
Florida State University Libraries

Faculty Publications  The Department of Family Medicine and Rural Health

2012

Impact of a Creative Arts Journal on a
Medical School Community: A Qualitative
Study
José Rodríguez, Tana Welch, and Janine C. Edwards

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

{TJPT}articles/TJPT736179/TJPT_A_736179_0.3d[x] 17-10-2012 14:15:52 CE: A.R.; QA: N.D. 

Journal of Poetry Therapy 

Ganuary 2012), Vol. 25, No. 4, pp. 1-8 

Impact of a creative arts journal 
on a medical school community: 
A qualitative study 

Jose E. Rodriguez1*, Tana J. Welch2 
& Janine C. Edwards3 

1 
Department of Family Medicine and Rural ｈ･｡ｬｴｨｾ＠ Florida State University College of 

ｍ･､ｩ｣ｩｮ･ｾ＠ ｔ｡ｬｬ｡ｨ｡ｳｳ･･ｾ＠ ｆｌｾ＠ ｕｓａｾ＠ 2Department of ｅｮｧｬｩｳｨｾ＠ Florida State ｕｮｩｶ･ｲｳｩｴｹｾ＠

ｔ｡ｬｬ｡ｨ｡ｳｳ･･ｾ＠ ｆｌｾ＠ USA and 
3 
Medical Humanities and Social ｓ｣ｩ･ｮ｣･ｳｾ＠ Florida State 

AQ2 University. College of ｍ･､ｩ｣ｩｮ･ｾ＠ ｔ｡ｬｬ｡ｨ｡ｳｳ･･ｾ＠ ｆｌｾ＠ USA 

The Florida State University College of Medicine (FSUCOM) has created a new creative arts 

journal called HEAL: Humanism Evolving through Arts and Literature. This study was designed 

to evaluate the influence creative arts publications may have on students, faculty, and staff of a 

medical school. The investigators ran<:fomly selected 17 participants from 25 volunteers in the 

HEAL ·project who agreed to be interviewed. They used consensual qualitative research 

methods to analyze the data, identifying major areas of impact HEAL had on the faculty, 

students, and staff. Three major themes were identified: Strengthening Professional Relation

ships (SPR), Educational Enhancement (EE), and Self-Expression (SE). The following sub

themes were identified: SPR-·-changed perceptions; SE-artistic self-expression; EE-faculty 

example, and positive reinforcement of career choice. HEAL is perceived as a valuable part of 

AQ3 medical education, and .the identified themes can be tested in further research. 

Keywords Creative arts journals; humanism; medical education; medical humanities; medicine; 

professionalism 

Introduction 

Students and faculty collaborated in the creation of HEAL: Humanism Evolving 

throughArts and Literature. The HEAL journal presents creative works e£ students, 

faculty, and staff in many forms: essay, poetry, photography, and visual art. The goal 

is to promote humanities and human connections in medicine. HEAL promotes 

humanities in medicine by giving voice to concepts and thoughts about the medical 

profession through the arts. Students are rarely exposed to the personal stories of 
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their teachers and their colleagues. HEAL publishes these narratives and students 

can experience firsthand the stories of their colleagues, their teachers, and the 

patients. HEAL also publishes art, photography, and poetry to communicate respect, 

compassion, and appreciation for the creations of others. 

Review of the literature 

Relatively little has been written on what participation (reading, submitting, or 

editing) in creative arts publications does for medical education or the individual 

participants(Charon, 1985) Intuitively, many educational programs recognize the 

connection between arts, literature, and medicine (Charon, 1985). Creative projects 

may play a role in helping students reflect on the process of becoming a physician 

(Rucker & Shapiro, 2003). Creative writing projects may also help students become 

more sensitive to the "humans" in their individual practices (Milligan & Woodley, 

2009). There are also strong ｬｩｮｫｾ＠ between medicine and artistic creativity (Weisz & 

Albury, 197 4). Reflective writing can help students process their role confusion and 

conflict as they change from student to physician (lfatem & Ferrara, 2001). Creative 

writing is well suited to teach medical students to write medical narratives (Kerr, 

2010). For the most part, however, these .creative ·projects and their benefits have 

been demonstrated as a required part of medical school courses. In this respect, our 

study is unique because our journal is not assigned in any class, and is not part of the 

"formal"· curriculum. All participation in HEAL is voluntary. 

