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Introduction 

 The importance of students’ active engagement in their learning has never been timelier 

given the complexity of current nursing practice and education (Nguyen et al., 2016). Learners 

must be committed, and nurse educators must have the pedagogical competency to draw on a 

diverse range of teaching and learning strategies to capture learners’ attention and ensure they are 

motivated and excited to learn. Arts-based pedagogy (ABP) offers many choices within its genre 

and is a creative option for educators to consider for engaging students in learning. 

 The qualitative findings described in this paper are part of a mixed method study that 

explored nursing students’ perspectives on a creative arts-based assignment designed to support 

their self-care. The purpose of the study was to assess the impact of the assignment on nursing 

students’ management of stressors (both personal and program related) and on their well-being 

throughout and following the completion of the assignment. In an earlier publication, we focused 

on the quantitative findings regarding the impacts of the assignment on self-care practices (Jenkins 

et al., 2019). In this paper, we concentrate on the creative, arts-based aspect of the self-care 

assignment, presenting qualitative findings from open-ended survey questions and images from 

students’ submitted work. These illustrative examples provide insights into the positive impacts of 

an ABP approach for students, as well as the related challenges. We further share our own 

reflections on the creative aspect of the assignment, with guidance for other nursing educators to 

integrate ABP approaches into nursing education. 

Background 

Literature Review 

 Although the term ABP is seldom located in nursing literature, its essence is captured in 

the many descriptions of learning activities that draw on the arts (Rieger & Chernomas, 2013). 

Based on their concept analysis, Rieger and Chernomas (2013) defined ABP as a creative approach 

that uses the arts to foster learning about a topic or field of study. The authors described three 

critical attributes of ABP: 

1) a time and setting in which the active learning experience occurs; 2) learning is designed 

to occur through the use of one or more art form(s) integrated with a subject matter from 

another academic discipline; and 3) active learner participation in the artistic process and/or 

reflective observation of an art form. (p. 6)  

ABP has been used in undergraduate nursing education in two ways: as a form of learning and as 

a form of assessment. Our review of the literature uncovered numerous examples of the use of the 

arts as a way of supporting learning in educational contexts. Over 25 years ago, Darbyshire (1994) 

bemoaned the lack of arts and humanities in nursing education. To describe nursing as “an art and 

a science” was, Darbyshire believed, a cliché waiting to happen unless the arts and humanities 

became more valued and less marginalized in nursing education. More recently, Rolfe (2014) 

argued for a return to a liberal education for nurses—including exposure to courses in the 

humanities, arts, classics, and philosophy—so that they can learn to truly bear witness and respond 

to another’s suffering. ABP can foster sociopolitical and emotional learning and can result in 

deeper and truly transformative learning for students (MacDonnell & Macdonald, 2011; Rieger et 

al., 2020a). In studies examining the impacts of ABP approaches in nursing education, ABP has 

been shown to foster students’ critical thinking, nursing assessment and diagnosis, interpersonal 

skills, and personal creativity (Casey, 2009; Elhammoumi & Kellam, 2017). Indeed, McGarry and 
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Aubeeluck (2013) drew on ABP in a project that involved the co-creation of a theatre-based 

workshop that supported nursing students’ understanding of complex concepts, such as living with 

communication challenges, stigma, and social exclusion. In McGarry and Aubeeluck’s project, 

students worked with individuals who lived with learning disabilities to co-create works of art. 

Evaluation of the project revealed that this type of non-traditional pedagogy may be ideally suited 

for learning related to the nuanced and complex topics that are commonplace in nursing. 

Emmanuel (2016), using ABP as a form of assessment, similarly found that it can support students 

in reflecting on stigma and discrimination. The author created an assignment whereby students 

were asked to envision a day in the life of a person with a mental health condition and to capture 

that imagined experience through artistic expression. The exercise pushed students to confront 

their prejudices about mental health/illness, and, for some, it reduced their anxiety about caring 

for clients with mental illnesses (Emmanuel, 2016). It is clear that ABP has many benefits, 

especially for nursing students, given the complex roles they take on within a program of study in 

nursing. 

