
MiscellaneaMiscellanea

SPI Vol. 24, 2021/4
ISSN 2450-5358 
e-ISSN 2450-5366

E l i z a  K a j a  G ł a d k o w s k a 
ORCID: 0000-0002-8276-2468

University of  Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn

Education and Therapy Through Art in 
the Reality of a Post-Pandemic School

Edukacja i terapia przez sztukę 
w rzeczywistości szkoły post-pandemicznej

ABSTRACT 
The aim of the study presented in the article was to demonstrate the 
benefits of education and art therapy for students returning to tra-
ditional learning after the period of online education caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The article presents selected Polish and foreign 
studies on the relationship between the use of information and commu-
nication technologies (ICT) and psychological deterioration in school-
age children. Taking into account the probable intensification of such 
cases related to the widespread use of ICT in teaching during the pan-
demic, the need for systematic psychological support of the majority 
of students in the reality of the “post-pandemic school” is observed. 
Hence, the suggestion to introduce elements of art therapy in Polish 
schools. Art therapy as an activity facilitating group integration, ex-
pression of emotions and self-regulation using art and creative expres-
sion was presented as a possibility of adapting educational activities 
to the new challenges and needs of students. The reflections of Herbert 
Read, which serve as the conceptual framework for the article, indicate 
the interpretation of his ideas as a  prototype of modern, visionary 
education incorporating elements akin to the purposes of art therapy. 
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ABSTRAKT
Celem badania omówionego w artykule było wykazanie korzyści pły-
nących z edukacji i  terapii przez sztukę prowadzonej dla uczniów po-
wracających do kształcenia stacjonarnego po okresie edukacji online 
spowodowanej pandemią COVID-19. W  artykule przedstawiono wy-
brane badania polskie i  zagraniczne dotyczące związku między ko-
rzystaniem z  technologii informacyjno-komunikacyjnych (ICT) a  pogor-
szeniem się kondycji psychicznej dzieci w  wieku szkolnym. Biorąc pod 
uwagę prawdopodobną mnogość takich przypadków będących na-
stępstwem powszechnego wykorzystywania technologii ICT w nauczaniu 
w  czasie pandemii, zauważa się potrzebę systematycznego wsparcia 
psychologicznego większości uczniów w  realiach „szkoły postpande-
micznej”. Stąd postuluje się wprowadzenie do polskich szkół elementów 
arteterapii. Arteterapia jako działanie ułatwiające integrację z grupą, 
wyrażanie emocji i  samoregulację, które wykorzystuje sztukę i ekspre-
sję twórczą, została przedstawiona jako szansa dostosowania zajęć 
edukacyjnych do nowych wyzwań i potrzeb uczniów. Refleksje Herber-
ta Reada stanowią koncepcyjną ramę artykułu, ponieważ autor ten 
postrzega interpretację swoich idei jako prototyp nowoczesnej, wizjo-
nerskiej edukacji, zawierającej elementy pokrewne celom arteterapii.

Introduction 

The aim of this text is to indicate the positive impact of art ther-
apy in the areas of students’ lives that may be most affected by the 
negative factors of online learning caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The concern for the harmful consequences of information 
and communication technologies (ICT) on the emotional and in-
tellectual well-being of children is not a new research issue (Spitzer 
2012, 2016; Garnder, Davies 2013); however, the prevalence of on-
line learning caused by the current pandemic changes the scale of 
the described phenomena. For this reason, this topic requires a dif-
ferent perspective and formulation of more detailed research prob-
lems which are directly related to the difficulties children may face 
in a  post-pandemic school. Thus, self-regulation, self-expression, 
group relationships, and sensory stimulation as those aspects of art 
therapy that might prove to be most therapeutic for students in this 
particular period of educational transformation constitute the main 
focus of these considerations. The article is based on literature studies 
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(analysis of existing documents), which enable the study and descrip-
tion of social phenomena (Łuczewski, Bednarz-Łuczewska 2012).