A recent literature review of the use ofl;l.umanities in medical education suggests 

that while there are many scholarly articles written on the subject (245), most (224) 

either described a humanities medical education intervention or praised the potential 

effects the inclusion of humanities have on medical education (Ousager & 

Johannessen, 1985). Only nine articles were identified as documenting the impact 

of humanities in medical .. education. Of those nine articles, there were none that 

evaluated or attempted to quantify the impact of participating in a medical 

humanities journal on individuals in a medical school community (Ousager & 

Johannessen, 1985). 

This is the first qualitative study that attempts to describe what the impact is on 

those who partic:;ipate in a creative arts journal, by reading, submitting, editing, or in 

other ways. Specifically, this study is designed to evaluate the influence creative arts 

publications may have on the students, faculty, and staff of a medical. school. 

Methods 

This article reports on the qualitative part of a mixed methods study investigating the 

impact participation in a literary arts journal has on a medical school community. In 

the first part, a survey was sent via email to all students, faculty, and staff of the 

FSUCOM. The final question of the quantitative survey asked respondents if they 

would be interested in participating in a face-to-face interview regarding their 

individual experience with HEAL. 
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Participants and recruitment 

The research team chose a doctoral student (+:JlX!) in Florida State University's 

Department of English to assist in recruiting participants, and conducting and 

transcribing the interviews. The research team specifically chose someone outside of 

the FSU College of Medicine community in order to guarantee anonymity to 

participants and to reduce bias in the research process. 

After obtaining approval from the FSU institutional review board, the research 

assistant recruited 17 participants from 25 persons responding· to the survey who 

agreed to be interviewed for the qualitative study. Demographic data are presented in 

Table 1. The research assistant initially contacted 12 students, three staff members, 

and three faculty members via email with the request to participate in the interview. 

Three of the students did not respond to the request; so three more students were 

randomly chosen and emailed a request to participate. The research assistant then 

scheduled face-to-face interviews at the FSU College of Medicine during a time that 

was convenient to the participant. No incentive or compensation for participation in 

the interview was offered. 

Data collection 

The assistant conducted 13 of the interviews in person in a private office at the FSU 

College of Medicine main campus. Because the FSU College of Medicine includes 

satellite campuses across Florida, fol.lr .of the interviews were conducted via email. 

Prior to the interview, participants were told the purpose of the study was to learn 

how reading or contributing to HEAL has affected them. They were also told the 

information gathered would be used to improve future editions of HEAL and to help 

gain community ｩｮｶｯｬｶ･ｭ･ｮｴｾ＠ Each participant signed a consent form and the 

interviewer guaranteed confidentiality. 

The interviewer asked a predefined list of open-ended questions (shown in 

Table 2), which allowed participants t,o reflect on their experiences without 

constraint. The interviewer audio-recorded each session, and then transcribed the 

recordings. Participant's names were not audio-recorded and the interviewer did not 

include any identifying information in the transcripts. Names were also removed 

from the transcripts gathered from the interviews conducted via email. 

TABLE 1. Demographic data. 

Gender Age in years 

Role Male(%) Female(%) 18-26 (%) 26-40 (%) 40+ (%) 

Student (n= 12) 25 75 83 17 0 

Faculty (n=3) 66 33 0 0 100 

Staff (n=2) 0 100 0 0 100 

Total ( n= 1 7) 29 71 59 12 29 
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TABLE 2. Sample interview questions. 

How has participating in your humanities publication affected your attitudes 

toward the career you have chosen? 

What do you get out of reading HEAL? Submitting to it? 

What made you decide to get involved in the project? 

What piece have you found most inspiring? Why? 

