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Ute Haring has been a teacher for 35 years, teaching in Germany, PNG and Australia, 
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Biology, and Comparative Religious Studies in local, International Schools and Private 
Schools from Grade 1 to Grade 12. She holds a BA in Education, two Art certificates, a 
BA in Psychology and a degree in post graduate research methods. Ute’s research 
degree was based on the interpretation of children’s drawings, comparing various 
analysts and developing the CID method to make sense of children’s art. Her present 
PhD research centres around three themes expressed in children’s drawings: The 
Holocaust, Cyclones in Queensland, and Child Abuse.  Young children often lack the 
ability to express their fear, frustration, distress, resilience and hope for the future in 
words, therefore drawing and painting can help children to overcome distress and 
trauma. Results will be juxtaposed to interpret how children can transform reality 
through art. Her doctoral research project is being supervised by Associate Professor 
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Abstract: The process of creating art seems to be a healing as much as an expressive 
practice for children. Not only are art activities recognized as a necessity for children’s 
cognitive development, but also as a voice to express the trauma of their distressing 
experiences. The following article is based on art making as an effective trauma 
intervention therapy, adding to previous knowledge of childhood trauma and liminality 
for teachers and health community services. In our diverse, fast changing, challenging 
times, we need to encourage reflecting and utilising social justice in professionalism to 
achieve lasting changes in society. Therefore, the authors investigated the concept of 
“liminality” (a phase of change, transition and transformation) as a framework for 
understanding how the process of art making soothes “childhood trauma.” Recent 
research has revealed that the beneficial effects of drawing are due to children entering 
a time and phase of liminality. Emotions and states such as despair, depression and 
fear, accompanied by intuitive knowledge, memory, resilience and wellness might be 
experienced. This leads to an integrative process: while children are drawing, they are 
completely engaged in a non-verbal activity which needs their total involvement, 
concentration, imagination and creativity. The healing effect of drawing while in the flow, 
which helps children with trauma, has been translated from research findings into a 
poem. This unique contribution to the literature on art therapy’s transformative effects 
summarizes the results of the above study. 

  
Keywords: childhood trauma, art therapy, liminality, poem, teachers 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We are living in a world filled with uncertainty. Natural disasters like earthquakes, 
hurricanes, and fires are current events experienced globally. Added to these 
catastrophes are human-made disasters like war, terrorism, forced relocation and ethnic 
conflicts (Orr, 2007). Generally, children are affected most as their lives totally depend 
on adults. UNICEF (2017) reports that around 535 million children worldwide are living 
in distressing situations, facing violence, disease, and hunger daily. UNICEF also states 
that “humanitarian crises are threatening the lives and futures of more children today 
than perhaps any other time in history” (p. 2). These traumatic events, which might also 
include personal trauma like child abuse, frequently connected to domestic violence, the 
divorce of parents, or the death of a loved one, may produce negative childhood 
experiences (Herrenkohl, Sousa, Tajima, Herrenkohl, & Moylan, 2008; Read & Bentall, 
2012). These events might leave “invisible bruises and permanent scars” on children’s 
developing brains (Danese & Baldwin, 2017; Gerge, 2017; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017), 
affecting them throughout their lifespan. It is therefore relevant to consider effective 
interventions to reduce psychological damage (Wethington et al., 2008). Art therapy is 
one of the possible mediations found helpful (Atkinson & Robson, 2012; Chilton, 2013; 
Dunphy, Mullane, & Jacobsson, n.d.; Hass-Cohen, Bokoch, Findlay, & Banford Witting, 
2018; Haywood, 2012; Kapitan, 2014; Klorer, 2005; Malchiodi, 2003; Perryman, Blisard, 
& Moss, 2019; Rubin, 1984; Sideris, 2017; Slayton, D’Archer, & Kaplan, 2010; Steele, 
2009; St Thomas & Johnson, 2007; van Westrhenen et al., 2017). Although there has 
been empirical research into art therapists’ claims to its effectiveness in the more than 
50 years of “theory and practice,” critics still speak of a missing evidence base (Heenan, 
2006). However, art therapists “know” that this method helps children with trauma 
(Goulder, 2018; Malchiodi, 2009; Rubin, 1984; Sayers, 2004). 

As Haywood (2012) suggests, the effects of flow and liminality on children with 
trauma need further investigation. Equally the concept of liminality has hardly been 
acknowledged in art therapy (Haywood, 2012), nor have scholarly investigators 
expanded research into the complex effectiveness of flow in Art Therapy (Chilton, 2013). 
This paper examines the notion of the flow experience during drawing as a way of 
helping children overcome trauma. Children with trauma, when being in the flow state 
while drawing or painting experience a “loss of self-consciousness” (Jackson & Marsh, 
as cited in Yaden, Haidt, Hood Jr., Vago, & Newberg, 2017, p. 146), a state that is “an 
enjoyable end in itself.”  Within this involvement, an integrative process (Weinstein, 
Przybylski, & Ryan, 2013) produces positive reactions, decreases depression, and 
increases happiness (Yaden et al., 2017, p. 145). 

