
Art & Resilience:
Art on the Brain, Vets at the Wex, &

Other Arts-Based Programs for Healthy Minds

Brain/mind trauma has become the signature injury of modern life. Centers for Disease
 Control and Prevention (CDC) data indicates some 2.5 million emergency department 
visits, hospitalizations, or deaths that were associated with traumatic brain injury (TBI) 
in 2010 alone. Those who survive can face temporary challenges lasting a few days to 
disabilities that persist for the rest of their lives, including impaired thinking, memory, 
movement, sensation, or emotional functioning. Likewise, acquired brain injuries 
caused by stroke, cancer treatment, or other factors—as well as injuries to the mind 
resulting from severe emotional trauma—can also have lifelong consequences that 
interfere with survivors’ ability to function in their day-to-day lives.

For traumatic and acquired brain injury, including post-traumatic stress, the CDC
recommends community-based rehabilitation that includes opportunities 
for increased mental stimulation, self-awareness, and social engagement. The 
Wexner Center for the Arts has developed a series of art-based programs in line with 
these recommendations, to serve central Ohioans living with brain/mind injury and 
their loved ones and caregivers.

Art on the Brain
Creative, effective, manageable, and cost-effective responses to brain/mind injury are
vital to addressing the ever-increasing financial, physical, and emotional drain on social 
support systems in families and their wider communities over extended periods of 
time. The Wexner Center’s free, 8-week Art on the Brain program is one such response.

Tracie McCambridge, the Wexner Center’s manager of gallery teaching and engage-
ment, created Art on the Brain with input from neuro-oncologists and speech 
pathologists at Ohio State’s Wexner Medical Center and with support from the
College of Medicine’s Medicine and the Arts Board. Art on the Brain uses art interpretation, deep looking, and 
inquiry-based learning activities to foster critical thinking, fine motor movement, and meaningful social interaction 
among people with brain/mind injury. 

With the help of area organizations—including local hospitals and clinics and the Franklin County CATCH Court 
program for survivors of human trafficking—McCambridge recruits individuals suffering from traumatic brain injury, 
stroke, cancer treatment, post-traumatic stress, and other afflictions of the brain and mind. Many participants 
are in the post-acute phase of trauma and thus often no longer eligible for therapies covered by medical 
insurance. During free, hour-long Art on the Brain sessions, McCambridge leads participants (including caregivers 
and loved ones) through art interpretation, critical thinking, and fine motor movement exercises. Participants can 
temporarily forget their injuries and enjoy time with their loved ones; they can be patrons, not patients. 

Art on the Brain participants have reported feeling less isolated, more comfortable in their own skin, less depressed, 
and less anxious. Lise Worthen-Chaudhari, Associate Director at the Motion Analysis and Recovery Lab at the 

“Not only does this dynamic initiative offer an opportunity 
for personal involvement, interpretation and expression, but 

promotes social interaction and exchange in a way that allows 
for sharing and validation.”

—STEPHANIE RAMSEY
PRESIDENT, BRAIN INJURY ASSOCIATION OF OHIO
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Wexner Medical Center, noted that when brain injury participants are in a group 
of people who completely understand the situation, they feel much better about 
themselves. Their loved ones and communities benefit, too, from participants’ 
increased self-awareness and social integration. 

Vets at the Wex
Running concurrently with Art on the Brain is Vets at the Wex, a version custom-
ized to meet the specialized needs of veterans, who often suffer from depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress, and/or social isolation. Through a partnership with 
the Chalmers P. Wylie VA Ambulatory Care Center, Vets at the Wex brings a 
group of Columbus-area veterans (along with a family member or caregiver for 
each) to the Wex for a free, 8-week, no-arts-experience-necessary arts program. 
Registration is coordinated by the VA Center, 
allowing for careful screening of participants 
by those responsible for their medical care. 
The VA Center also provides transit each 

week by van, to and from the Wex—addressing the barrier of transportation 
for veterans who can’t or don’t wish to travel on their own, even within the 
confines of the city.

A survey administered during last year’s final session found that all Vets at the 
Wex participants found the program “Extremely Valuable”; and found the 
social aspect of the program either “Extremely Meaningful” or “Very Meaningful. 
In response to open-ended survey questions, participants noted the importance 
of being open to new thinking and getting “outside of your box,” the value of 
being free to express themselves without judgment or criticism, gratitude for 
the appreciation for all art forms they had gained through the program, and 
other positive impressions. 

Other Art & Resilience Programs
Last year, we partnered with the Franklin County CATCH Court program to offer 
another version of Art on the Brain for survivors of human trafficking. Out of 
that collaboration grew yet another version now in development for a pilot in the
coming year, for women who have recently been released from prison. Like Vets at the Wex, these programs 
serve individuals who often suffer from depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress stemming from their particular 
experiences. 

Other programs falling under the Art & Resilience “umbrella” include:

▶  On Pause: Mindfulness at the Wex, a weekly drop-in program designed to engage the public in gallery-based   
  meditation and mindfulness practices as they explore the artworks on view.

▶  A screening and community discussion of Resilience: The Biology of Stress & the Science of Hope (James Redford,   
  2016), a documentary exploring nationwide community responses to the CDC-Kaiser Permanente Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study, one of the largest investigations of 
childhood abuse and neglect, as well as health and well-being later in life. 

Ultimately, we hope that Art on the Brain, its offshoots, and other 
arts-based mind/brain programs will serve as models for holistic, 
affordable, accessible, effective, participant-driven, and above all 
sustainable structures of support, growth, and transformation that 
can be implemented at other institutions and with other populations (e.g., 
athletes with severe concussions).
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“The sense of
community. Some 

of us knew each
other previously...
some are new to

the group. But we
are all working

on the same thing
in a comfortable

and safe
environment.”

—An Art on the Brain participant,
when asked what s/he will 

take away from the experience