Conceptual Framework 

 The framework was informed by the concept of creativity, which guided the self-care 

assignment we discuss in this paper. Creativity can be defined as “the process of developing 

something unique that is of value” (Robinson, 2017, Rethinking Creativity section, para. 1). It can 

be seamlessly fostered within ABP because the latter embraces creativity as its core structure 

(Rieger & Chernomas, 2013). We were interested in giving students the opportunity to engage in 

creativity of any form within an ABP approach to explore and learn about their own stressors and 

self-care practices. 

 Robinson’s (2006) question “Are schools killing creativity?” was important because one of 

our goals was to provide students with a rare opportunity to be creative in a higher education 

nursing context, which seldom makes space for this approach to learning (Duhamel, 2016; Rieger 

et al., 2020b). Creativity within ABP (CwABP) was woven into the design of the assignment, and 

it guided our analysis of how students experienced and valued engaging in a creative arts-based 

self-care assignment. 

Methods 

The Assignment 

 As a group of nursing faculty and one doctoral student from a research-intensive university 

in Western Canada, our experiences as mental health practitioners, teachers, and researchers have 

sensitized us to the numerous stressors experienced by pre-licensure nursing students, as well as 

alerting us to the potential of creative arts-based approaches to integrating self-care into the 

classroom. Previously, Jenkins designed a graded assignment that focused on how students could 

manage their identified stressors through self-care activities. The remaining authors of this paper 

have integrated the assignment into multiple courses within a 20-month accelerated bachelor of 

science in nursing (BSN) degree program for third- and fourth-year undergraduate students. The 

assignment requires students to engage in and reflect on self-care activities of their choosing that 

they identify as helpful in alleviating stressors. Additionally, it provides an opportunity for students 

to examine and present scholarly evidence for their selected self-care activities. With the goal of 

emphasizing relevant core course concepts, the assignment contributes to pedagogical linkages 

between self-care, stress, students’ mental health (Jenkins et al., 2019), and fitness to practise (BC 

College of Nurses and Midwives, 2018). We provide a detailed description of the assignment and 
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results from a quantitative survey analysis of the impact of the assignment on students’ capacity 

for self-care in a separate manuscript (Jenkins et al., 2019). In this paper, we focus primarily on 

the pedagogy used (CwABP) to support students’ self-care practices. 

Recruitment and Data Collection 

 To examine students’ experiences of and perspectives on a creative ABP approach to 

education on self-care, we conducted a survey containing both closed- and open-ended questions 

among two cohorts of BSN students who had recently completed the assignment during their 

coursework. The survey used for this study consisted of 13 closed-ended questions, with results 

from these quantitative data reported elsewhere (Jenkins et al., 2019). It also included three open-

ended questions, the data from which are the focus of this paper: 

1. Please describe the ways in which this assignment was meaningful to you. 

2. Please describe any challenges you encountered in completing this assignment. 

3. What could be done in the nursing program to help support your ongoing commitment to 

self-care? 

 Survey data were collected from January to March 2018, and all students recruited to the 

survey had completed the assignment within the previous year. Fourth-year students had 

completed a creative format of the assignment in a mental health course, and third-year students 

had self-selected a creative or paper-based format of the assignment in an introductory foundations 

of nursing course. Students were recruited to participate in this study through an email sent to all 

BSN students, as well as through flyers and in-class announcements. Class time was dedicated for 

students to voluntarily complete the survey; this was facilitated by course instructors, and members 

of the research team were not present during data collection. Ethics approval for the study was 

obtained through the University Behavioural Research Ethics Board. Participants were given the 

option to enter into one of two draws for a $50 gift card to acknowledge their contributions. 

 Students were also invited to optionally submit copies of their self-care assignments by 

emailing electronic versions or photographs to the research team contact or lending the original 

assignment to the research team for photographing. All hard copies of assignments were stored in 

a locked cabinet in the primary author’s workspace, and electronic copies were encrypted and 

stored on a secure server hosted by the authors’ institution. They were stored separately from 

survey responses to protect participant confidentiality. All images presented below are used with 

the permission of the students who created the assignments depicted. 

