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 Session 7: Masculinity.  

 

 

 Directive. Create a three-dimensional artwork representing your idea of masculinity. 

 Jose began session with his normal affect, employing a lot of humor throughout session 

and consistently referring to concepts, art materials, and topics talked about as “pretty.” 

 Response. 

 Process. Jose at first began with thinking aloud how he might conceptualize masculinity 

within the artwork. Provided with many materials, he chose to use pom-poms, drawn by their 

softness and “fuzzy” quality. After selecting a large green and a large beige pom-pom as well as 

medium and small-sized pom-poms, Jose dismantled a green pom-pom by cutting it with scissors 
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and glued it to the paper. Following this, he glued the medium and small-sized pom-poms, lastly 

attaching a cut apart beige pom-pom. Jose titled the piece “Gay Manly Dude.” 

 Quality. This artwork contains a composition that was constructed within a structured 

approach, where Jose appeared to carefully glue each pom-pom down. With it being slightly 

three-dimensional, Jose was drawn to its kinesthetic quality—particularly its softness—and was 

continuously touching it.  

 Content. As Jose began the process, he identified that he chose the “manliest colors” 

offered to him avoiding the brighter pom-pom colors. Jose described that the completed artwork 

reminded him of a “hairy chest” due to the green deconstructed pom-pom glued across the 

majority of the paper. It is important to note the soft quality to this piece that Jose strived for 

compared to the other materials provided. In relation to the artwork and when asked what he 

would need to add to the work to make it “super manly,” he stated he would add some sort of 

“explosion that [he] would stay and watch, not running away because he would have to “show 

his strength.” Looking to explore the other side of the spectrum, Jose was asked how more 

effeminate qualities might be represented. From this, he selected one medium, purple pom-pom 

and surrounded it with six pink pom-poms to create a flower and placed it on top of the green 

“fuzz.”  

 Conversation. Jose touched upon a range of topics related to masculinity. Topics include 

survival, death, illness and injury, family members, and family expectations. Characteristics of 

true men were described to be strength, having a mustache, an athletic appearance, able to 

engage in intensive physical labor, dark skin color and eluded to the avoidance of death as a 

manly quality. Jose began explain his upcoming spring break plans to go on a camping trip with 

his older brother, detailing it would be a “manly experience.” In describing his brother, his “most 
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masculine quality is his mustache,” and that his brother reminds him a lot of his grandfather who 

is quiet but will impart words of wisdom when he speaks. Despite that he looks most like his 

Aztec ancestors with a dark skin complexion, Jose’s brother mostly believes in science and facts, 

leaving little room for his spiritual and Catholic roots. In relation to the art directive, Jose 

indicated that his fuzzy green artwork thus far reminded him of chest hair. He described it as 

“gay” while chuckling that it was the “manliest softness” but that to be more manly it needed to 

be “dirty” to reflect the physical labor expected of the men in the family as well as a “dark tan” 

from working outdoors. He moved into saying how generally his family threatens to disown gay 

family members, however within his home his mother has been very supportive of a cousin the 

family assumed was gay by offering him a home to stay in. Part of this conflict, Jose indicated, 

stems from this cousin’s father—Jose’s maternal uncle—who is a pastor in a Catholic church 

delineating the religious conflict of sexual orientation.  

 As conversation ensued, it appeared that masculinity presented on a spectrum for Jose, 

where he identified that “gay” exists on one side and “manly” on the other. When asked where 

he falls on the spectrum, Jose indicated “somewhere in the middle.” At times, Jose questioned 

what really makes behaviors and actions considered homosexual in nature, and that he had once 

met a “super manly gay couple” that by his cultural standards appeared very masculine, denoted 

by their strong appearance, mustaches and how women seemed attracted to them as they walked 

by. Jose questioned whether anything could be considered manly, humorously describing how 

man could conquer anything. He wondered why flowers are so “girly” if men through the 

process of cutting a flower kill it, and that it could be construed as an “act of manliness.” 

Furthermore he argued that the symbolic meaning of a heart to signify love also confused him, 
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since a man could cut out the heart of an individual and then give it to someone as a gesture of 

love.  

 Jose also defined how his family’s ability to remain strong and avoid death prove the 

masculine qualities of his family. For Jose, his mother will often remind him of how he was born 

prematurely. However, despite his small size and fragile state, he affirmed the family’s 

traditional expectations of men. He was a survivor that “wouldn’t stop eating” and his mother 

tells him now he “clearly did not want to die.” Jose also recounted stories told to him by his 

father about a chicken that Jose would fight as a young child. As the story goes, Jose learned at a 

young age to stay away from danger, citing that the chicken would peck him and chase him when 

he was a toddler. Despite what Jose identifies now as fear, he remembers he would swing at the 

chicken to protect himself. From these two stories and in connection with the physical pain, the 

idea of survival presents many times within the conversation of masculinity. “Death is for the 

weak,” he said, describing his grandfather’s resilience in surprising his doctor’s with his 

capabilities in old age and fragile state. When male family members have been injured or 

encountered illness and physical ailments, no discussion or admittance of pain is allowed. 

Instead, the men are expected to put these feelings aside and continue on. For instance, he 

described how an extended family member—a neighbor referred to as tio (uncle)—cut his hand 

open while cutting down a tree. Instead of pursuing medical treatment, he wrapped his hand in a 

towel and continued working. Ultimately, Jose stated, “survival comes before fun.”  

