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Why	Art	Therapy?		
 

It is well established that Art Therapy is an effective tool in helping children express trauma and embark 
on a process of healing. Aboriginal children have inherited a collective trauma of the loss of land and 
culture which is so vital to their Spiritual and Cultural health and they have inherited the legacy of the 
Stolen Generations, a fundamental attack on their right to exist as Aboriginal people. This collective 
trauma has left many secondary traumas including domestic violence, sexual abuse, alcohol and drug 
addiction and poverty.  

Gunawirra’s	art	therapy	project	is	based	on	the	recognition	that	a	child’s	most	intense	thoughts	and	
feelings,	although	hidden	in	their	subconscious,	can	find	expression	in	their	art	making	rather	than	in	
words.	This	gives	children	the	opportunity	to	express	powerful	emotions.		The	process	of	creating	art	
opens	doors	to	a	different	kind	of	communication	that	 later	becomes	talking	and	understanding.	 It	
creates	a	bridge	between	the	Art	therapist	and	the	child;	and	the	child	and	him	or	herself.	The	child	
makes	 visible	 something,	 they	 both	 do	 and	 don’t	 want	 understood,	 or	 to	 have	 known	 about	
themselves.	 This	 is	 the	 area	 of	 telling	 and	 not	 telling	 that	 creates	 confusion	 for	 every	 small	 child.	
Allowing	 this	 telling	 to	 happen	 in	 art,	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 caring	 and	 attentive	 facilitator,	 allows	
processing	time	for	the	mind	to	catch	up	with	what	has	been	shared.	

	

Aboriginal	People	have	always	made	art	not	just	to	express	personal	feelings	but	rather	to	connect	to	
that	 which	 is	 greater	 than	 themselves:	 to	 connect	 to	 their	 Creators,	 Identity,	 to	 Spirit	 and	 to	
Ancestors.	 	Art	 is	 an	 important	part	 of	 aboriginal	 culture	 and	by	practising	 culture	we	are	 able	 to	
cope	with	loss	and	trauma.	

	
For	children	art	making	not	only	tells	a	story,	it	enacts	an	experience.	It	is	easier	for	the	child	to	talk	
about	 the	 image	 than	 about	 him	 or	 herself.	 This	 important	 work	 allowed	 each	 child	 to	 explore	
feelings	and	 ideas,	culture,	and	mostly	our	 focus	was	on	 increasing	 their	ability	 to	experiment	and	
bring	 feelings	 through	 art.	 We	 felt	 that	 just	 creating	 the	 space	 allowed	 their	 creative	 minds	
permission	to	exist	along	with	their	inner	pain.	We	knew,	with	this,	they	would	also	be	freed	to	learn.		

	
We	seeded	this	space	with	the	inclusion	of	culture	by	our	Aboriginal	Artist	Graham	Toomey	who	co-
facilitated	the	art	therapy	sessions.	Graham	provided	cultural	links	that	the	children	could	integrate	
into	their	art.	Ancient	symbols	that	they	could	use	when	they	wanted	to	put	more	form	around	their	
art	making.	Metered	over	the	weeks	of	the	sessions	this	cultural	information	helped	develop	pride	in	
culture	and	give	a	sense	of	belonging	and	of	self	 identity	and	value	 in	being	Aboriginal	–	returning	
what	has	been	stolen.	It	also	added	a	structural	layer	to	the	art	making	and	a	cognitive	presence	of	
the	 group	 as	 an	 exclusively	 Aboriginal	 group.	 Art	 is	 a	 profound	 part	 of	 Aboriginal	 culture.	 The	
presence	of	an	Aboriginal	Artist	running	this	group	connected	the	therapy	to	their	culture.	

