
Sphere of Work

An art therapist is a recreational therapist who specializes in the 
use of art in conjunction with psychotherapy to help treat a variety 
of psychological, physical, and emotional issues. Most art therapists 
have a background in art or are art enthusiasts who take satisfaction 
in helping people (or are trained caregivers). They believe in the 
value of painting, drawing, sculpture, and other artistic activities to 
alleviate pain and stress, aid in 
the recovery of a mental illness or 
trauma, or otherwise help people 
lead more fulfilling lives.

Work Environment

Art therapists work in offices or 
treatment/therapy rooms in a 
variety of medical and mental 
health institutions. They also 
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work in counseling centers at schools, recreational rooms in prisons, 
senior citizen centers, domestic violence shelters, and other locations 
where therapeutic services are rendered or required. They interact 
mostly with patients or clients, and may also collaborate regularly 
with other therapists and health care professionals, as well as 
social workers or teachers. Most therapists work during regular 
daytime hours, although evenings and weekends may be part of their 
schedules, based on client needs.

Occupation Interest

Art therapists must be passionate 
about helping people and 
comfortable around those with 
special needs. They need to be 
creative and imaginative thinkers 
to apply their knowledge and 
skills to specific cases. While a 
high level of artistic ability is 
valued, it is not necessary. More 
importantly, the therapist needs 
to be able to encourage others 
to be expressive and believe 

deeply in the importance of art in healing and personal growth. 
Other necessary qualities include patience, empathy, and excellent 
communication skills.

A Day in the Life—Duties and Responsibilities

Art therapists work with individuals by appointment or with groups 
of patients in regularly scheduled workshops or sessions. A mental 
health organization might offer an art class every day or once a week 
that is attended by a select group of patients. An art therapist may 
also arrange to meet with patients individually in his or her office or 
studio. They may specialize in the needs of a targeted population, such 
as children, the elderly, or the terminally ill, or those with emotional 
or mental health concerns.

Art therapists are not art teachers, although in some situations they 
do work on developing artistic skills and techniques; rather, they 
are more concerned with the process of creativity and their patients’ 

Interests: Data, People
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Physical Strength: Light Work
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Licensure/Certification: 
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Opportunities for Experience: 
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* See Appendix A 
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ability to express themselves. Some of their projects may require little 
artistic prowess beyond the ability to scribble or cut and paste.

The art therapist’s first task is to assess the needs of the patient and 
devise a treatment program. In many cases, an art therapist receives 
patients by referral and is provided with a relevant diagnosis and set 
of goals to use as a springboard. He or she then selects activities that 
work towards fulfilling those treatment goals. For example, to treat 
depression, an art therapist might have a patient draw or paint about 
events that are deeply seeded in the unconscious. Similarly, an art 
therapist might arrange for children who have been traumatized by 
war to make paper dolls to help lessen their fear, or guide a group of 
teenagers with low self-esteem as they collaborate on a quilt or mural.

As the treatment unfolds, the art therapist observes behavior, 
analyzes the work, evaluates the progress being made, and prepares 
reports to share with other therapists or doctors. The therapist also 
maintains supplies and tools and makes purchases when necessary. 
Some therapists also do their own billing and other paperwork.

• Providing art supplies to patients

• Helping patients express their feelings through art

• Counseling patients

Duties and Responsibilities
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WORK ENVIRONMENT

Creative/Artistic Skills
• Being skilled in art, music or 

dance

Interpersonal/Social Skills
• Being able to remain calm
• Being sensitive to others
• Cooperating with others
• Providing support to others
• Teaching others
• Working as a member of a team

Organization & Management Skills
• Coordinating tasks
• Demonstrating leadership
• Making decisions
• Managing people/groups
• Meeting goals and deadlines
• Paying attention to and handling 

details
• Performing duties which change 

frequently

Research & Planning Skills
• Creating ideas

Transferable Skills and Abilities

Physical Environment

Art therapists work in a variety of settings, including hospitals, 
mental health facilities, rehabilitation centers, prisons, senior citizen 
centers, and schools. Art therapists mostly use non-toxic materials 
that do not pose a health hazard, although they may work occasionally 
with a ventilation system. They also select tools and equipment with 
the safety of patients in mind.

Human Environment

Art therapy requires strong 
interpersonal and collaboration 
skills. A therapist must be able 
to work one-on-one and with a 
group of patients. If on a team of 
professionals, which is often the 
case, the therapist communicates 
regularly with doctors, 
psychologists, teachers, recreation 
leaders, or other staff. Most report 
directly to a supervisor and may be 
responsible for assistants or part-
time employees.

Technological Environment

Art therapists use computer 
technology for many different 
applications, including projects 
with their patients. Art tools 
and media are dependent on 
projects, but could include 
a sewing machine, pottery 
wheel, woodworking tools, or a 

dry mounting press and printer for photography. Standard office 
equipment is also used.
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EDUCATION, TRAINING, AND ADVANCEMENT

High School/Secondary

A college preparatory program supplemented with art courses 
and psychology will provide the best foundation for postsecondary 
studies. Other courses that develop the imagination, such as music, 
theatre, or creative writing, can be useful as well. Also important 
are extracurricular activities and volunteer work in the arts or with 
people with special needs.