 Clinical conclusion for session 7. Jose’s concepts of masculinity seem to stem form two 

sources: religion and survival. As he describes, many of the men in his family seem to be valued 

for their strength, particularly noteworthy through his consistent identification of the strong men 

that can do intense physical labor and lift a lot of weight. This connection to strength also seems 
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rooted in survival, harking back to being a newborn and having a strong desire to live and 

conquer illness. When asked to decipher the conflict found in his family about masculinity 

versus effeminate qualities, Jose demonstrated insight into the different generations and exposure 

to new and different cultures. As his mother was the first of her siblings to immigrate to the 

United States, he felt that she might be less rooted in her family of origin’s culture, with more 

openness to other practices. As a result, it is likely that this has influenced Jose’s idea of 

masculinity to lie on a spectrum. This is possibly communicated through his artwork, where 

choosing “manly colors” is contradicted by the softness of the pom-poms that attract touch and 

closeness but most importantly vulnerability. Some of this spectrum might also be 

conceptualized due to his encountering of different cultural values in the school system and as a 

part of the first-born American generation. Where morals and concepts of family expectations for 

masculinity are most likely strongly reinforced in the family’s place of origin, it seems that 

Jose’s experiences are challenging this ideas as he internalizes new ideas. This may also be 

encapsulated in the title of this piece—“Gay Manly Dude—where contradiction is included in 

the juxtaposition of terminology reflecting the spectrum of masculinity that Jose had been 

grappling with all session. Furthermore, this is also encapsulated within the abstract 

representation of masculinity within his artwork.  

 Themes: appearance, death, effeminate qualities, masculinity, religion, strength, and 

weakness. 

 Art symbols/themes: chaotic composition, colors, and softness.  
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Analysis of Data 

 1. What symbols and themes present in relation to cultural risk factors?  

 Prominent risk factors that stand out for Jose include language, parent and family 

expectations, peers, socioeconomic status and a lack of parental involvement with school. 

Beginning with language within the therapeutic setting, conversation dominates sessions and can 

be a performative piece with how he chooses to lead the conversation and gain control. In daily 

interactions, Jose indicates that language can highlight both differences and similarities between 

him and others he encounters in his accent. It can be imagined that this can serve as an isolative 

factor when he describes that when interacting with Caucasian students and neighbors that both 

his accent and appearance differentiate him. However, this process is also described with his 

interactions with Spanish-speakers, feeling that his accent also separates him from his culture 

while also stating that his skin color distinguishes him from family members who tend to be 

darker as discussed in the session pertaining to masculinity (p. 74). In his imagery, particularly 

from his artwork relating to sleep (p. 58), the desire for companionship and contact may come up 

against his idea of appearance which includes skin color, where the collage images chosen 

communicate companionship and closeness however the races represented do not match his own 

despite being presented with racially diverse images. The interaction between the figures in the 

collage images as well as any of the other images and drawn figures is limited, bringing into 

question the influence Jose’s language capability plays with social isolation and poor self-

esteem. Some of this “worthiness” of interaction may also be projected in the chimera work 

(p.64), where humans are used as sacrifices for the animal gods establishing a potential power 

dynamic where humans hold less value. It is conceivable that the lack of imagery included that 

aligns with his own skin color and appearance may speak to the differences he feels when 
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verbally engaging with both similar and different races, possibly feeling different from each one 

and unsure of where he fits.   

 Continuing with his encounters with peers and feeling different due to accent and skin 

color, Jose is also receiving treatment and earning his education in a therapeutic school where the 

presenting problems of other students influence other peers. Primary concerns include distraction 

and lack of motivation in other students to complete school related tasks and posing negative 

influences on other students. For Jose in particular, the academic disengagement of other 

students encourages his AWOLing habits and disinterest in academics. Other students also share 

some of the basic survival needs Jose describes that can lead to academic disengagement, which 

is also encapsulated within socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic status was briefly brought up 

within the violent and gang-affiliated neighborhood Jose lives within, but did not seem to overtly 

induce family-related stress due to financial stability or instability. Although Jose cited using his 

own money to at times buy food for his family, it did not seem to be a cause for stress but rather 

enjoyment. However, this did infiltrate and effect Jose’s sleeping patterns as he had little time to 

engage in his own “strange activities” as discussed in session three (p. 58). As a result, Jose 

indicated it was more difficult for him to attend school due to disrupted sleep. Generally, the 

topic of school did not make it into session unless directly addressed, for instance in the final 

session. As visible, Jose’s work is abstracted and conversation covered multiple other topics 

leading away form school. In relation to family expectations and responsibilities, survival 

through alliances, and navigating adolescent development, academic performance is not a high 

priority for Jose. The works ambiguity and the lack of school as the primary conversation topic 

during session six (p. 70) indicates the possibility of a negative covert thought process with low 

self-esteem related to capability and high absenteeism.  
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 Parental involvement in Jose’s academic career is minimal despite Jose defining a 

relationship with his mother. Family expectations filter in and affect Jose in a few capacities 

including sibling order, gender, religious expectations and language. The risk of these cultural 

factors presents as family-related stress that seems to take away from his focus on school, 

possibly heightening the presence of his hallucinations through stress and anxiety about meeting 

other’s needs. The importance of family to Jose is adequately represented in the content and 

conversation surrounding the genogram (p. 55), where he was visibly flustered prior to the 

inclusion of the art process that allowed him structure, containment, and a way to visibly 

represent those he was speaking about. The importance in the process of clearly representing the 

family of each member is shown through pom-pom size differentiating the importance to each 

generation. The structure and organization given to representing the family supersedes all other 

compositions created, heightening the importance to the content and subsequently reaffirming 

the importance of the family unit and their expectations. It is also evident in his piece regarding 

sleeping patterns (p. 58) where he only has time for his own “strange activities” if he stays up 

late at night due to the responsibilities he must tend to once he comes home from school.  