In his inaugural lecture on The Place of Art in a University given 
in 1931, Herbert Read, a well-renown art historian and education 
theorist, agreed with another great mind of the bygone era—John 
Ruskin, postulating that the emphasis on the intellectual dimension 
of education has to be balanced out by activities developing aesthetic 
sensitivity (Read 1931). Thus, almost a century ago, there were think-
ers who already noticed and articulated the danger of one-sided and 
over-intellectualized educational instruction, especially prominent in 
the times of rapid technologization in the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. Such conditions have become even more prevalent in the 21st 

century, and especially noticeable in the sudden change of the modus 
operandi of education in the times of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The pandemic seems to impose unprecedented changes on almost 
every aspect of social life with education being no exception. School-
ing in Poland transitioned from traditional to online almost overnight 
on the 25th of March 2020. This rapid change combined with social 
isolation resulted in a widespread modification of the ways in which 
all students in the country (and in many other parts of the world as 
well) learn and function socially. Excessive screen time and children’s 
daily use of information and communication technologies (ICT) 
became unavoidable and were shortly after proclaimed as the “new 
normal.” Understandably enough, in the onset of this crisis, the main 
focus was on providing all children with adequate devices for online 
learning and preventing them from educational exclusion. However, 
as this state of affairs continued, new concerns about exposure to 
screens emerged and have not been resolved yet. The aforementioned 
considerations of Read seems to be more pertinent than ever. The 
reality in which technologized mode of education mostly supports 
operational thinking and the development of reasoning while limit-
ing activities involving group art making, sensory experience of dif-
ferent materials, aesthetic sensitivity and emotional regulation might 
create the need for some measures to be taken once the students find 
themselves back in the classrooms. The introduction of the elements 
of art therapy in grades 1–3 within Polish public schooling should be 
thoroughly considered as a potential way of counteracting the nega-
tive side effects of online education.
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The doubts and risks of  online learning

Although there are multiple reports of the benefits of ICT in the 
realm of social interactions and cognitive development of children, 
they are usually balanced with some warnings and more caution on 
the possible dangers including to the physical and mental wellbe-
ing of pupils. There are also studies which already demonstrate an 
extremely critical approach to the topic, like Manfred Spitzer’s De-
mentia Digital (2012), where the author focuses on the detrimental 
consequences of the digital media on the cognitive and emotional 
functions. His emphasis is laid on the negative cognitive repercus-
sions, such as problems with information processing among chil-
dren and teenagers. Similar arguments reverberate not only in the 
relevant body of Nicholas Carr’s research but it is also signaled in 
its very title The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains 
(2013). Carr criticizes the changes encouraged with the popularity 
of the Internet, predominantly the permanent distraction accompa-
nying thought processes. It is worth noting here that some of the 
preliminary research on education in the times of Covid-19 pan-
demic cautiously expresses similar concerns. In his text Neurobiolo-
giczny kontekst edukacji zdalnej [Neurobiological context of online 
learning], Marek Kaczmarczyk notes that prolonged exposition to 
the blue light of screens poses a  threat of physical overstrain and 
stress response (Kaczmarczyk 2020: 24). He advises introducing as 
many non-screen activities as possible in between online meetings in 
order to partly relieve the technological load.

Other available studies examine students of various age groups 
also in more nuanced fashion, for example the publication Małe dzie-
ci w  świecie technologii informacyjno-komunikacyjnych [Young chil-
dren in the world of ICT] scrutinizes the available data considering 
kindergarten children (Pyżalski 2017b). After listing the benefits of 
ICT (Klichowski et al. 2017), the author also discusses some threats 
of these technologies. Pyżalski classified the main areas of possible 
risk as follows: health (posture defects, eyesight defects, and obesity), 
the cognitive sphere (adopting dysfunctional patterns of behavior, 
e.g. when playing inappropriate computer games), conscious deci-
sion-making (exposure to a wide range of advertisements; product 
placement), cyberbullying (receiving or sending aggressive messages), 
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sexuality (exposure to or involvement in pornography) (Pyżalski 
2017a). The author differentiates the level of danger depending on 
the fact whether or not a child has (unlimited) access to the Internet. 
When a child does use the Internet during their screen time, the risk 
of negative effects automatically rises especially when the activity is 
not supervised or limited by a  parent or a  caretaker. Such an un-
desirable impact of the Internet on the social relationships among 
older children is the subject of another study by Pyżalski (2012) who 
devotes his whole publication to cyberbullying and other forms of 
online aggression of teenagers. 

