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Abstract: The paper explores the application of art-based learning to teach the concepts of 
caring theories. A course was designed for the post-license nursing program to teach the 
art and science of caring in nursing. The objective was for the student to translate theoreti-
cal concepts of caring into everyday practice and be able to foster an environment that 
supports healing through building healthy, caring relationships with a patient. Aesthetic 
learning enabled the students to translate their knowledge, experiences, and reflections 
into improving their interactions with their patients and recognizing that caring behaviors 
permeate everything nurses do for their patients.
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Nursing is an art and a science. The art of nursing 
is grounded in relational ontological philosophy, 
which describes the nature of relationships and 
the connection between nurses and those in need 
(Watson, 2018). Nursing science, based on nursing 
knowledge, research, and theory (Barrett, 2002; 
2017), explains what nurses do, how they do what 
they do, and why they do what they do.

Caring theories provide the nurse with a 
deeper understanding of the discipline and the 
role they play in the well-being of patients (Chinn 
& Kramer, 2018). Guidance from caring theories 
enables nurses to deliver quality patient care. Wei 
et al. (2019) discovered that caring behaviors posi-
tively impact patient outcomes (i.e., self-efficacy, 
satisfaction, psychosocial, physical, and spiri-
tual well-being). Practicing caring behaviors has 
a highly beneficial effect on the nurses’ sense of 
purpose (Stroehlein, 2016), as well as self-efficacy, 
well-being, and job satisfaction (Wei et al., 2019). 
Uncaring behaviors negatively impact the patient, 
which leads to a sense of coldness, insensitivity, 
inhumanity, mistrust, disconnection, and a sense 

of vulnerability (Cheruiyot & Brysiewicz, 2019; 
Halldorsdottir, 2008; Halldόrsdόttir & Hamrin, 
1997).

Teaching caring theories and how they guide 
nursing was the objective of the Art and Science of 
Caring Nursing course for registered nursing (RN) 
students enrolled in the Bachelor of Science Degree 
in Nursing (RN-BSN) program. The class started 
by asking the students, “What does nursing mean 
to you?” Their initial answers were expressed 
in emotional terms such as compassion, caring, 
nurturing, and empathy. However, when asked 
about the theory or science of caring, the students 
responded vaguely, formulating their answers in 
terms of skills and tasks.

In today’s climate, nurses struggle between 
being with and doing for their patients. Incorporating 
caring science into the nursing theory course will 
help nurses translate caring concepts into everyday 
practice and create an environment that supports 
healing by building strong caring relationships 
(Grobbel & Rowe, 2014). When patients feel cared 
for, they are more satisfied, thus strengthening 
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the nurse–patient relationship (Calong & Soriano, 
2018; Goh & Vehvilainen-Julkunen, 2016; Higdon 
& Shirey, 2012). Therefore, a course in the Art and 
Science of Caring in Nursing has become essential 
in educating professional nurses. The challenge 
is engaging the student to find the connection 
between theory and practice in a meaningful way.

Literature Review

Aesthetic refers to a feeling, a perception, or a 
belief; it communicates meaning and is designed 
to arouse a response (Chinn & Kramer, 2018). The 
value of aesthetic learning is that it supports the 
student to explore and experience both behavioral 
and conceptual learning through interaction with 
multiple stimuli (Greenwood, 2011). Art is a pro-
cess of assimilating pieces into patterns to form a 
whole that evokes a reaction from the viewer as 
to the meaning of the artist’s work. According to 
educational theorist John Dewey (1938), “art is 
not nature but is nature transformed by entering a 
new relationship where it evokes a new emotional 
response” (pp. 82). Chinn and Kramer (2018) 
identify that to translate Dewey’s thoughts into 
aesthetic knowing in nursing, one must have the 
experience and knowledge to create the art form. 
In nursing, that art form is caring for someone in 
need.

Aesthetic Knowing

Aesthetic knowing is a process that engages the 
student to use art, poetry, theater, and other forms 
of personal expression to translate experiences, to 
find meaning, and to see patterns and connections 
that are often difficult to understand (Chinn & 
Kramer, 2018). Raikou (2016) found that providing 
aesthetic experiences shows the impact that aes-
thetic knowing has on the development of critical 
thinking. Students can see more details, patterns, 
and connections and, thus, have a greater under-
standing of complex issues and can develop their 
critical thinking skills (Raikou, 2016). In nursing, 
finding truths or beliefs through aesthetic knowl-
edge can strengthen the ability to see the mean-
ing of patient interactions and create meaningful 
connections during the nurse–patient encounter 
(Chinn & Kramer 2018). Using aesthetic knowl-
edge can explain the deeper meaning of nursing 
and how the theories reveal patterns in real-life 
practice. But most importantly, it brings light to 
the philosophical truths that define nursing and 

help nurses apply theory to practice (Kieran & 
Lopes, 2007).