 In many of the sessions, discussion regarding appearance surfaced many times and 

underlies a large component of identity that Jose seems to be grappling with as both an 

adolescent and through the assimilation and acculturation process. In the chimera directive, Jose 

most directly commented on his own appearance, relating himself to the bear-fish for its tall and 

broad qualities. Interestingly, in other conversations he noted the role skin color plays when 

particularly describing family members especially when commenting on his light skin tone when 

most of his other family members are darker, relating to the Indian origin. In particular, 

expectations for what men look like surfaced a few times, where a true masculine man is 
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delineated by a mustache, strength, the ability to work hard, be “dirty” due to labor, have chest 

hair and a darker skin complexion due to working outdoors and sun exposure. Expectations for 

actions also exist, primarily actions that demonstrate mental strength as well, where emotions 

and feelings are not acknowledged nor is love verbalized but shown through actions. The 

demonstration of love and feeling is intertwined in a few pieces. For instance, the imagery of the 

young boy holding a cat and showing affection and the other images of companionship present in 

the sleep imagery, as well as the idea of providing protection over certain domains within the 

chimera piece. This protection for others and self is present within the penguin metaphor, where 

the penguin attacks humans. However, Jose has named him “Fuzzies” in order to establish 

dominance, control and humorous power over the penguin in order to distance himself through a 

covert cognitive thought process.  

 Continuing with masculine constructs, Jose quite often integrated phrases using the words 

“gay” and “pretty.” For instance, when creating imagery around school experience, Jose 

commented that he wanted to use the “gayest materials” and that the glitter “looks pretty” and 

that “[he] wants to be pretty.” In contrast, the interjection and use of the words “gay” and 

“pretty” were used more sparingly when creating the work around masculinity, except for when 

describing a family member that was perceived as gay. The underlying message that seemed to 

be communicated was the tension arising between three spaces. Firstly, school may feel like a 

safer environment to explore sexuality due to many peers exploring their own sexuality in an 

environment where many cultures come together. Secondly and within the family, the 

expectations of masculine representation and machismo are much more defined through family 

stories and modeled by his uncles and grandfather. Lastly, the religious space, as Jose says, very 

clearly delineates masculine expectations reaffirming the family and religious values. This 
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conflict may have risen through the abstract imagery of both pieces relating to school and 

masculinity, where Jose was grappling with what the appropriate expression for each might be. 

Furthermore, the divulgence of only certain information since the expression of emotion and 

feeling is seen as “weak,” but also reminiscent of past pain for Jose. Thus, the gender 

expectations that have been communicated to Jose and internalized seemed to have promoted 

internalizing behaviors through poor self-esteem and possibly creating emotional despair. This 

possible confusion from the conflicting spaces could also be seen as the demonstration of anxiety 

in the artwork due to lack of composition, organization, and identifiable content that keeps the 

viewer out of Jose’s internal world and subsequently away from the feelings and emotions that 

may greatly conflict with his understanding of his male self.  

 One image that does demonstrate a physical connection is between the boy and cat 

representative of when Jose interacts with his dog. However, this interaction most often occurs at 

night when everyone else in the home is sleeping, making the interaction unseen. Furthermore, 

the interaction is not with another human. Moving deeper is the idea of touch that is represented 

in this imagery. Touch is also enticed within the viewer in the final session imagery (p. 73), 

where Jose included soft kinesthetic material that seeks touch from the viewer and communicates 

vulnerability. This contradicts other ideas Jose has communicated as far as masculine 

expectations, where vulnerability is a sign of weakness as expressed through feeling, emotion, 

and overt affection. This process may speak to the internalized and quieted needs Jose has due to 

the constructs around acceptable machismo behaviors most likely contributing to the lack of 

vocabulary or language needed to identify and adequately express these needs. As a result, 

internal turmoil and internalizing behaviors that encourage avoidance through AWOLing from 

class, social isolation, low self-esteem and covert cognitive processes occur.  
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 2. What symbols and themes present in relation to cultural protective factors? 

 Some overlap exists between factors that have served as both protective and risk factors 

for Jose, particularly language and peer relationships. A primarily protective factor that presented 

includes religion. In both conversation and art content, religion is prominently represented 

throughout many sessions. As Jose described, the role religion and spirituality play in his daily 

life include seeking advice and healing practices respectively. In the artwork Jose has directly 

represented symbols that describe both his spiritual and religious beliefs as he has encountered 

them within his family, particularly through an aunt’s home, which was the basis for this 

drawing (p. 61). Although he did not draw his own practices, his idea for creating this image was 

to consider where in his family he has encountered an equal balance of spiritual and religious 

icons and symbolism in order to adequately represent the importance of these beliefs for him. 

