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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Both in and out of the classroom, critically discussing and exploring the issues of 

gender, race, power, equality, and social justice can be a social and emotional 

minefield for educators and students alike.  In politically charged times, escaping 

pre-formulated reactions and creating real change and empathy can seem a 

nearly impossible task.  Some educators have turned to the visual and creative 

arts to provide students with emotional connectedness, visceral responses, and 

modes of self-expression. In this study, I examine two education programs to 

understand the effectiveness of social justice pedagogical methods using 

phenomenological research. My focus is on the educators’ experiences, 

influences, and personal pedagogies.  I plan to highlight three successful 

programs to better understand how complex and emotional issues can be better 

explored through art and visual culture and how other educators can adapt these 

methods to their own classrooms.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

We live in politically charged times.  In a modern and globalized society, 

clashes between the old and new, the familiar and the strange, are prevalent.  In 

2008 history was made when Barack Obama became the first African American 

president, and began a left-ward shift of policies from his eight-year Republican 

predecessor.  With important and emotionally dividing issues such as 

immigration reform, the No Child Left Behind act, an ongoing war with ideas 

over a country, climate change, health care, and the civil liberties of homosexual 

citizens (just to name a few), the United States remains ideologically, politically, 

and socially divided.   

How do modern educators deal with the difficult questions and actions of 

their students, who are learning to cope in a diverse environment?  How do 

community educators address issues of social justice and multiculturalism in an 

effective and multi-layered manner?  In essence, is it possible for an educator to 

assist his or her students in “creating” empathy; to escape immediate reactions 

and invite students to contemplate the complexities of the human experience 

through an exploration of the issues surrounding social justice?  In this study, I 

explore how visual art and art education may be a positive, vital answer to 

dealing with complex issues of social justice both in and out of the classroom. 
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Problem Statement 

It is 2009, Barack Obama is president, and the idea of a “post-racial” 

America is being bandied by news outlets and social scientists.  In the 

Washington Post, Michael A. Fletcher (2009) wrote that President Obama used 

his bi-racial identity as an advantage to build bridges (p. A01).  In 2007, Richard 

Wolffe and Daren Briscoe charted Obama’s struggle, and small victories, in 

pacifying both Caucasian and African American voters about his policies and 

loyalties in Newsweek (p. 22).  Michael Crowley (2008) in The New Republic 

writes of his progress that “even white supremacists don’t hate Obama” (p. 7).  A 

popular term during the campaign, Obama rejected the idea of our times being 

“post-racial,” stating, 

That term I reject because it implies that somehow my campaign 

represents an easy shortcut to racial reconciliation […] We're going to 

have a lot of work to do to overcome the long legacy of Jim Crow and 

slavery. It can't be purchased on the cheap. (Wolffe & Briscoe, 2007, p. 22)     

The campaign of “hope” and “change” made many hopeful that American was 

moving into a new era of acceptance and race relations. 

 

  The excitement of a “post-racial” society soon subsided under the realities 

of reactions to the new president and the need for great social change.  Lydia 
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Lum (2009) writes that “far too many significant, statistical disparities remain 

between Whites and minorities in education attainment, income and net worth, 

career advancement and health care outcomes” (p. 14) and the NAACP Legal 

Defense Fund (2009) published a breakdown of the disparities between voting 

patterns by race, state, and other divides, and the struggles minorities still face in 

obtaining voting rights, in a 2009 research article.  The divide between “right” 

and “left” politics, suburbs and cities, and political differences is still strong 

across the nation.  We are embroiled in debates on racially, culturally and class-

filled issues such as health care, immigration reform, national language and 

assimilation.  Arif Dirlik (2008) addresses the difficulties of discussing modern 

incarnations of racism and progress of minorities without erasing the past 

history and struggles of non-white races in his article “Race Talk, Race, and 

Contemporary Racism” (p. 1363).  Peter Skerry (2006) discusses how the nation’s 

divided thoughts on a border wall between Mexico and the United States effects 

its inconsistent construction, appearance, and overall effectiveness in the 2006 

edition of “Foreign Policy” (p. 64-67).   

 

In addition, societal and political thoughts on race affects government 

spending and policies regarding welfare and assistance for the needy, who are 

often minority groups.  This has been especially brought to light in the recent 

debate on universal health care.  Paul Goren (2008) examines how personal 
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opinions on race and the cause of need (i.e., laziness or uncontrollable factors) 

highly influences policies on federal spending for the needy in “Two Faces of 

Government Spending” (p. 147-157).  Fear of the “other” is growing as we 

reexamine issues on immigration and distribution of government aid (Ellis, 2009; 

Miraftab & McConnell, 2008; Goren, 2008).   

 

In these times of great rifts and emotionality over social, culture, and 

political issues, social justice education can play a key role in bridging the 

divides.  But it is difficult, if not impossible, to provide one catch-all approach to 

teach a subject, especially an issue as complex as social justice.  A definitive 

guide is not my goal in this research study.  Instead, I examined two creative arts 

programs in the American Southwest through phenomenological research 

(Stokrocki, 1997, p. 35). I conducted educator interviews to understand effective 

approaches to social justice topics through the arts.  Educators and participants 

in these programs are involved with different forms of social justice, and I will 

look at their pedagogical approaches.   