The publication Małe dzieci w  świecie technologii informacyjno- 
-komunikacyjnych [Young children in the world of information and 
communication technologies] (2017b) provides yet another perspec-
tive on the Polish digital landscape of the youngest users. The study 
not only lists the advantages and disadvantages of ICT among chil-
dren at the ages between three and six, but also reflects on the contex-
tual modifications of Internet use in recent years. Dominik Batorski 
notes that ICT constitutes the most natural element of preschool 
children’s environment. Moreover, he emphasizes the rapid lowering 
of the age when children start to use the Internet. The percentage of 
three-year-olds using the Internet doubled in Poland in two years, 
reaching 21% in 2015 (Batorski 2017: 79). 

However, the most alarming findings on the negative effects on 
the mental condition of adolescents were noted by Jean M. Twenge 
et al. (2017). The researchers observed a disturbing rise in depres-
sive symptoms, suicidal thoughts, and suicide rates among American 
teenagers aged between 13 and 18 and their prolonged time spent on 
new media from 2010 to 2015. The study correlates the rise in men-
tal problems with the popularity of smartphones and, consequently, 
the longer daily screen time. Between 2012 and 2015, the number 
of smartphone owners almost doubled in the U.S. Concurrently, the 
suicide rate rose by 31% and severe depressive symptoms by 33% 
among adolescents from 2010 to 2015. The findings were even more 
alarming once they were subcategorized according to sex with females 
demonstrating more extreme tendencies: suicide rates increased by 
65% and severe depression symptoms rose by 58% among teenage 
girls. Interestingly, Twenge et al. (2017) suggest that the possible link 
between the deterioration of teenagers’ mental wellbeing and their 
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usage of new media depends on the time of screen exposure. Among 
the teenagers who devoted less than an hour of their day to electronic 
devices, 28% more demonstrated suicide-related behaviour. This risk 
rose by 48% when the adolescent users of ICT spent more than five 
hours a day on those activities. 

The data collected by researchers implies that an under-aged user 
of electronic devices should be somehow equipped with the strate-
gies and tools protecting them from the adverse repercussions of the 
new media use. The simplest solution seems to be limiting screen ex-
posure. However, this was already difficult before the pandemic and 
at a  time when online education was mandated by the state from 
early 2020, regular daily use of electronic devices has proven to be 
unavoidable: virtually every schoolchild had to spent more than the 
alarming five hours online. Furthermore, if we want teenagers to be 
prepared to counteract the negative consequences of (especially un-
avoidable and urgent) introduction of online learning, they should 
already be taught some strategies to have the competences and tools 
ready at their disposal. Thus, taking into consideration the subtle and 
individual nature of developing such competences, systematic meas-
ures should be taken long before adolescence to support and gradu-
ally develop the capabilities which may be essential to mental health 
in the critical age of puberty. Moreover, the survey of Payton Q. Fors 
and Deanna M. Barch (2019) implies that mental problems result-
ing from electronic media use (EMU) affect younger teenagers and 
children. The researchers surveyed 4139 children aged 8.9–11 years 
and their parents. Thus, children even younger than those researched 
by Twenge et al. (2017) might need not only some preparation for 
future challenges but also some protection against the negative out-
comes of EMU they may be already experiencing. This is especial-
ly relevant when bearing in mind Fors and Barch’s (2019) findings 
which suggest that even if EMU is not the sole reason of depression, 
it might enhance its harmful effects: 