Compared to other more abstract pieces Jose has created where the abstraction communicates 

uncertainty and confusion, Jose’s representation of religion and spirituality is integrated, possibly 

speaking to his clear understanding the roles these practices play in his life as a protective factor 

when seeking advice and healing. This could be represented in the drawing where the Good 

Shepherd, Death, and Jesus Christ are located at the center of the drawing, which while being 

drawn were accompanied by conversation about death and Jose’s relation to death through his 

spirituality and religiosity, conveying the comfort and structure these beliefs provide. Ultimately, 

it can be perceived that these practices have enabled Jose to reduce some of his internalizing 

behaviors like isolation. Furthermore, having a seemingly integrated religious and spiritual 

identity, it seems that anxiety around death and the older generations, particularly grandparents, 

is much easier to externalize in healthy and appropriate ways that do not cause stress, thus not 

seemingly effecting academic performance and minimizing mental health implications.  
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 Language serves as a protective factor through stability, connection, safety, control and 

ownership for Jose. For Jose, although language poses as a risk factor when considering the 

familial responsibilities for translating, language also serves two distinct purposes as a protective 

factor in terms of using language to nickname and distance as well as provide social mobility. 

Jose gains control and distance to emotionally loaded content by giving it a nickname. In the 

artwork this is particularly seen in the chimeras he created (p. 65), where the penguin is given the 

name “Fuzzies” instilling ownership and humor in order to distance the potential threat this 

animal poses. Ownership continues through the process of naming his artwork, clarifying his 

covert thought process as well as content. This naming practice most likely demonstrates some 

of his internalizing behaviors, where the act of seeking distance from triggering stimuli protects 

against anxiety.  

 Furthermore, language serves as a way for Jose to create safety, allowing him to create 

“alliances” and friendships in both the school setting and in his neighborhood. This brings in 

peers serve as a protective factor through the alliances he has made efforts to create, a process 

that has been possible due to language assimilation, providing him safety within his 

neighborhood and school. Although peers have also been a risk factor for poor academic 

performance in the school setting, his survival and mental stability have been increased due to 

friendships and is represented in the artwork through themes of companionship. The combination 

of language and peers has thus protected Jose against some isolative behaviors, which he has a 

history of, as well as a reduction in externalizing, aggressive behaviors within the school setting 

through the development of support systems.  
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 3. How do these themes and symbols inform treatment? 

 When looking at Jose’s artwork as a whole, the themes and symbols that present to 

inform treatment are represented within the formal elements of his work and communicate 

components of identity integration. When considering the themes and symbols that present with 

the risk and protective factors of this population, looking at them individually and as a whole 

greatly effected and informed treatment. Within treatment and within culture conversation, these 

topics surfaced organically and demonstrated the importance to both the culture and to Jose. It 

became further evident that examining these aspects on individual levels was difficult to do, as 

evident by the constant tangential conversation throughout session due to the intertwining of 

these factors. It was demonstrated that although the artwork helped Jose focus on fostering self-

awareness through conversation and art, almost all of these cultural themes were touched upon 

each session. It is important to then wonder if examining these factors on an individual basis 

without allowing for conversation in how these factors relate to each other would encourage 

disintegration of identity at a time in adolescence where identity formation is crucial. This is 

particularly true when navigating multiple cultures and trying to assimilate. Understanding the 

compounding effect of these factors is thus important in understanding the larger clinical picture 

of this client. Therefore, it seems that there is a role of sublimation in the artwork, where as 

integration and reduction of internalizing and/or externalizing behaviors occurs, the artwork may 

take on a cohesive nature through organization and structure. Furthermore, it does seem evident 

that Jose often sought out structure and organization possibly to provide himself with 

containment for his rapid thought process, making sublimation a treatment goal specific to him.  

 The feedback received throughout treatment regarding art content also informed material 

choices. Large papers in the past have encouraged Jose to create more imagery incorporating 
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more information. At times, the material choices, particularly the size of paper and drawing 

material, also provided containment. Jose seemed to enjoy using the pom-poms due to their 

kinesthetic properties, being soft to the touch and soothing for him but also enticing for the art 

therapist to interact with him and the art as well. In almost each session, Jose was given access to 

all types of materials, including paint, glitter, glue, collage, various drawing utensils, and 

multiple sizes and colors of paper. However, his choices were often structured and containing, 

evident of top-down processing and a covert cognitive process that controlled for the expression 

of feeling and emotion in order to avoid “[thinking] of the past.” The process and product may 

clearly communicate areas that lack integration into self as well as anxiety.  

 Stylistically, Jose demonstrates a fairly agitated line quality theme that when coupled 

with his process communicates a difficulty mastering drawing materials. However, in some 

artwork, for instance in his religious piece, his line quality is more deliberate, exact, and 

controlled. Jose’s line quality also demonstrates a younger developmental age due to having only 

some mastery over the materials along with a lack of perspective or composition, possibly 

speaking to the stagnation in development due to traumatic experiences. 

 In regards to composition, Jose vacillates between organized and structured compositions 

with chaotic and abstracted compositions. It is likely that Jose’s composition are indicative of the 

integration of the topics discussed during that session, possibly representing the clarity or lack of 

clarity Jose holds over these components of identity and areas of stress. For instance, when 

looking at the family narrative from session one (p. 48), the composition integrates multiple story 

lines with experience and family to create the most complex and integrated composition of any 

of his artworks. Similarly, the family genogram is highly structured, related directly to his 
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experience with his family and the transgenerational characteristics of spirituality and religion, 

individual stories, and family relationships.  

 In many sessions, Jose made reference to the role of color as well. In a “colorful culture,” 

as he described, color as a mode of expression often conflicted with gender expectations. Jose 

enjoys color, however his use of color to enhance his drawings seldom occurred. In his final 

artwork representing masculinity, color was very conscious, where he actively chose the 

“manliest” colors to capture masculinity. Yet, his narrative piece is done with only color 

speaking to the “colorful culture.”  

