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“We’re not our illnesses, we are artists and we have a lot to give,” said Adele Durfee, a member 

artist and student mentor at Athens Photographic Project, a program that offers introductory and 

advanced photography courses and exhibition opportunities for adults and teens living with mental 

illness in Athens, Vinton and Hocking Counties.  

 

The Athens Photographic Project (APP) began in 2001 when mental health advocate Elise Sanford 

noticed that people living with mental illness were often isolated and uninvolved with the 

community.  

 

The executive director of APP, Nate Thomson says the arts, in combination with peer support, are 

harmonious in helping to combat the isolation that tends to crumble identity and self-worth, and 

photography, in particular, fosters mental health recovery by empowering people to go wherever 

they want. “Even if someone stays at home,” says Thomson, “the camera allows them to bring 

value to their world.”  

 

David Schenkelberg, clinical treatment director at Hopewell Health Centers in Athens, says APP 

works closely with Hopewell Health Centers which gives his staff the opportunity to go beyond 

the usual routine of encouraging people to stay on their meds and out of the hospital to a much 

broader view of mental health treatment. Hopewell supports APP through transportation and 

coordination of treatment.  

 

“We (at Hopewell) believe that APP provides an opportunity for participants to gain ownership in 

their recovery and their life which leads to increase in functioning in the community which is the 

primary goal of the treatment services that Hopewell provides.” said Schenkelberg. 

Currently, the program has 64 artists and a lengthy waiting list. 

 

According to APP artist Jessie DeChant, for most artists coming into the program it’s about being 

able to thrive and not necessarily about being a photographer. She said, “At the time I came into 

the program I was probably at the lowest point in my life, and coming into the class and learning 

something new and constructive helped me be in the now. I was missing that. For me, photography 

is about being able to say, I had a bad day, but look at this beautiful photograph that I took.” 

 

“One of the most important things about this project is that it really gives people the space to build 

the identity that they want,” said classroom instructor Kim Crum. According to 317 Board member 

Greg Polzer, having the artists give back contributes to the overall success of the program. “It’s a 

non-therapeutic therapeutic program.” said Polzer. 

 

“We don’t talk about confidence, it just arises,” says Thomson, “there’s advocacy in giving back.” 
 

Athens Photographic Project advances mental health recovery through the arts and is a 

member of the Athens-Hocking-Vinton 317 Board Network of Care – Alcohol, Drug 

Addiction and Mental Health Services 

For more information on Athens Photographic Project services call 740-818-3624, or go to athensphotoproject.org. 

 

Student mentor and 

artist Edith McGee 

“It’s rewarding to be 

able to give back, 

When I can’t feel joy 

one day, I feel it when 
I give it to someone 

else.” 

 



 