	

The	 role	 art	 plays	 in	 brain	 development	 is	 now	 well	 documented	 as	 a	 stimulus	 to	 learning.	
Aboriginal	children	are	having	problems	in	getting	a	head	start	in	every	area.	Researchers	in	the	
field	 of	 art	 therapy	 have	 begun	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	 neurobiology	 and	 its	 relationship	 to	 art	
making	and	 its	 implications	 for	art	 therapists	 (Chapman	et	al.,	2001;	Klorer,	2005;	Lusebrink,	
2004;	McNamee,	2004).	By	proving	a	space	to	make	art,	we	are	providing	a	very	special	space	



for	 the	 children	 to	 practice,	 to	 play,	 to	 imagine	 and	 to	 focus	 without	 the	 usual	 pressures	 to	
suppress	 the	movement	of	 their	bodies	or	 the	academic	pressure	 to	get	 it	 right.	Making	art	 is	
active.	It	is	a	very	practical	way	to	contain	the	children’s	energy	while	helping	them	manage	it	
constructively.		
	
Bogousslavsky	 (2005)	 states	 that	 brain	 activity	 shows	 that	 art	 making	 involves	 a	 “complex	
combination	 of	 sensory,	 cognitive	 and	 motor	 activities	 [and]	 immediately	 emphasizes	 the	
holistic	functioning	of	the	brain	in	creativity,	while	it	shows	that	specific,	focal	brain	lesions	may	
alter	 or	 disrupt	 the	 process”	 (p.	 106).	 He	 further	 argues	 that	 the	 brain’s	 frontal-anterior	
subcortical	loops	are	activated	during	the	execution	of	artwork.	We	used	this	to	information	to	
form	 the	 structure	 of	 our	 sessions	 that	 had	 both	 time	 for	 free	 art	making	 and	 then	 a	 period	
called	‘story	time’	when	we	invited	the	children	to	share	and	to	talk	about	their	art.		
	
In	 trauma	 treatment	 it	 is	 not	 the	 verbal	 account	 of	 the	 event	 that	 is	 important,	 but	 the	 non-
verbal	memory	of	the	fragmented	sensory	and	emotional	elements	of	the	traumatic	experience.	
(van	der	Kolk,	2003)	The	art	works	made	by	 the	children	demonstrates	art’s	capacity	 to	hold	
many	fragments	in	a	whole	art	work.	When	children	in	art	therapy	describe	the	contents	of	their	
drawings,	giving	facts	and	opinions	about	family	and	intimate	relationships,	they	are	calling	on	
explicit	memories.	This	memory	system	has	engaged	the	hippocampus	 to	create	 the	cognitive	
map	of	events;	it	furthermore	serves	in	executing	complex	operations,	in	solving	problems,	and	
in	planning	and	performing	tasks	step	by	step.	It	 is	a	direct	response	from	internal	states	that	
are	automatic	and	operate	unconsciously.	In	all	its	forms	–	literature,	music,	painting,	sculpture,	
film,	dances	or	theatre	–	art	represents	the	mind	of	its	creator.		

	
	

	

	



Aboriginal	Benefits	Foundation	
	

This project is linked to the Aboriginal Benefits Foundation who will eventually assist in the entire roll out.  

The Aboriginal Benefits Foundation was established in 2005 by a group of concerned individuals involved 
Indigenous  art and culture.  
 
The objectives of Aboriginal Benefits Foundation are to promote, provide and carry out activities, facilities 
and projects for the benefit and welfare of Aboriginal communities throughout Australia and the 
members of those communities. The Aboriginal Benefits Foundation has a particular focus on supporting 
art, health and cultural projects with a connection to Aboriginal art and/or artists, which are undertaken 
to assist the youth, the aged and those who suffer from infirmity, disability, poverty or other 
disadvantageous social or economic circumstances. 