 Lastly, a common thread that presented throughout many sessions is not directly 

encompassed in cultural values or factors. Through family narrative, religion and general 

conversation death presented numerous times. Although Jose stated that death is present in many 

of the family narratives and that it is something that is understood within the family as a part of 

life, in the case of treatment it may symbolically refer to his current life stage transition as an 18 

year old in the last year or so of high school. Consistent with family cultural values is the 

assumed responsibility of men when they come of age. However, within the metaphor of death, 

the imagery and narrative surrounding this theme may further heighten Jose’s upcoming 

transition out of high school. Although comforted by religion and spirituality in his grandfather’s 

old age, this figurative “death” may mark the end of childhood and the assumption of adult 

responsibility within the culture. It is possible that this life change creates great fear and anxiety, 

further contributing to Jose’s internalizing behaviors of AWOLing, which in turn hinders his 

classroom productivity. Through high absenteeism, minimal work completion, and a lack of 

interest in academics, it is possible that this fear of leaving school stems from the graduating out 
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of a safe environment full of alliances, friends, understanding staff, and understanding 

therapeutic environments that have eased Jose’s internal process.  

 4. How does art therapy effect treatment and academic performance in a school-based 

setting?  

 Throughout treatment, the art therapist would engage in conversation to gauge if at home 

discussion regarding presenting topics in treatment surfaced. Many times, Jose came to session 

with new stories and narratives regarding his family and cultural beliefs as well as discussing 

conversations and questions he had with his mother regarding topics stemming from therapy. It 

seemed that the active discussion occurring within school-based treatment encouraged parental 

involvement with school in addition to a heightened interest in Jose’s mental and academic well 

being.  

 In addition to this, the ability for a client to have a space within school where they can 

express without fear of judgment proves beneficial. Schools are considered to be the main place 

of socialization for children, where attempting to assimilate into different groups and cultures 

can be extremely stressful. Therefore, having an opportunity to explore feelings and emotions 

surrounding this process in a reaffirming environment has seemingly reduced some of the 

triggering school-related material for Jose. Although the space proved to be beneficial for Jose, 

the role as a student counselor can be ethically difficult to navigate. Tying the interpersonal and 

intrapersonal dynamics back into school related counseling at times can prove challenging, 

however crucially important to the clinical case. This therefore serves as a reminder to the 

therapist to keep in mind the goals of treatment and the ethical implications of treatment within 

school-based treatment and the desires of the student client.  
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 5. How did these themes and symbols play out in the therapeutic relationship? 

 The cross cultural interaction between client and art therapist seemed comfortable due to 

therapist’s knowledge of the cultural systems and the intricacies and intertwining factors that can 

be encountered by the client. The therapeutic relationship benefitted from normalizing both 

adolescent development as well as the assimilation process. At times, Jose’s curiosity about the 

art therapist’s interest in the topic due to differing race and cultures surfaced, opening moments 

for self-disclosure by the therapist that strengthened the therapeutic relationship and safety of the 

therapeutic environment. It was important to remember that the curiosity and interest maintained 

by the therapist towards the client’s experiences further developed the safety of the therapeutic 

environment, seemingly making it easier for Jose to share his experiences as evidenced by the 

tangential conversation and divulgence of individual and family experiences.  

 It also became evident the importance behind remaining mindful of the cultural systems 

at play, where the curiosity and judgment-free environment are often not encountered cross 

culturally, which in turn continuously strengthened the therapeutic relationship. Lastly, the art 

process provided a way in which Jose could safely and within his control impart information 

through visual representation, encouraging feelings of being heard and understood within the 

therapeutic space. This process also seemed to circumnavigate the defenses he often presented 

with, such as humor, rejecting the idea of having feelings or emotions, and leading the 

conversation.  

Findings 

 In reviewing the roles of these cultural factors and their influence on internalizing and 

externalizing behavior, it became evident that when analyzing the factors some presented as both 

protective and risk factors. Upon looking closer at peer relationships and language, it seems that 
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these factors have a strong presence within both cultures possibly leading towards a stronger 

assimilation experience. For example, the development of bi-lingual language strengthened 

bonds between different cultured individuals. For Jose, his ability to befriend and establish 

support can be seen as a strength that has possibly stemmed from needing to find structure in his 

surroundings to promote safety. The largest risk factors for Jose seemed to be those that 

manifested in chaotic and abstracted compositions, where his family cultural values differ more 

greatly than the values he encounters within school and neighborhood enviornments. It also 

seems that the protective factors at play are factors that have helped assimilate him into the 

majority culture due to a common occurrence of these factors within his culture and the majority 

culture. To illuminate this further, the presence of the Catholic religion in Jose’s family is a part 

of mainstream culture where he is aware that he can seek support or advice from the church 

when needed. However, religion does seem to contribute conflict within gender and sexuality 

due to the strong basis of his Mexican heritage within the Catholic religion. Therefore, it seems 

that the factors that are more difficult to separate that ordinarily provide great structure for 

individuals may exacerbate internalizing and externalizing behaviors and disorders when 

mainstream culture exposes the individual to other opinions and values. For Jose, this resulted in 

ambiguity in particular artworks and an increase in tangential conversation topics, possibly due 

to the lack of language or understanding surrounding these notions that contradict his family of 

origin.  