  
The next section begins with an exploration of the effect of traumatic experiences 

on children, followed by a discussion of art therapy and the positive consequences it 
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has on a child with trauma. This is followed by a discussion of the different components 
or “active ingredients” (Kapitan, 2012, p. 48) which might lead to healing results, 
including interpretations of liminality and the flow state, and an analysis of self-
transcendent experiences. The article concludes with a poem, which summarises the 
literature review, providing information on trauma, liminality, and art therapy for teachers 
and community workers to reflect on social justice issues in the classroom and the wider 
health community regarding the multicultural environment of the children in their care. 

Trauma in Children 

Children can be exposed to traumatic experiences in many ways. Not only are 
natural disasters and human made catastrophes trauma producing for a child, but 
above all personal distressful experiences can lead to deep disturbing trauma (Briggs, 
2012; Haring, Sorin, & Caltabiano, 2019). According to Perry (2002) childhood should 
be “a time of great opportunity.” However, it is equally “a time of great vulnerability” as 
neural systems in the brain are developing for functioning throughout the life span (p. 
82). Research into child abuse and drawings of distraught children in women shelters 
centre around the trauma arising from child abuse (especially on the abuse of trust), 
which is consistently connected to domestic violence (Briggs, 2012; Herrenkohl, Sousa, 
Tajima, Herrenkohl, & Moyla, 2008). Child abuse has been defined by Colman (2003) 
as: “Any form of physical, mental, or sexual exploitation of or cruelty towards a child by 
a parent or other adult, causing significant harm to its victim” (p. 126). Domestic 
violence might include all four categories of child abuse: physical, emotional 
(psychological), sexual abuse, and neglect (Briggs, 2012; Haring, Sorin, & Caltabiano, 
2019). 

If a child is exposed to “extreme, persistent or frequent” abuse, the brain might 
become over sensitised (Supin, 2016, p. 1). This can feel to children as if they are living 
continuously in a “war zone” (Supin, 2016; Thornton, 2014). Due to this, children’s 
developing brains could be transformed and store these experiences as trauma (Perry, 
2002), which consequently might throw a “long shadow” over their later lives (Supin, 
2016). Normal child development is lost in the liminality of time and space: The abuse 
will affect a child throughout the lifespan (Briggs, 2012; Supin, 2016). This negative 
impact “has a ripple effect, tearing through families, schools, and the greater 
community” (Fearon, 2018, p. 4), possibly producing the “intergenerational cycle of 
domestic violence” (Holt, Buckley, & Whelan, 2008, p. 802). Unresolved trauma needs 
early intervention as children’s life-long wellbeing is at risk (Anda et al., 2006 Briggs, 
2012; Guedes, Bott, Garcia-Moreno, & Colombini, 2016; Malchiodi, 2012; Kapitan, 
2014; Orr, 2007; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017; Rubin, 1984; Supin, 2016).  
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According to Perry (as cited in Supin, 2016) psychiatrists are still hesitant about 
the definition of trauma, as people experience trauma differently. Wethington et al. 
(2008) have defined trauma as an event “in which a person experiences or witnesses 
actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or 
others” (p. 287). Cozolini (2005) states that the brain might store the event chemically, 
while Danese and Baldwin (2017) report that trauma experienced in childhood affects 
the brain similarly to an infection in the body, therefore termed the “hidden wounds of 
childhood trauma” (p. 517). These could consequently be activated as disturbing 
memories. Those memories can come as nightmares or flashbacks, triggered by 
sounds, smells, or thought connections, because they are programmed and stored in 
the brain (Cozolino, 2005; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017; Supin, 2016).  

According to Malchiodi (2012) and Perry and Szalavitz (2017), children’s 
reactions to trauma can differ, “depending on psychosocial, developmental, cultural, 
behavioural, and cognitive factors” (Malchiodi, 2012, p. 342). This echoes Brummer’s 
observation that “[t]rauma has many faces” (as cited in Weissova, 2008, p. 151). 
Children can react to trauma in a number of ways, such as hyperarousal, avoidance, 
dissociation, and intrusive memories. Hyperarousal can result in irritability and a “startle 
reflex,” making the child’s surrounding world a dangerous place. Avoidance means 
withdrawal from others, which could lead to dissociation (Cozolino, 2005). A state that 
“allow[s] the victim to either avoid the reality of his or her situation or watch it as an 
observer” (Cozolino, 2005, p. 26) as “conscious awareness is split from emotional, and 
physiological processing” (Cozolino, 2005, p. 32). 

