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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT ART THERAPY

• How Did Art Therapy Begin?
• Where Do Art Therapists Work?
• What are the Requirements to Become an Art Therapist?
• What is the Employment Outlook for the Profession of Art Therapy?
• How Do I Find a Job as an Art Therapist?
• What is the Difference Between the AATA and the ATCB?

How Did Art Therapy Begin?

Visual expression has been used for healing 
throughout history, but art therapy did not emerge 
as a distinct profession until  the 1940s. In the 
early 20th century, psychiatrists became inter-
ested in the artwork created by their patients with 
mental  illness. At around the same time, educa-
tors were dis-
covering that 
children’s art 
expressions re-
flected develop-
mental, emo-
tional, and cogni-
tive growth. By 
m i d - c e n t u r y , 
hospitals, clinics, 
and rehabilitation centers increasingly began to 
include art therapy programs along with traditional 
"talk therapies," underscoring the recognition that 
the creative process of art making enhanced re-
covery, health, and wellness. As a result, the pro-
fession of art therapy grew into an effective and 
important method of psychotherapy and treatment 
with children, adolescents, adults, families and 
groups in a variety of settings. Currently, the field 
of art therapy has gained attention in health care 
facilities throughout the United States and within 
psychiatry, psychology, counseling, education, 
and the arts. For more detailed information on the 
history of art therapy, please see AATA’s publica-
tion list for A History of Art Therapy in the United 
States. 

Where Do Art Therapists Work?

Art therapists work in a wide variety of settings, 
including, but not limited to, the following:

 Hospitals and clinics, both medical and 
psychiatric
 Out-patient mental health agencies and 
day treatment facilities
 Residential treatment centers
 Halfway houses
 Domestic violence and homeless shelters
 Community agencies and non-profit set-
tings
 Sheltered workshops
 Schools, colleges, and universities
 Correctional facilities
 Elder care facilities
 Art studios
 Private practice 

An art therapist may work as part of a team that 
includes physicians, psychologists, nurses, men-
tal health counselors, marriage and family thera-
pists, rehabilitation counselors, social workers, 
and teachers. Together, they determine and im-
plement a client's therapeutic  goals and objec-
tives. Other art therapists work independently and 
maintain private practices with children, adoles-
cents, adults, groups, and/or families.
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What are the Requirements to Become an Art 
Therapist?

Personal Qualifications: An art therapist must 
have sensitivity, empathy, emotional  stability, pa-
tience, interpersonal skills, insight into human be-
havior, and an understanding of art media. An art 
therapist must also be an attentive listener and a 
keen observer. Flexibility and a sense of humor 
are important in adapting to client needs and work 
setting. For more information on art therapy as a 
career, please visit the National Institutes of 
Health Office of Science Education site at 
http://science.education.nih.gov/LifeWorks.nsf/Alp
habetical+List/Art+Therapist. 

Educational Requirements: One must complete 
the required core curriculum as outlined in the 
AATA Education Standards to qualify as a profes-
sional art therapist. Entry into the profession of art 
therapy is at the master's level. Graduate level art 
therapy programs include:

    * Master's degree in art therapy
    * Master's degree with an emphasis in art ther-

apy

Contact the AATA National Office for more infor-
mation concerning current educational require-
ments and programs.

Registration and Board Certification Require-
ments: The ATR and ATR-BC are the recognized 
standards for the field of art therapy, and are con-
ferred by the Art Therapy Credentials Board 
(ATCB). In order to qualify as a registered art 
therapist (ATR), in addition to the educational re-
quirements, an individual must complete a mini-
mum of 1,000 direct client contact hours after 
graduation. One hour of supervision is required 
for every ten hours of client contact.

What is the Employment Outlook for the Pro-
fession of Art Therapy?

Art therapy is an expanding field; employment 
opportunities are increasing as art therapy be-
comes recognized by professionals, work set-
tings, and consumers. Graduates of art therapy 
programs are successful at finding employment in 
both full and part-time positions.

Earning for art therapists vary geographically 
depending on the type of practice and job respon-
sibilities. Entry level income is approximately 
$38,000, median income of $45,000, and top 
earning potential for salaried administrators 
ranges between $50,000 and $100,000. Art 
therapists with doctoral degrees, state licensure, 
or who qualify in their state to conduct private 
practice, have an earning potential of $75 to $150 
per hour in private practice. State requirements 
for private practice vary across the country, so 
please check with the licensing board in the state 
in which you plan to practice for rules and regula-
tions.

How Do I Find a Job as an Art Therapist?

There are a number of resources available to an 
art therapist seeking employment, including col-
lege placement offices, contacts formed during 
internship placements, and professional organiza-
tions newsletters and journals. Memberships in 
the AATA and AATA Affiliate Chapters, federal and 
state employers, online career databases, and job 
banks (such as the AATA Members Only job post-
ings) are also resources for employment opportu-
nities.

How Do I Obtain Credentials to Practice After 
Graduation?

The Art Therapy Credentials Board (ATCB), a 
separate organization, grants registration (ATR) 
after reviewing documentation of completion of 
graduate education and postgraduate supervised 
experience. The Registered Art Therapist (ATR) 
who successfully passes the written examination 
administered by the ATCB is qualified as Board 
Certified (ATR-BC), a credential  requiring mainte-
nance through continuing education. Contact the 
ATCB at atcb@nbcc.org. For licensure require-
ments, contact the licensing board in your state. 

For more information, please contact us at:
American Art Therapy Association, Inc.

11160-C1 South Lakes Drive, #813
Reston, VA 20191

1-888-290-0878
1-571-333-5685 FAX

e-mail: info@arttherapy.org
www.arttherapy.org 
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