
Colorful  words a n d  p h rases fi l l  expressive designs 
that d e n ote p hysica l ,  emotiona l ,  menta l ,  socia l ,  

a n d  s p i ritu a l  aspects o f  se lf. 

Y
oung people yearn to connect with others while 
also developing and understanding their own in
dividual sense of identity. The arts offer a means 
for youth to express themselves and learn about 

their connection to the world. Sometimes drawing, writing, 
dancing, and singing can convey a young person's 
thoughts and feelings better than verbal communication. 

The Creative Learning Workshop, developed from the aca
demic and artistic research efforts of professors Rich 
Cooper, Jerry Catania, and Lou Rizzolo! at Western Michi
gan University in the mid-1980s, demonstrates a program 
that focuses on strengthening an individual's positive atti
tude toward self and a communal spirit between people. 
During this program, participants have the opportunity to 
express themselves through words and shapes, and then 
see how their individual expressions interlink with others 
around them as described in the process below. 

The Creative Learning Workshop begins with a group of 
25 to 100 people, comprised of same-aged children or even 
multigenerational members. They watch a slide presenta
tion on the functions of the human brain and its relation
ship to human creativity, and then are encouraged to ask 
questions. After this discussion, the group moves to a large 
room, where a large 24' x 100' plastic sheet has been 
arranged on the floor. Under the clear plastic are 30" x 40" 
white sheets of paper, designating where each person 
might select to sit with their shoes removed. Large- and 
medium-sized markers are distributed and, after instruc
tions, the work begins. 

While sitting in a selected spot, each person draws around 
him- or herself a shape that represents the feelings of that 
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The authors describe a creative process using the arts to 
forge a spirit of community. Students draw "Self

Scapes, " which are then connected to form a massive 
shared artistic creation. This methodology has expanded 

into the World Peace Art Initiative. 

moment or day. Once drawn, they remain seated within 
the "felt" shape. Around the outside of the outlined shape, 
individuals are asked to write words describing their 
physical self, likes, dislikes, their mental self, their emo
tional self, and I or their spiritual self. 

These words encircle the outside of their "felt" shape and 
focus on the self. Next, the group is asked to create colored 
line patterns, interpreted from selected words within the 
shape, and to repeat these line patterns in other areas of 
the interior "felt" shape. With words on the outside and 
created colored line patterns representing these words on 
the inside, each individual Self-Scape emerges. Given suffi
cient time, these Self-Scapes become very personal and help 
to give special identity to each person. Each Self-Scape is 
unique in both written and artistic meanings. The final re
sults in solid colored marker and line pattern are visually 
stunning. 

These Self-Scapes become points of personal references in 
written and artistic form. To build a community, these 
need to be shared. People are asked to quietly stand and 
step into another person's Self-Scape. Each person moves 
from Self-Scape to Self-Scape, reviewing others' written and 
artistic descriptors. This process becomes the first attempt 
at learning not only about one's personal world Self-Scape, 
but also about the world of other people in one's commu
nity or Community Scape. 

After reading and experiencing 8 to 10 Self-Scapes, each 
person is asked to think about common words and line 
patterns they remember from reviewing another person's 
Self-Scape, i.e., "I like pizza" connects with my "pizza pie" 
or "I'm 16 years old" connects with my "16," and so forth. 
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Stud ents use 
thei r e ntire 
bodies to 
expressively 
co m m u n icate 
a ctive 
e n g a g e ment 
i n  the 
d rawing 
process.  

With markers, each person is asked to make connecting 
lines to another person's Self-Scape. These interconnecting 
lines form a community web or network. As more and 
more lines make connections between many Self-Scapes, 
an artistic pattern is created, representing each participant, 
but also illustrating how each is interconnected to others 
in the community. 

Once finished, the participants are asked to step out of their 
Self-Scapes and sit on the floor outside the design. What the 
group does not kllOW is that the plastic sheet on which they 
have worked is not one layer, but an enormous tube with 
taped ends and fan vents. When the fans are turned on, the 
huge tunnel, 100' long and IS' in diameter, inflates! The 
structure is open at both ends, allowing each person to step 
into the world of a newly created community. 