 

Research Questions 

Much of the unfolding of this research depended upon the opinions, 

experiences and practices of the educators themselves.  But my central research 

questions began with an assumption that the visual and creative arts are 
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powerful, unique tools that can become highly useful in addressing difficult 

issues of identity and empathy (Albers, 1997; Banks, 2006; Esposito & Swain, 

2009).  An examination of the experiences of the educators focused on in this 

study will bring real-world practices and their nuances to light.  My main 

research questions are: 

1. How do art and visual culture aid in teaching social justice?   

2. Where does the educator draw the line between (A) the passive intake of 

art and visual culture and (B) active participation in the art-making 

process and in learning about culture and social justice?  For example: is 

viewing a play, exhibition, and reading a story the same as being part of a 

participatory workshop on social justice? 

3. What education theories and/or influences does the educator use?  Where 

did these methods originate from and how have they developed over 

time?  How does the active practice of social justice education in the 

community inform theory, and vice versa? 

 

The hypothesis that the study and use of art and visual culture are, in essence, 

natural tools for exploring multifaceted identities and for approaching difficult 

subjects in a new light is already emphasized by the existence of the educational 

programs that will be studied.  But in fleshing out this basic idea it is important 

to understand how the educators draw lines and understand their own personal 
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pedagogies.  While some may define “education” as the process itself -- say, 

creating artwork -- others may delve deeper into histories, individual stories, and 

communication practices. I did not do this study to pass judgment or strictly 

define these terms, but rather to explore how the educators themselves define 

these practices themselves, and what, in their eyes, measures success.   

 

In addition to these definitions and individual shaping of the education 

programs, it is important to consider the educators’ experiences and their own 

understandings of their pedagogies.  Whether they are able to pair their practices 

with academic terminology or not, their own experiences and opinions will 

reveal the reasons they choose to teach in a certain way.  With that information, 

these pedagogies in practice will be able to be framed in the light of the 

background and different branches of art education’s storied history. 

 

Social Justice: Why is it Important? 

The need for social justice education and the issues of western patriarchy 

and oppression is a part of our broader culture and cannot be relegated to just 

one realm of our modern lives.  But politics creates a clear example of the strong 

dichotomies felt by many Americans.  For better or worse, the George W. Bush 

administration was highly involved in comparing American government and 

core values to other cultures.  This played out mainly in the administration’s 
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actions in further “closing off” the American and Mexican borders, and the 

country’s involvement in creating a war and attempting to spread democracy in 

the Middle East, countries with governments and cultures very different from 

our own and the so-called “Bush Doctrine” (National Security Strategy of the 

United States, 2002). 

 

The United States is very much divided at the moment, and not only 

down political lines.  We strive for change and progress but are often unable to 

mentally match the pace of that constant social change.  The United States 

contains great diversity, with only 66% of the population identifying as non-

Hispanic, single-race white and over 1/3 of the population is minority groups, 

with much overlap in between, according to census results (Bernstein, 2008).  

This has always created strife.  We are, in a way, a constantly unfolding 

experiment in personal histories and human relations.  These struggles have 

made us strong. 

 

But the nature of our diverse citizenship also engenders a fear of the 

“other” (Russell, 1998, p. xiii).  Racism, sexism and class struggles have always 

had a place in America’s history in very visible ways.  These ideas and behaviors 

are often planted in the minds of our youth to grow and become natural, fully 

embraced beliefs.  We are divided, and often afraid, and often offended.  And it 
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is difficult to approach long-held beliefs with new eyes.  One only has to look to 

the so-called “Birther” movement to “prove” Barack Obama’s citizenship and the 

recent police encounter with Dr. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., to see how quickly issues 

of race can dissolve into anger, legal action, and gross misunderstandings 

(Nather, 2009; Easter, 2009). 

 

So how does one go about getting to the root of these issues, and inviting 

their fellow citizens (and students) to re-examine their tightly held belief 

systems?  How do begin to erase racism, sexism, elitism, when so few will even 

admit they are still alive and active in our culture today?  Simply presenting facts 

or engaging in debates is often in vain, as they can feel like personal attacks and 

only create anger and close-mindedness.  I began to wonder what mechanism 

was needed to wholly and truly change minds, to effect and touch emotions and 

long-held belief systems.  And I believe that mechanism is art. 

 

This is not an argument that the existence of art in and of itself will 

“change the world.”  Without education, dedication, active participation, and 

passion, even the most moving works of art will simply be passed by on a 

museum wall.  But through my own studies and experiences I feel that both the 

study and active creation of art does have the ability to plant new, budding ideas 

in people’s minds. 
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Some inspiration for this research has come from my past teaching 

experience.  As an assistant instructor for three semesters of an art education 

introduction class, I have seen how important creation can be to the study of art 

and art history.  For newcomers, studying art can be a daunting task involving 

foreign symbols and a language they are unfamiliar with.  Most students are 

frightened or unwilling to even create the most simple of art projects, feeling that 

they are inadequate artists, even when they are not graded on the “quality” of 

the art.  However, in my experience I have seen many frightened and 

disinterested students blossom when asked to create autobiographical works of 

art.  We are all unparalleled experts on ourselves.  With such rich and free 

material, armed with artistic freedom and survey-style knowledge of other 

artists’ biographical works, students feel empowered to explore.  When the 

subject is as personal as identity, students are the experts. 