What does the publication mean to you? 

How can we improve the publication? 

What did you do with your copy of HEAL? 

Are there any additional comments you would like to add about IlEAL? 

Data analysis 

Data ｡ｮｾｬｹｳｩｳ＠ was undertaken in accordance with the guidelines for consensual 

qualitative research as outlined by Clara ana Rill_ (1997) and Hill (20 11). After 

transcribing all interview data, T.J.W. re-read the transcripts, assigning thematic 

codes to all remarks related to the research tppic. She then organized and 

reorganized the themes under distinct domains. A second researcher G.R.) 

independently repeated the process. The coding system was compared and discussed 

by the two researchers until full consensus was reached. 

Results 

The research team separated the content of all 17 interviews into two categories: 

value of HEAL and suggestions for improving HEAL. Researchers divided the value 

of HEAL into three broad domains: strengthening professional relationships, 

educational enhancement, and ｳ･ｬｦｾ･ｸｰｲ･ｳｳｩｯｮＮ＠ Table 3 summarizes the main themes 

by the respective number of participants. 

Strengthening professional relationships 

All participants valued HEAL as a vehicle for educating themselves and others about 

interpersonal relationships in general. One second-year student described HEAL as a 

reminder that "were dealing with human beings," not just "patients," another 

second-year student said HEAL reminded her of "the vulnerability of patients," and 

a first-year student said he liked the pieces that "emphasize the relationship between 

doctor arid patient." 

TABLE 3. Most common themes. 

Themes 

Strengthening professional relationships 

Educational enhancement 

Faculty example 

Positive reinforcement 

Self-expression 

Participants 

100% 

100% 

23.5% 

23.5% 

82.3% 
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Almost all ( 16/ 17) of the participants reported that reading HEAL either 

changed their perceptions, allowed them to experience a different viewpoint or 
125 helped them develop stronger relationships within the College of Medicine 

community. As reflected in the comments below, reading their colleagues' stories 

allowed participants to gain a better appreciation of and feel a deeper connection to 

the people with whom they work and study: 

130 

135 

140 

145 

. 150 

155 

lGO 

I get to know my classmates and faculty a little bit better because sometimes 

they share things in their art and writing that they wouldn't pecessarily 

share in other situations. (Year ·2 student) 

[HEAL] has given me deeper insight into the minds of the people that we 

work with and that's helped me to relax a little bit, you know. To know that 

they're people as well. (Year 2 student) 

[HEAL] has allowed me to see the diversity of those in my field. It is 

remarkable to read of the life experiences of others tn my class that I would 

not have otherwise known. (Year 3 student) 

I get to know my colleagues and the students better.-:..:.:...those who contribute. 

(Associate Professor) 

I really enjoy the pieces by the students when they talk about their 

experiences, because it makes me feel really close to them. It makes me feel 

like I understand them better. (Staff) 

Educational enhancement 

All of the participants considered HEAL an enhancement to their medical education. 

HEAL also contributes to faculty rrientorship and provides students with inspiration 

to continue on their chosen career path. Some (4/17) participants valued HEAL 

specifically for the faculty stories: 

I feel like a lot of times when you get the perspective of faculty who have 

been [practicing medicine] for thirty years, forty years, even some of them 

have been doing it for fifty years; they have a different perspective and they 

can really open your eyes. (Year 2 student) 

The pieces from doctors when they speak about particular patients who 

have impacted their lives, urn, those impact me because they're usually 

pieces about what the doctor has done, but also more so I think how the 

patient has changed the doctor. How the patient has given the doctor a new 

perspective on things, and it makes me want to have those experiences in 

the future. (Year 2 student) 

Some students ( 4/ 12) viewed HEAL as a positive reminder about why they chose to 

attend medical school: 

A lot of the students contribute pieces about their experiences on mission 

trips or either out in preceptor and I find that those stories are probably the 
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most touching just because they are rejuvenating and kind of remind 

us why we're here and kind if gP?@ QS . push to keep going when it gets hard. 

