiencing, creating, and learning. It invited the participants to 

open their minds in their own time and at their own pace. Their participation in these activities 

could be seen as a journey of exploring the self in their becoming. Therefore, through a practice 

of theme-based art activities, not only can the therapeutic-based art implementation be 

therapeutic, it can also be educational.  
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 Artmaking: Communication, expression, and emotion. As artwork can often express 

and represent specific mental states, the artmaking activity functioned to communicate the 

emotions and psychological status of the students in this study. Since I closely observed and 

analyzed their artmaking processes and valued their interactions and communications, I 

witnessed one of the beneficial insights of the artmaking activity that was especially crucial to 

the culturally diverse students and MLLs, that artmaking functioned as an act of internal 

communication/self-dialogue. Gardner, a scholar who has conducted many studies on cognitive 

intelligence, observes, “The child is speaking directly through his drawings; that is, each line, 

shape, and form conveys the inner feelings as well as explicit themes of the young child” 

(Gardner, 1980, p. 94). Internal communication was particularly important for enhancing 

culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ self-esteem and confidence since they were able to 

recognize their difference and uniqueness as positive forces through the self-

communication/dialogue. Once they realized it, I, as the art teacher, was able to assist them in 

seeing the advantages of their uniqueness instead of considering these differences as 

disadvantages and worrying about being different. Additionally, in the artmaking activities, since 

the participants focused on the presentation of the artwork, they felt more comfortable 

communicating with peers while sharing thoughts with their classmates. For instance, even 

though the artwork could be projections of the participants’ personal experiences, they can use 

the bystander's position to discuss and share their thoughts. In other words, the artmaking 

activities made them feel less vulnerable in discussing social, cultural, ethnic, and/or 

discrimination-related topics.  

Taking personal communication and expression into consideration in the therapeutic-

based art approach, when needed I allowed the participants to create an artwork without giving a 
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specific idea of what to express. This occurred when they faced issues that made them absent 

from class or when they felt upset or were clearly facing emotional issues. I encouraged them to 

enjoy improvised artmaking activities that they clearly enjoyed. This space and flexibility 

offered them an outlet to release negative energy, helping them become more capable of dealing 

with unfavorable feelings or situations. However, I would especially pay attention to their 

emotional expression and the behavioral and psychological changes. In fact, this kind of 

improvisation could lead to students’ internal communication and self-dialogue. I regarded this 

improvised artmaking process as a creative process of transformation. I found that this flexibility 

produced positive transformation and an improvement in the students’ self-esteem.  

 Most of the existing studies (Cox, Perara, & Fan, 1999; Golomb, 2002; Kindler & Darras, 

1995; Kindler, Darras, & Kuo, 2000) investigating children’s art focus on the expressions in 

children’s drawings, on the variations in the subject matter, or the visual representation of forms 

and shapes and other cultural influences. However, a distinction of this research was to examine 

what the children were doing and what was happening in terms of the artmaking process in terms 

of actions and communication among the participants. From the interpersonal communication 

perspective, the research findings show that the therapeutic-based art activities made the 

participants feel more comfortable with negotiating, sharing, and seeing different views and 

voices from their peers whenever they were reflecting sociocultural values in their 

representations. Therefore, both verbal and visual communication served as ways to transform 

ideas by expressing the self. The therapeutic-based strategies/practices used in the study eased 

the tension between the self and others, including various voices from society, different cultural 

values, and direct communication with peers. In observing and comparing the culturally diverse 

students’ and MLLs’ performance in discussion and artwork presentation, I recognized art as a 
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favorable catalyst by using it as a rich supplement to verbal presentations of their thoughts. 

Based on the findings in this research, I would suggest that the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs may be more actively engaged in the art activities and willing to share their thoughts if 

curricular flexibility were offered frequently. That way, more positive self-dialogue, internal 

communication, and interpersonal communication may be produced. Hence, it is important to 

integrate art in educational settings as an approach to promote active communication. The more 

internal and external communication the culturally diverse students and MLLs have, the better 

their self-esteem and confidence. 

