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UNLOCKING
EMOTIONAL
EXPRESSION: ART
THERAPY
ACTIVITIES FOR
TEENS

Adolescence is  a  time
of  profound  change,
self-discovery,  and
emotional  turbulence.
For  many  teenagers,
articulating  complex
feelings  like  anxiety,
anger, or sadness with
w o r d s  c a n  f e e l
impossible.  This  is
where  art  therapy
activities  for  teens
become  invaluable.
Unlike  traditional  talk
therapy, art therapy for

teens  offers  a  non-
ve rba l ,  sa fe ,  and
creat ive  out let  to
process  emotions,
build  self-esteem,  and
reduce stress. Through
engaging  creative
e x p r e s s i o n  f o r
teenagers,  they  can
explore  their  identity
and  communicate  in
ways that  feel  natural
and  less  intimidating.
Whether  used  in  a
c l in ica l  sett ing,  a
school  support  group,
or  a t  home,  these
structured  yet  flexible
exercises  empower
teens  to  transform
i n n e r  c h a o s  i n t o
tangible,  meaningful
creations.
Ar t  therapy  i s  not
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about  artistic  skill  or
c r e a t i n g  a
masterpiece. It is about
the journey of creation
and the insights gained
along  the  way.  The
r i gh t  a r t  t he rapy
activities for teens can
help  them  manage
overwhelming feelings,
improve  problem-
solving  ski l ls ,  and
develop  a  stronger
sense  of  self.  In  this
comprehensive  guide,
w e  w i l l  e x p l o r e  a
variety  of  expressive
arts for teens that are
both  engaging  and
therapeutic.  From
s i m p l e  d r a w i n g
p r o m p t s  t o
collaborative  group
p r o j e c t s ,  t h e s e
activities are designed
to  meet  teenagers
w h e r e  t h e y
a r e — e n c o u r a g i n g
reflection,  connection,
and  healing  through
creativity.

WHY ART THERAPY
WORKS FOR
TEENAGERS

The  teenage  brain  is
wired  for  growth,  but
also  for  heightened
emotional  reactivity.
Teens often struggle to
v e r b a l i z e  t h e i r
experiences  because
t h e  p r e f r o n t a l
cortex—responsible for
language,  reasoning,
and impulse control—is
still  developing.  Art
therapy  for  teens
bypasses the need for
perfect words. Instead,
it  activates  sensory,
motor,  and  emotional
p a t h w a y s
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y .
Creating  art  lowers
c o r t i s o l  l e v e l s ,
increases  dopamine,
and  provides  a  sense
of accomplishment. Art
therapy  activities  for
teens  also  foster  a
state  of  "flow,"  where
worries  fade  into  the
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background  and  focus
s h a r p e n s  o n  t h e
present  moment.  This
mindful engagement is
particularly  beneficial
for  teens dealing with
anxiety,  depression,
t rauma,  o r  soc ia l
pressures.
Moreover,  art  therapy
encourages  autonomy
and choice. A teenager
decides what colors to
use,  what  shape  to
draw,  or  whether  to
tear  and  glue.  This
small  but  powerful
c o n t r o l  c a n  b e
transformative  for
adolescents who often
feel powerless in their
lives.  By  offering
structured  yet  open-
ended  prompts,  these
activities validate their
feelings  and  promote
self-compassion.

ESSENTIAL ART
THERAPY
ACTIVITIES FOR

TEENS: A DIVERSE
TOOLKIT

Below  is  a  curated
selection of art therapy
activities for teens that
address  different
emotional  needs  and
preferences.  Each
activity includes a clear
d e s c r i p t i o n ,
r e c o m m e n d e d
m a t e r i a l s ,  a n d
therapeutic  benefits.
Feel free to adapt the
instructions  based  on
the  teen's  comfort
level  and  available
resources.