If the traumatic experience happens early in a child’s life and is repeated over a 
period of time, it becomes more difficult to treat because trauma influences the brain of 
the developing child (Anda et al., 2006; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017). This might result in 
lifelong problems affecting intellect and somatic development (Anda et al., 2006; 
Malchiodi, 2012). Interventions are necessary (Auer, n. d.; Cozolino, 2005; Malchiodi, 
2012; Orr, 2007; Rubin, 1984; St Thomas & Johnson, 2007) as further in life the 
traumatic experience can result in mental health conditions like depression and anxiety, 
negative risk taking, suicidal intent or can develop into post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), continuously replicating the body’s reaction to threat (Cozolino, 2005). Intrusive 
memories can occur when “traumatic experiences break into consciousness and are 
experienced as happening in the present” (Cozolino, 2005, p. 25).  

Therefore Malchiodi (2012) suggests employing drawing (as in art therapy), using 
the hands repetitively or rhythmically (Auer, n. d.), thus achieving a positive outcome as 
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rhythmic movement has a soothing effect on the emotions (Ciolek, 2018). Or as Jung 
(n. d.) has stated: “Often the hands will solve a mystery that the intellect has struggled 
with in vain.” 

Brummer has stated that “the answers [to trauma] in creative form are especially 
multifaceted in children” (as cited in Weissova, 2008, p. 151). Therefore, the next 
section starts with an exploration of the art therapy treatment, followed by a discussion 
on the different interpretations of liminality, and then an analysis of self-transcendent 
experiences. 

Art Therapy 

According to Rubin (1984), art therapy is a relatively recent emergent discipline, 
which started in the 1950s (Haring, 2012). Vick (as cited in Malchiodi, 2003, p. 5) 
explains that art therapy “is a hybrid discipline based primarily on the fields of art and 
psychology.” According to Malchiodi (2003) it is an “exciting, dynamic” ever evolving 
field of study (p. 3). In art therapy, art making is creatively employed to find ways of 
communicating thoughts which are too difficult to express in words (Slayton, D’Archer & 
Kaplan, 2010; St Thomas & Johnson, 2007). This gives children in particular, another 
language in which to express and “explore emotions and beliefs, reduce stress, resolve 
problems and conflicts, and enhance their sense of well-being” (Malchiodi, 2003, p. ix). 
This might help individuals achieve emotional clarity (Park & Naragon-Gainey, 2018) 
and relieve the stress response which had been caused by trauma (Flynn & Rudolph, 
2010; Haas et al, 2018; St Thomas & Johnson, 2007). 

Although art therapists have known intuitively that art therapy “works” (Buciarelli, 
2016; Deaver, 2002; Kapitan, 2012; Slayton, D’Archer, & Kaplan, 2010), they request 
more research to provide the evidence base to ascertain that art therapy is an effective 
emergent discipline (Bauer, Peck, Studebaker, & Yu, 2017; Kapitan, 2014; Rossiter, 
2012). To be included in the health care disciplines, art therapy requires verification of 
evidence-based practices, and to be explored within the latest neuroscience research 
(Kapitan, 2014; Linnell, 2014). According to Kapitan (2014) art therapy is “uniquely 
positioned in the art-science dialogue” (p. 50). Exciting new research in advanced brain 
imaging has recorded brainwave action of clients involved in art therapy sessions, 
shedding some light on the question of how art therapy works and how effective this 
treatment can be.  

Art therapy has been described as an “inter”-disciplinary field. However, as 
Bucciarelli (2016) suggests a “trans”-disciplinary approach is necessary as art created 
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in art therapy sessions goes further than the production of expressive art pieces, but 
“becomes an avenue for biosocial transformation,” achieving a holistic treatment 
outcome (p. 152). Art therapists consider different treatment methods, practise in a 
multitude of situations, with a variety of clients, and treat diverse illnesses. However, 
evidence-based practice is somewhat limited and further research is needed (Bauer, 
Peck, Studebaker, & Yu, 2017; Van Lith, 2016). Empirical research including 
randomized controlled trials and large-scale outcome studies is scarce, as Malchiodi 
(2009) acknowledges. Kelly, Davies, Harrop, McClimens, Peplow, and Pollard (2016) 
note the myriad terms used to define art interventions and encourage the need for a 
common definition. Ethical considerations regarding the intervention condition that 
participants are placed into, and the opportunity for wait-list control participants to be 
given the intervention condition is of paramount importance. Qualitative research 
combined with quantitative intervention studies with a longitudinal component could be 
helpful to determine the clinical efficacy of art therapy on specific groups within the 
population. Beebe, Gelfand, and Bender (2010) have reported promising data from a 
study aimed at reducing anxiety using art therapy in the treatment of children with 
asthma. Uttley, Stevenson, Scope, and Sutton (2015) in a broad literature review 
equally found positive results emanating from the use of art therapy when patients had 
presented with non-psychotic mental health problems like depression and anxiety. 
However, the authors warn that in all articles considered the sample size was small and 
the positive evidence reported as clinical effectiveness might be due to medical 
treatment, nursing care, or a combination of other psychological interventions. 
Therefore Schouten, de Niet, Knipscheer, Kleber, and Hutschemaekers (2014) suggest 
future research into art therapies’ clinical efficacy needs to consider which “aspects of 
art therapy are most effective” when control groups have been included in randomised 
control trials and can include considerations of “age, sex, trauma exposure, and 
symptom profile” (p. 226). Accordingly, this would enable art therapists to consistently 
review and amend their ongoing treatment sessions in accordance to the most recent 
research evidence (Bauer, Peck, Studebaker, & Yu, 2017; Buk, 2009; Reynolds, 
Nabors, & Quinlan, 2000; Van Lith, 2016; Van Westrhenen & Fritz, 2014). 

