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Abstract 

A community engagement project was created and implemented, comprised of a one-time 

workshop utilizing expressive arts therapies to address the impact of covid-19 on educators. In 

this thesis, there is a review of the literature regarding collective healing within communities and 

addressing the needs of educators within the changing education system, with a particular focus 

on expressive arts therapies. The workshop engaged educators in a creative process to identify 

where they find meaning and purpose in their lives and how they identify themselves within their 

community of educators. Results suggest that community engagement using the arts can be an 

effective way to cope with and process the impacts of covid-19 on professional and personal 

lives. Future research could focus on other factors impacting educators’ well-being, including 

socioeconomic and resource-based limitations as well as the important role that educators have 

in society's youth. 

Keywords: Expressive arts therapy, education, covid-19, pandemic, community engagement 

project, creative spaces 
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Cultivating Community: A Creative Workshop with Educators During the Covid-19 Pandemic 

Introduction  

This thesis will describe the process of developing and facilitating a creative and supportive 

workshop for educators during the covid-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, educators have had 

to adapt in various ways professionally. With the pandemic, came remote learning, increased 

social and behavioral difficulties, and the overall stress that comes with being in a caretaker role 

that holds responsibility and impacts young lives. The intention of providing a supportive group 

space for educators is to hold space for these individuals to feel heard, seen, and valued in ways 

that let them express themselves comfortably and authentically. While these types of spaces are 

not intended to solve the logistical problems that educators face within the classroom, the hope is 

that the workshop will provide comfort and relief to allow teachers to feel re-energized and re-

inspired in work that has become draining during the covid-19 pandemic. Prior research on 

educators and the impact of covid-19 on their work discussed the lengths to which educators 

have gone to continue to adapt to the changes the pandemic has created. Additionally, research 

has begun to address the immense toll the pandemic and these changes have had on their overall 

well-being personally and professionally. 

This capstone project and workshop is a community-based approach. Educators hold a 

significant role within communities and are being largely and directly impacted by covid-19. 

This impact has caused an increase in the loss of educators in the field, burnout, compassion 

fatigue, and an overall lack of energy for the work. covid-19 has created needs that have not been 

sufficiently addressed. This paper aims to address those needs. covid-19 has had an effect on all 

areas of teachers’ lives including social, emotional, professional, and physical factors that cause 

distress and overall exhaustion. The benefit of conducting a community-based approach for this 



specific topic leans into the idea that community heals. Community connection, peer support, 

and the creative arts bring people together, allow for healing, and promote the benefits of having 

support. With the integration of arts-based activities, this workshop sought to promote 

connection, community support, and expression. Additionally, the workshop intended to provide 

a supportive space for educators to feel seen, heard, valued, and re-energized in their work which 

has become rapidly draining with all of the shifts caused by the pandemic. An aspect of this 

potential positive shift is the integration of art-based approaches. 

Literature Review 

         The literature review provides a foundation for the workshop described in the methods 

section, breaking it down into three important factors: covid-19 impacts, the arts, and the 

community. The following research supports the creation of this community-based workshop by 

identifying factors impacting the teaching profession, how the arts can be a useful tool for 

addressing these factors, and the importance of outreach efforts toward the teaching 

communities. 

Sources of Stress for Teachers Pre-Covid-19 

Stress is a part of any profession and educators are not an exception even before the 

covid-19 pandemic. With the combination of being responsible for dozens of children and 

managing ongoing changes within the educational landscape, educators are asked to navigate a 

multitude of stressful experiences within their careers. While this may not be news for those who 

are interested in the career of an educator, Valli and Beuse (2007) reveal that this stress 

continues to increase based on “increased, intensified and expanded in response to federal, state 

and local policies aimed at raising student achievement” (p. 520). Pressures from the education 

system such as pre-identified requirements and educational markers that educators are required 



to make sure their students meet contribute to the overwhelming duties within this profession. 

Administrators within the school, such as principals and the school board, add pressure onto the 

plate of teachers. Sorenson (2007) stated that schools create a culture of tension and stress for 

their teachers, categorizing these stress indicators into nine different categories; problem-solving, 

time management, goal setting, conflict management, decision-making, ethical leadership, 

instructional leadership, organizational politics, and pressure tolerance. Pressures to complete 

tasks, avoid errors, and adhere to the demands of supervisors, colleagues, and parents, are a few 

examples of why the education profession is identified as a stressful career, regardless of the 

additional stress factors brought on by covid-19.  