 

Ideas for Future Research 

There were numerous research findings from this study that focused on the participants’ 

positive and negative emotions and experiences while engaging in therapeutic-based art activities 

that indicate these strategies are an effective approach to enhance self-esteem and confidence. 

The majority of the participants indicated that they ended up having a positive relationship with 

their classmates. They commented on several positive characteristics regarding their engagement 

in therapeutic art activities. Thus, this research-based therapeutic art program has implications 

for educators in that it can affect crucial performance of the culturally diverse students and 

MLLs while interacting with students from mainstream culture. The therapeutic-based art 

strategies can appropriately assist culturally diverse students and MLLs to establish solid self-

identity and a sense of self belonging. Through practicing these strategies, culturally diverse 

students and MLLs’ self-esteem and confidence can be elevated and the positive interactions 

with peers can be promoted. All students in this therapeutic-based art program were especially 

encouraged to be prepared to recognize their own identities, to interact with students who are 
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different than themselves, and to understand cultural differences and otherness. Therefore, I 

would suggest that therapeutic-based art strategies are efficient techniques in helping students, 

especially culturally diverse students and MLLs, to improve their general self-recognition and 

overall well-being. However, the small number of participants in this study is not large enough to 

represent all kinds of issues that culturally diverse students and MLLs encounter, suggesting 

additional research projects using therapeutic-based art strategies are needed. Additionally, as 

this research was a summer art program conducted during school vacation, it does not fully 

reflect the situations that culturally diverse students and MLLs would normally experience in 

school. Most classes in schools encounter the issue of limited time and/or resources to prepare 

“special/specific” art activities, making a study that is situated in school a valuable follow-up to 

this research. Additionally, there may be other strategies for large school classrooms that are 

effective in helping culturally diverse students improve their confidence and self-esteem. How 

might teachers help students enhance their self-esteem, confidence, and learning/academic 

performance in a classroom?   

Being an art educator and researcher, I consider a classroom as a microcosm of society. 

After conducting this research, if we as educators really wish to make changes to elevate the 

confidence and self-esteem of culturally diverse students and MLLs, I see that there is need to 

further investigate the power relationships/dynamics in classrooms since the culturally diverse 

students and MLLs are easily seen and treated as a minority population in the classroom. In order 

to achieve this, it is important to call attention to the fact that teachers need to recognize the 

dynamic nature of students’ interactions and relationships with their peers and the ways that they 

engage, react, and make sense of feedback from peers. This research suggests the need to listen 

to culturally diverse students’ and MLLs’ struggles and voices from their understanding and lens 
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of interpretation, then observe and recognize their growth through their behavioral and 

psychological presentation in engagement. 

Also in terms of further research, this study could be replicated with different populations 

and educational settings. There are two considerations provided below. First, it would be 

interesting to conduct a case study utilizing art as a therapeutic agent as a longitudinal case study 

with a focus on one to three culturally diverse students/MLLs. Second, I would be interested in 

applying therapeutic-based art strategies used in this study with different populations in need: for 

example, at-risk students in schools or in detention centers.  

 

Conclusion 

 This research focused on the experiences of culturally diverse students and MLLs 

participating in therapeutic-based art activities in a summer art program. I considered the role of 

therapeutic-based art activities as a platform of emotional expression and anxiety reduction, and 

provided opportunities for choice, mastery, and physical and psychological management. As I 

observed and cooperated with the participants for eight weeks, I witnessed that the culturally 

diverse students and MLLs have developed a heightened sense of awareness about racial, social, 

and cultural differences, and higher self-esteem and confidence were followed. The practiced 

strategies in this therapeutic-based art activities successfully facilitate the culturally diverse 

students and MLLs to establish a sense of belonging.  On the other hand, in terms of the 

behavioral change of Taiwanese students (considered as mainstream culture students in this 

research) through participating in this art program, they became more sensitive to situations 

might resulting in social/cultural tensions and became more appreciate the students from 

different cultures. Eventually, they were able to recognize and respect “differences and 