Kapitan (2012) advises that critical reflection and agreement on different 
practices and methodologies needs to be considered, so as to ascertain which “active 
ingredients” produce desired, measurable, positive results in art therapy (p. 49). For 
example, the colouring in of a Mandala design, which is executed with repetitive hand 
movements resulted in reduced anxiety compared with a control group as attested by 
questionnaires distributed before and after the sessions (Curry & Kasser, 2005; Kapitan, 
2012). Clients in this experiment reported being in a meditative state while colouring, 
encountering a trance-like flow experience. Although research on the employment of 
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Mandalas in art therapy has as yet been limited, results indicate that subconscious 
feelings connected with trauma might find an expression, especially for children 
(Henderson, Rosen, & Mascaro, 2007). This effect of an art therapy session is likened 
by Kapitan (2013) to reading a book and being lost “in time, space, and consciousness” 
while fleetingly feeling “suspended between the worlds of illusion and ordinary reality” or 
seeing it as “a kind of liminal or potential space pregnant with possibility” (Winnicott, as 
cited in Kapitan, 2013, p. 140). These mystical states are outlined in detail in the article. 
However, the effect on the client would be difficult to measure quantitatively. Therefore 
Slayton, D’Archer, and Kaplan (2010) interrogated the literature from 1999-2007 for the 
efficacy of art therapy. They found significant health benefits reported by researchers: 
decreased anxiety and depression, better ability to control emotions and improved self-
esteem. These results echo the findings of Reynolds, Nabors, and Quinlan (2000). 

As “the human brain is staggeringly complex” (Kapitan, 2014, p. 50) research in 
neuroscience has not yet been able to testify to the effectiveness of art therapy. 
However, brain imaging technology can display parts of the brain where cells light up 
during art creation, but “art therapy cannot be reduced conceptually [to] a single, mental 
process or [to a certain] brain region’” (Belkofer et al. as cited in Kapitan, 2014, p. 50). 
Alpha waves have been observed in artists while painting, similar to waves produced in 
deep relaxation (Belkofer & Konopka, 2008). Disturbingly, neuroimaging has found that 
children, exposed to traumatic experiences in early childhood, might have stunted brain 
growth and reduced brain activity (Chong, 2015). However, art therapy can stimulate 
neurobiological processes, as well as alleviate trauma (Kapitan, 2012; Malchiodi, 2003). 

As neuroscience further discovers the interaction of body and brain (Chong, 
2015; Kapitan, 2014; Klorer, 2005), so our understanding of trauma and illness, of 
emotions and thoughts increases our appreciation of “how images influence emotions, 
thoughts, and well-being” (Malchiodi, 2003, p. 22). Malchiodi further adds that in art 
therapy a safe, caring relationship between child and therapist is most important; with 
“the product [being] less important than the therapeutic process involved” (Malchiodi, 
2003, p. 1). Similarly, Gross and Clemens (2002) suggest that in every classroom, the 
arts should be incorporated to help children find “creative channels...as an antidote to 
the violence in their lives” (Ashton-Warner as cited in Gross & Clemens, 2002, p. 44). 
This is echoed in Rubin (1984) and Uhlman (1975) who explain the necessity for 
children to partake in art activities from early childhood to help them make sense of their 
worlds.  

According to Rockwood Lane (2005), physical and mental healing can take place 
in a person involved in painting, sculpture, or musical endeavours. Studies show that 
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being creative decelerates the heartbeat, lowers blood pressure, and changes breathing 
and brainwave patterns to a slower rhythm (Rockwood Lane, 2005). Deep relaxation is 
achieved and the body releases endorphins, which calm the autonomic nervous system 
(Rockwood Lane, 2005). Furthermore, Rockwood Lane affirms that when a person is 
involved with “creative or spiritual acts, even as a passive observer, the process creates 
hope” (Rockwood Lane, 2005, p. 122). A positive outlook is attained, and coping 
strategies are developed.  