 In total, 89 BSN students completed the survey, and 13 submitted copies of their self-care 

assignment as data for this study. Of the total sample, 57 (64%) completed the assignment in the 

first-year foundations course, and 32 (36%) completed the assignment in the upper-year mental 

health course. Fifty participants (56%) completed the ABP-based version of the assignment 

(including all students who completed the assignment in their mental health course), and the 

remainder completed the formal paper version. Of the total sample, 78 (88%) participants 

identified as female, 8 (9%) identified as male, and 3 (3%) identified as genderqueer. Most students 

(69 or 78%) had previously completed an undergraduate or college degree before beginning the 

BSN program, 12 (13%) had completed a graduate degree, and 8 (9%) had completed a partial 

degree. Twelve participants (13%) were under 23 years of age, 54 (61%) were 23 to 27, 19 (21%) 

were 28 to 33, 3 (3%) were 34 to 39, and 1 (1%) was 45+. 
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Data Analysis 

 Informed by interpretive practices of qualitative research, data were analyzed thematically 

to examine the experiences, impacts, and challenges of a CwABP assignment on students’ self-

care (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun et al., 2019). We specifically approached data analysis through 

Braun and Clarke’s (2019) guidance on undertaking reflexive thematic analysis, which supports 

rigorous analytical processes but also acknowledges the “fluid and recursive” nature of theme 

development (p. 591). To facilitate analysis, all survey data from open-ended responses were 

uploaded to Microsoft Word. First, data were read through in an iterative process among members 

of the research team to identify salient elements of participants’ experiences and perspectives. 

Second, these elements were then developed into themes through discussions among the research 

team and deep reading of the data to identify “patterns of shared meaning organized around a core 

concept” (Braun et al., 2019, p. 845). Third, the text and images of assignment submissions were 

read alongside qualitative survey data to further nuance the themes generated through this analytic 

process. These data serve as illustrative examples of the experiences of a creative ABP approach 

for students, as well as the challenges associated with such projects. We further share our own 

reflections on the creative aspect of the assignment, with guidance for other nursing educators in 

integrating CwABP approaches into nursing education. 

Findings 

 Thematic analysis of qualitative survey responses and the content of students’ self-care 

assignments resulted in the generation of three broad themes: (a) Academic Stress and Moral 

Distress, (b) Legitimizing CwABP and Self-Care, (c) Intentions and Tensions. First, we identify 

the academic and moral stressors experienced by students as context for their engagement in self-

care practices through the assignment. Next, we examine how the assignment legitimized a 

CwABP approach as an education strategy. We also explore how the use of a CwABP legitimized 

the assignment as a way to support self-care as a practice for students and build their capacity for 

self-care. Finally, we reflect on the theme of Intentions and Tensions to explore some of the 

challenges of the assignment, in particular the integration of scholarly literature into a creative 

assignment, and the grading of the assignment. Throughout our exploration of these themes, we 

situate participants’ reflections on the self-care assignment in our experiences as educators 

delivering and evaluating the assignment. 

Academic Stress and Moral Distress 

 In completing the assignment, students were required to identify their stressors as a first 

step in preparing to more intentionally manage them through selected self-care activities. It was 

clear that participants experienced numerous stressors in their everyday lives as nursing students. 

See Figures 1 to 4 for students’ visual representations of stressors experienced in nursing school. 
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Figure 1 

Stressors 

Used with permission. 

Figure 2 

“A key component of any self care reflection is to first recognize the stressors that can lead to 

burnout.” 

Used with permission. 
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Figure 3 

“Change, Overstimulation, Loneliness, and Depression” 

Used with permission. 

Figure 4 

Workload! 