1. The
Feelings
Wheel
Collage
O v e r v i e w :  T h i s
activity  helps  teens
identify and externalize
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their emotions using a
color-coded  feelings
wheel  and  col lage
materials.
Materials Needed:  A
large sheet of paper or
c a r d b o a r d ,  o l d
magazines,  scissors,
glue,  markers,  and  a
printed  feelings  wheel
(optional).
Instructions:  Ask  the
teen  to  draw  a  large
circle  divided  into
s e c t i o n s — e a c h
representing a primary
emotion  (happy,  sad,
a n g r y ,  s c a r e d ,
surprised,  disgusted).
In  each  section,  they
sea rch  magaz ine
images and words that
capture  that  emotion.
They can also draw or
w r i t e  d i r e c t l y .
Encourage  them  to  fill
the entire wheel. Once
finished, invite them to
reflect  on  which
section was easiest to
fill and why.

T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  This  collage
act iv i ty  enhances
emotional  literacy,
reduces  feelings  of
being overwhelmed by
naming  feelings,  and
provides a visual  map
of their inner world. It
i s  one  of  the  most
versatile  art  therapy
activities  for  teens
because  i t  can  be
repeated  as  emotions
evolve.

2. Mixed-
Media
Self-
Portrait
Overview:  Instead  of
a realistic self-portrait,
th is  exercise  uses
mixed  media  (paint,
fabric,  found  objects,
text)  to  represent  the
teen’s  inner  self,  not
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just  their  outward
appearance.
Materials  Needed:
H e a v y  p a p e r  o r
canvas,  acrylic  paint,
markers, fabric scraps,
ribbon,  buttons,  glue,
and any small personal
items like ticket stubs
or notes.
Instructions:  The
teen begins by tracing
a  simple  outl ine  of
t h e i r  h e a d  a n d
shoulders.  Inside  the
silhouette,  they  layer
materials  that  reflect
their  personal i ty ,
interests,  strengths,
and  struggles.  For
example,  they  might
p a i n t  a  s t o r m y
background for anxiety
or weave in a piece of
fabric  from  a  favorite
shirt.  The  goal  is  to
create a symbolic self-
portrait  that  tells  a
story.
T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  This  activity

p r o m o t e s  s e l f -
reflection,  identity
exp l o ra t i on ,  and
acceptance.  It  allows
teens  to  integrate
contradictory  feelings
( joy  and  sadness ,
confidence  and  doubt)
into a cohesive image.
Mixed-media  sel f -
portraits  are  powerful
art  therapy  activities
for  teens  working  on
self-esteem  or  body
image  issues.

3. Worry
Stone
Painting
Overview:  Worry
s tones  a re  sma l l ,
smooth stones painted
with  calming  designs.
They serve as sensory
grounding  tools  that
teens can carry in their
pockets.
Materials  Needed:
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Smooth  river  stones,
a c r y l i c  p a i n t ,
paintbrushes,  clear
sealant (optional),  and
permanent markers.
Instructions:  Have
the  teen  choose  a
s t o n e  t h a t  f e e l s
comfortable  in  their
hand.  They  paint  it
w i t h  c o l o r s  a n d
patterns  that  fee l
soothing—maybe  a
mandala, a wave, or a
s i n g l e  w o r d  l i k e
"breathe."  Once  dry,
they  can  seal  it  with
clear  spray.  Explain
that  when  they  feel
anxious, they can hold
the stone,  rub it,  and
focus  on  its  texture
and  color.
T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  This  hands-
on  activity  reduces
anxiety  by  combining
tactile  sensation  with
creative  focus.  It  also
teaches  a  portable
coping  skil l .  Worry
stone  painting  is  a

favorite  among  art
therapy  activities  for
teens because it gives
t h e m  a  t a n g i b l e
reminder  o f  the i r
resil ience.