263 
 
 
otherness.” As an art teacher and researcher in this study, I worked intensively with and carefully 

examined the collected data by using methodologies of qualitative research. The qualitative 

research methods (participant observation and case study) and analysis methods (emotion and in-

vivo coding) used in this study provided me with an opportunity to enhance my intuitive insights 

and creativity with rigorous thinking. Through conducting this research, I learned through 

observation of the participants and my self-reflections. I obtained a great opportunity to critically 

reconsider my teaching techniques. I think it is important to learn to see the world from the 

perspective of others and from the way they approach new situations. Oftentimes, we teach 

students based on what we think their needs are, however, our perceptions of their needs aren’t 

always correct. In order to assist the participants to better learn, to perform well, and to gain 

confidence, I needed to see what they were seeing and feel what they were feeling. As indicated 

above, to do so, I tried to create rapport and positive relationships with them. Fortunately, I was 

able to experience meaningful moments with them and gain many significant insights from them. 

One of the significant implications of this research, as I am emphasizing once again, is that 

educators as well as practitioners should always pay attention to implicit/underlying and multiple 

meanings of students’ behaviors and the interactions among themselves. These behaviors and 

interactions often involve feelings and perspectives. I believe that the findings from this research 

have both therapeutic and educational merit. In terms of the therapeutic aspect, therapeutic art 

activities invite internal communication and reduce negative energy, which are crucial to 

maintaining positive self-development and self-esteem. From an educational viewpoint, 

therapeutic art techniques allow teachers to identify the thoughts and feelings of students, so the 

teachers can appropriately facilitate student development of problem-solving abilities and 

positive coping skills. I personally consider the most intriguing and amazing part of practicing 
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therapeutic-based art strategies is the potential it gives to explore the artistic expression and 

interaction of creativity in the human experience. 

Finally, this research is one of the most rewarding experiences I have had in my academic 

life. It was a journey that had feelings of surprise, confusion, anxiety and also relief, satisfaction, 

and thankfulness. Numerous meaningful moments and insights were accumulated throughout 

this study. While I am reviewing the completed research, I am thankful to all the participants for 

their willingness to share their personal stories, thoughts, emotions, and significant moments in 

this study. Their contributions to this research were both personally valuable and crucial to the 

success of the project. With their participation, perspectives, and insights, I was able to obtain 

abundant and deeper understanding of the effectiveness of practicing therapeutic art strategies in 

an educational setting. This research will definitely continue to function as a foundation and 

inspiration for my teaching practice and future research in any art education-related field. 
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT FORM 

 

The University of Arizona – Consent to Participate in Research 
 
Study Title:  

A Therapeutic-based Art Program as an Effective Intervention in Enhancing Culturally Diverse 

Children’s Self-esteem 

Principal Investigator: Chun-Chieh Chen 

 
This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate.  Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate. 
I am Chun-Chieh Chen, and I am a Ph.D. candidate at University of Arizona in Art and History 
Education department. I am doing this research which might help your child enhance his or her 
self-esteem and self-confidence. This may come along with gaining better learning performance 
and social relationship in school. In my research, I will talk to many children, both girls and 
boys, and ask them a number of questions. I will also talk to the parents and ask them for their 
permission. After you have heard more about the study, and if you agree, then the next thing I 
will do is ask your daughter/son for their agreement as well. Both of you have to agree 
independently before I can begin. 
You do not have to decide today whether or not you agree to have your child participate in this 
research. If you have questions, please feel free to contact me for more information and I will 
provide you with my explanation specifically to your questions. I have provided my contact 
information below. 
 
Why is this study being done? 
In this study, I aim at finding out if therapeutic-based arts activities can be regarded as effective 
interventions and strategies in promoting positive self-esteem, self-efficacy, and development of 
a strong multicultural identity of culturally diverse students and Mandarin language learners 
(MLLs). The therapeutic-based art activities in this study will include the incorporation of some 
crucial components of Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP, a research-validated 
instructional model proven effective in addressing academic needs of ELLs) and beneficial 
strategies adapted from play therapy. As learning is a by-product of playing, the arts activities in 
this study will be play-based, therapeutic-based, and student-centered. The art activities 
therapeutic and they are educational. 
I will conduct a summer art program and teach a series of art activities in a nonprofit 
organization. The art activities will be set in a classroom setting. The art activities include hands-
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on artmaking activities, pre-questionnaires, post-questionnaires, and interviews. In terms of 
collecting authentic thoughts from the students, my plan is to have the students answer 
questionnaires in the beginning and at the end of the art program. Additionally, during the art 
activities, informal interviews may be involved.  
 