In art therapy, it has long been known that art activities heal children who have 
experienced trauma due to living through disaster or abuse (Kapitan, 2014; Klorer, 
2005; Slayton, D’Archer, & Kaplan, 2010; Steele, 2009; Rubin, 1984, Orr, 2007; St 
Thomas & Johnson, 2007). Drawing gives children with limited communication skills an 
opportunity to express deep seated emotions connected with trauma, and offers 
children a chance to relax and recall without shame or fear (MacLeod, Gross, & Hayne, 
2013). Children can get totally absorbed in a joyful activity; different to most adults, who 
are continuously aware of time, evaluation, or competition (Goleman, Kaufman, & Ray, 
1992). According to Malchiodi (1998), children enjoy drawing and get completely 
involved, forgetting time, their surroundings and their problems. Csikszentmihalyi (as 
cited in Beard, 2015) calls this state “a holistic sensation that people have when they act 
with total involvement” (p. 353). The flow experience has been termed “being in the 
zone” (in sport), “ecstasy” (mystics) or “aesthetic rapture” (artists, musicians) 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997, p. 1). Besides forgetting time, concentrating and experiencing 
happiness, “being in the flow,” produces self-esteem (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2002). Recent literature on the flow experience has emphasized the “phenomenological, 
psychological, neurological, and biological complexities” of trauma relieved by art 
therapy (Chilton, 2013, p. 68). The next section speaks of the different ways liminality 
has been employed in various disciplines to explain a phase of change. 

Different Interpretations of Liminality 

Liminality is a concept with a variety of definitions, depending on the context. The 
term liminality is derived from the Latin limen, meaning a “threshold” (Colman, 2003, p. 
411), a doorstep to a building which must be crossed (La Shure, 2005; Turner, 1974). 
The term was originally employed in the early 20th century by anthropologists Van 
Gennep and later extended by Turner (Haywood, 2012; La Sure, 2005; Saniotis, 2009). 
Van Gennep (2019) introduced the term “Liminality” in 1909 in his book “Rites de 
Passage” to describe the traditional rituals which mark the rites of passage (birth, 
initiation, marriage and death) in the tribal life of a community (Szakolczai 2009, p. 141; 
Turner 1974, p. 56). He viewed the ritual as having three transitional stages: separation 
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from society, the liminal stage, and finally the reintegration into society (La Sure, 2005; 
Saniotis, 2009). Change or transformation occurs during the liminal stage (Turner, 
1974).  

Turner extended the concept of liminality in the mid-1960s (La Sure 2005, p. 2). 
He understood “liminality” as a “transitory and transformative” state of being; 
(Szakolczai, 2009, p. 142). Turner saw “liminality as a complex series of episodes in 
sacred space-time” (Turner 1974, p. 59). Further, he noted that liminal situations were 
“seedbeds of cultural creativity” (Turner, 1974, p. 60). He therefore considered 
individuals like “artists, writers, mystics and prophets” as living in a “perpetual liminal 
state” (Saniotis, 2009, p. 467) or as Bigger (2009) stated, living “between fact and 
fiction,” in an “in between state of mind” (p. 212); accepted by society as a kind of 
chrysalis for unrestricted possibilities of freed creativity. As these individuals challenge 
the conventional, Siltanen (n.d.) explains: This is important “…because they change 
things. They push the human race forward” (Siltanen, n.d.) as new directions are 
developed (Rae, 2018). This is in agreement with Runco (2004) that “creativity has clear 
benefits for individuals and society as a whole” (p. 677).  

Liminality has equally been described as a state of “Betwixt and Between” (La 
Sure, 2005, p. 2) or a phase of transition or transformation (Szakolczai, 2009). The 
concept of liminality has been conceptually found to be applicable in different 
disciplines, for example in anthropology as well as in social and human sciences. The 
term has been employed in psychology to explain the transitional stages in the lifespan 
(e.g. the time of separation from family, from childhood to adolescence, and further to 
adulthood) (Bigger, 2009; Szakolczai, 2009). Equally the term “liminality” has been used 
to describe the situation people experience after a traumatic event: as a space filled 
with emotions and thoughts but also a time and place between “reality and 
hope” (Ventres, 2016, p. 346). Children, while drawing and being in the flow, enter a 
time and space where “private nightmares” can be faced (Golomb, 2003, p. 320), where 
emotions can be released and managed. In this liminal stage, according to Atkinson and 
Robson (2012), the creative arts are transformative, helping the child to develop 
“confidence and self-esteem” (p. 1351). In the next section the flow state is investigated 
as a clarifying component of the liminal state. 