4.
Emotion
Sculpture
with Clay
or Plaster
Overview:  Working
with  three-dimensional
materials  allows teens
to physically shape and
t r a n s f o r m  t h e i r
emotions.
Materials  Needed:
Air-dry  clay,  model
mag ic ,  o r  p las te r
strips;  sculpting  tools
or  even just  hands;  a
base board;  and paint
for finishing.
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Instructions:  Ask  the
teen to close their eyes
and  th ink  about  a
recent  strong  emotion
(l ike  frustration  or
excitement).  Without
planning,  they  mold
t h e  c l a y  u s i n g
pressure,  pushing,
pulling, and smoothing.
The  shape  can  be
abstract—a  twisted
form, a tower, a hollow
sphere .  A f te r  the
sculpture  hardens,
they  can  paint  it  or
leave  it  raw.  Discuss
the process: what did it
feel like to shape that
e m o t i o n ?  W h a t
changed?
T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  Sculpting
re leases  pent -up
energy and provides a
powerfu l  phys ica l
metaphor  for  change.
I t  a l s o  i m p r o v e s
frustration  tolerance
(clay  can  be  messy)
a n d  e n c o u r a g e s
flexible thinking. This is

o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
kinesthetic art therapy
activities for teens.

5.
Gratitude
Mandala
Overview:  Mandalas
a r e  c i r c u l a r ,
symmetrical  designs
that promote focus and
mindfulness.  In  this
version,  teens  fill  each
section  with  words  or
symbols of gratitude.
Materials Needed:  A
circular  template  (or
compass),  fine-tip
markers ,  co lo red
pencils, and stickers.
Instructions:  Draw  a
large circle divided into
e i g h t  o r  t w e l v e
sections.  The  teen  fills
each  section  with  a
small drawing, word, or
symbol  representing
something  they  are
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grateful  for  (family,
nature,  a pet,  a skill).
They  can  also  write
brief  affirmations.
Encourage  them  to
repeat  the  pattern
symmetrically  if  they
wish.
T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  Gratitude
mandalas  shift  focus
f rom  prob lems  to
strengths,  boosting
mood  and  resilience.
T h e  r e p e t i t i v e ,
structured  nature  of
the design also calms a
rac ing  mind .  Th is
activity  works well  for
teens who feel stuck in
negative thinking.

GROUP ART
THERAPY
ACTIVITIES FOR
TEENS

While  individual  art
therapy  activities  for
teens  are  powerful,
group  sessions  offer
unique  benefits.

Collaborative  projects
bui ld  social  ski l ls ,
reduce  isolation,  and
c rea te  a  sense  o f
belonging.  Below  are
two  highly  effective
group  exercises.

6. The
Shared
Mural
Overview:  A  large
pape r  mura l  t ha t
m u l t i p l e  t e e n s
contr ibute  to  over
several  sessions.  Each
person  gets  a  section
but  must  respond  to
their neighbor’s work.
Materials Needed:  A
long  roll  of  butcher
p a p e r  o r  a  l a r g e
canvas,  acry l ic  or
t e m p e r a  p a i n t ,
brushes,  sponges,  and
painter's tape.
Instructions:  Tape
the paper to a wall or
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table.  Teens choose a
starting  spot.  They
paint  for  10  minutes,
then  rotate  one  place
to the left. They add to
the  existing  artwork
without  covering  it
entirely. This continues
unti l  everyone  has
r o t a t e d  t h r o u g h
multiple  sections.  The
result  is  a  co-created
visual story.
T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  This  activity
teaches  compromise,
n o n - v e r b a l
communication,  and
patience.  Teens  learn
that  their  contribution
mat te rs  but  must
coexist  with  others.
The  final  mural  serves
as  a  powerful  symbol
of  community  and
shared  expression.

7.