This research is designed to call attention to the specific challenges that may arise for culturally-
diverse students/MLLs in schools. The significant implications of this research for educators 
and/or practitioners are:  
1. Encouraging educators and/or practitioners to rethink how they conceptualize culturally-

diverse students/MLLs as well as their culture and heritage;  
2. Raising educators’ awareness about their teaching practices and the ways they teach that may 

unintentionally place burden on culturally diverse/MLL students to deal with unpleasant 
feelings and issues caused by national, cultural, and racial differences;  

3. Bringing awareness of negative stereotypes and issues, and then preventing culturally-diverse 
students/MLLs from losing their self-esteem and confidence by giving voice to silenced 
students.  

From an educational perspective, art educators can utilize specific instructions in teaching or 
design specific topics for art activities in order to assist students in learning to see differences 
between individuals and cultures and to respect the otherness. In doing so, students’ self-identity 
and self-efficacy could be enhanced. Not only will this helps students to elevate their self-
identity and self-confidence, but it could also boost students’ academic performance. 
 
What will happen if I take part in this study? 
The art activities only take place in the art class at the Sphered Life Association (SLA). The art 
activities include hands-on activities, class discussions, questionnaires, and interviews. If you 
agree to have your child take part in this study, it means you agree that your child will participate 
in the activities mentioned above. 
1. The following applies only to classroom discussions: 

Your daughter/son will take part in a series of discussions with other children in the SLA. The 
discussions will be guided by Ms. Chen. 

2. The following applies only to interviews: 
Your daughter/son will participate in one or more informal interviews with Ms. Chen.  

3. The following applies only to questionnaire surveys:  
Your daughter/son will fill out questionnaires which will be distributed and collected by Ms. Chen. 

Or, the questionnaires can be read aloud and she/he can give Ms. Chen the answer. 
 
How long will I be in the study? 
The anticipated timeframe of this study is from July, 1, 2017 to August, 31, 2017. This is the 
time frame of an eight-week art program which will begin at the start of the first scheduled date 
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until the end of the last scheduled date of class. The art class will be set in a classroom setting in 
the Sphered Life Association. 
 
How many people will take part in this study? 
The anticipated participants in this study will be six. They are the students in the art class in the 
Sphered Life Association. 
 
Can I stop being in the study? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You may refuse to have your child participate in this study.  If 
you decide to give permission for your child take part in the study, you may leave the study at 
any time.  No matter what decision you make, there will be no penalty to you or your child and 
you or your child will not lose any of your usual benefits.  Your decision will not affect your or 
your child’s future relationship with the Sphered Life Association.  
 
What risks or benefits can I expect from being in the study? 
There are no risks for participating in the research. However, if you have any safety concern 
during the process of participation, you are welcome to discuss your concern with the principal 
investigator, Ms. Chen. This research may or may not show immediate and direct benefits to 
your child, but your child's participation is likely to help Ms. Chen find out more about the 
insights and educational needs of elementary-aged children from diverse cultures and language 
backgrounds. Ms. Chen hopes that the findings of the study will help administrators and 
educators to meet those needs better in the future. 
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
All the participants’ names in the research will be anonymous. Any of the personal information 
about your son/daughter will be kept confidential and will not be revealed. Efforts will be made 
to keep information related to the art activities-confidential (e.g., Name on drawings). 
Pseudonyms will be used in the research report. 
However, there may be circumstances where this information is shared. 
For example, the materials collected for the research may be reviewed by the following groups: 
● The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board 
● Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 

agencies. 
● The PI’s advisor, Dr. Elizabeth Garber 
 
Who can answer my questions about the study? 
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Chun-Chieh Chen, who 
is the principal investigator. Chun-Chieh Chen’s phone number is (07)397-9308 and the email is 
wowcatherinechen@email.arizona.edu 
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For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact the 
Human Subjects Protection Program at +1(520)626-6721 or online at 
http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program. 
 