 

My own personal experience has shown me how even the most reluctant 

or uninterested students are given opportunities to show another side of 

themselves through artwork.  During one semester in teaching a college-level 

class on art education, I struggled to engage and draw out a particularly un-

invested student, Richard.  Richard was quiet throughout the semester, made no 

friends, and was the last to arrive and the first to leave.  As the class qualified for 
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a general Tier II credit, I had encountered a hand full of students who were 

enrolled just for a grade.  However, when it came to producing a final art project 

of the students’ choosing, Richard selected to do a symbolic photographic series 

on identity.  His series focused on his “split” duties in life – one image showed a 

pair of pants created to show one leg as casual jeans, the other as his military 

uniform.  Another contrasted the weapons he used in the military with his young 

daughter’s favorite toys.  Richard did not have much to share verbally through 

the semester, but through art he revealed hidden pieces of his identity and his 

deep, metaphorical thinking in terms of personal identity. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Social justice 

In academia and activist circles, the term “social justice” can have many 

meanings, and the same is true for this research.  In general, social justice refers 

to the idea that there are great power imbalances in society and culture, and that 

“justice” occurs when people work to correct those imbalances.  An individual is 

often given power in society apart from merit, and they are given this power 

because of race, gender, societal class, or other identifying characteristics.  

Another individual can have power taken away from him/her for the same 

reasons.  “Power” can be manifested in many ways, including monetary gain, 

employment and advancement, safety and autonomy and political power, 
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among others.  In general, an individual with power is able to navigate our social 

and cultural “system” with more ease and entitlement than others – the system 

of schools, the work force, government and politics, financial systems, and day-

to-day interactions with other people. 

 

Often, this power imbalance applies to an entire group of one race, one 

gender, or one social class, and individuals are identified largely by single (often 

uncontrollable) characteristics instead of their individual qualities and merit.  It 

is also true that this power imbalance is often expressed in subtle, almost 

invisible ways, and that we as a society must be trained and educated to 

recognize these forms of prejudice and repression.  A study of social justice often 

includes a study of race and gender issues, as there is a long history of societal 

struggle based on the clashing of different races and the oppression of women.   

 

In an interview, educator and author Linda Christensen (2008) states more 

simply that in her classrooms, social justice is  

a critique of the normalization of privilege and power held in the hands of 

few, at the expense of many. And so social justice education really 

examines society to help students understand how things came to be. (p. 

60)   
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This is a helpful example in considering the definition social justice in this 

research. 

 

Paulo Freire (1997), considered the father of critical pedagogy and a 

prominent thinker in social justice education, worked with the illiterate and 

undereducated in Brazil to promote literacy and education for all.  Working 

specifically with the poor, Freire’s teachings and writings argue that “in order for 

the oppressed to materialize their self-activity as a revolutionary force, they must 

develop a collective consciousness of their own constitution or formation as a 

subaltern class” (Freire, as cited by McLaren, 1999, p. 50).  Speaking of the 

oppressed people’s state in society, Freire “lamented the brute reality that 

witnessed the oppressed always living as the detachable appendages of other 

people’s dreams and desires […] [their] dreams were always dreamt for them by 

distant others” (p. 50). 

 

For this study, social justice refers to the study and practice of 

understanding and correcting this power imbalance in society.  However, the 

term itself is changing and can be problematic, as will be addressed in this 

research. 

 

Multicultural(ism) 
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Multiculturalism, in reference to this research, is perhaps a subset of social 

justice.  Multicultural education in these programs is a celebration of different 

cultures and heritages in America, as well as a study and understanding of the 

struggles of members of these cultures, especially as they immigrate to America.  

The imbalance of power based on race is often a part of multicultural education.  

Its goal is to see the United States of America not as a uniform and conformist 

nation, but as a melting pot of races, cultures, and ideas.  Multicultural education 

and social justice education often go hand-in-hand. 

 

Educator 

“Educator,” in the realm of my research, has many definitions.  I do not 

wish to limit the term to mean a K-12 teacher or someone hired in a specific 

education capacity.  An educator is someone who works with others, either one-

on-one or through writing, performance, or the creation of artwork, to encourage 

learning and exploration.  This educator attempts to leave other individuals with 

new information or a new “problem” to contemplate.  In this instance, it is the 

intentions of the educator that are important – they want to impart their 

“students” with specific information or issues to work through.  This educator 

could be a K-12 teacher, a theater actor, a community organizer, or a creator of 

culture. 
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Student/Participant 

Just as the educators in this research may fall under many different 

categorizations, so will the “students,” or direct participants in the educational 

programs.  Those who are participating in these programs will be considered 

students.  The majority of students will be voluntary, although some may come 

in contact with the programs through assignments that were chosen for them.  A 

student is someone who is targeted by an educator and receives information.  

Students may also be challenged to respond to information they are given, or to 

become educators themselves by lending their voices to a creative project.  In 

some cases, students may be direct and active participants in the education 

process.  In others, they may be a passive audience that does not have a one-on-

one connection with an educator.  A student is the audience targeted by an 

educator.  Some students, by the end of the program, may move on to 

themselves become educators, artists, or activists. 

 

Critical pedagogy 

Paulo Freire argued that, at the time of his research, much of education 

occurred in a vacuum, with subjects being divorced from their context and 

students presented ideas as if they were fact, not arguable opinions and different 

perspectives.  Peter McLaren (1999), writing on Freire’s influence on education, 

states that Freire’s critical pedagogy:  
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sought to advance new approaches to teaching and learning, carefully 

avoiding those ‘banking‘ varieties that separated mind from body, 

thought from action, and social critique from transformative praxis (p. 50). 

This critical pedagogy:  

constitutes a set of practices that uncovers the ways in which the process 

of schooling represses the contingency of its own selection of values and 

the means through which educational goals are subtended by 

macrostructures of power and privilege (p. 50).   

More simply, critical pedagogy approaches schooling and educators/school 

administrators as another group in power that disseminates knowledge from an 

approved, often western-influenced, canon.  The theory argues that education 

should not be a one-way street with an approved and sterilized version of 

history and culture being “deposited” into the mind of students.  Instead, 

traditional educational methods and curriculum should be understood as a 

flawed system of power that should be questioned and changed as needed.  In 

addition, students should be empowered by the knowledge of social justice and 

enabled to question the educational system.  Student empowerment through 

critical learning and questioning is a key aspect of critical pedagogy and 

represents a socially just method of education. 