Empathy
Postcards
Overview:  Teens
create  anonymous
postcards  for  each
other ,  express ing
support  or  sharing  a
positive message.
Materials  Needed:
Blank  postcards  or
thick paper cut to size,
markers,  stamps,  and
stickers.  A  mailbox  or
box for collection.
Instructions:  Each
t e e n  d e s i g n s  a
p o s t c a r d  w i t h  a n
encouraging  message,
a drawing, or a quote.
The  postcards  are
placed  in  a  common
box.  Later,  each  teen
p i c k s  a  r a n d o m
postcard to take home.
Optionally,  they  can
read them aloud (with
permission)  in  the
group.
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T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  This  activity
n u r t u r e s  p e e r
c o n n e c t i o n  a n d
reminds teens they are
not  alone.  It  builds
empathy  and  breaks
d o w n  b a r r i e r s  o f
s h a m e .  E m p a t h y
postcards  are  simple
y e t  p r o f o u n d  a r t
therapy  activities  for
teens  in  school  or
support  groups.

DIGITAL ART
THERAPY
ACTIVITIES FOR
TEENS

Today’s  teenagers  are
d i g i t a l  n a t i v e s .
Integrating  technology
i n t o  a r t  t h e r a p y
activities for teens can
increase  engagement
and comfort.  Here are
two examples.

8. Digital
Photo
Story
Overview:  Using  a
smartphone  or  tablet,
teens create a series of
photographs that tell a
story about their week
or a specific feeling.
Materials Needed:  A
phone or camera with
photo  editing  apps
( f ree  opt ions  l i ke
Snapseed or Canva).
I n s t r u c t i o n s :
Challenge the  teen to
take 5-10 photos within
a  day  that  represent
different  emotions  or
moments.  They  can
edit  them  with  filters,
add text,  and arrange
them  in  a  sequence.
Afterwards, they share
the story verbally or in
writing.
T h e r a p e u t i c
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Benefits:  This  activity
encourages  mindful
observation of daily life
a n d  h e l p s  t e e n s
reframe  challenges
through  a  creative
lens. Digital storytelling
is  especially  effective
fo r  teens  who  are
reluctant  to  draw  but
comfor tab le  w i th
technology.

9. Mood
Playlist
Cover Art
Overview:  Teens
design album art for a
playlist  that  captures
their current mood or a
memory.
Materials  Needed:
Drawing tools or digital
design  apps  (Canva,
Procreate).
Instructions:  Ask  the
t e e n  t o  c r e a t e  a
playlist  of  5-10  songs

that express something
about  how  they  feel.
Then,  they  design  a
cover  image  (square
format)  using  colors,
abstract  shapes,  or
col lage.  The  cover
should  embody  the
"vibe"  of  the  playlist.
Discuss how music and
visual  art  connect
emotionally.
T h e r a p e u t i c
Benefits:  This  activity
validates  the  teen’s
musical  identity  and
provides a safe way to
d iscuss  emot ions
indirectly.  It  can  also
spark  conversations
about  tr iggers  and
coping mechanisms.

TIPS FOR
FACILITATING ART
THERAPY
ACTIVITIES FOR
TEENS

Whether  you  are  a
therapist,  parent,  or
educator,  setting  the
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right  environment  is
crucial.  Here  are  key
guidelines:

Focus on
process, not
product.
Remind teens
that there is no
"right" way to
create. The value
is in the
experience, not
the final artwork.
Offer choices.
Let teens select
materials and
prompts that
resonate. Choice
fosters
engagement and
ownership.
Create a safe
space. Keep the
room non-
judgmental.
Allow silence.
Avoid
interrupting the
creative flow
with too many
questions.
Use open-

ended
questions.
Instead of "Is
that a sad
drawing?" ask
"Tell me about
what you
created." or
"What was that
like for you?"
Respect
privacy. Some
teens may not
want to share
their work. That
is okay. The
benefits of art
therapy activities
for teens often
happen
internally.
Integrate
mindfulness.
Begin with a brief
breathing
exercise before
starting an art
session. This
grounds the teen
and reduces
performance
anxiety.