Active Learning

The pedagogy of teaching caring and caring theo-
ries incorporate the dimensions of active and expe-
riential learning (Purnell & Lynn, 2006). Active 
learning includes aesthetic knowing and is a pro-
cess to obtain new information, reflection, and 
lived experiences (Fink, 2013). Aesthetic knowing 
through art inspires one to open the mind, look for 
meaning, and generate the creative forces to trans-
late experiences and information into a visual rep-
resentation (Chinn & Kramer, 2018). Evaluating 
how art influences brain activity and how the brain 
functions reveal that the visual arts have a balanc-
ing effect on thinking patterns and that more of 
the brain is used in interpreting visual informa-
tion, resulting in the process of self-awareness and 
self-reflection (Bolwerk et al., 2014). Chinn and 
Kramer (2018) report that when one is engaged 
in the arts, a secure connection between complex 
ideas and concepts. Thus providing meaningful 
insights gained from those experiences. Aesthetic 
learning and art-based instruction is an effective 
pedagogical strategy to engage students in active 
learning and to teach caring science. Students in 
the RN-BSN course explored the theories of car-
ing, caring behaviors, and reflected on their lived 
experiences in nursing through art.

Art-Based Learning

Baker (2013) presents the results of a study that iden-
tifies the critical impact and value that art-based 
learning (ABL) has on cognitive development, a 
process that inspires encourages the student to be 
open-minded, look for meaning in complex and 
abstract thought, and generate creative forces to 
translate knowledge into meaningful experiences. 
ABL is a creative process that purposefully engages 
the student to look for connections, understanding, 
and meaning imaginatively (Rieger & Chernomas, 
2013). ABL results in understanding diversity sen-
sitivity in nursing education using guided imag-
ery to gather a deeper understanding of hope 
and social change (MacDonnell & Macdonald, 
2011). While using poetry and art, Huye (2015) 
found that ABLs improve critical thinking skills 
and enhance student learning to strengthen the 
connection between what is taught in a class-
room and applying that knowledge to practice. 
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Art-based education helps students to explore 
new ways of thinking about their experiences 
and new knowledge (Rieger & Chernomas, 2013; 
Rieger et al., 2016). In nursing, art has been used 
to guide the students to a deeper understanding 
of nurse–patient experiences (Casey, 2009; Lutter 
et al., 2018; Rieger & Chernomas, 2013). Casey 
(2009), in a research study, finds that using draw-
ings and sketches in a nursing course invokes cre-
ativity, supports critical thinking, and stimulates a 
sense of inquiry. Using art-based activities in nurs-
ing post-conference Lutter et al. (2018) discovered 
that the student “developed a new perspective of 
nursing and a deeper appreciation of the patient 
experience” (p. 551).

Drawing-to-Learn

Drawing, through sketches, lines, marks on paper, 
or even on a computer, can help the student to 
understand abstract and complex ideas and pro-
cesses. The actions of creating purposive lines and 
marks require active participation by the learner. 
The act of drawing helps the student to examine 
the content and see the structure, connections, and 
interrelations of that content (Quillin & Thomas, 
2015). Visual presentation is compelling because 
it helps to make the unseen seen and the compli-
cated simple.

The act of drawing sharpens observation skills 
and forces the student to precisely and clearly 
express abstract and complex ideas and thoughts. 
A student that draws and explains their drawings 
to another uses both verbal and visual commu-
nication skills. Drawing contributes to problem- 
solving skills, giving tangible form to abstract 
ideas, and shows relationships and patterns 
within concepts and assumptions. This process 
requires the student to select information using 
prior knowledge, experiences, and newly acquired 
knowledge to integrate ideas into mental models 
and give rise to a visual picture of complex ideas 
(Rooney, 2004). Thus, drawing is a purposeful and 
meaningful activity that provides a foundation for 
knowing and structuring learning and practice 
(Dyess et al., 2010).

Theory in Nursing Practice

Caring theories provide a path for and give clar-
ity to the practice of nursing. Theories clarify the 
values and beliefs that guide how nurses view 
their practice, organize themselves, communicate, 

interact, make decisions, and create an environ-
ment for nursing care to be delivered (Koithan 
et al., 2017). Dyess et al. (2010) noted that when 
nursing translates care theory into practice, posi-
tive events occur from nursing satisfaction to cost 
improvement in health care. When the theory 
guides nursing practice, there is better patient care, 
enhanced professional status, improved commu-
nication between nurses, and more engagement in 
research and education (Butts & Rich, 2018).

Theoretical Framework

Aesthetic knowing and ABL are guided by 
Dewey’s learning theory (Goldblatt, 2006), con-
structivism (Topolovčan, 2016), and cognitive 
learning theories (Rooney, 2004;  Stanković et al., 
2018). Goldblatt (2006) remarked that, accord-
ing to Dewy, there is an artist in everyone that 
interacts with the environment transforming 
the artist’s image to thoughtful understanding. 
Topolovčan (2016) defines constructivist learning 
theory, related to ABL, as creating new knowledge 
by finding the meaning of images through a cre-
ative process. Learning is based on experiences, 
problem-solving, inquiry, learning by doing, indi-
vidual reflection, and collaboration with others 
(Topolovčan, 2016). Cognitive theory, in general, is 
how the brain learns, processes patterns and struc-
tures, and assimilates stimuli. Using multimedia 
teaching strategies increases active learning, stim-
ulates creativity, and affects how information is 
processed ( Stanković et al., 2018).