 

The	purpose	of	this	project		
 
The	 purpose	 of	 this	 project	 is	 to	 create	 a	 model	 of	 excellence	 for	 working	 with	 Aboriginal	
children	in	the	country	and	the	city.	Art	is	an	accessible	language	that	all	kids	love	and	relate	
to,	 that	 is	unthreatening	 to	 the	mothers	 involved	and	one	 that	 is	particularly	sympathetic	 to	
the	Aboriginal	culture.	The	researcher	will	develop	an	understanding	of	the	individual	stories	
of	 the	 children	 and	 their	 lives	 as	 expressed	 through	 their	 art.	 Observation	 and	 the	 study	 of	
links	to	the	intergenerational	transmission	of	trauma	will	be	a	central	focus,	in	evaluating	the	
research	 and	 thus	 examining	 the	 value	 of	 such	 a	 project	 for	 healing.	We	 eventually	 have	 a	
vision	of	using	this	model	 in	up	to	forty	of	the	preschool	we	work	in	as	a	 link	to	culture	and	
identity	and	a	healing	of	trauma.		
	

The Gunawirra Art Therapy and Aboriginal Culture Project has two main objectives: 

• To act as an emotional healing and educational support for preschool and school 
aged Aboriginal children from traumatised backgrounds 

• To develop and refine a model, including a ‘train the teacher’ component that can 
be replicated in country schools and our 43 pre-schools. There is a stipulation that 
the teachers in the main will be Aboriginal.  
 

  



The	Art	Therapy	and	Culture	Sessions		
	
Its therapy but it’s so much more. 

This first, research component of the project was held weekly over nine sessions in the Autumn of 2014. 
 
It was co-facilitated by Graham Toomey who is an Aboriginal Artist and Andrea Bloom who is a non-
Aboriginal Art Therapist. Shiri Hergass provided weekly supervision sessions to help the facilitators think 
through the material of the sessions. 
 

  



 

The	School	
For the privacy of the children we will just say that this was an inner-city school. The Principal is an 
extraordinarily dynamic woman who knows each of the students, their families and their circumstances. 
Gunawirra has been involved with the school for a couple of years running a weekly mothers’ group in 
their grounds. Our proposal to run an art therapy group for Aboriginal children who had experienced 
trauma was met with more than enthusiasm and perhaps it was relief. We would help the principal hold 
some of the trauma. We were proposing to work with preschool aged children but when we said ‘trauma’ 
the principal immediately thought of a few older children. We took this on board and shifted our project 
to meet the group with most need for the work. 
 
For all their enthusiasm the school was challenged by our presence. Practically they were required to 
provide a member of their staff to supervise while we worked. This put some pressure on them. Our 
choice to work out in the open field of the school helped because it meant we could be supervised from a 
distance and so the staff could do their ordinary work and keep an eye on our group. It took a couple of 
weeks to come to this arrangement. Over the weeks, access to the school changed as the front gate was 
suddenly locked and getting in became more difficult. This was never explained but there was some police 
presence in the school the day it first happened.  

On any given day that we arrived, during recess the staff would be playing with the children, playing 
handball, making loom bands, listening and engaging with the children. It was a caring environment. 

Our last session was held during the school’s NAIDOC celebrations and we arrived to the smell off BBQ. All 
the children were cooking together. That day we met some of the parents of the children in our group. 
There was a strong sense of community, identity and desire to connect with culture from these parents. 
The parents of our group who we met, respected and wanted us to guide their children in Aboriginal Art 
making and about the importance of connecting to their culture. 

The	Group	
When they began to gather as a group the children arrived bright with anticipation.  They said ‘we are all 
Aboriginal’ and were pleased by this fact that this brought their group together. For the confidentiality of 
the children we have changed their names. 

There were initially six children referred to the group: 

Talia who is an 8 year old girl 
 
Kirra also an  8 year old girl 
 
Tyrell a 6 year old boy, related to two of the other children in the group. 
 
Jarli a 5 year old boy 
 
Chrissy a 5 year old girl, sister of Talia. I vividly remember our first meeting with Chrissy. She was so 
excited to be in the art group and she kept saying that she was going to draw flowers.  
 
Akala a 5 year old girl 



But on the first week a seventh child made herself known. Rianna, a 6 year old girl, arrived by my side at 
the end of the session. She wanted to know about the group and she let me know she is Aboriginal. She 
glued herself to me, insisting on helping me.   
 