 

Methodology 
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The phenomenological research in this study consisted of three interviews 

with individuals involved in education programs in a teaching/managerial 

capacity.  My focus was on two programs in the Southwest, and I chose one to 

two representatives from each program.  In-depth interviews, lasting 

approximately one hour each, were conducted with each participant.  These 

interviews were conducted to create an overarching picture of a dedicated 

educational program that works with and gives voice to traditionally 

underrepresented groups.  Questions were designed to go beyond the basic 

format and goals of the programs, and delve deeper into how these educators 

define education, create their own pedagogies, and meet needs in their 

communities. 

 

My selection process began as a general survey of local educators and 

artists, along with internet searches, to discover what educational programs were 

available in the area.  The Tucson-Pima Arts Council’s online resources and list 

of organizations were very helpful in this matter.  In the area of my search, the 

arts community is a close-knit and nurturing one, and it was quite easy to 

discover what programs had a positive history and community impact once I 

began asking. 
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My criteria were fairly straightforward: The education program had to 

work with underrepresented groups or address issues of social justice in some 

way.  I was looking for programs that went beyond a general survey of social 

justice issues and instead focused on in-depth and complex explorations of 

various subjects.  Hard and fast “answers” to “problems” were not a concern – 

rather, I embraced programs that had creative and very personal methods.  I 

specifically wanted to avoid focusing on a single underrepresented group.  The 

goal of my study was to provide a wide variety of educational examples and 

groups in need of community support.  Other educators and researchers have 

and are currently focused on highlighting the struggles of Hispanic cultures in 

America, or feminism in education, and can provide more relevant information 

on a single group than I.  I attempted to provide a range of programs to be of use 

to many educators looking for examples of success.  And although each program 

was unique in its media, focus group, and execution, I hoped that I would find a 

common pedagogical thread throughout. 

 

Interview questions were designed with several of my main research 

questions in mind.  I was interested in both the history of the educational 

program I was studying, along with the opinions and experiences of the educator 

I chose to interview.  Although I was viewing the educator as a representative of 

the educational program, it was understood that the educator held his or her 
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own beliefs, pedagogies, and educational goals.  I wanted to understand the 

background and stated goals and structure of the programs, but also leave room 

for the educator’s personal ideas.  My interest was in both – how a program can 

address the needs of a community at large, but also why individual educators 

feel a personal drive to be involved in said programs, and what past experiences 

and passions they bring to their jobs and volunteer work. 

 

Another issue, and potential “problem” in my research, was to discover 

how each educator defined education within their program.  Would education be 

a “traditional” academic lecture or the writing of a research paper, a creative 

project (influenced by past artists, or created entirely by the student/participant), 

or would education be experiencing an exhibition, reading a piece of literature, 

or viewing a play?  Ultimately: Would the education be passive or active, and 

why did the educator (and program) favor that method?  In addition to this, I 

was very interested to see what resources educators relied upon in their 

programs – whether they delved into art history studies, literature research, or 

whether they educated and created artwork with a more naïve and spontaneous 

method.  Such investigation into educator’s methods and definitions would 

allow me to better understand their personal pedagogies. 
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My ultimate research goal was to discover whether art and art education 

are ideal methods for approaching complex and emotional subjects, such as 

social justice, in a classroom setting.  To do this, I had to better understand the 

perceived needs of the community, the educator’s view of power in society, and 

the goals and desired outcome of the education programs.   

 

Limitations of Study 

Through conducting interviews, I hoped to provide myself and fellow art 

educators with a rich and detailed picture of several working and successful 

education programs.  However, interviews alone cannot provide a full account of 

an education program or its educators.  I heard opinions and direct accounts 

from educators, but a review of student artwork, responses from students, and 

general classroom observations will not be part of this study.   

 

Structure 

My research questions, terms, and other questions posed in this thesis will 

be explored in depth in the coming chapters.  In Chapter Two I will review 

relevant literature to create a solid base for my study and its findings.  Chapter 

Three will involve a detailed explanation of my methodology.  My interviews 

with educators in the Southwest will be presented in Chapter Four.  In Chapter 

Five I will discuss my research conclusion and findings.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

For this study, I drew upon research in general education, art education, 

and other related fields to establish a review of existing research and general 

discourse in art education and social justice.  Social justice in art education, while 

a topic explored for some time, is still being defined and fighting for broader 

acceptance.  The term itself apparently first appeared in Studies in Art Education 

in 1972, with a reference to Victor Lowenfeld and art education in the 1970s 

(McWhinnie, 1972, p. 11).  Furthermore, it is rare to find researchers and 

educators who agree on one definition of “social justice” and many other similar 

terms, such as multicultural education (MCE), tolerance, diversity in classrooms, 

etc. are used to describe similar issues.  I believe that social justice is a broader 

term for power imbalances and distribution of privileges that encompasses these 

individualized issues. 

   

In this review, I further defined these terms and explored their 

relationship to art and art education.  I examined how the two concepts merge, 

complement one another, and function in educational settings.  Lastly, in 

addition to research into social justice education and its interaction with art 
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education, I investigated various ideas of pedagogy that may coincide with the 

study of social justice, particularly that of critical pedagogy. 