Used with permission. 
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 Additionally, for students in our study, stressors specific to nursing school surfaced. In 

particular, clinical practice stood out as a unique stressor that nursing students faced. Participants 

described clinical practice as a place that can be “daunting, emotionally taxing and physically 

demanding,” and “where stress, anxiety and moral distress can occur on a daily basis.” As one 

participant shared, “I have experienced a new form of stress, ‘moral distress’ in the clinical setting 

when having to prioritize educational experiences in relation to patients’ preference for a ‘quick 

and easy’ assessment or the other nurse’s efficiency.” This participant thoughtfully recognized that 

prioritizing student learning over patient preference or nurses’ efficiency in managing their 

workload can be morally challenging. Students also anticipated future stressors related to clinical 

practice and post-licensure nursing practice, such as witnessing end of life, giving upsetting or 

distressing news to families, or the “inescapable feeling of not having done enough or not being 

enough for patients or team members in the clinical setting.” These stressors can weigh heavily on 

students, making it especially important for nurse educators to be aware of what students may be 

experiencing so that they can help them to anticipate previously unknown stressors, normalize 

their existence, and support students when they do experience them. As voiced by one participant: 

I believe great personal power exists in being able to recognize our own signals of morale 

[sic] distress and I am hopeful that through ongoing reflective action, I can navigate my 

emotions for continued insight and freedom from negative thought patterns, allowing me 

to be the best version of myself in the workplace.  

Legitimizing CwABP and Self-Care 

There were a number of ways in which the assignment legitimized self-care as an important 

practice for nursing students, and in so doing, the process (CwABP) was also legitimized. 

Assigning a creative arts-based project was, in itself, a way in which CwABP was valued. Giving 

university credit (in the form of a partial course grade) for the completed assignment and providing 

students with academic time to immerse themselves in a creative space also illustrated the valuing 

of the creative ABP process as a way to engage in self-care. The requirement for students to 

actively engage in forms of self-care further acknowledged it as a legitimate and valuable practice. 

Finally, linking the assignment to core course concepts such as fitness to practise provided 

legitimacy and supported student’s understanding of how self-care is an imperative for students to 

practise safely. 

One of our goals in offering the assignment was to encourage students to use self-care as a 

way to manage their stressors and to invite a creative approach in the hopes that, unlike most 

assignments, which can invoke a sense of stress during the completion process, the doing of this 

assignment could itself reduce or mitigate the impacts of stressors (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 

A still image from a student video depicting knitting as a new self-care practice illustrates that 

completing the assignment was itself a form of self-care. 

 

Used with permission. 

We also believed that gaining course credit for engaging in self-care would be a wonderful 

bonus because the process facilitated immersion in self-care within a course rather than as 

something necessitating additional time beyond required course and clinical requirements. One 

participant explained that they genuinely enjoyed “being able to do a creative component. I don't 

find a lot of time with classes/clinical to be in touch with my creative side, and it was great to be 

able to do so for an academic assignment.” Another participant similarly reflected on the benefits 

of the assignment for promoting self-care, voicing that the assignment “made me identify my 

stressors and investigate ways to manage [them]. The assignment was really meaningful in the 

way it made me become more aware of myself. I learned a lot about myself.” Participants reflected 

on the benefits they derived from engaging in their chosen self-care strategies. One student shared 

that her “worries seem[ed] to fade away in the quiet [space of diving]” (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Diving: “Underwater is truly a space where my worries no longer hold any weight.”  

 

Used with permission. 

Similarly, another participant talked about the benefits of being in nature as a self-care 

practice: “Being outside has a way of reminding me of the stillness that always exists despite the 

stressors we experience in any given moment.” 

Linking the self-care assignment to the core course concepts of fitness to practise and 

students’ well-being was imperative because it allowed students to more clearly understand the 

assignment’s purpose and enhanced their capacity to see important benefits. In so doing, it 

legitimized self-care as a practice for nursing students. As illustrated by one participant, “overall 

I feel that self-care is one of the most important parts of my fitness to practice as a nurse,” while 

another participant was “struck by the concept of self-care to prevent health care practitioner 

burnout, and to promote ongoing compassion toward others.” Self-care was consistently linked to 

students’ personal well-being and fitness to practise; interestingly, student perspectives illustrated 

that the assignment was not only helpful at an individual level but also beneficial within the broader 

group of students. As described by one participant: 