When we arrived for the second session and half the group was away (two attending a funeral – which 
was the primary reason for any absence over the nine weeks) I asked the Principal about Rianna and so 
she became the seventh member of the group. 
 
Then sadly two of the children stopped attending the group. Kirra because she had been removed from 
her mum to live with relatives and so she had changed schools to minimise the sting of walking straight 
past mum’s house to go to school and Jarli because his Nan, with whom he lived, had taken him out of 
school planning to hold him back so he could start again next year.  

In the end we had a consistent six children for most of the sessions and they formed a strong group. 

The	Space	
We worked outside, in the environment with the big sky above and the grassy earth beneath and the air 
filled with the sounds of birds and the movement of air. Connection to land and environment allowed the 
children to feel connected, peaceful, attached, safe to create just like our ancestors have done on that 
land for thousands of years 

Their presence was there with us. 

We spread an enormous canvas drop sheet down beside an old gum tree. This became our place.  
We put the art materials down near a low palette style bench thinking we’d bring them over to the mat 
by the tree to work but on the very first session, when we invited the children to make art, they ran to the 
materials, unpacked them where they were and set up an outdoor studio on the bench.  
It was a wonderful sense of space: space to mess, to think, to run, to wonder and to grow; a space on the 
grass where if paint spilled it could be absorbed by the ground. Over the weeks we developed our way of 
working in the space by bringing a bucket of water to use as a wash basin, to keep the children in sight 
(otherwise they were running to the bathrooms to wash hands). When the children wanted a break they 
could play on climbing equipment in the field and we could see them from the art making place. Several 
sessions in, they found a football in the field and invited Graham to play ball. He played. They all ran and 
played. In such a vast country it’s funny how the space to sit and to paint and to run freely feels like such a 
luxury. We only had two sessions where we couldn’t use the tree space and it only worked to show us 
how important ‘the space’ was to our work. 

The	Ancestors	
How did we get all that good weather? 

One session the lightest rain fell but still we could work in our space: as though our ancestors were 
blessing and cleansing the land we worked on while indicating their presence to us. Our Spirituality, even 
today, makes up every second of our day. It’s around, even the presence of Our Ancestors are here right 
now. It was like they were watching and they liked what we were doing so they provided the weather, the 
noise, the atmosphere, the mood, the calmness, the creativity. They gave us the ideas and the thoughts 
and the feelings to think about our artwork. That’s what the Space provided, it was all around us and it 
gave us something to think about to inspire the art making. 



The	Structure	
We ran 9 sessions over 9 consecutive weeks. It was a short-term, closed-group, meaning that the group 
was not open to new members from the second week and that it began with an ending in mind.  The 
process can be clearly tracked as having a beginning a middle and an end. The first two or three sessions 
were spent creating a ritual/order of events in the session. The middle few weeks invited more art making 
and more emotional material was poured into the space. And the impending ending which brings an 
opportunity to deal with ‘Loss’ began to be felt in week 7 so the final 3 sessions dealt more directly with 
preparing to say good-bye and what that felt like. Given how many funerals were attended by the 
children during the term ‘Loss’ is a very real part of these children’s lives. 

The sessions were intended as research so the structure was tweaked over the weeks to become 
something we could use consistently, something we could offer to workers in our other preschools to use 
to run the group. The structure is the practical formula for running these groups. It becomes a ritual that 
marks the art therapy group time as something special that, in itself, has a healing potential as the ritual 
references culture in a deep way. It is also reflective of the practice of psychotherapy where the 
boundaries of time and place are constants that demarcate the therapy session and help contain difficult 
emotions that are brought to therapy. 
 
We ran the first session for an hour and a half but found this was too long for some of the children. So 
from the second session on, the sessions were an hour each. 
 
11.45am Start 
They began with the group sitting in a circle, gathered on the mat. Graham brought clap sticks that each 
member would clap as they said ‘ Hello, my name is....’ And this ritual was sometimes enriched as children 
were encouraged to add ‘and today I will be painting.....’ and name a plan for their work in the session. 
 