Our findings are consistent with the body of literature linking EMU to 
depression in both children and adolescent …. This relationship could 
suggest that children with depression are using EMU to cope with neg-
ative feelings. Alternatively (or in addition), a child’s depression could 
interfere with them engaging in non-EMU activities, particularly on the 
weekends, with EMU potentially becoming a  default activity used to 
occupy their time. This explanation would be in line with the concept of 
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experiential avoidance …. These hypotheses suggest the possibility that 
modification of EMU might be a useful part of interventions designed 
to target child depression. EMU interventions, such as limiting time 
spent on electronics and encouragement of prosocial activities, might 
be effectively targeted for children at risk for depression, though it is 
less clear whether this would be as effective for anxiety. However, more 
evidence about the causal relationship between EMU and depression or 
anxiety is needed; if EMU is an outcome rather than a contributor to 
depression or anxiety, modifying EMU may have limited positive impact 
(Fors, Barch 2019: 914).

The interesting points raised by Fors and Barch (2019) suggest 
that a child prone to depression might interpret online classes as an 
invitation to use new media as an escape from difficult experiences 
even once the actual learning has finished. For instance, MS Teams, 
a platform frequently adopted in Poland for online learning during 
the COVID-19 pandemic enables students to chat, exchange pic-
tures, etc. after the class, paving the way for other electronic media 
use (such as those mentioned by Fors and Barch like video gaming, 
video chatting, using tablets and television screens). The link between 
online schooling and other activities involving screen time seems 
even more plausible when the social context of the recent pandemic 
is considered. A  lot of parents could not supervise their children’s 
usage of electronic devices because they had to work either in an 
office or remotely. Admittedly, more than ever before, many groups 
involved in the educational process could experience themselves that 
education is in fact a social phenomenon. Thus, the period of online 
education caused by the pandemic was yet another practical realiza-
tion of the theory formulated by a renown Polish sociologist, Florian 
Znaniecki (1998), according to whom education occurs in a  close 
relationship with its sociocultural background. In their book Dys-
funkcjonalność społeczeństwa wychowującego [Dysfunctionality of the 
educating society], Maria Dąbrowska-Bąk and Katarzyna Pawełek 
refer to Znaniecki’s theories while analyzing the dysfunctionality of 
the chosen local educational institutions:

As for social conditions, it is the basic educational environment (par-
ents, neighbors, peers and the school) that play a special role in the ed-
ucational processes, as well as institutions that either support education 
or intervene when the socialization process begins to sway. If society 
wants to mold young people to become its members, it must utilize the 
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above-mentioned components of the educational environment more or 
less effectively, by laying down clear and precise requirements. Other-
wise, an immature person who is at the center of educational activities 
will not receive clear and precise guidelines about what is and what is 
not appropriate behavior. This would lead to society not being able to 
perform its function and result in young people “socializing themselves” 
on their own (Dąbrowska-Bąk, Pawełek 2013: 187).

Since a  pandemic is by definition a  time of crisis, it triggered 
some challenging conditions of educational processes where other 
than institutional components became to play a more important role 
than before. The immediate communities of a student like the closest 
family and neighbors were also under the mental and physical con-
straints posed by COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, it is plausible that 
at least some of the social factors of educational processes, like the 
home setting, were unfavorable, especially in dysfunctional families 
where children had to spend more time because they did not attend 
traditional classes. In line with Dąbrowska-Bąk and Pawełek’s argu-
ment, those children may have encountered a lack of any limitations 
or regulations of their use of electronic devices. Likewise, institution-
al intervention was also limited as it was more difficult to detect some 
deviations in the socialization process like cyberbullying, isolation, 
and avoidant or additive use of ICT when they took place within the 
virtual space.

Nevertheless, online education, and the consequent increase in 
time spent in front of the screen, was understood as a necessity in the 
face of ever prolonging social isolation. For all of those reasons, as 
already indicated above, the modification of EMU turned out to be 
especially difficult in that time. 

Areas of  damage and prospects for redress

Now, when the potential damage has already been done, we 
should focus on counteracting the negative consequences of online 
education. Nonetheless, the actions that will be undertaken could 
mitigate overexposure to screen devices as well as provide some pre-
ventive strategies for the future in case online learning returns. What 
is more, taking into consideration the already mentioned findings of 
Twenge et al. (2017), which are based on data before the pandemic 
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and widespread online learning, self-regulating competences seem to 
be advantageous for a majority of students who live in a world of 
ubiquitous electronic devices. Self-regulation is understood here in 
a narrow sense relating to the ability to look for healthier ways of 
balancing discomfort than additive or avoidant use of ICT. 