 

Social Justice/Multicultural/Tolerance Education 

I examined several resources for a background on ideas of tolerance and 

multicultural education, along with examples in real classrooms.  The anthology 

Speaking the Unpleasant: the politics of (non) engagement in the multicultural education 

terrain was edited by R. Chavez Chavez and J. O’Donnell (1998), and features 

educators from many academic areas reflecting upon their own experiences, as 

well as theories, in teaching MCE.  This collection of articles was especially 

helpful as it relies heavily on real-life examples taken from the educators’ 

classrooms, and focuses on the common issues that arise in teaching MCE. 

 

Secondly, I looked to W. Paul Vogt’s (1997) Tolerance & Education: Learning 

to live with diversity and difference.  Vogt’s understanding of education, diversity, 

history and politics is thorough.  He writes Tolerance and Education with the 

skeptics in mind, succeeding in creating rational, straightforward arguments for 

the inclusion of tolerance education in schools and beyond.  These two books 

helped to set the groundwork for an investigation into a variety of pedagogies 

and curriculum, by looking at why social justice and multicultural education are 

important to society at large as well as schools.   
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 I also examined research by Elizabeth Manley Delacruz (1995) on common 

“myths” about MCE and how they can be dispelled.  James Banks (2006) 

provides background on how targeted education can actually change the beliefs 

and behaviors of students. 

 

Vogt (1997) tackles the issues of tolerance, social justice, and their place in 

the educational system starting from the very beginning.  He understands that 

the word “tolerance” presents difficulties.  He defines it simply as:  

putting up with something one does not like” but wishes to expand it as 

supporting “the rights and liberties of others, others whom one dislikes, 

disapproves of, disagrees with, finds threatening, or towards whom one 

has some other negative attitude (p. xxiv).   

Tolerance, although not as positive as acceptance and respect, is a key part of 

society and especially a democratic society.  Someone can be tolerant towards 

beliefs, attitudes, emotions, behaviors, and race/culture/ethnicity.  Tolerance, 

according to Vogt, generally means inaction.  “To tolerate something is to have a 

negative attitude toward it, to be able to act against it, but to refrain from doing 

so.  Of course, all inaction is not equal” (p. 3).  The interesting idea of the 

definition of social justice comes up here: is social justice education about 

knowledge, or action?  In Chapter Four and Five I will explore how an accurate 
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and all-encompassing definition of social justice is problematic to the work real 

educators are doing in their classrooms. 

 

  In asking whether tolerance should be taught in schools, and how it is 

most effective, Vogt gets into the heart of the matter.  He argues that “if we want 

a society with both diversity and equality, some degree of tolerance is absolutely 

necessary” and that tolerance “is a rampart against injustice and belligerence […] 

it is a path to civility” (p. xxv).  He closely examines how various cultures and 

societies have decided “how much” tolerance is desirable, looking at older 

western religious cultures that “allowed” sinful transgressions and perversion to 

exist instead of executing the offenders, to modern American democracy where 

individual rights such as free speech are preemptively protected regardless of 

one’s status in the society.  In contrast to tolerance, there is compromise, 

persuasion/conversion, and the value of difference in society.  Importantly, Vogt 

quotes Thomas Paine as stating that “to tolerate […] implies that the tolerator has 

the authority or power not to tolerate” (Paine, as quoted by Vogt p. 10).  The 

imbalance of power is a main cause of the need for social justice studies and 

action.  Quite simply put, if a person or society does not value the differences 

that exist, it rarely tolerates it, and violence, war, and oppression result. 
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Vogt understands that the word “tolerance” in and of itself is often 

offensive and not a perfect means of harmony and respect within a society.  He 

cites many examples of Catholic societies merely tolerating homosexuals, or 

predominantly white societies tolerating blacks to live and work among them.  

These, Vogt recognizes, are offensive ideas.  However, he is arguing for the very 

basic measure of social tolerance to exist, in order to begin the larger task of 

creating respect and value among disparate races, ethnicities and cultures.  

Without the basis of tolerance, no further social justice work can take place.  It is 

important to understand our society’s need for tolerance to move forward into 

realms of justice. 

 

Now that we have established a basic definition of tolerance, and the 

different forms it may exist in, why is it important to society and furthermore, 

the classroom?  A very basic argument is that tolerance is important because 

diversity is a fact of life, especially in our western culture (see Chapter One).  

Whether the differences are racial, moral, political, or behavioral, there will 

always be differing groups, opinions, and beliefs in any society.  According to 

Vogt, he begins with the idea of “tolerance” over respect and acceptance because 

even retractors must realize that “tolerance provides procedural minima for 

dealing with diversity and conflict that do not violate other fundamental values, 
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such as justice, liberty, and equality” (p. 24).  For societies to exist, find peace, 

and move forward, some measure of tolerance must be exerted.   

 

Furthermore, Vogt believes that diversity should be valued and sought 

out in society.  One single person or one single social group cannot always be 

right, or enjoy everything, and these gaps in knowledge and matters of opinion 

can be circumvented through the availability of multiple viewpoints.  He quotes 

Simon in regards to issues of governance and policy as saying: “as the diversity 

of those participating influentially in policy making increases, the number of 

important considerations neglected will decrease” (p. 26).  Without the 

fundamental skills of tolerance, and the knowledge that it is good for society, 

students entering society are lacking the most basic social skills. 

 

Although research, as always, is mixed, there has been a surprising 

correlation found between the amount of education and the tolerance it fosters 

among students.  Various surveys conducted from 1954 (Stouffer) and 1973 

(Nunn) have discovered that educated students have more tolerant beliefs than 

non-educated people of that age, and that college graduates were four times 

more likely to score high on tolerance scales (p. 59). An attempt to discover the 

reasoning behind this is explored in Chapters 2-5.  Vogt looks at how education 

both directly and indirectly can foster tolerance.  Socialization with students of 
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different ethnicities, beliefs and backgrounds plays a large role in indirectly 

creating tolerance among students (p .105).   