Graham introduced the use of the local Aboriginal word for Hello – Warami and the group started to say 
‘Warami, my name is...’ 
The Clap Sticks immediately got the children thinking about who they are, their identify and their culture. 
They are a potent symbol that gave permission for the children to be who they are, practicing culture and 
feeling proud as they stated their own names into the group. They also connected them to the Past. 
Graham said that when he watched them clapping the sticks it was like seeing them acting out a gathering  
(an ancient space where people would sit and discuss matters)or a ceremony. So the beginning of each 
session was a gathering marked by the clap stick ceremony, a ceremony that set the tone for the work. 
 
Over the weeks we witnessed, for example, Akala become more confident. In the beginning she was a 
little shy and tentative using the Clap Sticks but over the weeks she became more confident and 
determined as she clapped and said her name and then added her thoughts about what she would paint.  
 
12noon 
The children were always eager to get into the art making so after each member had said their name into 
the circle we would briefly offer any new ideas or symbols that Graham had brought for working with 
then the art making would begin. 
 
The children would move to the painting bench and they had at least half an hour to make art. This time 
was often broken up with physical play and running. 
 
 
12.30pm 
The group would start regathering on the mat, bringing their art works with them. Each child sat on the 



mat with their art work in reach to hold up and show the group. We called this part of the session ‘Story 
Time’ and each child was invited, in turn, to share their art work and tell its story.  

 

12.40pm 
Andrea would sing the good-bye song: It’s time to go now, bye-bye, it’s time to go now, bye-bye. See you 
later; see you next week. It’s time to go now, Bye [each child’s name was sung with this line repeated for 
each until all children had been sung good-bye]. The effect of this song was to calm and focus the 
children. We could feel this happen even in the first session. It was the ritual that marked the end of the 
session.  

12.45pm Session ended 

 

The	Art	Making	
For the most part, the children were keen to get going with the art materials.  

The first three sessions, they poured and poured out paint. They poured and they mixed. Sometimes they 
poured out a palette of colours side by side before they mixed them together. Sometimes they bypassed 
even that and just poured one colour in on top of the next before mixing to make what Graham so aptly  
called ‘soup’, a dark, murky paint mixture. 

Once the children realised that creating art could be colourful and stories more interesting they began to 
do this. There was a lot of cultural representation as in paintings of the land, trees, animals, family and 
the aboriginal flag. Sometimes they followed each other or copying each other as though they were 
connecting to the same idea, thought or feeling. There was a lot of sharing of stories, like family or what 
Aboriginal people did in the past and the meaning of being Aboriginal.     

  



The beginning – sessions 1, 2 and 3 
 
In the beginning  children did a lot of testing of the boundaries of what they could and couldn’t do in the 
sessions. Here is a vignette from the first session: 

Chrissy starts to paint with red at the top of the page and says ‘This is the sky. Can I paint the sky 
with this?’ Another child looks and says ‘No! The sky is blue.’ I said ‘In art you can use your 
imagination. If your imagination wants to paint a red sky, then that’s ok. Art doesn’t mind if we do 
that sort of thing.’ 

As a facilitator I wanted to set a boundary that gave each child permission to express themselves without 
the judgement of another child. I used ‘art’ to facilitate this aim because art can be such a free place. It is 
a place where the sky can be red so long as no one feels pressured by the group to conform. Art 
depersonalizes this discussion and makes it possible for each child to explore themselves in the safe 
framework of art making without myself as a facilitator needing to direct the children.  

By week 3, in the heart of the session, the children had their hands in the paint and were working it on 
the paper with full open hands. Watching this work one could feel the yummy, slippery paint beneath the 
palm. Graham spoke saying this was how Aboriginal people would have painted in times before brushes. 
This way Graham framed the art making with a cultural reference giving otherwise regressive, 
dangerously messy art making, both meaning and respect. From a therapeutic point of view, what 
Graham did was contain the emotional material being poured into the art. 

