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Developing a Projective Drawing Test: Experiences
with the Face Stimulus Assessment (FSA)

Donna J. Betts, MA, ATR-BC, Tallahassee, FL

Abstract

10 illustrate the process of developing a projective draw-
ing test, this paper describes the experience of creating and
working with the Face Stimulus Assessment (FSA). This tool
comprises a series of three stimulus images: Picture 1 consists of
a standardized image of a human face; Picture 2 contains an
outline of the face only; and Picture 3 is a blank page. Six
samples of the FSA completed by clients with multiple dis-
abilities (including communication disorders and autism) are
presented. As the FSA is a work in progress and has yet to be
established as a valid and reliable assessment, implications for
further research are also discussed.

Introduction

A projective technique is “any test, device, or set of
procedures designed to provide information about or insight
into an individual’s personality by allowing the individual
the opportunity to respond in an unrestricted manner to
art-based materials or visual constructs” (Reber, as cited in
Arrington, 1992, p. 142). Several art therapists have devel-
oped projective drawing techniques (Cohen, 1985; Ferguson
& Debevec, 1990; Gante & Tabone, 1988; Levick, 2001;
Manning, 1987; Mills & Goodwin, 1991; Neale & Rosal,
1993; Silver, 1983a; Ulman, 1965), but there is still much
work to be done in this area. Additionally, there is a need for
testing that is more sensitive to special populations
(Anderson, 1983). Rubin (as cited in Anderson, 1983) de-
termined that standardized measures of psychosocial devel-
opment, cognitive development, creative potential, personal-
ity traits, and self-concept need to be more sensitive to
clients, particularly those with developmental or physical
disabilities. Those who embark upon this work need to be
aware of the inherent challenges. Unsubstantiated conclu-
sions must be replaced by empirically supported under-
standings (Deaver, 2002).

As Golomb (1992) outlined in her critical review of
projective drawing tests relating to the human figure, far-
reaching conclusions and the inconsistent results of numer-
ous replication studies indicate the dubious state of research
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in this realm. For example, claims “the human figure drawn
by an individual...relates intimately to the impulses, anxi-
eties, conflicts, and compensations characteristic of that
individual” remain ditticult to demonstrate due to problems
of measurement validity (Swensen, as cited in Golomb,
p. 269). What measure, then, is a valid index of an individ-
ual’s self-image? How can one accurately determine what
drawings of the human face or body truly reflect? It is diffi-
cult to address these questions.

The purpose of assessment research is to “discover the
predictive ability of a variable or a set of variables to assess
or diagnose a particular disorder or problem profile” (Rosal,
1992, p. 59). An art therapist who is interested in develop-
ing a projective drawing test should be prepared to devote a
considerable amount of time and energy to such a formida-
ble task. Nonetheless, art therapy students and professionals
alike should be encouraged 1o explore inventive means of
working with and evaluating their clients—creative investi-
gation can be fruitful. In this paper, I report my experiences
in developing a projective drawing test, including explo-
ration of my work using the face as a stimulus and develop-
ing the Face Stimulus Assessment (FSA).

Development of the FSA

I was employed at a multicultural school in a major
metropolitan area when I began my work with the FSA. I
found it necessary to develop a specific method of evaluat-
ing my nonverbal clients who had cognitive impairments, as
these individuals were unable to follow directions and were
not motivated to draw without a visual stimulus. The
clients who had severe mental retardation or developmental
delay, for example, were usually unresponsive to a basic
directive, such as “Draw a person.”

Inspired by the work of Silver (1976) and Stamatelos and
Mott (1985), I recognized a need to incorporate methods
that would elicic the clients’ strengths through are. Silver
noted that even if a client’s capacity for language was severely
impaired, his or her ability to symbolize might be inmcras
“high-level thinking can and does proceed without (lan-
guage]” (p. 11). Stamatelos and Mot wrote about the creative

vential of clients with developmental delay, They aserted,

Both abstract thought and the use of symbolic processes
occur in persons with developmental delays” (p. 101).
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