 A larger consideration for treatment revolves around adolescent life stage as well. It can 

be seen through conversation and the artwork that Jose’s independence is being demonstrated 

which directly conflicts with cultural expectations of providing for the family unit until marriage 

as well as taking care of the elders. Although Jose demonstrates these behaviors through taking 
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care of family members and financially contributing to the family, it seems that his autonomy is 

being foreshortened and possibly clouding his ability to explore adolescence.  
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Conclusion 

 The process of adolescent exploration where opinions and beliefs are developed 

according to cultural standards seems to be highly effected by the assimilation into two different 

cultures.  In working with this population, positive and negative influences are visible and speak 

to the internalizing and externalizing behaviors as well as identity development. However, it has 

become evident that although Jose has experienced childhood trauma, it is important to not 

pathologize internalizing and externalizing behaviors, particularly if some of the behaviors 

stemming from the risk factors may be encouraging defense mechanisms that increase survival. 

Often, themes of being a protector and victim at the same time arise both in conversation and in 

the artwork, specifically looking at his chimera work (p.66). When viewed alongside 

internalizing behaviors, the duality of this relationship may speak to his covert thought process 

and the direction of emotion inward in order to encapsulate these dual roles. At the same time, 

given his developmental age and stage of life, the exploration of these factors in treatment are 

imperative for identity development. In this same artwork, the possible splitting of self into five 

different chimera representations may delineate the lack of identity integration and 

understanding when sitting between many cultures. As he states, he does not acknowledge the 

existence of his own emotions or feelings because “they remind [him] of the past” and is unsure 

of what career is meant for him. It is possible that Jose is demonstrating Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder with some psychotic features in relation to his childhood experiences and internalizing 

process.  

 As it has become evident, different ways in looking at the factors can influence our 

understanding of the client. Identifying the factors on an individual basis and analyzing them can 

show both the positive and negative attributes of their influence. However, when conceptualizing 
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these individual factors through an intertwining and integrative process, their influence on the 

client’s identity formation can be more understood.  

 When working within the school based setting where all of these factors can be witnessed 

first hand, particularly when interacting with other individuals of varying cultures, race, 

socioeconomic status, presenting problems, mental health difficulties, and academic difficulties, 

it seemed that in this case study the client’s defenses were working in his favor. Although 

therapists may see a need to address particular issues in treatment, in the school based setting one 

must remember that the intention is to heighten academic performance through addressing 

certain factors usually through short-term treatment. Bringing awareness to Jose’s environment 

as he named it for himself seemed to allow him to appropriately externalize the emotions and 

feelings he worked so hard to ignore. However, as evident in the artwork, a sublimation and 

integration process began to incorporate his different identities that had been defined and 

sometimes separated by the morals he had internalized through assimilation and biculturalism. It 

is through this process that the impact of cultural factors can be seen to sometimes work with or 

against academic performance. 
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Appendices 

IRB Approval 

 
Dear Ms. Carfagno, 
  
Thank you for submitting your IRB application for your study titled Latino Cultural Implications 
for Art Therapy: The Influence of Cultural Risk Factors and Academic Performance in High 
School.  All documents have been received and reviewed, and I am pleased to inform you that 
your study has been approved.  
  
The effective date of your approval is January 29, 2014 – January 28, 2015.  If you wish to 
continue your project beyond the effective period, you must submit a renewal application to the 
IRB prior to December 1, 2014.  In addition, if there are any changes to your protocol, you are 
required to submit an addendum application. 
  
For any further communication regarding your approved study, please reference your new 
protocol number:  LMU IRB 2014 SP 07. 
  
Best wishes for a successful research project. 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Julie Paterson 
  
Julie Paterson  I  IRB Coordinator  I  Loyola Marymount University  I  1 LMU Drive  I  U-Hall 

#1718  I Los Angeles, CA  90045  I  (310) 258-5465  I  jpaterso@lmu.edu 
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IRB Application Cover Sheet  

Received____________________     

LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY  

Human Subjects  Research  
APPLICATION TO THE LMU INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD (IRB) 

 
 
 
Principal Investigator 
(P.I.): Piera Carfagno 

Title of Project: Latino Cultural Implications for Art Therapy: The Influence of Cultural 
Risk Factors and Academic Performance in High School  

 
P.I. Type: 
(check one) 

 
Faculty  Graduate  

Undergraduate 
 

Other 

     

 

Department: Marital and Family Therapy 
Campus 
Address: 1 LMU Drive, Los Angeles, California 90045 
Telephone: (310) 866-3205 E-mail: Pdid597@gmail.com 
Faculty Sponsor (if 
applicable): Anthony Bodlovic 
       

Submission:   New Renewal 
 

Addendum 
 

Staff 
 Other Previous  IRB No. 

     

 
 
For evaluation of your project, indicate involvement of any of the following: 
 
  Audio recording of subjects  Non-English speaking subjects  
  Charges incurred by subjects  Non-patient volunteers  
  Deception  Patients as subjects  
  Elderly Subject (over 65)  Placebos  
  Establishment of a cell line  Psychology Subject Pool  
  Experimental devices  Questionnaires  
  Experimental drugs  Sensitive Topics  
  Fetal tissue  Subjects studied off campus  
  Mentally disabled subjects  Subjects to be paid  

  Minor subjects (younger than 
18)  Surgical pathology tissue  
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  Approved drugs for “Non-FDA” approved conditions  
  Charges incurred by third party carriers  
  Data banks, data archives, and/or medical records  
  Filming, photographing, and/or video recording of subjects  
  Pregnant women, human fetuses, and neonates  
  Prisoners, parolees, or incarcerated subjects  

 Subjects in Armed Services (Active Duty) 
 

 

The principal investigator assures the Committee that all procedures performed under the project 
will be conducted by individuals legally and responsibly entitled to do so and that any deviation 
from the project (e.g., change in principal investigatorship, subject recruitment procedures, drug 
dosage, research methodology, etc.) will be submitted to the review committee for approval prior 
to its implementation. 
 