The Flow Experience 

The mind says there is nothing beyond the physical world; the HEART says there 
is, and I've been there many times. (Rumi quotes, n. d.) 
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The flow experience was first studied and described by Csikszentmihalyi in the 
1960s (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Csikszentmihalyi defines “flow” as a state 
in which “people are at their optimal level of consciousness.” As Kawamura (2014) 
reports, “they feel most alert, focused, in control, creative – and also happy” (p. 4). 
Emotional clarity as identified by Park and Naragon-Gainey (2018), might be realized. 
According to Ceja and Navarro (2012) being in the flow state can be a peak experience 
in everyday life. This might be experienced by anyone who is completely involved in an 
activity without effort but with determination (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Being in the flow 
state, described as living in an exceptional moment, has been reported by many people. 
In fact, one in five participants in a study by Csikszentmihalyi reported that they 
experienced flow as often as a number of times a day (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997, p. 2). 
These findings seem to be universal as testified from other cultures (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Asakawa, 2016; Yaden, Haidt, Hood Jr., Vago, & Newberg, 2017). In the flow state, 
according to Ceja and Navarro (2012), the self is unaware of time and space, but might 
experience a feeling of swift happiness. Performance in the flow state seems effortless 
for an athlete, while artists and musicians often experience a state of “ecstasy,” defined 
by Krippner and Dunbar (2011) as “an emotional state so intense that one is carried 
beyond rational thought or self-control” (p. 135). However, a small percentage of people 
(around 12 to 15%) have stated that they have never experienced it (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1997).  

Children are less inhibited than adults; they get into the flow state effortlessly 
while playing games or being involved in art activities. According to Scott (2003), 
children find it easy to move between the real and the imaginary worlds. He suggests 
that they are “at ease in this state of being beyond-the-self or to have a more immediate 
access to it. Their borders are fluid and their perceptions open” (Scott, 2003, p. 128). 
Children can forget the world around them when they are totally involved in an activity. 
They can easily “slip out of the everyday world into a separate and extraordinary 
one” (Iijima, 1987, p. 45).  

Getting lost in the flow or deep thought or “one-pointedness” in meditation (Vago 
& Zeidan, 2016, p.102) seems to be more difficult for adults who spend their everyday 
life involved in professional and business activities, which are time-limited and therefore 
stressful. Their minds are likened to a monkey swinging from branch to branch (Vago & 
Zeidan, 2016) with thoughts going everywhere, however, as Tolle (quotes, n. d.) 
explains, “when your attention moves into the Now, there is…such clarity…just this 
moment [exists]….”. This clarity experience in the flow state could help to alleviate the 
trauma carried by children while in their states of liminality. Another experience 
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connected to flow and liminality includes the state of self-transcendence, which is 
discussed in the next section. 

Self-transcendent Experiences 

Recently, self-transcendent experiences (STE) have attracted renewed attention 
in medical and psychological research areas (Yaden et al., 2017). This is due to the 
realization of researchers that especially in children, spirituality and well- being are 
closely intertwined (Hyde, 2018; Jackson, 2012; Yaden et al., 2017). In STE, the 
boundaries of the Self are dissolved; time and space disappear from consciousness. A 
peaceful experience of unity with others, nature and the environment is experienced 
(Hyde, 2018; Jackson, 2012; Yaden et al., 2017). 

 In a review of recent literature on STE, different positive experiences of mental 
states including mindfulness, flow, positive emotions, awe, peak experiences and 
mystical experiences were analysed for commonalities (Hyde, 2018; Jackson, 2012; 
Yaden et al., 2017). The authors found that in all of the above listed mental states, time 
and space-sense dissolved, the mind changed and a feeling of the dualistic nature of 
the self, altered to an experience of one-ness or awareness of “pure 
consciousness” (Parnas & Henriksen, 2016, p. 82). These experiences resulted in 
“positive outcomes such as well-being and prosocial behaviour - and more intensive 
STEs are sometimes counted among life’s most meaningful moments” (Yaden et al., 
2017, p. 144), but STEs have also been reported as rather common experiences. For 
example, Bradford (2013) states that thirty-five percent of adults have had mystical 
experiences, one of the states of STE. Trembley (2010) affirms that “Mysticism’[s] reach 
extends far beyond the realm of spirituality, religion, work, recreation and leisure” (p. 
93). He states that mystical experiences are “similar” to flow stages as both have 
positive results with life-changing effects. When children with trauma are in the flow 
s ta te wh i le d raw ing /pa in t ing , they too exper ience a “ loss o f se l f -
consciousness” (Jackson & Marsh, as cited in Yaden et al., 2017, p. 146), a state that is 
“an enjoyable end in itself,” which produces positive reactions, decreases depression 
and increases happiness (Yaden et al., 2017, p. 145). 