[the assignment created] a culture of self-care in the cohort. People joked about dinner 

parties being self-care or sports activities or potting classes. This normalization of self-care 

is firmly established in the students and has greatly increased awareness of how important 

self-care is to our fitness to practice. 
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This approach fostered a sense of camaraderie in the classroom, and it was lovely for 

faculty members to overhear the various lighthearted references to self-care, most often following 

the weekend. Further, the graded structure of the assignment provided students with a certain 

validity and justification to spend time immersed in self-care activities and artistic expression. As 

described by one student, “It helped me justify or legitimize the practice of self-care when I was 

feeling stressed about getting enough studying and work done for school.” Using a creative 

approach to examining course content on self-care and fitness to practise was identified as 

enhancing students’ learning about stress, fitness to practise, and self-care as important issues. As 

described by one participant in our study: 

I have tried meditation several times now, and absolutely adored it. However, until this 

assignment, I had not ever consciously thought to make a habit of continuing to practice it 

alone at home. For the purpose of this assignment, I created a schedule which included the 

practice of meditation on Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings for 15 minutes. I 

began this practice in mid-September and hope to continue with it as a consistent habit. 

This quote illustrates how the assignment helped one student to recognize the importance of self-

care and to make a conscious choice to integrate it into their everyday life. Not only was there 

learning within the assessment but also beyond it. The learning embedded in meditation is mirrored 

by another participant who describes how the strategy taught them to be patient as well as helping 

them to be mindful about their thoughts (see Figure 7). 

Figure 7 

Learning from Self-Care: “It really has done wonders for me already and I am grateful I had the 

opportunity (or the assignment) to try something new like this.” 

 

Used with permission. 
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Legitimizing self-care through a CwABP allowed participants to value the opportunity to 

immerse themselves in aesthetic aspects of nursing. For example, one student described how “this 

assignment allowed me to fully express myself.” Another participant commented that “taking time 

to create and consume art in different forms feeds my intellectual, emotional, and spiritual health” 

(see Figure 8). 

Figure 8 

A student uses a diagram and reflective commentary to convey the need for balance between 

physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual health and suggests pottery as a new creative 

pursuit to rebalance these spheres in the context of nursing school stressors.  

 

Used with permission. 

 As well as sharing the various stressors that they were experiencing, participants also 

shared many of the self-care strategies they chose to mitigate those stressors (see Figures 9 to 11). 
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Figure 9 

Staying Active 

  

Used with permission. 

Figure 10 

Healthy Eating 

 

Used with permission.

 

Figure 11 

Sleep  

 

Used with permission. 

 Legitimization can support students’ self-care during nursing education and into future 

nursing practice as they continue to encounter stressors in clinical practice (see Figure 12). 
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Figure 12 

Linking Self-Care to Patient Care: “I’ll be stressed, I’ll be angry, and I’ll be sad, and I’ll know 

why. I need to remember that providing care is useless if I do not care for myself. Just as it is 

unsafe to work when sick, it is equally unsafe to work when emotionally or spiritually depleted, 

and so, in the end, self-care equals good care.” 

   

Used with permission. 

Intentions and Tensions 

 Not surprisingly, ABP may not be for everyone; some teachers may never use it and some 

students may resist engaging in it. As always, it is crucial to explore varying perspectives to make 

the best evidence-informed decisions in nursing education. While the authors’ intentions were for 

students to complete an assignment that was evidence based and graded fairly, tensions arose in 

these two aspects of the assignment. Although many participants in our study greatly enjoyed the 

creative component, some wished they were not required to provide scholarly evidence for their 

chosen strategies, which was viewed as a detractor from the creative process. As stated by one 

participant, “It would have been helpful to be able to not provide scientific support for some of the 

activities I partake in, and rather provide a reflective summary of how I believe it works in 

managing my stressors.” 

 This participant was not alone, and another voiced similar concerns: 

I didn't find it useful to have the research component tied into the assignment. I truly 

enjoyed the self-care and creative component, so it was frustrating to then have to tie in a 

paper and research to receive marks. It felt forced and like it took away from the 

fundamental principle of the assignment. 
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 Although a small number of participants struggled with integrating scholarly evidence, we 

as educators saw substantial benefit in asking students to explore the literature for evidence to 

support their chosen strategy for their specific stressor. We believed it was more robust and had 

the potential to introduce students to the evidence underlying their practices, as illustrated in the 

following participant’s perspective: 

This assignment really opened my eyes to how much of an impact self-care can have in 

times when there is a lot of stress in my life. Nursing will bring on physical, mental and 

emotional challenges and I learned there is an evidence base that backs up the need for 

self-care in order to be able to handle those challenges well. I also enjoyed having to try a 

new self-care activity, and I actually still practice it now! 