(Year 1 student) 

I enjoy perusing [HEAL] when a stressful day makes me question my career 

choice in medicine. (Year 1 student) 

Self-expression 

Most of the participants (14/17) valued HEAL as a necessary outlet for artistic self

expression. Participants described HEAL as a public forum . to display their artistic 

talents, a place to share personal feelings and opinions, and as an opportunity to "to 

share another side of themselves" with colleagues. The following comments illustrate 

these thoughts: 

[In classes and doctoring clinics] we see the very analytical side of one 

another, but when it comes down to the poetry and it comes down to the art 

and the photography, we get to see a deeper part of who we are as people, 

not just the profession. (Year 2 student) ....• 

I wanted to express myself as someone ｷｩｾｨ＠ talents that expand beyond 

simply studying medicine. (Year 2 student) 

I want to keep my art alive and be able td distribute my art, but also then to 

share and let other people get to know me in the College of Medicine. 

(Associate Professor) 

[HEAL] lets me express myself to students in a way that I might not get to 

otherwise ... We're perceived as being within our little box, whatever it is 

that we do. Mine's the library, but I'm someone else as well. I'm the person 

that writes these things. (Staff) ·. 

Discussion 

Principal findings 

Participants in HEAL found value in three areas: Strengthening of Interpersonal 

Relationships, . Educati()nal Enhancement, and Self-Expression . . They identified 
190 faculty example and reinforcement of career choice as distinct ways their education 

was enhanced. Our findings suggest that HEAL can strengthen professional 

relationships. Professional distress and burnout lead to the loss of empathy and 

AQ4 compassion for the patient . .w Participants in HEAL indicated that HEAL promotes 

understanding of others' viewpoints and values. This appreciation of others' 
195 perspectives in turn is of value, as healthcare in the USA is moving rapidly toward 

team-based approaches to care (Ortiz & Fromer, 2011; Weisberg, 2011). 

· The findings suggest that participation in HEAL by reading, writing, or 

submitting has value as an outlet for artistic ｾ･ｬｦＭ･ｸｰｲ･ｳｳｩｯｮＮ＠ As the rigors of medical 

education are a well-known cause of psychological distress to students, a productive 
200 outlet for stress is welcomed and can be seen as a positive influence in their lives 

(Dyrbye & Shanafelt, 1986). While these themes seem to have little to do with 
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medicine, happiness in the profession is closely related to . balance between a 

demanding profession and a personal life (Manusov, Carr, Rowane, Beatty, & 

Nadeau, 1995). HEAL can be seen as a contributor to longevity in a careerthat is 

suffering from attrition at alarming rates (Cossman & Street, 2009). 

Participants also cited the educational enhancement value of the project. HEAL 

is perceived as a way for faculty to model and share behaviors with students, and may 

make up for educ.ational gaps in the current medical education model, as it teaches 

students and faculty how the patient's "story" affects his or her care (Charon, 2007) 

Modeling is essential in medical education. Medicine remains one of the few careers 

where there are still "apprentices," where learners obtain skills by observing and then 

performing under observation. As faculty members contribute to HEAL, they model 

behaviors that can then be repeated by the students. This is an important part of the 

sharing of ideas, and HEAL can play a role in this process. 

Limitations of the study 

Our study has several limitations including evaluation of participants in a creative 

arts journal from only one medical education community. Another limitation is that 

we were unable to interview people who had not participated in the HEAL journal 

because of lack of time and resources. Including non-participants would have 

strengthened the study by enabling the researchers to identify the reasons that people 

do not participate, and to identify the value, or lack thereof, placed on these 

publications. 

Significance of the study 

Our study was designed to evaluate the impact that one creative arts journal has on 

those who participate in. it, by submitting, editing, or reading it. As recent studies 

suggest, establishing relevance to medical education empirically has not been widely 

attempted (Charon, 1985; Ousager & Johannessen, 1985). Our study suggests that a 

creative arts journal can be used as a means to promote, encourage, and practice 

self-expression and strengthening of professional relationships. 
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