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Abstract 
Attention problems are a tendency to get distracted easily and inability to concentrate for an extended 
period. Attention problems in children can be a symptom underlying different conditions such as 
trauma, dissociation, emotional instability, a hostile family environment and a genetic predisposition to 
develop an attention deficit disorder. Children with attention problems are more likely to experience 
academic problems during school years (Taylor, 2011; Washbrook et al. 2013). From adolescence 
onwards, these problems of attention have been linked with drug abuse (Galéra et al. 2013) and 
pathological gambling (Ferguson & Ceranoglu, 2014). These children will have a high probability of 
socioeconomic disadvantage when they reach adulthood (Galéra et al. 2012). Different studies agree 
that medication for attention problems must be accompanied by psychological and educational 
interventions. Most research using art therapy with children with attention problems has focused on 
improving socialization and enhancing the effects of multidisciplinary treatment. There is some 
evidence that art based interventions may reduce some of the difficulties associated with attention 
problems in children: Henley (1999) found that creative arts can increase the success of other 
therapeutic interventions. Jenny Murphy (2004), concluded that an art therapy group treatment can 
improve self-esteem, self-control and the proper maintenance of personal physical space and the 
limits and norms of the environment. This work details an art therapy group program in a school in 
Spain, examining the changes in the attention problems for seven children from ages 6 to 11 years 
old. Five to seven children composed Art therapy groups, and they took place for one hour weekly 
sessions during one academic year. Parents of children participating in the research, completed a pre 
and posttest BASC questionnaire. In the BASC questionnaire, the scale of attention problems does 
not saturate high in the factor of externalizing problems, being the reason why it detects children who 
can be distracted, while having in addition a correlation of 0.55 with the scale of hyperactivity. The 
conclusions on the process of all children in the art therapy group, are explained by the therapist´s 
notes and data registry sheets for the three categories of process, art and environment. There is also 
a statistical analysis of mean difference - by t test for paired samples - of responses to the attention 
problems scales of the questionnaire BASC. According to the children´s parents, attention problems 
decrease significantly after treatment (t = 2,926, p = 0.026) from 54,71 points to 46,71 points 
(difference = 8). By this analysis, we have found a statistically significant reduction -in parents´ 
questionnaires- on the scale of attention problems. If we had counted with a larger sample, the 
decrease of attention problems in the different groups might give more information on the influence of 
other factors such as age, gender and exact number of treatment sessions. From the data collected in 
this study, we conclude that art therapy groups in the school setting may improve children´s attention 
problems. Further studies could explore which types of attention problems benefit more from an art 
therapy intervention, together with differences in treatment outcome depending on art techniques 
used, number of sessions, family history and genetic predispositions. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Attention problems are a tendency to get distracted easily and inability to concentrate for an extended 
period. Attention problems in children can be a symptom underlying different conditions such as 
trauma, dissociation, emotional instability, an at-risk family environment and genetic factors. Children 
with attention problems are more likely than their peers to experience academic problems during 
school years and to face economic difficulties or make poor choices as adults.  Attention problems 
have been connected to reading disability [1, 2]. There is also some evidence [3] that attention 
problems reported by parents -measured as early as 3 years of age- can predict academic under 
achievement at age 16. From adolescence onwards, these problems of attention have been linked 
with drug abuse [4] and pathological gambling [5]. These children will also have a high probability of 
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socioeconomic disadvantage when they reach adulthood; at least one longitudinal study [6] has found 
that the likelihood of disadvantage is three times higher and statistically significant, even after 
adjusting for other childhood and family problems. 

According to the American Academy of Pediatrics [7] it is now possible to diagnose children with 
Attention-Deficit/ Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) at 4-5 years of age, however, many of the children 
who exhibit attention problems will go undiagnosed and shall not receive any special intervention 
during their childhood, adolescence or even as adults [8, 9]. The combination of medication with 
psychosocial treatments, is at present the commonly recommended approach for this disorder [7,10]. 
Some specialists [6,11], are voicing the importance of implementing school based support and specific 
programs -as part of the school services- for children at risk or suffering from Attention deficit 
disorders. 

Most research using art therapy with children with attention problems has focused on improving 
socialization and enhancing the effects of multidisciplinary treatment. There is some evidence that art 
based interventions may reduce some of the difficulties associated with attention problems in children: 
In a summer camp for hyperactive children, Henley [12] found that creative arts can increase the 
success of other therapeutic interventions. In a group for children with ADHD symptoms that showed 
low self-esteem and poor social relationships, Jenny Murphy [13] relates how art therapy was used for 
seven months in a group co-directed by three therapists. Some improvements were: self-esteem (in 
four of the five children) and - according to questionnaires completed by the parents - several of the 
children improved in their self-control, in the adequate maintenance of their personal physical space 
and the limits and norms of the environment. 