Figure 13 further illustrates one student’s appreciation for the evidence underlying sleep as a self-

care practice. 

Figure 13 

Sharing the Evidence That Sleep Is an Important Self-Care Practice

 

Used with permission. 

 For faculty members and students involved in this assignment, grading and being graded 

brought its own set of challenges. For example, although there was grading consistency within 

courses, this was not necessarily the case across courses. Assignments in some courses were 

graded according to evaluative criteria, whereas in other courses the assignment was graded as a 

participatory activity and completion of the assignment resulted in the full grade. While this 

process was not problematic because it was across and not within courses, it highlighted some 

challenges that those grading with criteria experienced. From some participant perspectives, the 

creative assignments were “graded more harshly than solely written ones, or at least it was 

expected that the creative projects also had a written component… This made it a lot of work. It 

was kind of stressful actually.” As one participant suggested, “Either make everybody do the paper 
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and assess the quality of the paper or allow a completely creative approach. The discrepancy that 

resulted from the two different approaches made it hard to assess the quality of self-care.” In 

suggesting that the aim of grading was to “assess the quality of self-care,” this student raises the 

importance of clarity in the processes of rubric development and grading. To reduce students’ 

stress related to evaluation, educators can—and should—differentiate between grading substantive 

components of the assignment itself and grading students’ enacted self-care practices (see the 

Appendix for the assignment instructions). 

Discussion 

 Higher education provides opportunities for significant personal and professional growth; 

however, it can also contribute to high levels of stress and distress for many. Our study illustrates 

that nursing students face many stressors during their programs of study, including heavy 

classroom and clinical workloads, stress associated with assessments and evaluations, and worry 

about their competencies as health care providers. A creative arts-based assignment focused on 

self-care can support students in coping with these various stressors, through legitimizing self-care 

practices and offering a creative outlet for students to explore their own experiences with stress 

and self-care. However, findings from this analysis also illustrate that despite the best intentions 

of educators, there are enduring tensions surrounding a creative self-care assignment, most notably 

related to successful integration of CwABP approaches into nursing education and in regards to 

grading. 

Interpretation of Findings Within Existing Literature 

Findings from this study corroborate a considerable body of literature that demonstrates 

the multitude of stressors experienced by students in higher education (Acharya et al., 2018; 

Seaward, 2018). Wrench et al. (2013) explored first-year health science students’ experiences of 

health and well-being during transition to university and found that for some participants, “the 

experience was one of alienation, isolation, and feeling disconnected” (p. 737). In addition to 

general stressors experienced across higher education programs, nursing students such as 

participants in our study face moral distress on an ongoing basis (Fischer & Kiernan, 2019; 

Milligan et al., 2017). Drawing on the work of American ethicist Andrew Jamenton, Rodney et al. 

(2013) described moral distress as “what nurses (and other moral agents) experience when they 

are constrained from moving from moral choice to moral action—an experience associated with 

feelings of anger, frustration, guilt and powerlessness” (p. 169). Situations that are particularly 

stressful for students are those that infringe on the quality of patient care, and uncertainty of how 

to respond compounds experiences of moral distress (Sinclair et al., 2016). 