 
 
What do you plan to do with the results? Please provide a brief summary statement below: 
 

     

 
 
 
NOTE: Applications and any additional material requested by the IRB will not be processed 
unless signed personally by the principal investigator.   
 

     

Date  Signature of Principal Investigator 
(Required)  Name (printed) 

 

     

    

     

 

Date  Signature of Faculty Sponsor 
(Required)  Name (printed) 

 

     

     

Date  Signature of Department Chair or 
Dean  Name (printed) 

 (Required) 
 
 
For ORSP Dept. Use Only 
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Date  IRB Approval (Signature)  Name (printed) 
 
     
  IRB Approval Number   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please deliver to: Julie Paterson, IRB Coordinator, University Hall, Suite 1718 or 
jpaterso@lmu.edu. 

 
 

 

IRB Questionnaire 

LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY 
 

IRB Application Questionnaire 

1. RESEARCH BACKGROUND 
 This research fulfills requirements for a graduate degree in Martial and Family Therapy.  
 The literature demonstrates a strong discussion regarding academic difficulties that Latino 

students demonstrate in high school. Problems include significant high school drop out 
rates and poor academic performance. The literature communicates an overlap with poor 
academic performance and mental health, identified as externalizing and internalizing 
behaviors that disrupt academic performance.  

 This case study thus aims to look at cultural implications for this population in a school 
based setting through the lens of art therapy since little art therapy literature exists. 
Therefore, this research aims to identify symbols and themes that can be found in the 
artwork of students experiencing these cultural difficulties and how the resulting 
information may help to inform psychotherapeutic treatment and increase the grades of 
student subject(s). 

2.  SUBJECT RECRUITMENT 
Subjects will be selected by ethnicity from the current caseload of the researcher. Between 
1 and 3 Latino subjects will be chosen between the ages of 14 and 18 from the high school 
that the researcher is currently interning at.   
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Subjects will be selected by ethnicity, age, and willingness to participate. If client chooses 
to participate it will be discussed that treatment will not be altered, merely artwork and 
process notes will be used for the research project. This study is both voluntary but may 
also heighten self-awareness. 
Due to the age of potential subjects, parents will first be contacted to describe the nature of 
the study as well as to receive consent for their child’s participation. Upon receiving 
consent, the student(s) will be asked to participate and then given an assent form.  

3. PROCEDURES 
 This is a case study research project. As indicated, subjects that will be asked to 
participate are current clients of the researcher whose treatment currently involves 
exploring culture and identity formation. Research information will be gathered from 
regular and unaltered therapy sessions taking place at the school, meaning that their 
treatment will not be altered. Process notes will be recorded, work will be photographed, 
and themes and symbols will be coded according to cultural risk factors. Researcher aims 
to have the data collection completed by the end of March 2014. Researcher will then begin 
an analysis of the data according to the following research questions: 

1. What symbols and themes present in relation to cultural risk factors? 
2. What symbols and themes present in relation to cultural protective factors? 
3. How do these themes and symbols inform treatment? 
4. How does art therapy benefit treatment and academic performance in a school-based 

setting? 
5. How did these themes and symbols play out in the therapeutic relationship? 

4. RISKS / BENEFITS 
Because the treatment is not being altered there is no direct benefit of the subject being in 
the research, other than the researcher’s heightened attention towards the client. 
The subject’s willingness to participate may or may not affect the therapeutic relationship. 
Clients who choose not to participate may project onto the therapist/researcher their 
discomfort in choosing not to participate. Conversely, clients may see the research as an 
opportunity to get closer to the therapist/researcher. This will be monitored and dealt with 
in session and in clinical supervision until completion of data collection at the end of 
March 2014.  

5. CONFIDENTIALITY 
Subjects will be given pseudonyms to protect identity and confidentiality. Progress notes 
will also use the pseudonym to protect confidentiality. In the research data analysis, 
discussion, or other portions of the paper, pseudonym, gender, age, race/ethnic group, and 
academic grade level will identify subjects. For subject artwork, names will be covered 
when photographed and stored on the school campus in a locked file cabinet. Photographed 
images will be uploaded to a computer and deleted from the camera; they will be password 
protected on the computer. The name of the school and its location will not be disclosed to 
further protect confidentiality. 
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6. INFORMED CONSENT 
See attached form; will be provided to parents in Spanish as well as English. 

7. STUDENT RESEARCH 
 

N/A. 

8.  RENEWAL APPLICATIONS 

 N/A 

9. PAYMENTS 
  
 N/A 

10. PSYCHOLOGY SUBJECT POOL 
 
N/A  

11. QUALIFICATIONS AND TRAINING 
 
The student has completed the Human Subjects Protections Training (See attached 
certificate) and is currently enrolled in the Research Methods course (MFTH691). 
Beginning in the Spring 2014 semester, the researcher will be enrolled in the 
Research/Clinical Paper course (MFTH 696). 