However, if we are to design some strategies devoted primarily 
to compensating for the damage done by almost a  year of online 
education, there are also other areas besides the responsible, regu-
lated pattern of EMU which demand our special attention. One of 
them is the social bonds in a peer group within the natural context 
of a school setting, where these relationships may be created through 
various kinds of activities, experiences and pursuits. While platforms 
like MS Teams allow exchanging messages and video chatting, such 
kind of communication excludes the development of friendships in 
a  more fluid, intuitive and non-verbal setting. Moreover, not only 
friendships but also normal functioning within a bigger group than 
the student’s family is suspended. Along with the deficiency of social 
competences, emotional shortages, such as a feeling of loneliness and 
isolation, might emerge. 

Similarly to relationships which require active, real-live circum-
stances to evolve, education also thrives in such a setting. Although 
there are many studies which document how ICT facilitates educa-
tion (Klichowski et al. 2017), the overlooked aspect of online learning 
is the lack of sensory stimulation. The electronic devices employed in 
education during the pandemic precluded multisensory contact with 
various materials, especially natural ones, and the possibility of their 
transformation in a symbolical, meaningful way. Thus, the whole ed-
ucational process became devoid of a very important, multisensory 
aspect which resulted in a very unilateral educational approach. This 
recalls the already mentioned concerns of Read about over-intellec-
tualized school curricula which do not develop aesthetic sensitivity 
in the urbanized and technologized reality of the first half of the 20th 
century. Over eighty years later, similar concerns still reverberate in 
some publications. In her book Arteterapie dla dzieci i młodzieży [Art 
therapy for children and adolescents], Monica Blotevogel (2013) 
notes that the omnipresence of media overload creates supernor-
mal stimuli which might disturb a child’s symbolic and conceptual 
mental systems. Referring to her therapeutic experience, Blotevogel 
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concludes that psychosocial pressure and low quality of life combined 
with a lack of experience in using one’s own senses and creative ex-
pression result in a disturbed development of children’s innate coping 
mechanisms (Blotevogel 2013: 118). In such a  situation, a  child is 
unable to adopt a healthy mechanism in the critical circumstances 
which challenge their well-being. These observations are disturbingly 
reminiscent of the conditions in which some of the students had to 
function during online learning.

	 Although the various negative repercussions of schooling dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic are of a different kind, the introduc-
tion of the elements of art therapy to the post-pandemic school could 
possibly alleviate all of them. However idealistic such hopes might 
seem, art therapy has the potential to positively affect students on 
many levels; therefore it should be at least taken into consideration 
when the post-pandemic educational reality is to be improved. 

Self-regulation and self-expression

One of the many advantages of art therapy is its usefulness in 
helping those experiencing problems with setting boundaries for 
themselves. This issue is tackled by Tomasz Rudowski (2013) in 
Edukacja i terapia przez sztukę [Education and therapy through art] 
where he claims that art therapeutic activities promote self-reg-
ulating skills which facilitate social functioning. Through repeated 
artistic expression, self-esteem improves and that serves as a  regu-
lating factor for increased social adjustment. Moreover, Rudowski 
observes that this, often difficult, process frequently trains the abil-
ity to vary gratification in order to comply with the expectations of 
others (Rudowski 2013: 34). Here, self-regulation is closely related 
to self-expression, as according to Rudowski, art therapy stimulates 
the ability to minimize one’s own discomfort through the means of 
artistic expression (Rudowski 2013: 34). Nevertheless, this treatment 
of one’s own distress has nothing to do with experiential avoidance 
as described by Fors and Barch (2019): “Anxiety and depression have 
repeatedly been linked to people’s levels of experiential avoidance, 
defined as the effort to suppress unwanted emotions and experiences, 
while not changing the emotions and experiences themselves” (Fors, 
Barch 2019: 908). Rudowski emphasizes that therapeutic expression 
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through art, on the contrary, aims to unravel and explore the social 
and psychological deficits which were previously unrecognizable al-
though the discomfort they produced could have been acutely felt. 
In fact, externalization of mental experiences, release of accumulated 
tensions and restoring mental balance are some of the functions of 
expression listed by Grażyna Szafraniec in the article in which she 
explores the boundary between art and therapy (Szafraniec 2003: 
111). Thus, artistic expression is not an evasive activity, but serves the 
purpose of transformation through confrontation with one’s feelings. 
Satisfaction derived from such transformational acts influences men-
tal wellbeing, as noted by Stanisław Popek (2010: 433).