This was important because until that moment the activity of pouring and mixing had been difficult to 
watch. It elicited authoritarian responses about the paint, like ‘that’s enough’ or  ‘I’ll count to 3, when I 
get to 3 you can stop pouring’ (intended to support self regulation). By offering cultural context to the 
activity Graham elevated it. 
 
This was Tyrell’s art from the 3rd session 
 

 
 
As well as pouring the children did a lot of unpacking. They would unpack the boxes of art materials and 
discover things we weren’t even aware of having packed (like animal shaped sponges). We began to use 



that as a way of introducing elements without making too direct a contribution. On the first session the 
children found and used the blank Boomerang that was in the box. They traced it onto their pages. The 
next time we provided cardboard tubes in amongst the materials. They found these and painted on them. 
The first time the tubes were there just the boys painted on them. Over the course of the weeks every 
child took their turn to find and paint a Didgeridoo.  
 
This is a photograph of all the images that Chrissy made in the first session, including the red sky painting. 
She was one of 6 children in that session and each child made multiple paintings. The logistics of 
managing the group on a practical level are enormous. On a therapeutic level the practical is symbolic of 
the emotional material that is being brought into the session. The children have so much to share they 
begin by almost flooding the session with themselves and their expression to see if it can be tolerated and 
held. 

 

 

The paint soup is a physical outpouring of this. It is a test of sorts. If the facilitators can withstand the 
enormous pouring out then trust can develop and slowly more differentiated stories can be told into the 
session.  In the beginning there were no formed pictures but as the children formed more trust with us 
the images became more detailed and the children began to tell us about themselves and their lives and o 
they became more confident in their drawing skills. The soup and the progression was based on the 
feelings and trust. As more trust was formed the children could open up and that allowed a brighter 
picture and a more interesting story. 



These were the left over palettes from the first session.  

 

 

These are the palettes from the second session 

 

 



In the 3rd sessions paintings were predominantly black and flooded with paint. We had to provide very 
thick card to hold the paint. 

This is Talia’s art on the 3rd session 

 

 

This is Rianna’s art on the 3rd session 

 

  



When we provided paint we always provided the Aboriginal colours and at least half of the group 
had a turn at painting the flag. Sometimes the colours for the flag were deliberately poured out onto 
the page but then they were stirred on the page until they had mixed to cover the page with dark 
paint. When the flags did remain they were beautiful expressive paintings. 

 
 

 

 

 

There was a lot of looking over at what the other was doing and the group had began to form a ‘group 
voice’. The grass being added to the paintings is an expression of this ‘group voice’. One child talked about 
the grass in week 2 and by week 3 it had been picked up by the whole group and remained a theme in the 
art making till the end. It was integral to the space where we worked and shows how the children utilised 
the environment and represented it to us as part of their self expressions. 

 
The middle – sessions 4, 5 and 6 
 
After 3 weeks of painting and pouring we had begun to see each child’s ability to manage themselves in 
the activity. Tryrell was least interested in painting. He would paint a little and then say he was tired and 
leave the group to wander the field or to lie down nearby. Graham would arrive for a session really 
thinking about Tyrell, about how to engage him. So in the 4th session Graham worked to facilitate Tyrell 
drawing after he’d put in his 10 minutes of painting and said he was tired. Tyrell definitely found more 
satisfying expression this way and he had a big story to tell.  



On week 5 Graham provided large flat river stones he had collected the previous weekend. These he 
actually introduced to the children while the group was still gathered on the mat. It was a direct gesture, 
symbolic of the attachment forming in the relationship between us (the facilitators) and the children. It is 
a departure from putting things in the box to be discovered (symbolic of a more avoidant 
relationship).The stones were offered as something to paint on that was not paper it they are a part of 
the children as a part of the land. Something as simple as a stone has a lot of use in Culture and in this 
instance the stones gave the painting another level of meaning. 
 