 

12. RANDOMIZATION 
 
N/A 

13. USE OF DECEPTION 
 
N/A 

14. QUESTIONNAIRES AND SURVEYS 

 N/A 

15. PHYSICIAN INTERACTIONS 
 N/A 
16. SUBJECT SAFETY 
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 Photographs of artwork will be taken to include in the research, however the artwork will 
be destroyed upon completion of the research. Pseudonyms will be used in the research to 
protect the subject’s identity.  

17. REDUNDANCY 
 N/A 

18. COUNSELING 

 N/A, client is already in therapy with researcher. 

19. SAFEGUARDING IDENTITY  
N/A 

20. ADVERTISEMENTS 
 
 N/A 

21. FOREIGN RESEARCH 

 N/A  

22. EXEMPTION CATEGORIES (45 CFR 46.101(b) 1-6) 
N/A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please deliver to: Julie Paterson, IRB Coordinator, University Hall, Suite 1718 or 
jpaterso@lmu.edu. 
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Experimental Subject Bill of Rights 

LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY 
 

Experimental Subjects Bill of Rights 
 
 

Pursuant to California Health and Safety Code §24172, I understand that I have the following 
rights as a participant in a research study: 
 
1. I will be informed of the nature and purpose of the experiment. 
 
2. I will be given a description of any attendant discomforts and risks to be reasonably 

expected from the study. 
 
3. I will be given an explanation of any benefits to be expected from the study, if applicable. 
 
4. I will be given an opportunity to ask any questions concerning the study or the procedures 

involved. 
 
5. I will be instructed that consent to participate in the research study may be withdrawn at 

any time and that I may discontinue participation in the study without prejudice to me. 
 
6. I will be given a copy of the signed and dated written consent form. 
 
7. I will be given the opportunity to decide to consent or not to consent to the study without 

the intervention of any element of force, fraud, deceit, duress, coercion, or undue influence 
on my decision. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LATINO	
  CULTURAL	
  IMPLICATIONS	
  AND	
  ART	
  THERAPY	
  
   	
  

107	
  

Informed Consent 

LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY 
 

Informed Consent Form 
Date of Preparation: January 14, 2014             
 
Loyola Marymount University 
 
Understanding the Influence of Latino Culture on Academic Performance in Los Angeles. 
 
1)  I hereby authorize       Piera Carfagno          to include me (my child/ward) in the following 

research study titled: Latino Cultural Implications for Art Therapy: The Influence of Cultural 
Risk Factors and Academic Performance in High School. 

2)  I have been asked to participate on a research project, which is designed to identify themes and 
symbols in the artwork of Latino high school students looking to recognize the influence of 
Latino cultural risk factors on behavior and academic performance. This will last for 
approximately two to three months, concluding April 4th, 2014.   

 
3)  It has been explained to me that the reason for my inclusion in this project is that I am a student 

of the Latino culture between the ages of 14 and 18.  

4) I understand that if I am a subject, I will continue with regular counseling sessions and have the 
ability to withdraw from the research at any time. My artwork will be photographed and used as 
a part of data collection.   

The investigator will not alter treatment and will supply art materials as usual. The investigator 
will also maintain the regular meeting time and protect my identity by using a pseudonym and 
my grade level, gender, and race/ethnicity. The investigator will also keep artwork locked in a 
file cabinet and will delete photographs of artwork from the camera. They will be saved on a 
computer that is password protected.  

These procedures have been explained to me by Piera Carfagno.    

5)  I understand that my artwork will be photographed in the process of the research procedure.  It 
has been explained to me that these photographs will be used for teaching and/or research 
purposes only and that my identity will not be disclosed.  I have been assured that my name in 
these photographs will be covered.  I understand that I have the right to review the images taken 
to determine whether they should be used as part of the study or not.   

6)     I understand that the study described above may involve risks and/or discomforts. My 
willingness to participate may or may not affect how I view the therapeutic relationship. It is 
possible that I may feel discomfort in the therapeutic relationship if I choose not to participate. 
On the other hand, I may see the research as an opportunity to get closer to the 
therapist/researcher. I understand that I am able to ask about this in session at any time. 
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7)  I also understand that the possible benefit of participating in the study is increased self-
awareness and understanding my culture. There may also be no direct benefit to participating in 
the study since treatment is not being altered. 

 
8) I understand that Piera Carfagno, who can be reached at 310 – 836 – 1223 ext. 830, will answer 

any questions I may have at any time concerning details of the procedures performed as part of 
this study. 

9) If the study design or the use of the information is to be changed, I will be so informed and my 
consent reobtained. 

10) I understand that I have the right to refuse to participate in, or to withdraw from this research at 
any time without prejudice to (e.g., continuation of weekly sessions). 

11) I understand that circumstances may arise which might cause the investigator to terminate my 
participation before the completion of the study. 

12) I understand that no information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent 
except as specifically required by law. 

13) I understand that I have the right to refuse to answer any question that I may not wish to answer.  
14) I understand that if I have any further questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the 

informed consent process, I may contact David Hardy, Ph.D. Chair, Institutional Review Board, 
1 LMU Drive, Suite 3000, Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles CA 90045-2659 (310) 
258-5465, david.hardy@lmu.edu.  

15) In signing this consent form, I acknowledge receipt of a copy of the form, and a copy of the 
"Subject's Bill of Rights". 

 

 

Subject's Signature _________________________________________     Date ____________ 

 
Witness ________________________________________________    Date ____________ 
 

OR 
Subject is a minor (age_____), or is unable to sign because _____________________________  

____________________________________________________________________________. 

 
Mother/Father/Guardian ___________________________________    Date ____________                   
 