 Participants in our study valued the opportunity to immerse themselves in what Chinn 

(1994) and Purnell (2016) described as the “aesthetic aspects” of nursing. Identified in the 

literature are many benefits of using the arts as a pedagogy, which echo our participants’ 

experiences of completing a creative self-care assignment. For example, Lutter et al., (2018) used 

ABP with students during clinical post-conference, and they discovered that rather than feeling 

“grilled” at the end of a busy shift, students experienced ABP approaches as stress relieving, 

engaging, and informative. Their study findings revealed that through engaging in ABP, students 

developed new viewpoints about nursing, a greater awareness of the patient experience, stronger 

understanding of themselves and their peers, and an appreciation of the arts to foster learning and 

reflection. Other benefits of ABP identified in the literature included the enhancement of students’ 

skills, increased comfort working with specific client groups, a greater understanding of complex 
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concepts, a stronger awareness of the client experience, a push to confront one’s own prejudices, 

and an appreciation of the arts to foster learning and reflection (Emmanuel, 2016; Lutter et al., 

2018; McGarry & Aubeeluck, 2013). 

 Despite the many benefits of ABP, our analysis identified that students also experienced 

particular challenges in undertaking this creative assignment, which other research on creative 

pedagogy has likewise demonstrated. For students, arts-based learning and assessments can seem 

daunting because they are required to engage in learning and assessment at both the scientific and 

the aesthetic levels (Pavill, 2011; Rieger et al., 2020b). For some students, rather than feeling 

daunted, they may perceive ABP as “frivolous,” and, as noted by Pavill (2011), they may resent 

the time taken away from their valued technical skill development or lack confidence in their 

perceived ability to be creative. Resistance to ABP may exist at varying levels and for varying 

reasons. From the perspective of educators and administrators, challenges associated with using 

ABP include the need for students and teachers to be comfortable with ambiguity and a shift in 

structure and direction (Casey, 2009; Rieger et al., 2020b). Educators who use ABP may encounter 

resistance at the organizational level, citing concern about an already crowded curriculum (Casey, 

2009). Moreover, health researchers using arts-based methods can expect their work to “exist at 

the margins of many disciplines” (Cox et al., 2010, p. 120), which is not always a supportive place 

to be. 

Implications for Educators 

 The importance of diverse teaching and learning approaches cannot be underestimated 

(Rieger & Chernomas, 2013), and the wise teacher makes sure that creativity is given a place of 

importance. While ABP holds great potential for engaging students in their learning, we believe 

this approach has been limitedly taken up within nursing education. Findings from our study 

illustrate that a CwABP approach to a self-care assignment was generally well received among 

nursing students and allowed for creative ways of exploring stressors experienced in class and 

clinical practice. Participants identified that engaging in creative expression was itself a form of 

self-care, suggesting that integration of CwABP into nursing coursework may support students in 

reducing stress and promoting well-being. 

 Nursing student perspectives on a creative self-care assignment as presented in this article 

illustrate that giving students curricular time to reflect on their stressors and to engage in self-care 

is one way to open space for acknowledgement of the stressors that they experience. We believe 

it is one important step towards meeting our obligation to prepare students for their professional 

role in clinical practice. Furthermore, it is imperative for nurse educators and leaders not only to 

encourage students to identify their personal stressors but also to look inside their own institution 

to consider the structural and organizational contexts that may create further stressors for students 

or make it difficult for them to manage those they already experience (Jenkins et al., 2019). 

 Ensuring substantive learning through ABP and appropriate evaluation of creative 

assignments is a priority for students and educators alike (Lodge & Bonsanquet, 2014). It is also 

important to connect creative learning activities with relevant course outcomes (Oermann, 2015). 

For our project, linking the self-care assignment to core course concepts was imperative because 

it allowed students to more clearly understand the assignment’s purpose and enhance their capacity 

to see important benefits of engaging in both self-care and a CwABP project. 

 Yet while participants in our study expressed that the CwABP assignment supported 

learning about both self-care practices and core course concepts such as fitness to practise and 
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personal well-being, evaluation of assignments was identified as detracting from the CwABP 

experience. Specifically, participants expressed perceptions of unfairness in evaluation of the 

assignments, suggesting that further examination of evaluative procedures may be warranted. As 

stated by Smith (2017), “The objective evaluation of creative work is likely a challenge faced by 

teachers around the world, in a variety of pedagogical areas” (p. 26). Indeed, grading an ABP 

assignment does raise issues for nursing educators, and while it is unlikely that artwork can be 

assessed objectively, it is key that educators be as value-free as possible when evaluating students’ 

creative projects (Gentile & Murnyack, 1989). Perceiving students’ creativity as a strength 

(Slaughter et al., 2018) is an important first step in this process. 