The healing effect of drawing while in the flow, which helps children with trauma, 
has been translated from research findings into the following poem: The Healing Effect 
of being in the Flow. The poem is followed by a deconstruction to guide teachers and 
health community services using art therapy. The poem focuses on the meditative 
states of flow (Schnetz, 2005) and “quiet inner listening” (Rappaport, 2009, p. 14), 
recognized in diverse cultures and religions globally (Louchakova, 2005). 
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Poem 

The poem summarizes the learnings from the literature reviewed in this paper.  
As Prendergast (2006) describes in a “Found Poetry” discussion, the poet relies on the 
results discovered in research. The poem below expresses the healing effect of flow, 
starting first with the (mystical/self-transcendence) feelings experienced in the flow, then 
moving to the various areas in which flow has been reported. Finally, it explains why the 
flow experience in art activities (drawing/painting) is important for children who have 
experienced trauma. Each verse in this poem follows an ABBC pattern.  

The Healing Effect of Being in the Flow  

Flow is the moment  
When time stands still  
When eternity breaks into the will  
Of the SELF.  

Known to the ancients  
As centre-point in meditation  
Flow is the way of mediation  
between SELF/DIVINE. 

Athletes have described this  
total immersion in effortless action -  
being in the zone without distraction  
as enjoyable experience. 

Artists and musicians know  
this timeless state as aesthetic raptures,  
while in ecstasy the mystic captures  
essential one-ness. 

Children, drawing, easily concentrate,  
getting completely lost in the Flow -  
Adults, being time-conscious, are slow  
finding the NOW.  
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When deep-seated trauma  
blocks children’s minds and brain -  
Being in the Flow stops the train  
of disturbing emotions. 

In quiet, timeless silence  
The child’s thoughts are ordered and stilled:  
Radiant dreams fulfilled  
With creative energy.  

This poem can open new ways to understanding the variety of children teachers 
meet in their classes or healthcare professionals encounter as clients. Buk (2009) 
reminds us that: “mind and body are inextricably linked” (p. 72). In the above text a 
spiritual component has been explored as inspired by Schnetz (2005) who poetically 
explains that: 

“We are mind, body, and spirit and the songs of our being need to resonate with 
the physical, social, psychological, and spiritual realm in order for us to create the rich 
fabric of life” (p. 22). 

Deconstruction of the Poem  

Verse 1: The effect of the flow experience on the strong-willed SELF.  

Flow is the moment  
When time stands still  
When eternity breaks into the will  
Of the SELF.  

Csikszentmihalyi defines flow as a state where time and space dissolve while a 
person is completely involved in an activity. In this moment “the ego falls 
away” (Csikszentmihalyi quotes, n. d.). This is similar to mystical states of 
consciousness where the “sacrifice of self-will” (Huxley quotes n. d.) makes space for 
the experience of one-ness, “non-dual awareness” (Vago & Zeidan, 2016, p. 102) and a 
knowledge of infinity or “eternity” (Osho quotes, n. d.). The mystic, experiencing the 
feeling of flow and “ego-dissolution” (Louchakova, 2005, p. 89), understands that his 
own will is “held by a superior power” (Trembley, 2010, p. 45), which is the “origin of 
consciousness” (Louchakova, 2005, p. 90).  
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Thakar (n.d.) assured that in meditation one meets eternity in the present 
moment. Or as Montgomery explains (n. d.): “Eternity” experienced in a mystical state 
means: “a moment standing still for ever,” while living in the flow state. 

Verse 2: The flow state has been noted in various spiritual texts in many different 
cultures since ancient times:  

Known to the ancients  
As centre-point in meditation  
Flow is the way of mediation  
Between SELF/DIVINE.  

According to Louchakova (2005) ancient traditions (Indian Vedanta, Sufism, 
Gnosticism, and Buddhism) teach meditation with centred concentration techniques 
which free the mind (Zhuangzi quotes, n. d.). Voltaire described this state in meditation 
as “knowing without thinking, and merging finitude in infinity” (Voltaire, n. d.). Steiner 
asserts that when in meditation the “essential centre of our being” is experienced, we 
know the “eternal [which] is unlimited by birth and death” (n. d.).  

This is a knowledge ancient and modern texts on meditation insist, has to be 
experienced as it cannot be explained in words (James as cited in Trembly, 2010; 
Yaden et al., 2017).  

Verse 3: Athletes have reported the flow state as often experienced and enjoyed.  

Athletes have described this  
total immersion in effortless action -  
being in the zone without distraction  
As enjoyable experience.  

Ceja and Navarro (2012) explain that athletes in “peak performance states” 
achieve a flow experience where “everything ‘just clicks’.” This brings them “into the 
zone,” producing a “feeling of sudden joy, even rapture” (p. 1103) Performance in the 
flow state seems effortless (Ceja & Navarro, 2012). 

Verse 4: Artists and musicians experience a trance-like state when totally involved in 
painting or performing music.  
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Artists and musicians know  
This timeless state as aesthetic raptures,  
While in ecstasy the mystic captures  
Essential one-ness.  