It is worth pointing out that artistic expression operates with dif-
ferent codes than verbal expression. Hence, younger children who 
may lack lexical resources have a  possibility to communicate their 
experience in a way which enables them to convey their feelings and 
even construct new meanings which are unattainable within the 
space of verbal communication.

Group relationships

The traditional classroom setting comprises a group of children 
and a teacher who, generally speaking, plays the role of a supervis-
ing adult. This unique arrangement could serve as a conducive en-
vironment for some art therapy activities aiming at creating a bond 
between all parties in a safe atmosphere. The distinguished visionary, 
Read realized that a good teacher–student relationship is a prereq-
uisite for successful art education and education in general. His de-
scription of the desired educational setting seems to be identical to 
that used in art therapy: 

For whatever aspect of education we take, and at whatever stage, the rap-
port established between the teacher and the child is all-important fac-
tor. The growth of confidence, the elimination of fear, the binding force 
of love and tenderness—these are the elements with which the teacher 
must work. Not only the assimilation of knowledge, the acceptance of 
discipline, and the realization of self-depend on the right development 
of these psychological processes, but what is even more important, the 
integration of the individual of the group or society to which he belongs 
(Read 1944: 235).
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These words appear to be even more relevant nowadays when 
the  social bonds have become affected by long isolation. Read 
links  the accepting, caring and safe atmosphere of educational 
space  with the  social integration which should take place within 
that  space. A similar link is noted by Emma Mills and Stephanie 
Kellington (2012) in their analysis of the effectiveness of group art 
therapy offered to children who have witnessed domestic violence. 
Mills and Kellington argue that art therapy in a group setting alle-
viates the shame and silencing which accompany the experience of 
domestic violence. However, their article also provides a brief over-
view of literature which accentuates the general benefits of group art 
therapy for latency-aged children (Mills, Kellington 2012: 4). The 
authors emphasize that the safe environment of group art therapy 
allows processing the trauma related to children’s experiences.1 In 
Poland, Ewelina J. Konieczna also advocates the group form of art 
therapy provided to children of similar age and perceptual possibil-
ities. Among the factors that decide about the selection of partici-
pants, Konieczna mentions similar age, problems, forms of thera-
peutic influence and a shared space (Konieczna 2007: 15). Although 
a  school class consists of many individuals who already own their 
distinctive life stories, it also meets the main demands of the art 
therapy group enumerated by Konieczna. In other words, the real-
ity of a post-pandemic class unites a group of similar-aged pupils 
through the comparable experience of social isolation during online 
learning and, for the substantial part of the day, situates them in the 
space of the same school and even classroom. With proper caution 
and expertise, some art therapy elements might be introduced to 