If your child is injured as a result of participating in this study or for questions about a study-
related injury, you may contact the principal investigator, Chun-Chieh Chen through email: 
wowcatherinechen@email.arizona.edu, or phone: (07)397-9308. 
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and welfare of 
participants in research. 
 

Signing the consent form 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked allow 
my child to participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have 
had them answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 
 
 
   
Printed name of subject   Signature of subject   Date 
 

 

 

When may participation in the study be stopped? 
The participation in the research is completely voluntary. You can stop your participation any 
time without any penalty. If you want to stop your participation before the end of this research, 
please notify Chun-Chieh Chen: wowcatherinechen@email.arizona.edu.  
 
If the discussion is on sensitive and personal issues e.g. personal family background or emotional 
feelings etc., your son/daughter may be asked to share with us some very personal information, 
and he/she may feel uncomfortable talking about some of the topics. You must know that he/she 
does not have to answer any question or take part in the discussion/interview/survey if he/she 
doesn't wish to do so, and that is absolutely fine. He/she does not have to give us any reason for 
not responding to any question, or for refusing to take part in the interview. 
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What are the costs of taking part in this study? 
Your son’s/daughter’s participation is free. The art activities in this research will be carried out 
during the class time in the SLA. 
Will I be paid for taking part in this study? 
Since this study utilizes a part of regular class time and it is voluntary-based, your son/daughter 
will not receive any monetary compensation. However, he/she may get rewards such as stickers 
and/or stationary as positive reinforcement/encouragement. 
 
Will educational records be accessed? 
Education records used by this research project are defined and protected by the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). FERPA is a federal law that protects the privacy 
of student education records. Your consent gives the researcher permission to access the records 
identified above for research purposes. 
 
Will my data be stored for future research? 
The artifacts will be collected in this research are students’ artwork (e.g., drawings, sketches, 
clay projects, written journal entries, etc.) and photographs taken during the artmaking processes. 
The data will be used for the research report and will be stored for further research. However, the 
data will be kept by Chun-Chieh Chen. The artwork images, group discussion contents, and 
survey data will be stored in the principal investigator’s personal storage drives. The computer 
and the drives will be protected by passwords. The data will be utilized in the principal 
investigator’s dissertation and future publications. 
 
Investigator/Research Staff 
I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before 
requesting the signature(s) above.  There are no blanks in this document.  A copy of this form 
has been given to the participant or to the participant’s representative. 
 
 

   
Printed name of person 
obtaining consent 

Signature of of person 
obtaining consent 

Date 
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APPENDIX B: ASSENT FORM 

 
The University of Arizona – Participants Assent Form 

This Assent Form has two parts: 
● Information Sheet (to share information about the study with you) 
● Certificate of Consent (for signatures if you agree to participate in this study) 
● You will be given a copy of the full Informed Consent Form 

 

Part I: Information Sheet 

Name of Principal Investigator: Chun-Chieh Chen 

Name of Organization: Art and History Education, School of Art, University of Arizona 

Name of Project and Version: Therapeutic-based arts activities as effective interventions in 

enhancing children’s self-esteem 

 
Introduction 
I am Chun-Chieh Chen, and I am a Ph.D. candidate at University of Arizona in Art and History 
Education department. I am doing this research study to seek strategies for promoting self-
esteem, self-confidence, and academic performance. If you decide that you want to be part of this 
study, you will be asked to share your ideas, feelings, comments, which including time involved. 

 

Right to Refuse 
There are some things about this study you should know. We will participate in art activities 
together, but I may ask you to help me understand your feelings about these activities. I would 
also like to interview you. This means that I will ask you a few questions about what we have 
worked on in class. I also plan to give you a survey (a piece of paper with specific questions 
designed for you).  However, if any of the activities in this study makes you feel uncomfortable, 
you can withdraw anytime. This means you do not have to be in this study if you do not want to 
be. If you decide to stop after we begin, that is okay, too. Your parents know about the study, 
too. 