The artist and teacher Barb Rees (n. d.) reported that contemplating a sunset 
makes her forget time and space. She defines it as “meditating by painting” which she 
explicates, is “great for the soul.” Krippner and Dunbar (2011) stated that artists and 
musicians often experience a very intense state of “ecstasy,” while in the flow, during 
the process and/or performance. This emotional state is intense and beyond the rational 
(Ibid). “Rapture” is another expression of the mystical experience that brings a 
knowledge of the divine; dissolving duality into an awareness of “unity, harmony, and /or 
divinity of all reality” (Bradford, 2013, p. 105). 

Verse 5: Children, being less inhibited than adults, concentrate easily, getting into the 
flow state during games or art activities.  

Children, drawing, easily concentrate,  
getting completely lost in the Flow -  
Adults, being time- conscious, are slow  
Finding the NOW.  

According to Scott (2003), children easily move between the real and the 
imagined worlds. He reports that they feel at ease in the flow state and can enter it 
instantly. Children can forget everything about time or place when they are totally 
involved in games or drawing. They can easily “slip out of the everyday world into a 
separate and extraordinary one” (Iijima, 1987, p. 45).  

It is difficult for adults to get lost in the flow or “one-pointedness” of meditation 
because adults’ minds go in many directions at once, due to their busy and demanding 
lives (Vago & Zeidan, 2016). Children live in the Now (in the moment) and are not time-
conscious like adults but enjoy creative activities, not concerned about time constraints. 

Verse 6: Children, who experience trauma as “speechless terror” (Harris, 2009, p. 1) 
can draw and creatively express their emotions.  

When deep-seated trauma  
Blocks children’s mind and brain -  
being in the Flow stops the train  
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Of disturbing emotions.  

Emotions frozen in trauma can be released when children are involved in art 
activities. As Linnell (2014) states: this activity can make “visible what was previously 
invisible” (p. 5). 

Verse 7: When children are in the flow while drawing/painting, they forget time, but 
experience a joyful activity which adds to their self- esteem and resilience.  

In quiet, timeless silence  
The child’s thoughts are ordered and stilled:  
Radiant dreams fulfilled  
With creative energy. 

Vago and Zeidan (2016) state that “tranquillity and stillness of mind … reflect a 
natural settling of thoughts and emotions” as experienced in the flow state (p. 96). When 
the activity is enjoyable, creative energy is released (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). 
Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) state that children, when in the flow, experience 
a sense of completeness (Steele, 2009) and happiness (Ceja & Navarro, 2012). In this 
state, holistic healing is achievable (Rockwood Lane, 2005).  

Informing Teachers and Health Community Services 
  
Previous research has discussed the dichotomy of science and art therapy, 

finding agreement in arts-based research to bridge the divide (Bauer, Peck, Studebaker, 
& Yu, 2017; Dewhurst, 2011; Haywood Rolling, 2010; McConeghey, 2011; McGregor, 
2012; Mills & Ballantyne, 2016; Power, 2014; Smithbell, 2010; Springham, 2016; Waller, 
2006; Wang, Coemans, Siegesmund, & Hannes, 2017). This statement is echoed by 
Chamberlain, McGuigan, Anstiss, and Marshall (2018), who affirm that arts-based 
research will “extend our capacity to understand the human condition” and may 
“broaden [our] engagement with social issues and effect change” (p. 133). Reilly 
Carlisle, Jackson, and George (2006) have found that social justice education 
encourages students to achieve exceedingly well. Teachers and healthcare 
professionals are galvanized to act to produce these changes. This would mean 
incorporating social justice into their everyday working lives in multicultural, multilingual 
classrooms or to diverse clientele in our fast pacing, changing world (Clarke & Drudy, 
2006; Falk, 2014); providing opportunities for teachers and healthcare professionals to 
help children with trauma, trying to prevent the intergenerational cycle of violence.  
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Conclusion 

In this paper, the authors have investigated the concept of liminality as a 
framework for understanding how the process of art making soothes childhood trauma. 
By looking through the lenses of flow states and self-transcendent experiences in 
connection with liminality, it was found that arts-based interventions like in art therapy, 
produces a healing effect for children with trauma. This integrative process, which is 
non-verbal but requires total involvement, gives different persons a voice to express 
emotions which need to be released. This helps them to “let go in the flow” experience. 
Future research could examine a person’s recount of feelings while drawing their 
unspeakable distress. In addition, large scale and longitudinal studies could examine 
the effectiveness of art therapy especially in children’s lives. This would be valuable to 
further teachers’ and healthcare professionals’ understanding of trauma. Future 
research might inform pre-service teacher programs and community health services' 
agendas thus affecting children’s and clients’ lives.   
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