 

James A. Banks (2006) is a researcher and educator deeply devoted to 

discovering ways to promote more positive racial understandings among 

students (Banks, 2006, p. 607).  His research has shown that “the use of 

multicultural textbooks, other teaching materials, and cooperative teaching 

strategies that enable students from different racial and ethnic groups to interact 

positively can help students to develop more positive racial attitudes” and even 

cause students to seek out more friendships with students from different ethnic 

and cultural backgrounds than before (p. 608).  Banks’ article examines the 

research done from the 1940’s to present day that indicates that exposure to 

MCE-friendly television, curriculum intervention, creative teaching such as role 

play and art projects, and cooperative interracial contact can greatly improve 

students’ racial views to be more positive and accepting.  Where Vogt found that 

the length of a students’ time in an educational setting increased his/her racial 

tolerance, Banks finds that curriculum focused on promoting racial tolerance 

does even more in creating positive student beliefs and behaviors. 

 

Now that Vogt and Banks have established the basic need for tolerance 

and the inevitability of diversity in culture, it is important to move beyond the 
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merely tolerant into how educators can create dynamic and lasting respect and 

understanding for diversity in their students.  Let us begin with a definition of 

multicultural education (MCE).  In the introduction of the anthology Speaking the 

Unpleasant: The politics of (non) engagement in the multicultural education terrain, 

Christine E. Sleeter (1998) defines multicultural education as “a process of 

constructing engagement across boundaries of difference and power, for the 

purpose of constructing a social world that supports and affirms all of us” (p. 

xii).  What that truly looks like in practice, especially in the K-12 public education 

system, is a struggle that the authors in the anthology attempt to work through.   

 

The authors argue that effective MCE cannot be relegated to a single class 

and that true progress cannot be achieved through a rigid system of 

standardization and right-and-wrong ideologies.  Students must be encouraged 

to disagree with and dissect the status quo in society, including the school 

system itself.  Indeed, most of the authors agree that there is some degree of 

morality and ethics taught in MCE and social justice education – always a 

difficult line to walk in public and government-funded education programs. 

 

In Donaldo Macedo’s (1998) foreword, he begins to dissect the importance 

of language and communication in the field of MCE.  He argues against the word 

“tolerance” and the ideas of assimilation and ignoring differences, stating that 
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these texts and ideologies “hide the asymmetrical distribution of power and 

cultural capital […] in other words; since we co-exist and must find ways to get 

along, I tolerate you.  Missing from this posture, is the ethical posture that calls 

for mutual respect and even racial and cultural solidarity” (p. xx).  Social justice 

is about more than tolerance, it is about understanding and embracing the 

diversity within our own culture for society’s greater good.  The political right-

left divide is not left unscathed.  Macedo criticizes the political right as working 

to uphold the way of life of the privileged, which become afraid and angry when 

rights for underrepresented groups are supported.  But the left, he concedes, is 

often guilty of white-washing drastic differences in culture, race, and class that 

exist in favor of ideas of assimilation and focusing on commonalities over 

diversity and uniqueness (p xxi).   

 

The engagement of students, many argue, is the ultimate goal of MCE.  

Those who are engaged “do not accept the status quo” and “transform 

themselves to understand the status quo and place themselves into a location for 

liberatory action” (p. 2) according to Rudolfo Chavez Chavez and James 

O’Donnell (1998).  Nonengagement is defined by acceptance of the status quo 

and the resistance to change, which can be conscious or unconscious, through 

actively fighting MCE and social justice, but also through ignorance or non-

action.  Tolerance stands in-between: a tolerant person may accept the status quo 
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but be accepting of smaller infringes upon it.  An intolerant person is decidedly 

non-engaged. 

 

The importance of MCE is defined by Chavez Chavez in several ways – 

most obviously being that the pedagogy of education “mirror and value the 

diverse and pluralistic communities that schools serve” and that “[MCE] cannot 

be understood by dichotomizing its essence into a series of unconnected learning 

units” (p. 11).  If this is the case, MCE should be incorporated into all academic 

subjects, not stand alone as a separate (typically: optional or elective) course.  The 

focus on what is taught and how begins with a reflection on the local community 

and an understanding of the diversity that is consistently present in our modern 

western life.  In reference to my own research, I believe it is supported by the 

idea of MCE and social justice education as important to all aspects of our 

education.  It cannot be boiled down into a 45-minute specialized class, but 

rather should apply to school structure, classroom power structures, and 

curriculum. 

 

Sonia Nieto (1998) discusses her experiences in taking and teaching a 

graduate-level pre-service teaching course on multicultural education, citing the 

“changing demographics of the students in our public schools” and the 

astonishing lack of diversity among the teachers entrusted to instruct them, as an 
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important motivator for MCE in pre-service programs.  The majority (80%) of 

public school teachers tend to be Caucasian females, and fewer than 10% of 

teachers are members of minority groups (p. 17).  What’s more, in surveys many 

prospective teachers state they are uninterested in subjects of MCE or in teaching 

in racially diverse areas (p. 18).  This limited view of interest only in one’s own 

ethnicity and cultural history is not limited to teachers or Caucasians.  In her 

experience with teaching and speaking with future educators Nieto argues that 

even minority or underprivileged peoples tend to focus on their own personal 

experiences and struggles without acknowledging or understanding the histories 

of other groups.  For example, an African-American man in her class who was a 

veteran of the prison system believed that racism should be the main focus of the 

MCE class, while refusing to acknowledge the hardships of his lesbian classmate.  