Procedure

At the start of the course, the students were asked 
to draw a picture that answers the question, “What 
does nursing care mean to you?” Throughout the 
program, students explored nursing care theories 
and identified concepts that define the values, 
behaviors, and attributes of caring in nursing. At 
the end of the course, the students were asked to 
revisit their initial drawing and revise that draw-
ing to represent their new understanding of “what 
nursing care means to the nurse.” The students 
also wrote a reflective paper describing what they 
learned about the science and art of caring in revis-
iting both drawings. Also, they considered how to 
apply this new knowledge to practice, which pro-
vided them with a strategy for integrating caring 
moments during their patient interactions. This 
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tactic enabled them to realize that caring behav-
iors are expressed in everything a nurse does 
when with a patient. Students consented through 
email to having their drawings and written words 
included in the presentation.

Student Drawings and Reflections

Student 1 Comment: “At the beginning of 
this course, I drew my depiction of what I felt 
caring meant. Throughout the course learn-
ing about the different theories, what caring 
means, and putting it into practice, I feel that 
it is easier to depict and define what caring is 
much better than before.”
Student 2 Comment: “Caring we learned 
in this class is an integral part of nursing.” 
“We can turn negative impacts of the caring 
presence into positive when we take the time 
just to listen to patients while engaged in 
time-consuming tasks or just recognizing the 
moment to share self.” “My drawing showed 
that with caring at the base of the tree, we 
could have some of the aspects of caring 
bloom such as empath, understanding, love, 
compassion, nurturing, respect, compassion, 
and kindness.”
Student 3 Comment: “I initially was some-
what self-centered in my ideas and views. 
I focused on the nurse as being the sole 
contributor. I question why I only had one 
hand. I wonder now, after having a greater 
appreciation of the nurse–patient relation-
ship, why did not include the patient’s hand? 
I finalized my drawing with a heart that sur-
rounded both hands to symbolize the unity of 

the pair. The drawing represents the nurse as 
being respectful, considerate, and non-judg-
mental—the patient as being trusting, accept-
ing, and culturally diverse. Nurses face many 
obstacles when creating this bond, whether 
it be too much technological, increased case-
loads, or personal problems. However, we, 
as nurses, have to maintain a focus on the 
humanistic needs and cherish this bond. . .”

The first student presentation added words to 
the picture of the hand to illustrate nursing care 
though touching and interacting with the patient. 
The student added several general caring concepts 
(compassion, caring, helping, and equality) to 
highlight what was learned (Figure 1). In the sec-
ond, there is a very distinct difference between the 
two drawings (Figure 2). The student transitioned 
from seeing caring as a static list of words to car-
ing as growing within the nurse when caring for 
another; nursing is anchored in caring, as demon-
strated by the roots of the tree. The third presen-
tation illustrated a transformation from one into 
two hands (Figure 3). The student recognized the 
importance of the nurse–patient relationship. The 
heart surrounding the hands emphasized that this 
relationship is essential to meet the needs of the 
patient. The students expressed the importance 
of being caring human beings and building trust-
ing and caring relationships with others. The stu-
dents acknowledged the importance of expressing 
caring. They emphasized Dr. Watson’s sentiment 
that caring is taking a moment to listen, connect, 
respond to or merely be with the patient and that 
these expressions will make a difference in the 
well-being of individual patients as well as oneself.

Figure 1.   Student 1 (before) 1; Student 1 (After) 1.
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Discussion

Through aesthetic and ABL, students constructed 
new knowledge by seeing patterns, connections, 
and relationships within care theories. The reflec-
tion on their drawings deepened their under-
standing of the concepts and how they can make 
an authentic connection within the nurse–patient 
relationship. This supports the perception that 
ABL contributes to critical thinking and gives a 
tangible form to abstract ideas by showing the 
relationships and patterns among concepts and 
assumptions. The student drawings and reflective 
interpretations manifest Topolovčan’s (2016) com-
ments that learning can be accomplished by doing 
and reflecting.

The drawings and narrations demonstrated 
that they opened their minds to a deeper under-
standing of the theoretical concepts of caring and 
how these could guide their everyday practice. 
Though the narrative did not state a specific the-
ory or concept, the students connected the theo-
retical concepts, actions, and beliefs of nursing. 
They might not have expressed the exact theoreti-
cal terms found in the Caring Theories of Watson, 
Boykin and Schoenhofer, Roach, Swanson, and 
others; still, the students conceptualized the ideas.

Conclusions

Examining the students’ care drawings along with 
their reflective papers, indicated that they grasped 
the theoretical concepts of caring and how to apply 
these to their nursing practice. Students were 
able to use ABL to understand the complex idea 
of caring. Feedback from the students reflected 
that they greatly appreciated this class. They also 
reported that they are now much more aware of 
the importance of the caring moments that they 

Figure 2.   Student 2 (before); Student 2 (after).

Figure 3.   Student 3 (before) 1; Student 3 (after) 1.
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can incorporate during patient interactions and 
the profound difference these moments make in 
the patient’s well-being.
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