 

Benefits 
Not everyone who takes part in this study will benefit. A benefit means that something good 
happens to you. We think these benefits might be obtaining better social relationship, 
interactions with peers, and advanced learning/academic performance in school. 
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Sharing of Research Findings 
When we are finished with this study we will write a report about what was learned. This report 
will not include your name or that you were in the study. 
 
 

PART II: Certificate of Assent 
 
If you decide you want to be in this study, please sign your name. 
 
I, ___________________________________________________, want to be in this research study. 
        (Printed Name) 
 
_________________________________              _________________________________ 
        (Sign your name here)                                   (Date) 
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APPENDIX C: Images/Videos Consent Form 

As part of the study Therapeutic-based arts activities as effective interventions in enhancing 
children’s self-esteem, photo-shooting and videotaping will be used to record participants’ 
responses. The research involves discussions and visual art learning experiences aimed at 
providing and encouraging better self-esteem and the expression of feeling by students. The 
pictures and/or videos in these learning experiences may be used as evidence of improved self-
esteem and expressiveness among students. The purpose of recording these sessions is solely for 
research purposes. It has been explained to me that these pictures and tapes will be used only in 
conjunction with this research project. 

 
I hereby give my consent for my child to participate in this research study and be 

videotaped for such purposes. I understand that my child’s name and identifying information will 
not be associated with his or her recorded responses and that my child’s identity will entirely be 
kept confidential. I understand that these materials will be held in strict confidence at all times 
during the course of this study, being used only for the purpose of this research study. I also 
understand that when these tapes and/or written transcripts from the tapes are no longer of value 
for research and/or educational purposes, they will be destroyed. These documents will not 
include my child’s name or any other identifying information such as age, ethnicity, or 
background so that no one could know whom the documents refer to. My signature indicates that 
I have read and agreed to allow my child to voluntarily participate in video/audiotaping. 

 
As the parent/custodian/guardian of the child, I agree to let him or her participate in this 

study. I understand no harm will result in what he or she is required to do. I also understand that 
my child is free to discontinue his or her participation if he or she feels uncomfortable in what is 
asked, or if he or she is no longer interested in participating. 
 
 
   
Parent/Custodian/Guardian   
   
Signature   Printed Name   Date 
 
 
Please contact the researcher: Chun-Chieh Chen at wowcatherinechen@email.arizona.edu for 
questions and/or concerns during the process of this research. 
 

 



273 
 
 

Appendix D: Questionnaires—Self Evaluation: Pre- and Post-Program 

 
Participant Information 

Gender: • Male  • Female 
Age:             Ethnicity: 

Location: Sphered Life Association 
Date:  

 

This is how I think I am! 

Questions 4 Point 3 Point 2 Point 1 Point 

Part One: My Interpersonal Relationships 

I listen when others are speaking. 
    

I am always a good friend to other students. 
    

I am responsible and my teacher and classmates can 
count on me.     

I am a good team player. 
    

I feel pretty confident with making friends. 
    

I am sure that my classmates like me. 
    

Part Two: My Learning Performance 

I try my best on all of my work. 
    

I am satisfied with my performance on these activities. 
    

I think I am pretty good at making art. 
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I will be able to do a good job if I work hard. 
    

I feel joyful during the artmaking activities. 
    

I believe that I will improve my overall academic 
performance.     

Part Three: Self-Concept & Cultural Identity 

I see my unique personal/cultural background as my 
strength.     

I feel comfortable sharing my feelings and thoughts with 
others.     

I feel a little uncomfortable while talking about my 
personal stuff/family.     

I get a sinking feeling when I think of trying to talk about 
my thoughts.     

I feel a shame when other people ask questions relate to 
my originality.     

Part Four: My Overall performance 

I feel confident with my overall performance. 
    

I feel comfortable with participating in group activities. 
    

I am happy to share the stories about my family and my 
experiences from my home country.     
 