 Rubrics offer one way to assess work as objectively as possible and to communicate 

expectations clearly to students (Smith, 2017). Haugnes and Russell (2016) linked faculty 

members’ resistance to grading works of art to their belief that grading and the use of rubrics would 

stifle students’ creative expression. However, these authors make a strong case for teachers to 

thoughtfully incorporate rubrics to lessen the uneasy relationship between artistic creations and 

standardized academic assessment practices. Findings from a survey conducted by Haugnes and 

Russell (2016) revealed that “most instructors and students perceive rubrics to have a neutral or 

positive effect on student creativity” (Results section, para. 3). They further suggested that rubrics, 

“if offered in a spirit of communication, access, and transparency, will not destroy students’ 

creativity. Done right, they may even enhance it” (Conclusion, para. 3). 

 From our perspective as educators, the challenges associated with offering students a 

choice in assignment format resulted in inequities that were both unintended and unexpected. 

Shifting the requirement for all students to complete both a creative and a textual component for 

the assignment did not necessarily resolve the issue; students may still perceive that personal 

experiences or artistic expression are being evaluated. It would be wise to ensure that assignments 

within a course take the same form, with all students completing a creative project, a textual paper, 

or a combined version. Philosophically, educators should explore whether such an assignment 

could be evaluated with a participation grade to avoid perceptions of unfairness or evaluation of 

creative expression. Although this approach of “no grade” evaluation may support the needs of 

some students, it may unwittingly disadvantage students who do exceptional work yet receive the 

same grade as their peers whose work may be less strong (see Schinske and Tanner, 2014, for a 

thoughtful analysis of grading less or differently). Alternatively, educators may simply evaluate 

how the criteria are met within the integration of the textual and creative components and avoid 

grading the quality of the creative endeavour itself. When taking this approach, it is worth carefully 

considering the development of criteria that could be used and ensuring these criteria are 

transparent and communicated effectively to students (Smith, 2017). Regardless of which 

approach educators take, we have learned to be cautious about how to grade the creative 

component of the assignment to avoid the perception that personal self-care or creative expressions 

are being graded. However, as advised by Gentile and Murnyack (1989), “if art education is to be 

taken seriously, it must be graded seriously” (p. 41), and the use of “agreed-upon evaluative 

standards could contribute to the trustworthiness and legitimacy of the arts-based academic 

project” (Slaughter et al., 2018, Discussion section, para. 6). 

Conclusions 

 Integrating self-care into nursing education is highly beneficial for supporting students in 

coping with general student stressors and, in particular, those associated with clinical practice. 

While self-care may not be the answer for every type of encountered stressor, it can enhance fitness 
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to practice, support students’ well-being, and invite habituation of a practice that will be necessary 

for students to engage in throughout their professional lives (Blum, 2014; Canadian Nursing 

Students’ Association, 2009). Through our analysis of students’ qualitative responses to a creative 

self-care assignment, we identified that a CwABP approach is a successful and generally well 

received way to weave self-care into a nursing curriculum. However, it will serve educators well 

to consider the challenges of grading creative ABP assignments and ensure that guidelines are 

clear and transparent so that students are aware of what is and what is not graded within the 

assignment. It is also important to be cognizant of how vulnerability may assert itself for students 

when completing this assignment and to be critically aware of the systemic processes that may 

create stress for students or present barriers for them to address stressors they experience. 

Alongside this critical awareness, educators must ensure that there are effective and accessible 

structural supports in place for students’ mental health. Although we have emphasized some 

cautions to consider when using an assignment such as the one described in this paper, we 

wholeheartedly recommend its use. We further believe that educators should complete the 

assignment themselves so that they can embody the criteria in ways that will allow them to support 

the process for students. Creating criteria for an assignment as an intellectual endeavour is quite 

different from engaging in completing the assignment. The latter should strengthen the clarity of 

assignment design and ensure that assignment expectations are realistic and clear. Educators can 

look forward to an interesting grading experience when they introduce a creative arts-based 

assignment.  
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