Suggested High School Subjects
• Arts
• Childcare
• Child Growth & Development
• Crafts
• English
• Graphic Communications
• Health Science Technology
• Humanities
• Photography
• Pottery
• Psychology
• Sociology

Related Career Pathways/Majors

Health Science Cluster
• Therapeutic Services Pathway
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Famous First
The first art therapist to receive a Fulbright Award for her work in the field was 
Frances E. Anderson. One of the founders of the American Art Therapy Association 
in 1969, Anderson is a researcher, professor, and practitioner who has influenced 
a number of key areas, including work with victims of trauma. One organization 
she has worked with is Communities Healing 
through Art, or CHART, which assists persons 
living in areas affected by natural disasters 
and other crises.
Source: www.revolvy.com/folder/Art-therapists/

College/Postsecondary

A bachelor’s degree in therapeutic 
recreation is the minimum requirement for state licensing. 
Coursework may include the arts, psychology, research methods, 
human development, theories of therapy, assessment and evaluation, 
therapeutic techniques, and ethics. An undergraduate internship or 
practicum provides the necessary clinical experience for licensure.

Graduate degrees in art therapy can be helpful for career 
development. A master’s degree in art therapy or a similar program 
is required for certification as a Registered Art Therapist (ATR). 
Most professional positions require the certification. In most cases, a 
doctorate or several years of experience is necessary for advancement. 
Often, advancement can result in more creative freedom and teaching 
opportunities, or the ability to move into a supervisory position or 
private practice.

Most accredited art therapy programs at colleges and universities 
require applicants to submit a portfolio of artwork and a transcript 
of course credits in studio art and psychology. Graduate programs 
usually include a practicum, which involves observation and practice 
for course credit. Candidates also need to complete an internship, 
in which they gain supervised experience working with clients or 
patients.
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Related College Majors
• Art Therapy

Adult Job Seekers

Counselors, social workers, and others in related occupations with a 
master’s degree or higher can obtain certification after completion of 
a one-year postgraduate art therapy program. Many artists also find 
that art therapy is the next logical step in their careers. Scholarships 
and night classes can make the transition easier for those with jobs 
or other responsibilities. Membership in a professional art therapy 
association can provide additional networking and job finding 
opportunities for adult job seekers.

Professional Certification and Licensure

Licensing varies by state. In some states, these workers become 
licensed as art therapists. Other states allow people to work as art 
therapists if they are licensed in another field, such as professional 
counseling. Professional credentials, including registration and 
certification, are available from the Art Therapy Credentials Board.

Of the states that license art therapists, designations include 
Licensed Professional Art Therapist (LPAT) and Licensed Creative 
Arts Therapist (LCAT), while others classify them as recreational 
therapists, mental health counselors, or other related occupations. 
Requirements vary widely. Prospective art therapists should check the 
licensure requirements of their home state.

Certifications are available from professional art therapy 
organizations, such as the American Art Therapy Association and 
National Council for Therapeutic Recreation Certification. The 
American Art Therapy Association offers three levels of credentials

Registered Art Therapist (ATR), for those who have met educational 
requirements and postgraduate clinical experience; Registered 
Art Therapist-Board Certified (ATR-BC), for those with the ATR 
who have passed the national exam; and Art Therapy Certified 
Supervisor (ATCS), for those who are certified and also have received 
specific training and skills in supervision. The National Council for 
Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC) offers certification for 
Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialist (CTRS), for those with 
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a related bachelor’s degree and internship experience. Certification 
renewal usually requires continuing education.

Additional Requirements

Art therapists must maintain patient confidentiality. 
Certified art therapists must adhere to a code of ethics 
set forth by the credentialing organization.

EARNINGS AND ADVANCEMENT

Opportunities for advancement are limited. In larger institutions, 
an art therapist might be promoted to supervise other art therapists 
or a therapy team, but such positions are difficult to find. Those who 
work in large institutions or who have more experience are likely to 
earn more. Art therapists in private practice earn amounts that vary 
according to the number of people they see.

Fast Fact
Margaret Naumburg is attributed as introducing art as a therapeutic modality in 
the 1940s at NY State Psychiatric Institute while working with adults and children 
and later published a series of case studies and developed an approach she called 
Dynamically Oriented Art Therapy.
Source: https://psychcentral.com
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EMPLOYMENT AND OUTLOOK

Employment of art therapists is expected to grow about as fast as 
the average for all occupations through the year 2028, which means 
employment is projected to increase 7 percent. Art therapy is a 
relatively new and growing field and there are an increasing number 
of positions available, especially for graduates who can creatively 
develop new opportunities for this specialty.

Related Occupations
• Music Therapist
• Occupational Therapist

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) does not collect data on art 
therapists. Instead, BLS estimates include this occupation among 
“therapists, all other.” The median wage in May 2018 was $58,290. 
The top 10 percent earned $71,540 and the bottom 10 percent earned 
$32,470.

