
NIGAT’s 33rd Art Therapy Summer School, 2026 

50 years of NIGAT celebrated in style with gold, and food, 
and good company at their 33rd Art Therapy Summer 
School held in Merville House, Newtownabbey.  

What a weekend!  The presentations were insightful, 
uplifting and challenging. The workshops gave time and 
space for participants to explore, reflect and make art. 
Loads of time to make art - it was brilliant, refreshing and 
energising. Everyone agreed they need to take time to    
make art in day to day living. 

Caryl and Eileen introduced us to the beginnings of art psychotherapy in Northern 
Ireland. The time, effort, dedication and energy of those first 

pioneers is always inspiring to hear,  
challenging us as art therapists to 
keep promoting the position of 
therapists in mental health 
agencies.  Hopefully we will all work 
towards making this dream a reality.  
They showed how NIGAT promotes 
art therapy that aligns with 
contemporary research on effective 

practice. They also shared the exciting news that the 
extensive Rita Simon and NIGAT archive has been accepted by the Linen Hall Library 
which will also organise and host a launch for this. NIGAT was pleased to welcome the 

Library's archivist as a special guest at Friday evening's reception.   



Sheila Lavery's presentation on ‘That Was Then, This Is Now’, shared her work in a 
trauma agency using an anonymised case study. She spoke on how many people carry 
trauma with them and how we, as art therapists, can help increase a person’s capacity 
to tolerate life and to cope with difficulties, how we can journey with a person as they 
discover how to re-imagine an alternative future. She left us with the words, ‘approach 
everything with love.’ 

Dr Simon Hackett challenged us to question traditional narratives of society, the 
invisible norms that work for some, if you know the unspoken rules. He also spoke on 
the importance of describing our practice using research and evidence in order to align 
ourselves with other mental health specialists. 

The following day he presented on the statement: ‘If you’re using manuals, you’re not 
doing art therapy’. The discussion and views among the group created a great debate 
and energy in the room. It was generally agreed that step-by-step session manuals were 
not acceptable but guides to methods, theory and research can keep us in good 
professional practice. He suggested that part of being recognised as a professional 
mental health specialist calls for practice rooted in research and evidence-based 
practice. 

Jacqueline Toal's presentation was entitled ‘Post-Traumatic Growth of the Northern 
Ireland Art Therapist’. Since the Good Friday Agreement, more people have died by 
suicide than in all the years of the ‘Troubles’. Trauma-informed Practice prompts us to 
ask ‘What has this person grown up in? What has happened to them?’  While creating a 
safe space we are also invited to create a ‘brave space’ where glimmers of post-
traumatic growth can be glimpsed and celebrated. 

Throughout the weekend the spirit of Alice Graham permeated every 
corner. Her presence was strongly felt, especially with the presence 

of her husband Billy, who joined us on 
Friday evening for celebrations. He 
spoke a few beautiful words about 
Alice and how, when he married her, he 
soon realised he had also married 
NIGAT and the three of them lived 
happily together.  

 

A wonderful weekend of art and connection. Roll on next year! 

 

 

 

Mags McClory 


