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Chapter 3
The Art Room as SanctuaryJessica Kirker

EDITORS’ INTRODUCTIONAs a certified art teacher, Jessica Kirker focuses on inclusivity, diversity, and helping people of all 
ages find joy through the arts. As you read Jessica’s narrative about creating an art room sanctu-
ary, we invite you to consider the sights, sounds, and smells that give you a sense of refuge.

3-1 Beginner-level ceramic students build their foundational slabs for “expression mugs.”

When the call for papers for this publication came out, I was having a particularly difficult month. December is always a tough month in our school, as cold weather and holidays exacerbate financial difficulties in many households in our community. These stresses are compounded by the academic challenges that seem to set in for high schoolers around this time of the year. However, this 

particular December was unlike any other. As with many high schools across the country, violence was at an unprecedented high. As I gazed out my classroom windows at the six police cars lined up in front of our school that day, I got a text from a friend asking if I was “okay” and “safe.” Without thinking I responded, “Yup, all good!” The truth is, I had gotten many texts of that nature during this harsh December, 
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and as the month went on, I began to reconsider the notion of “safe.” I looked out the window and then back into my classroom. Coffee house jazz played quietly in the background, and a blend of lavender, clary sage, and bergamot breezed through the air. It was my lunch period—though one would never know it, since almost every seat in the classroom was taken by students who were eating, quietly talking, and making art. I felt like it was an art sanctuary...but was I alone in this feeling? Educational sanctuaries should be spaces where students perceive care for their physical, emotional, and psychological safety.1 Comparing the chaos outside the window with the seemingly peaceful indoor surroundings, I asked my students, “Are you all okay? Do you feel safe?” 
The questions prompted conversations that lasted the rest of the lunch period, and I reintroduced the conversation at various times in the weeks that followed. I wanted to unpack the word “safe.” I’ve read/heard/said, “The art room should be a safe space” more times than I wish to admit.2 In a time when the phrase “safety is our top prior-ity” is heard in the context of nearly every service contemporary society utilizes, I wonder: what makes us safe? And is that the same as feeling safe? Is the art room a safer space than other spaces in the school? Is the art room safe for everyone? 

Building a Better Art Room
Research suggests that a generally positive classroom environment is not as impact-ful on student well-being as a student’s individual relationships.3 Through student feedback, I learned how authentic and meaningful interactions with teachers make a big difference to students’ percep-tions of safety and care towards them. Many of our conversations emphasized how much students want to be “known,” and described what that looked like. There 

was overwhelming frustration with “getting to know you” activities that require them to share overly personal or conversely meaningless information with teachers who have no intention of using the data. As one student said, “When you give us art projects that make us put our own person-ality into it, we have to look into ourselves, and then we get to decide what we want to share. That’s the only way you can truly know us. It’s on our terms.” This made me realize how much artistic choice means, not only to students’ artistic development, but also to their sense of belonging and safety. 
Considering the art room as a site within a larger school context, I started to take notice of the traffic of students in 

3-2 Tactile material engagement in art rooms can provide soothing experiences for stu-dents who need a break from technology. 

When restorative practice is embedded in art, it provides students with  
ways to express themselves in an accepting and safe environment.  

IN EDUCATION THROUGH THE ARTS
Restorative Practices

Edited by Lisa Kay, Beverley Johns, and Donalyn Heise

Highlighting ways the creative arts help people cope with issues 
related to trauma, this edited volume puts particular focus on heal-
ing beyond adversity. Editors Lisa Kay, Donalyn Heise, and Beverley 
Johns have assembled a powerful team of contributors who address 
the restorative aspects of the arts through a series of essays and 
papers that provide practical examples and strategies to implement  
in K–16 classrooms across public and private schools, alternative 
teaching environments, and community settings.

In the wake of the collective trauma experienced because of 
COVID-19 and given the increase in adverse childhood experiences 
pre-pandemic, the need for trauma-informed restorative teaching 
perspectives and approaches across multiple contexts is imperative. 

This informative title will provide much-needed  
resources to better understand topics such as:

•	 Individual and Collective Trauma and Restorative 
Care

•	 Holistic Practices in Art and Education

•	 Mind/Body Practices and Interventions

•	 Meaning-Making using the Creative Arts Processes

•	 Creative Healing Practices for Individuals, Groups,  
and Communities

•	 Understanding the Grieving Process and Its Impact 
on Children

•	 Integrating Mindfulness Activities through the Arts

•	 Improving Social-Emotional Skills through the Arts
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