The chance to finally find their voices in an educational setting, she states, was 

mixed with anger over perceived slights: “[the course became] a cacophony of 

disparate voices claiming hegemony.  It was permeated by rage, and this rage 

sometimes was translated into clamors for dominance” (p. 23).  This reflects my 

definition of social justice as a necessarily more generalized understanding of 

power, with subsets of race, gender, socioeconomic status, disability, and other 

factors of division underneath the social justice heading.  When the focus is, for 

example, feminist studies, divisions can always be argued between the 

experiences of privileged women, women of different religions, women of 
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different races, etc.  But to study social justice is to study the structure of power 

and how it is distributed – to understand how these divisions and inequalities 

are created in a multitude of ways.   

 

Nieto outlines a series of rules or guidelines she learned from teaching the 

course and the difficulties she encountered.  Key among them was to realize the 

folly in believing that “understanding one kind of bias will automatically 

prepare students to understand others” and above all, the need for instructors to 

be very patient with the process of change.  “I could no more expect the students 

to apply overnight what they had learned in this course than I could expect a 

dramatic change in reading scores a month after beginning a new reading 

program” (p. 28).  In discussing the place for MCE in schools, she stresses that:  

all courses benefit from a multicultural perspective […] unless diversity 

includes an examination of the sociopolitical context of school policies and 

practices and becomes a central concern of the entire teacher education 

program, it will continue to be marginalized and isolated. (p. 29)   

In this way she is arguing for a socially just application of MCE – to understand 

how school systems themselves determine what is important to be taught and 

what is left out of the curriculum, and to allow all students, regardless of their 

course choices, the ability to have a form of MCE in the classroom. 
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Diane J. Goodman (1998) discusses emotional defensiveness in her article 

“Lowering the Shields.”  She defines defensiveness as “an emotional reaction, 

not a reasoned intellectual response” (p. 249) when someone feels threatened or 

fearful, and defensive students ultimately shut out new information.  She 

believes that “we need to begin where students are ready to begin, and often this 

means dealing with the feelings and defensiveness that result in their 

nonengagement, the unwillingness to acknowledge or confront structural and 

systematic inequalities” (p. 249).  Goodman sees a recent trend in backlash 

against social justice education, beginning with the Reagan years.  The idea of the 

“angry white male” is obvious to her through her class experience – men “feel 

that equality has essentially been achieved and that the playing field has been 

sufficiently leveled” and that minority and underrepresented groups are getting 

the benefits “at the expense of white men” (p. 250).  Deborah Britzman is quoted 

as being against “rationality” in the classroom of MCE, as “it actively erases the 

complex, contested, and emotionally charged investments students and teachers 

confront when their subject positions are called into question” (Britzman as 

quoted by Goodman, p. 50).  Educators must embrace the complex and often 

emotional aspect of MCE. 

 

As a pathway to success and combating nonengagement, Nieto (1998) 

greatly supports creating comfortable and confirming atmospheres for all 
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students.  A sense of “confirmation” of views is required, and if students feel 

they are being forced to agree with the class in order to fit in or get a positive 

grade, they will shut out the message completely.  This acceptance must come 

from the teacher and also the class itself.  Steps towards this goal are met when 

the class is allowed to set guidelines for respectfulness and discussion, and 

students’ personal voices and stories are allowed to be heard.  Again, this reflects 

a socially just application of power to the very classroom structure itself.  

Students must feel as though they are equals and their opinions will be respected 

as such, and that they possess power in the ability to set classroom guidelines. 

 

In working with students, Goodman (1998) suggests to work slowly, 

validate feelings and experiences, and not to make assumptions.  Personal pain 

and preoccupation with self, she writes, often negates our ability to empathize 

and consider the suffering of others.  Members of one oppressed group may not 

want to focus on the sufferings of other groups until their own feelings are 

validated and discussed.  Furthermore, members of a privileged group rarely 

“feel powerful or greatly advantaged” and most likely do not realize the ways in 

which they have experienced privilege.  By confronting the material of an MCE 

class, they often begin to feel victimized and stereotyped.  White men, she writes, 

may feel that they are losing jobs, financial aid, or privileges unfairly to 

underrepresented groups.  “Regardless of the accuracy of their beliefs,” 
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Goodman writes, “their emotions and experiences are real” (p. 254).  It is 

important to acknowledge all students’ feelings and experiences; however, they 

do not need to be accepted as reality.  Once an environment of voice and comfort 

is established, students can move on to challenge or contradict voiced views. 

 

This stage “is not to allow students to remain in their often limited world 

view but to help them construct new and more complex understandings of 

themselves and society” (p. 255).  It is important that accurate information and 

historical accounts are provided for students to fill in gaps in knowledge.  It is 

important to show students the benefits of oppression experienced by the 

privileged group.  Most obviously, students who experience some privilege will 

be against changes that affect their current status or benefits.  To approach social 

justice as a win-lose situation is not beneficial to students.  Expressing the 

negative effects that all students have experienced from oppression and closed-

mindedness will quickly reveal the benefits of a more socially just society.   

 

Goodman also approaches how privileged groups are negatively affected 

by oppression.  Some examples are loss of knowing one’s real self and potential, 

expectations on behavior, distorted sense of self, moral ambivalence, guilt, fear of 

oppressed groups, and the loss and diminishment of relationships with people 

from oppressed groups.  “Oppression and inequality also breed social unrest,” 
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she writes (p. 259).   Drawing from Paulo Freire, Goodman ultimately states that 

oppression undermines our humanity and authenticity (p. 260).   