Art therapists may receive paid vacations, holidays, and sick days; 
life and health insurance; and retirement benefits. These are usually 
paid by the employer.
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1. What was your individual career path in terms of education/training, 
entry-level job, or other significant opportunity?

I did a lot of art in high school and it helped my growth and development. I got my 
Bachelor of Fine Arts from the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design University.

I found out about art therapy after I graduated and became really excited 
because I could combine all of my interests: helping other people; psychology; 
and art. I thought, “This is it!” I went back to school to complete my prerequisites 
in psychology so I could go on and get my master’s, which is required to enter our 
field. I earned the degree at The George Washington University, then worked at a 
school for children and adults with multiple disabilities for four years. However, I 
wanted to conduct research so I went to Florida State University for my doctorate. 
There, I established myself as a scholar, more or less the go-to person for art therapy 
assessments. It took two years to complete my doctorate. I remained in Tallahassee 
for seven years because I also worked at an eating disorders clinic. I loved working 
with that population and appreciated the challenge. It inspired me to work harder.

I then returned to GWU where I am a research faculty member and also teach two 
classes each semester. Right now I am working with a company to help veterans 
with PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). We are in the preliminary stages of 
a research study that will employ a graphic novel authoring tool—a software 
program—that will enable clients to re-tell their trauma through narrative and visual 
format on a computer.

2. What are the most important skills and/or qualities for someone in your 
profession?

Compassion, good interpersonal skills, solid understanding of psychological theory 
and practice, and an ability to create artwork and to understand the way different art 
materials work. Also, an appreciation for the effects of art-making on neurobiological 
functions. For example, when you express yourself through art materials, you use a 
nonverbal part of your brain. That’s where traumatic memories are stored, and that’s 
why art therapy can be really successful. For instance, when people with PTSD make 

Conversation With . . . 
DONNA BETTS 

Professor of Art Therapy, George Washington University
Washington, DC

President of the American Art Therapy Association
Art Therapist, 20 years
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art, it’s easier to deal with traumatic memories, which brings them to a point where 
they can start to talk about what happened to them.

3. What do you wish you had known going into this profession?

Between my timing—which, like so many things, is often luck—and my contacts, 
I’ve been very fortunate. Each career step forward has built upon the last one. I can’t 
say there is anything I wish I’d known in advance.

4. Are there many job opportunities in your profession? In what specific 
areas?

Job opportunities tend to be in metro areas where there’s an awareness of the 
benefits of art therapy, particularly cities where universities offer art therapy 
programs. The jobs can be anywhere you’d find mental health practitioners: Veteran’s 
Administration services, psychiatric facilities, hospitals, schools, or private practices. 
Some therapists go back to their rural hometowns and start their own programs, and 
those people are pioneers who are creating jobs.

5. How do you see your profession changing in the next five years? What 
role will technology play in those changes, and what skills will be 
required?

The American Art Therapy Association is working hard to establish state licenses for 
art therapists to protect the public through enforcement of standards that restrict 
practice to qualified professionals. So far, eight states license art therapists, and 27 
are taking steps in this direction.

 In addition, telehealth is also a hot topic now. Say a patient has psychiatric issues 
and lives in a remote place with no access to a therapist. Under the telehealth 
movement, some therapists will Skype, or government entities may back the creation 
of internet-based tools that enable doing therapy from home. This raises ethical 
concerns for all mental health practitioners. In art therapy, we face a tech-related 
dilemma—if you create a drawing on an iPad, is it art therapy? Making art with paint 
or clay is a different experience than drawing on an iPad. I believe art therapists can 
successfully offer their clients a choice of traditional media as well as digital options.

6. What do you enjoy most about your job? What do you enjoy least about 
your job?

It was rewarding to see how art therapy contributed to the recovery of my clients 
with anorexia. When you see how your work and dedication is helping someone—
that is why I went to work every day. The paperwork is the least enjoyable part, but 
that’s true for any job.
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7. Can you suggest a valuable “try this” for students considering a career 
in your profession?

When I evaluate master’s program applicants now, a strong candidate is someone 
who has volunteered in some capacity helping others. Ideally, they would volunteer in 
a setting where they are able to facilitate the use of art, under the guidance of an art 
therapy supervisor.

[Note: This interview first appeared in Careers in the Arts: Fine, Performing & Visual, 
Salem, 2017.]
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SELECTED SCHOOLS

Many colleges and universities have bachelor’s degree programs in 
recreational therapy or related subjects; some offer a focus on art therapy. 
The student may also gain an initial grounding at a technical or community 
college. Consult with your school guidance counselor or research post-
secondary programs in your area. The online Therapeutic Recreation 
Directory (see below) contains a listing of accredited schools and programs; 
and the web site of the American Art Therapy Association (see below) has a 
list of approved graduate schools.

MORE INFORMATION

American Art Therapy 
Association
225 North Fairfax Street
Alexandria, VA 22314
888.290.0878
www.arttherapy.org

International Art Therapy 
Organization (IATO)
info@theiato.org
www.internationalarttherapy.org

National Council for Therapeutic 
Recreation Certification 
(NCTRC)
7 Elmwood Drive
New City, NY 10956
845.639.1439
www.nctrc.org

Sally Driscoll/Editor 