Great Job! Thank you very much for your sharing! 
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Appendix E: Semi-Structured Interview Statements and Questions 

 
Participant Information 

Gender: • Male  • Female 
Age:           Ethnicity: 

Location: Sphered Life Association 
Date:  

 

Major Questions: 
Person-related 
1. Tell me someone you admire and why you admire that person. 
2. Tell me one thing you are really proud of and why. 
3. Tell me about a friend/classmate that you really get along with and why.  
4. Who inspires you? Why? 
5. How do you have fun with your friends or family? 
 
Emotion-related 
1. What makes you laugh? 
2. When is the last time you were embarrassed? 
3. What happened? How did you handle the situation? 
4. What bothers you most about other people? 
5. What makes you angry? 
6. On an “average day” would you consider yourself a high or low energy person? 
7. On an “average day” is your main focus on results and tasks, or people and emotions? 
 
Situation-related 
1. Tell me about a day when everything went wrong. 
2. What activities energize and excite you? 
3. What is one of the internal battles you have each day? 
4. What is something that you can teach me? It can be anything; a skill, a song, lesson, or a 

puzzle. 
5. How could you create more balance in your life? 
 
Additional Questions: 
1. What results do you want to achieve from this class?  
2. How will this role help you to achieve what you want? 
3. What do you consider to be a few of your strengths? 
4. Who is responsible for your results? 
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Appendix F: Data Analysis—Sample Coding 

Data Information 
Researcher: Catherine Chen 
Location: Sphered Life Association 

Class Date: July 4, 2017 
Activity: Stories about My Family (Clay making) 

 

Raw Data Preliminary Codes 
The activity: 
Story about My Family! 
It’s a hot and sunny Thursday afternoon! In the classroom at 
Sphered Life Association, 1Hsiao-Wei was starting to make his 
clay artwork silently. He was working on his clay artwork by 
mainly using black clay. Hsiao-Hui was uncertain about what 
she was going to make. And, Hsiao-Tien was starting shaping 
his clay. In the beginning, some of the participants were 
discussing their ideas about this art project. I saw that there was 
a boy wanted to talk to Hsiao-Wei, but he was shouting to the 
boy and said, “2Go away… 3Leave me alone!” The boy was 
upset and responded, “What’s your problem?” Then, the boy 
was walking back to his own seat. 
 
My communication with Hsiao-Wei: 
Through this clay making activity, the participants were asked to 
create a clay artwork which the theme is related to their family 
However, Hsiao-Wei 4created something different. As I noticed 
that he was a little be emotionally unstable today, I was checking 
on him more frequent than other days.  I tried to help him 5come 
up with some ideas and created connection with his family. He 
told me that he couldn’t think of anything special that he would 
like to share. The conversation: 
CC (Catherine Chen): Hum… 6Could I say that you don’t have a 

good mood today? And, actually, you have some interesting 
experiences with your family, but you don’t want to tell us? 

HW (Hsiao-Wei):  7Um… I don’t know. [He answered with a 
unpleasant face.] 

CC: How about making a house you live, and so you could show 
other kids later? 

HW: Nah! 8I don’t like go to school… but my dad force me to. 
He always yells at me. [The response Hsiao-Wei gave me 

 
 
 
1INDEPENDENCE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2EMOTIONAL FEELING 
3SPACE NEEDED 
 
 
 
 
 
4IGNORANCE 
 
5CONNECTION 
 
 
 
6OPTIONS 
 
 
7PASSIVE / GLOOMY 
 
 
 
8WANT TO ESCAPE 
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was leaping. I suppose that was the main reason why he 
wasn’t in a good mood. Then I asked questions in another 
way.] 

CC: Did something bad happen? You can tell me. I will keep it 
between us. Sounds good? 

HW: Umm… well… 9I think those kids don’t like me. 
Sometimes, I don’t know what they are talking about. 

CC: Okay! I see. And…? 
HW: 10I think school is scary. The teacher is scary. The kids are 

annoying. You know? It’s hard to make friends with the 
kids. Sometimes 11I don't understand what they are talking 
about. I also do not have the cards the kids have. 