Some educational programs that have shown positive outcomes with children diagnosed with AD/AH 
are: evidence-based behavioural treatments for children and parent and teacher psychoeducation and 
training programs [14]. While there is still insufficient evidence of the effectiveness of several 
educational programs to treat AD/HD disorders, a possibility exists that other interventions could 
ameliorate attention problems and help prevent the development of a more severe attention disorder. 
We propose here to consider the positive effects of art therapy groups in the school context, in 
reducing children´s and preadolescents´ attention problems. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Art therapy groups in the school setting 
In this work, we refer to art therapy as explained by the Spanish professional association of art 
therapists, Ate [15]:  

“A care profession that uses artistic creation as a tool to facilitate the expression and resolution 
of emotions and emotional or psychological conflicts. (…) Art therapy is practiced following a 
strict methodology and under a defined therapeutic framework or setting. This therapeutic 
framework and the aforementioned methodology are mainly based on the theory of art therapy, 
analytical group psychotherapy, dynamic psychotherapies and contemporary art theory.”  

Art therapy in the school setting has been growing in several countries [16,17,18], slowly becoming a 
field of practice and research which shows specific features and benefits for children [18,19]. 
According to [18,19,20,21] art therapy in the school setting can help to improve the capabilities of 
social interaction amongst students, being a beneficial tool to enhance other tiered interventions and 
promote psychoeducational rehabilitation. Art therapy has also been tested in working with different 
types of children´s groups. For this purpose, art therapists have included group therapy theories and 
positive psychology strategies, in working with different art techniques and their vast richness of 
possibilities. 

There are some peculiarities of group art therapy that make its implementation in the school context 
more advisable that individual art therapy: besides the obvious economic advantage, group art therapy 
relieves partly the stigma associated with following therapy and is helpful to implement Yalom's group 
therapeutic factors: interpersonal learning, imitative behavior, sharing of information and -in particular- 
corrective recapitulation of the primary family experience.   
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2.2 The group 
This work details an art therapy group program in a school in Spain. It examines the changes in the 
attention problems for seven children from ages 6 to 11 years old, that occurred during the time of this 
intervention. There were three different art therapy groups running during a whole academic year, 
from which the sample according to inclusion criteria was selected. Criteria for participation in this 
paper included having the authorization by parents or guardians, valid completion of all questionnaires 
and having registry data from parent and teacher´s pre and post conferences. To enhance the 
contribution from Yalom's [22] group therapeutic factors, all groups were balanced for gender, age and 
family factors. Ages of the children participating in the groups ranged from 5 to 10 years old. The 
average number of art therapy sessions in each group was 27 weekly sessions. Each session lasted 
forty-five minutes for the 5-6-year-old group and one hour for the other two groups with 7-10-year-old 
children.       

Art therapy took place in a crafts room, where each child was allocated common wardrove space and 
a personal folder for storing their art works. A clear and age appropriate explanation of the setting, 
calendar and norms of the group was presented during the first session. The structure of the session 
was divided into an art making phase, taking 80 percent of the total time, and a dialogued closure 
followed by tiding up the room and cleaning the space. In the group of children from 5-6 years old, a 
more flexible structure was provided, where art and talk were mostly happening simultaneously. Times 
for more historical displays of the art work to the whole group were structured throughout the year, 
especially after long breaks and before the end of the group in late May. A non-directive art 
psychotherapy approach was followed, which meant that no fixed exercises or topics were introduced 
to the group. A work in the here and now was encouraged, in which the themes for the art works were 
generated by the children themselves. 

3 RESULTS 

Parents of children participating in the research, completed a pre and post-test BASC questionnaire. 
In the BASC questionnaire, the scale of attention problems does not saturate high in the factor of 
externalizing problems, being the reason why it detects children who can be distracted, while having in 
addition a correlation of 0.55 with the scale of hyperactivity. The conclusions on the process of all 
children in the art therapy group, are explained by the therapist´s notes and data registry sheets for 
the three categories of process, art and environment. There is also a statistical analysis of mean 
difference - by t test for paired samples - of responses to the attention problems scales of the 
questionnaire BASC. According to the children´s parents responses to the BASC questionnaire, 
attention problems decrease significantly after treatment (t = 2,926, p = 0.026) from 54,71 points to 
46,71 points (difference = 8). 

Table 1.  Parents Attention problems Scale. Descriptive statistics of paired samples 

 Average N 
Typical 

deviation 
Typical average 

error 

Pair 1 Attention problems – Before 
parents 

54,71 7 9,690 3,663 

Attention problems – After 
parents 

46,71 7 5,282 1,997 

Table 2.  Parent Attention problems Scale. Correlation coefficient 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Attention problems – Before 
parents 
Attention problems – After 
parents 

7 ,679 ,094 
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Table 3.  Parent Attention problems Scale. Hypothesis test for comparison of means for paired samples 

Pair 1 
Attention 
problems – 
Before parents 
Attention 
problems – After 
parents 

Attention problems – Before parents 
Attention problems – After parents 

t gl Sig. 
(bilateral) 

Average Typical 
deviation 

Typical 
average 

error 

95% Confidence interval 
for difference 

Inferior Superior 

8,000 7,234 2,734 1,310 14,690 2,926 6 ,026 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
From the data collected in this study, we conclude that art therapy groups in the school setting may 
improve attention problems for preschool to upper elementary children. Further studies could explore 
which types of attention problems benefit more from an art therapy intervention, together with 
differences in treatment outcome depending on art techniques used, number of sessions, family 
history and genetic predispositions. 
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