Each child, except Tyrell, took a stone to paint. Tyrell’s abstinence might say something about his capacity 
to receive in the context of a relationship, his capacity to trust. The way the children worked the stones 
was not at all what Graham or I expected. We anticipated detailed painting including symbols or pictures 
on the stones. The children poured paint onto the stones and worked the paint over the surface. 
Eventually some of the stones were placed in containers and more paint was poured on them in the 
containers. Each child then painted one or two paintings then transitioned to the mat on the ground to 
draw. Multiple drawings were made. This was the session of the very light drizzle. That blessing from the 
Ancestors touched the work on the week the children began to look for ways to contain their pouring out 
and that we began to work to offer more containment and the group was formed enough to relate more 
directly. 

This is what Tyrell did instead of working with a stone. 

 



 
This is Akala’s stone. 

 



 

A. drew the picture of the group (top left) and at story time said that it is a map of the treasure  
that we’re sitting on. The first map had arrived the week before drawn by Talia. 
 

 

Chrissy also drew a map on the 5th session and of hers she said: 

That’s the bedtime 
That’s the morning 
That’s the lollypop day 
Then you drop into the pool 
and a ladder to get out 
To get a lollypop 

The children were showing us what a significant part of their weekly routine the group art time had 
become and that they could map it as a recurrent event in the cycle of their week. 

While Chrissy and Akala were making maps Talia made the following image that demonstrates a shift in 
her engagement with art making in the sessions. Rather than using grass pulled up from the ground she 
found green tissue paper in the art materials box.  She folded it and cut strips with the intention of using it  
to represent the grass in her art work. It shows a more sophisticated planning in the production of the art 
work while still holding true to the theme that was so important to the group’s work in weeks gone by. 
 



 
 

On the 6th week we worked inside because the rain was heavier. We said there was no paint to be used 
inside. We provided textas and magic textas that would change colour with the use of the white one. (Did 
I just write that? This was something I was aware of even as I bought the textas but I tried to brush it 
aside. Again it pops up as too obvious to ignore.) The children begged for messier materials. We struggled 
to contain them in a wholly inappropriate space: the carpeted teacher’s lunch room. There was a feeling, 
after the weeks of working in the big outdoors, of feeling trapped in this small room, where we couldn’t 
paint. This session highlighted the importance of having an appropriate space to work; one where it is 
okay to make a mess and also an environment that provides inspiration and connection to thoughts and 
feelings. Perhaps symbolic of what it is like for these children, whose life experiences are sometimes 
messy, to arrive at school and concentrate within a framework that becomes anxious at the thought of 
mess. I tried to meet them halfway by giving them water soluble crayons to draw with, so that they could 
paint with water. I also gave them good quality artist’s pastels to use. These are high in pigments and they 
crumble as you use them making plenty of dust to smudge but also to accidentally grind into the 
upholstery of the chairs and carpet.  

  



Rianna made some particularly beautiful drawings in this session (they had a Rothko quality and showed a 
sense of mapping on the page) but she was unwilling or unable to talk about her art works at story time. 
 

 

Tyrell, in the same session, made the following drawings and he was both willing and able to talk in 
detail about what they represented for him. In summary they are about Tyrell verses the world. 
About who is in his team fighting with him.  

  



 

The End – sessions 7, 8 and 9 

Back outside on the 7th session a couple of the children found their own stones in the garden and 
incorporated these in their art. A couple of the children cried in this session. A couple left early. It was in 
this session that the thought of our time together ending, became felt and expressed in unconscious 
ways.  The children made more art work. They drew as well as painted even though we were outside 
something from the session before stayed with the process. The 8th session was much like the 7th with 
heightened emotions and acting out of ‘leaving’ (the children leaving us before we could leave them – 
showing us how hard it is to say goodbye).  
 