1 � Interestingly enough Mills and Kellington (2012) raise a similar argument 
to the one articulated in the article of Fors and Barch (2019) concerning the 
reason of the deteriorating mental wellbeing of children. Mills and Kelling-
ton realize that “it is important to underline here that the potential negative 
outcomes associated with the experience of witnessing DV are not an una-
voidable product of the traumatic experience itself, but rather result when 
the trauma has not been adequately processed” (Mills, Kellington 2012: 3). 
A similar argument reverberates in the already quoted fragment by Fors and 
Barch where they suggest that it is not a particular disturbing emotion which 
causes depression among children but rather suppression and avoidance of 
confrontation with it. Thus, group art therapy seems to provide the space for 
such confrontation instead of using other activities characteristic for experi-
ential avoidance such as additive EMU.
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address the emerging issues relating the social interaction and group 
dynamics after the time of pandemic-induced isolation. Though 
group art therapy poses an exceptional challenge, Diane Weller sug-
gests that it is uniquely beneficial in that it provides not only the un-
derstanding of one’s own behavior but also of the broad sociocultur-
al context of collective patterns of behavior in the complex reality of 
our contemporary world (Weller 2012: 425). Surely, the unexpect-
ed pandemic and the consequences it brought must have confused 
most children and the art therapy activities performed in the class-
room could offer a possibility for better identification and under-
standing of the sudden collective changes which have taken place. 

Likewise, Read’s ideas on the purpose of artistic education echo 
Znaniecki’s reflections on education which does not adapt to sud-
den social change (Znaniecki 1998: 65). In Education Through Art, 
Read concludes that education “must be pursued simultaneously 
in the developing, adapting individual , and in the ever-changing 
community  culture and tradition” (Read 144: 325). Some ele-
ments of group art therapy introduced into post-pandemic schools 
might be an active response to social changes aiming at synchronic 
adaption of the educational setting to the real needs of children. In 
such a modified setting, a child is indeed treated as a participant and 
co-creator of society and is entitled to receive some guidance and 
support when their social relationships and existence are at stake in 
the times of crisis. 

Sensory stimulation

The last area of potential art therapeutic intervention discussed 
here is the possibility of multisensory experience. As already signaled, 
one of the undisputed drawbacks of online learning is the unifica-
tion of educational tools which do not promote sensory, non-verbal 
development. Paradoxically, within the plethora of online platforms, 
it is inherently impossible to enjoy the benefits of diverse sensory 
stimuli. Although various creative endeavors are, of course, possible 
in the digital space and online learning, Jacek Ścibor rightly notices 
that children are far more often passive recipients of Internet con-
tent than its creators (Ścibor 2020: 59). However, even if they are 
encouraged to express themselves artistically in the digital medium, 
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digital tools, due to their intrinsic limitations, do not offer sensual 
richness of natural materials with their attributes like texture, smell, 
and sometimes even sounds(!). In contrast, many art therapy scenar-
ios revolve specifically around the senses and the physical experience 
of one’s existence in the world. One of such instances is Wiesław 
Karolak’s compilation of art therapy scenarios for children and teen-
agers where he centers each activity on a given sense, season of the 
year or physical sensation (Karolak 2019).

Contact with natural materials or artistic activities involving var-
ious tools and varied cognitive operations seems more suitable for 
processing and communicating the multifaceted experience of our 
existence. In Arteterapia i  warsztaty edukacji twórczej [Art therapy 
and creative education workshops], Maja Stańko-Kaczmarek com-
ments on this aspect of art therapy, realizing that the mode of com-
munication specific to artistic expression is more suitable to reflect 
on strong positive and negative emotions (Stańko-Kaczmarek 2013: 
84). Multisensory artistic activity is also more related to experiences 
taking place within the realm of our senses (Stańko-Kaczmarek pre-
sents examples of tactile sensations like gusts of wind, sunbeams on 
the face, or pain) and provides a chance to effectively share them with 
others outside the sphere of verbal communication. Stańko-Kacz-
marek states that once the initial hindrances of a new mode of ex-
pression are overcome, a child could express oneself more fully than 
before. This is also possible because uninhibited artistic expression 
simultaneously improves communication with oneself and others 
(Stańko-Kaczmarek 2013: 83). The observations of Mills and Kel-
lington are noteworthy here as well. The authors emphasize that 
“in an art therapy group, in particular, the art-making can be used 
to create a shared ‘visual language’ among the group members and 
thus expand the opportunities available for connection and mean-
ing-making” (Mills, Kellington 2016: 6).