Each individual finally sits inside the air structure. Look
ing up at the ceiling for the first time, they see their Self
Scapes all interconnected to form a new vision of 
community-a Community Scape filled with unique people 
who have shared common purposes, regardless of race, 
gender, or beliefs. Discussion then focuses on the value 
and benefits of the new Community Scape and how to initi
ate new steps toward understanding the components of 
that new community. 

The Creative Learning Workshop, described above, has 
been implemented in a variety of settings, receiving an 
overwhelmingly positive response to the community
building process. Lou Rizzolo recently conducted work
shops in Stavanger, Norway; Nobel Schuler was invited to 
participate as Artist-in-Residence for the National Youth 
Summit in Washington, DC, this past summer; and Peter 
Middleton collaborated this past spring with Creative 
Learning Workshops at Albion High School in Albion, 
Michigan.2 
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One further highlight related to the project is that the fa
cilitators3 have implemented the Creative Learning Work
shop's community development concepts into a major 
program, the World Peace Art Initiative, to strengthen 
community concepts for world peace. The sense of com
munity at the national and international levels has become 
a major focus for all ages through this project. Large 
parcels of land have been donated where crop-planted 
earthwork provides public sites for community and school 
peace banners, presentations, and musical and dance 
works related to peace and community. Starr Common
wealth, a multi-service child care organization, hosted the 
2002 World Peace Art Initiative at its Albion, Michigan, 
site. The 2003 World Peace Initiative will be held in Tas
mania, Australia. 

Lou Rizzo lo, MA/Art, is professor of art at Wes tern 
Michigan University Art Department, Kalamazoo, Michigan; 
e-mail: rizzolo@shvn.net; Web site: www.worldpeaceart.org 

Nobel Schuler, MFA, is art director at Starr Commonwealth, 
Albion, Michigan; e-mail: schulern@starr.org 

Footnotes 

1 Rich Cooper, EdD, professor of occupational therapy, Western Michigan 
University Occupational Therapy Department; Jerry Catania, MA/Art Ed, 
adjunct faculty in art education, Michigan State University, East Lansing, 
Michigan; Lou Rizzolo, professor of art, Western Michigan University Art 
Department, Kalamazoo, Michigan. 

2 Nobel Schuler, art director at  Starr Commonwealth, Albion, Michigan; 
Peter Middleton, MFA, art teacher Black River Public School, Holland, 
Michigan. 

3 Lou Rizzolo, Western Michigan University Art Department, Kalamazoo, 
Michigan; Nobel Schuler, Art Director at Starr Commonwealth, Albion, 
Michigan; Rich Cooper, Western Michigan University Occupational Ther
apy Department; and Peter Middleton, Art Teacher Black River Public 
School, Holland, Michigan. 

Albion H i g h  School (Al bion,  Michigan)  youth l isten care
fu l l y  and share their thoughts a n d  fee l ings a bout com

m u n ity bui ld ing,  creativity, a n d  persona l  expression whi le 
seated with in  the a i r-fi l led plastiC structu re they created . 



An 18 ft. x 18 ft. creative va riation of the 
Sta rr Earthwork design created by co-fac i l itator 
N o b e l  Schu ler  is used to engage youth th ro u g h  
g ro u p  p rocess i n g  a n d  i nteractive a rt activities.  

A peace design created by youth from the A lb ion 
H i g h  School  computer c lasses  incorporates words,  

sym bols ,  and f lags of va rious nations .  

Al b ion H igh School  youth proudly disp lay their  9 ft. x 
9 ft. peace ba n n e r, which was insta l led at the Sta rr 

Earthwork site a l o n g  with more tha n 130 d e s i g n s  from 
n u m e ro u s  school  a n d  com m u n ity g ro u p s .  

" Love is  Peace. "  This  9 ft. x 9 ft. sym m etrica l earthwork 
entry wa s created by Sta rr C o m m o nwea lth youth 

i nvolved i n  a creative progra m  that incorporates the 
a rts i n  s p i ritu a l  g rowth a n d  expl o ratio n .  

Peace pa n e l s  i n c l uded 
entr ies  from pre-school  

youth , a s  exh i b ited i n  th is  
creative d ove desig n ,  

a s  we l l  a s  o n e  partic ipant 
wel l  i nto h e r  80s. 
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