CC: What cards? 
HW: You know… the cards of the cartoon Pocket Monster. The 

Pokemon cards. 12Sigh… I don’t have allowance to buy 
those cards. Sometimes kids exchange the cards. [A 
disappointed facial expression] 

CC: I see. But, you know what, I don’t think people would judge 
you depending on what you have and what you don’t have. 
13I think you are a nice boy. The other kids just need more 
time to get to know you. 14I think you are a good student, 
especially in making art. Believe me, you are talented. 

 
RSRC (Researcher’s Comment): I think it is especially important 

for Hsiao-Wei to feel being cared and supported. 
 
CC: So, you think that’s the reason why you have been isolated 

from other kids, correct? And, it’s a part of the reasons that 
you don’t like school. 

HW: Kind of. 
CC: Okay! So… Um… Would you like to make a pet friend 

instead of family or house etc.? Would this sound more 
interesting to you? I really think you can make a cute and 
great one. Really!! 

HW: Um… Yeah. 15I think I could try. 
CC: Nice! Let’s do this. I will come back to you later, ok! 
 
RSRC: I felt that Hsiao-Wei needed to feel that he’s being 

supported, so I spent some time to have one-on-one 
conversation. After our communication and my positive 

 
 
 
 
 
9NEGATIVE FEELING 
 
 
10INSECURITY 
 
11BEING ISSOLATED 
 
 
 
12FINDING REASONS 
 
 
 
 
13GIVE SUPPORT 
14ENCOURAGEMENT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
15PROGRESS 
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encouragement, Hsiao-Wei had a little bit progress. At 
least, he was willing to try. 

Researcher’s Reflection: 
Today’s clay artmaking activity provided the participants to 
share things about their family. However, as 16Hsiao-Wei dose 
not have a good and parent-child relationship in his family, 17this 
theme accidentally and partially affected his motivation/energy 
to enjoy the art activity.  
 
RSRC: Even though all the other participants were creating a 
clay art of the family related theme, I gave Hsiao-Wei another 
option for this art activity. Offering students flexibility is 
especially crucial in a therapeutic-based art class. 
 

 
 
16CONTEXT OF CAUSES 
17RESULTS 
 
 
 
 
 
18FLEXIBILITY 

 

Coding Trail 
INDEPENDENCE Related to the family 
EMOTIONAL FEELING  
SPACE NEEDED  
IGNORANCE 

Need connection of concept 
CONNECTION 
OPTIONS 

Offer personal guidance 
Lack of motivation 

PASSIVE 
GLOOMY 
WANT TO ESCAPE 
NEGATIVE FEELING 

External influences 
Gain insight from the participant’s world 

INSECURITY 
BEING ISOLATED 
FINDING REASONS 
GIVE SUPPORT Provide comfort and familiarity 
ENCOURAFEMENT 

Relationship building 
PROGRESS 
CONTEXTS OF CAUSES 

Connection with student 
RESULTS 

FLEXIBILITY 
Appropriateness: Relationship with activity 
theme and material 
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Appendix G: Sample Analysis Note 

Data Information 
Researcher: Catherine Chen 
Location: Sphered Life Association 

Class Date: August 1, 2017 
Activity: Mask Making & Performance Art 

 

Positive perceptions of a sociocultural issue: Implementing performance art activity with the 

participants→Gaining insight. 

Gaining insight: This should be one of the most significant elements of this therapeutic-based art 

approach. Both the artmaking and the performance section related the theme and the related 

sociocultural issue with the participants. It’s important to see how they interpret and perceive the 

world around them to react and understand life issues. 

Key elements for critical thinking/discussion: 

• Incident   • Feelings   • Needs   • Behaviors   • Relationships   • Appropriateness 

How does each of these factors interact and help the researcher (art teacher) see the student better? 

What roles do the materials play in the therapeutic art activity? 

• What characters may show violence they see in their worlds? 

• Animals can be related to representation of the self and others from a variety of perceptions 

(E.g., lions as aggressive, giraffe as passive, gorilla as strong, etc.) 

• With mask, it may show how they view behaviors (aggressive, passive, thoughtful, etc.) 

 

Consideration: How does the practice of this activity interact with the other activities? 

• If it impacts and influences total behavior and drawing activities. 

• If it helps the participants to gain insight develop better problem solving ability. 
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