Another crucial factor of multisensory experience relates direct-
ly to learning processes and cognitive abilities. In her discussion of 
this topic, Blotevogel (2013: 119) refers to the works of Noah Hass- 
-Cohen and Richard Carr (2008) who noticed that artistic endeavors 
in the visual arts seem to stimulate the release of the neurotransmitter 
acetylcholine. The ultimate result of this secretion is emotional regu-
lation and also improved long-term memory and cognitive changes 
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that facilitate coping with problematic situation. This is highly de-
sirable because acetylcholine is responsible for visual processes and 
memory. 

Several neurological studies provide more arguments for using art 
therapy especially for children with trauma and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD). While it would be far-fetched to say that online 
learning during the pandemic triggered PTSD in the majority of pu-
pils, it certainly may have exacerbated exposure to domestic violence 
in those children who were already living in dysfunctional families 
before the pandemic. Therefore, art therapy intervention should also 
be considered for this reason. Mills and Kellington (2016) argue that 
art therapy helps children from such families when verbal commu-
nication does not perform a therapeutic function. The authors briefly 
explain the neurological mechanism of this process:

Art therapy also brings unique benefits in allowing procedural memory 
to be activated in the safe, contained way that is vital for psychodynamic 
work. Accessing procedural memory is key to the treatment of trauma 
(Green 2003) as these types of memories are often located in the amyg-
dala where responses to traumatic or ‘emergency’ situations like flight, 
fright, fight or freeze are also determined. For traumatic incidents to 
be processed, the brain must be able to take the experiences from the 
amygdala and process them, calmly and reflectively, in the hypothalamus. 
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other potentially adverse 
consequences of trauma are the result of trauma staying in the amygdala 
and flooding it (Mills, Kellington 2016: 3).

Conclusions

Taking into consideration all the arguments presented here, some 
elements of art therapy intervention appear to be beneficial in the 
process of compensating and processing the experience of COV-
ID-19 pandemic itself as well as the online education taking place 
in that period. The undoubted advantage of art therapy in this sit-
uation is its synchronicity understood as the possibility to work on 
improving social/ group relationships, and self-regulation through 
self-expression and multisensory experience at the very same time. 
One might argue that art therapy activities in schools are redundant, 
especially for younger children who have art classes. However, art 
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classes as defined in the Polish core curriculum for grades 1–3 do 
not have therapeutic objectives. As Wita Szulc accurately observes, 
artistic activity is not synonymous to the therapeutic effect of art 
(Szulc 2001: 126). In art therapy, the communicative potential of 
artistic creation is harnessed because its symbolic language is what 
determines its therapeutic value. Although, sometimes the fields of 
art education and art therapy may overlap, art therapy takes place 
only when the participant feels that every kind of artistic expression 
is allowed and respected (Blotevogel 2016: 122). Moreover, master-
ing artistic techniques and visual perception is not the fundamental 
purpose of art therapy, but falls within the scope of art education 
(Stańko-Kaczmarek 2013: 29). Thus, the boundary between art ther-
apy and other adjacent disciplines has been already researched and 
delineated by science (Szulc 2011; Rubin 2010) as well as discussed 
in a less academic manner (Handford 2009a, 2009b).

Read has been cited and frequently referred to in this article be-
cause his understanding of artistic education can be interpreted as 
more akin to art therapy rather than to art education as we know it 
from Polish primary schools. That is why Read’s reflections provided 
a  certain framework for this discussion. Nevertheless, it is impor-
tant to remember about the requirements for appropriate art therapy 
sessions, like qualified therapists with expertise. This prerequisite is 
signaled by Wita Szulc and Beata Skwarek who clearly state that 
although some elements of art therapy might be straightforwardly 
employed in primary schools, a teacher should not be equated with 
a  therapist unless they have obtained the required qualifications 
(Szulc, Skwarek 2017: 96).

Unquestionably, the preparation of qualified staff along with other 
formal and administrative challenges accompanying the introduction 
of art therapy interventions might provoke certain objections. These 
should be addressed in future research and should not be a  reason 
to dismiss the preventing, compensating and healing benefits of art 
therapy in the reality of the post-pandemic school.
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