This is an image made by Akala in the 8th session. The story that accompanied this image was a classic 
hero’s journey. The group had developed a symbol for the sessions (the x on the map) and in this image 
Akala has mapped the journey from home past  the dragon caves, past the talking trees and then if you go 
through the whirlpool (the squiggly bit top left) you come out a ‘real girl’. To me this describes the 
experience of a therapeutic journey. It requires courage. It can be disorienting but as these trials are faced 
the self becomes more real, more able to express itself. 

 

 



On the 9th and final session Graham gave each child a Boomerang to paint. He gave one to Andrea too. 
When Tyrell had finished painting his Boomerang he asked for another one, he found Andrea’s and 
wanted to take it to paint on. This was significant when compared to his rejection of the stones. Andrea 
negotiated for Tyrell to have the Boomerang but to share it. She invited all the children to paint 
something on the Boomerang and asked if she and Graham could keep it as something to remember the 
children by. Tyrell owned this idea. He asked some of the other kids to join him in painting. He was proud 
to be the initiator of this activity. He was showing us how much of the experience of the last few weeks he 
had taken in and he could then use out in the world to express himself in a proactive and positive way. 
Every child contributed to the painting of the group Boomerang. 

 

 
  Finally: 

For the children, some of the important and encouraging outcomes that came as a result of thinking 
through and analysing the questionnaires are: 
 

1. Enjoying experiences and being more responsive with teachers; 
2. Being more actively aware of their culture and their identity as relating to that culture and 

the symbolism inherent in it.  
3. Relating better with peers; 
4. Relating better with siblings and friends; 
5. Showing an interest in art as a means of expression and repeating art at home; 
6. Feeling more relaxed and not as frustrated; 
7. Showing reduced levels of uncertainty or anxiety with improvement in capacity to express 

emotion through art; 
8. Showing improvement in learning and in emotional mood as related to learning generally; 
9. Offering a deeper understanding of the meaning of trauma, for us. 
10. The greatest gain was the message found in some of the teacher and parent answers that 

the children seemed more aware of when they were disruptive or doing something 
unacceptable and could feel shame or embarrassment for it. 

 



The ending was emotional on a few levels. Firstly, Sad that our gatherings were ending.  I would miss the 
children who I have become close to. Right from our first gathering our connection and understanding of 
each other was strong, powerful, cultural and spiritual.  
 
The very place we gathered at under the tree on the grass provided us to be visited by our ancestors and 
the ancestors of the Gadigal people who rest there. I will miss their presence The last gathering was to me 
a surreal special morning I watched the children as they painted and they all just went about  quietly, 
happily, enjoying creating art. I think they knew it was the last gathering and everything Andrea and I had 
shared, guided and shown the children, well the children were going to show us what we have shared 
together. The fact that the little boy who from the start was very reserved and unsure as to how and what 
to create, initiated by asking the other children to contribute to a painted boomerang. I'm no therapist 
but this child just wants affection, love and to fit in with everyone.  
 
The painted boomerang the children created is so special. It's a symbol of what all those weeks represent 
for me, and what Andrea has given the group: Culture, connection, understanding, friendships, trust, 
safeness, happiness and creativity. I gave all the children a boomerang to paint and the smiles and the 
proud looks on their faces is unforgettable.  
 
These children to me face uncertainty and challenges but what I feel they have and what I have given 
them is to be proud of who they are and where they come from and the connection all aboriginal peoples 
have, while always having a strong powerful and spiritual  connection to land and all living things on our 
lands. It has been such a rewarding experience for me and one I will treasure.  
Thank you Andrea for your warmth and loving nature that I'm sure left a permanent place in these 
children's hearts. You also helped me many times with your ideas and thoughts in keeping the gatherings 
running smoothly. There have been many highlights, but the day the children ran over to Andrea and 
hugged her (a non aboriginal women ) displays the trust and love Andrea has with the children.  Also the 
day I played football with Tyrell and the smile on his face and the other times we all played football 
together, so special. But the biggest highlight is watching the creative children develop from artworks 
with darkness and no meaning to life, beautiful colours  and stories of culture, family and our land.  
 

 

 