An important factor contributing to the increase of stress for teachers during the covid-19 

pandemic is the growing shortage of teaching professionals. This shortage could be attributed to 

the experience of burnout that many feel within their careers. Burnout is a term credited to 

Herbert Freudenberger (1974), who described burnout in both physical and emotional symptoms. 

Freudenberger noted the physical symptoms as “exhaustion and fatigue, being unable to shake a 

lingering cold, suffering from frequent headaches and gastrointestinal disturbances, sleeplessness 

and shortness of breath” (p. 160). The emotional symptoms included anger, depression, 

irritability, drug use, isolation, rigidity, closed-mindedness, and an overall more negative attitude 

towards the work (Freudenberger, 1974). The possible causes of these stress reactions are 

referenced by Westervelt (2016) who included having to pay for supplies out of pocket, low 

salaries, feelings of alienation due to toxic and political cultures, lack of training, difficulties 

communicating with parents, and schools being run like businesses with emphases on testing and 

data as stress-inducing features. With these stress factors within the profession already existing, 



it’s important to look at how covid-19 either emphasizes or contributes to the frequency and 

intensity of these facets. 

Covid-19 Impact on Educators 

A qualitative study in Bangladesh (Sultana, et. al., 2022) discussed the impacts of covid-

19 that teachers identified such as difficulty with a fast transition into remote teaching, an 

increase in workload, low levels of student motivation and time management, increased 

inequalities of access to education, fear and anxiety, and family conflicts. The findings from this 

study emphasized the need for psychological support for teachers during the covid-19 pandemic 

mainly due to the responsibility that educators hold in people's lives as problem-solvers, healers, 

and advocates themselves. An additional study conducted in Turkey (Konukman, Filiz, & Unlu, 

2022) addressed how the changes happening within education developed into more than just an 

educator issue but also one for policymakers and educational systems. Specifically, this study 

concluded that physical education teachers advocated for a change in the core curriculum to 

reflect remote learning with adequate training, implementation of an institutionalized platform of 

teacher resources, in-service seminars on technology, and action from policymakers. The 

research stated above highlights shifts that are happening within the educational landscape 

asking for both responses within the educational system and responses on a community level. 

While this workshop was conducted with teachers, it's important to acknowledge the role they 

have in their students’ lives. A study on the psychological effects of covid-19 on teachers (Esici, 

et. al., 2022) identified some of these specific challenges. The results of this study found that the 

majority of teachers’ and students’ stress came from internet connectivity issues, comfortability 

engaging with online content and discussions, lack of effectiveness of remote class content, 

increased drop-out rates, lack of academic integrity, financial hardships, and even physical pain 



due to increased screen time. While these curriculum changes that push towards remote teaching 

are impacting teachers and the way they are providing information, studies have also shown that 

these changes are impacting the students and the ways they are engaging with the content. For 

example, a quantitative study (Eltahir, et. al., 2022) of higher education and the implementation 

of online exams in higher education suggested that due to students’ changing behaviors towards 

online exams, exam protocols were adapted to better enforce academic integrity. An emphasis 

should be applied to not only the struggles teachers have had as educators in a classroom but also 

the responsibility they have to hold space for students dealing with their difficulties as a result of 

the covid-19 pandemic. 

         The role that educators take within the classroom as leaders and mentors for students has 

resulted in the direct impact of teachers’ stress and students' experiences. Embse (2019) 

suggested that teachers' stress may alter the teachers’ perceptions of students' struggles and cause 

teachers to act more reactive and punitive. Additionally, teachers with high levels of stress are 

also “more likely to have students with behavioral referrals and to report lower levels of self-

efficacy” (p. 3). While research on the link between teacher stress and the classroom climate may 

still be emerging, teacher stress has been shown to influence school climate (Grayson & Alvarez, 

2008). Therefore, while working towards promoting positive mental health for all within the 

school system, it is important to consider teacher wellness and provide tools for combating 

teacher stress. 

Arts-Based Research 

A research study (Cripps, et. al., 2020) that addressed the benefit of a collaborative 

community approach found, “in a pressurized climate of workplace change, time to be playful 
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