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Art Therapy Internship Reflection  

Courtyard Rehabilitation and Long Term Care Center is a residential treatment center for lower income individuals who have lost the ability to care for themselves. Some residents will only stay long enough to recover, while for others it is their permanent home. I had never worked with the elderly population before doing this internship and had no idea what to expect. My intention was to connect with the residents and make their days brighter through the arts. I had visions of spending my mornings doing arts and crafts and engaging in quiet conversation, reminiscing about the past over coffee.  I soon discovered that my internship would be much more challenging than that. 

The first unexpected hurtle was overcoming my own fears and discomforts. I did not expect to be frightened by these gentle harmless souls, but the hunched backs, missing limbs, unsightly skin discolorations, swollen ankles, tubes, unkempt hair, strange odors, and blank stares intimidated me and made me wary of getting close at first. Within a few days, however, all these surface appearances ceased to faze me. Instead I saw the residents as people with different personalities and quirks, and worked to meet their individual needs. The more I got to know them the more I realized just how much love, attention, and energy they all needed. I felt I could never stay long enough or give enough of my time. When I was not there I was constantly thinking of ways to make my time at Courtyard more effective. 

The second major challenge, that never subsided, was trying to reach these people through the barrier of institutionalization and learned helplessness. When asked if they wanted to do an art project, many residents would automatically say “I can’t.” Similarly, when presented with a physical task such as throwing a bean bag or ball, residents were initially hesitant. My approach to reach them varied depending on the individual. For some, I tried to inspire imagination and creativity that lied dormant. The gift of words seemed to serve best for others: poetry, short stories, and word games to stimulate their minds. For others, I employed exercise and movement to awaken their bodies. 

I especially enjoyed reading stories with residents during one-on-one visits. I would read a short story from Chicken Soup for the Soul. I got several of these books from the local library, such as Chicken Soup for the Woman soul, the Christian Soul, the Golfer’s Soul, an the Golden Soul. The short stories held the resident’s attention and always inspired conversation. Soon, the conversation would usually turn from a topic related to the story, to something else that was on the resident’s minds. 

When not visiting with residents one-on-one I was facilitating or helping with an activity, usually related to the arts. One man, who came down every morning to get coffee, picked up a marker that was out on the table and immediately started drawing on his coffee cup. Noticing this, I got him some paper and within minutes he had filled the entire sheet with flowers. Seeing him sitting in the hall staring into space, I would never have known the desire to draw flowers was inside him. As much as possible, I aimed to provide the tools to allow the creativity inside the residents to flourish.      

 Working with alternative therapies, I was fortunate enough to witness numerous precious moments such as these during my time there.  I will share one more that is truly memorable. There is one resident in particular who strikes me as struggling with  exceptionally difficult circumstances. This resident is missing both legs and uses a wheelchair for mobility. He has also lost control of his mouth, so though he tries to talk, it is almost impossible to make out what he is saying. He looks at me with earnest eyes as he struggles to turn his thoughts into words; I strain my ears to understand but can’t even make a guess. Seeing that he is not getting through to me, his eyes glaze over in disappointment and he slumps his head in his hand, his usual position. He is not very old, perhaps in his late forties – his arms are strong and his body has a lot of life to live. Though I don’t know the exact level of his cognitive functioning, I know he understands when someone is talking to him and he tries to communicate back. His able body and working mind are seemingly trapped, leaving him feeling frustrated and alienated. He would look at me with bored contempt and refuse to follow or let me push his wheelchair whenever I tried to engage him in an activity. He often tries to leave the building which sets off the alarm and sometimes he acts out toward other residents. 

One beautiful sunny day he was acting out continuously, setting off the alarm about every twenty minutes. I went up to him and asked him to come throw a ball around with me. “You have big strong muscles that need to be exercised,” I told him. He looked at me and said clear as day, “I’ve been bad.” I wrapped my arm around him and gave him a hug. “You have not been bad. You’re a young man full of energy and it is a beautiful day and you’re stuck in here. You were frustrated today but you are not bad.” He lowered his eyes and nodded. I responded, “Come on with me, let’s go outside and throw the ball around. I know you have some strong muscles that want to move.” To my amazement he started wheeling his chair alongside me. Once outside, gathered with a group of about ten residents, we all started passing the beach ball. He had excellent aim and caught the ball every time. I found out later he used to be a boxer which explains his strong upper body. What’s more, he was very in tune with who had not gotten to catch the ball recently and made sure everyone got a turn.  As I was leaving I leaned in close to him and whispered, “Thank you for coming outside with me. You were awesome today. You noticed when someone wanted the ball and made sure everyone got a chance with it.” The next day when I saw him in the hall, I said hello and he gave me wave. Then he said, again clear as day he said, “I shared.” 

 It was small miracles such as this that made my time at Courtyard so fulfilling. I was constantly amazed and inspired by the residents who persevere everyday through physical and mental challenges. I was also amazed by the healing power of alternative therapies: how having an art project to focus on could quiet the mind that compulsively thought about leaving, how music could light up the face of someone in pain, how the warm sunshine could make language easier for someone with dementia. I feel so blessed to have been let in to their lives and their world.  I have created an activities book, describing some of the things that I did as a psychology intern at Courtyard.  I hope it will prove useful to the next intern.