 

Elizabeth Manley Delacruz (1995) approaches the backlash against MCE 

and several “myths” that have been created as educators attempt to integrate it 

more strongly in the curriculum, particularly in art education (p. 57).  Largely 

informed by Banks (2006), Delacruz combats prevalent myths, such as ideas that 

MCE is only for oppressed minorities, that it is against the west and creates 

division, and that it is only a passing phase (Delacruz, 1995, p. 57).  For 

classrooms with a majority of white students, she argues that MCE is for 

everyone because it fosters appreciation for the diverse cultural population of 

our country, which strengthens the cultural and historic make-up of the United 

States (p. 58).  For critics concerned that MCE takes away from a focus on the 

traditional classics and long-established curriculum of the west, and is even 

“anti” western society, Delacruz states that instead, MCE is about a “more 

accurate” truth that reflects the forgotten histories of minority groups in the 

country (p. 58).  To argue that MCE will “divide” the nation is to mistakenly 

assume it is united to begin with (p. 58).  Instead, MCE seeks to create 

understanding, broaden the curriculum, and build bridges where rifts have long 

existed.  MCE is unwaveringly democratic.  MCE is a lifelong process and allows 

minority students a sense of “freedom” as they are able to connect to a historical 
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culture and see more broadly outside of their own understanding (p. 59).  And 

lastly, Delacruz acknowledges that “we certainly can’t teach everything, and we 

can’t teach it in depth” which provides problems for educators trying to create 

effective and efficient curriculum (p. 59).  And again, a myth persists that MCE in 

art education is simply about teaching the same principles, but including more 

diverse examples.  But Delacruz states that MCE in art education is about 

questioning the very ideas of art and why certain standards have been so long 

accepted to be “good art.”  Rather than cram in more examples, MCE can be used 

to reconceptualize our ideas about art and how it is taught. 

 

This research was highly valuable to my research in illustrating active 

examples of MCE ideas and theories being played out in the classroom, and 

common difficulties educators face in teaching the subject in an involved and 

productive way.  Many educators espoused common ideas regarding MCE and 

social justice research: such as the need for a democratically structured 

classroom, the need to focus on emotions and experiences to promote trust and 

effect change within their students, and the difficulty in understanding power 

structures when students (and teachers) are still fully inhabiting these structures 

themselves.  These educators give practical examples of enacting MCE and social 

justice within their own classrooms and prove that these theories can be applied 
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with measured success.  The issues faced here are common and will appear in 

the related accounts of the educators I interview in Chapter 4. 

 

Art Education 

Social justice may not be widely accepted in larger institutions, but it has 

long been a subject of study by art educators.  These authors and many others 

have produced convincing research and arguments that not only is education 

itself important for creating diversity-tolerant and accepting students, but also 

that the kind of education they receive and the pedagogical practices of their 

teachers can make a great difference.  Inspiring and democratically minded 

pedagogies such as critical pedagogy, focused multicultural education, and 

diversity education, can all have positive impacts on creating tolerant and 

worldly students who critically engage with their own and other cultures. 

(Albers, 1999; Banks, 2006).   My research in the coming chapters will examine 

programs in practice that attempt to tackle the difficult issues of social justice 

education through the creative arts (art, visual culture, theater, literature, 

performance, etc.).  So the question remains: how does instruction in or using the 

creative arts interact with social justice education; is it effective and appropriate; 

and how can art education benefit from being linked with social justice 

education?  For the answers, I looked to the field of recent art education research. 
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David Darts (2006) discusses his own personal transformation as an 

educator and the work of his K-12 aged students in “Art Education for a 

Change”.  For Darts and many other art educators, a critical understanding and 

study of popular culture is essential for their students.  Through these studies, 

Darts states that: 

I was able to help students make direct connections between themselves 

and a pair of running shoes or a car commercial or a fashion magazine or 

a music video and the interconnected issues surrounding multinational 

corporations, global finance, sweat shop labor, cultural and sexual 

representation, sustainable communities, environmental destruction, 

poverty, discrimination and so on (p. 8). 

 

These in-depth and relatable studies not only provided a starting ground 

for students to understand important issues of diversity, business, politics, etc., 

but it also empowered them to ‘play’ with ideas and items from our shared 

culture and better understand how identities are formed and negotiated by these 

materials.  Darts observed that:  

these investigations and analyses of cultural objects, symbols, signs, 

products, and styles helped them to understand how cultural processes 

and visual artifacts inform, cultivate, legitimate, normalize, glamorize, 
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and communicate our evolving beliefs, values, understandings of 

ourselves and each other (p. 8). 

  Visual culture studies, he argues, is essential to all students as we are citizens in 

an increasingly visual world and all find common ground in the culture we 

share.   

 

Darts relates back to his own education, where technical mastery and 

aesthetic formalism took precedence and “conceptual development or linking 

artwork and artists to larger issues and problems within society received limited 

attention” (p. 12).  Through a focus on cultural education and linking art 

education to broader issues in society, art and art education can cease to be 

relegated as an outsider in today’s K-12 school curriculum offerings. 

 

Just as educators of social justice and MCE faced difficulties from 

administrators, parents, and would-be moral arbiters, art educators have also 

been at risk for the so-called “controversial” nature of art.  In Darts’ “Art of 

Culture War” (2008) he lists three recent high-profile cases where educators’ 

methods and morals were called into question based on simple interactions and 

participation in the arts.  Educator Sydney McGee was publicly reprimanded and 

curiously dismissed after taking her class to a museum, where students 

happened to have viewed nude Greek statues in passing (p. 110).  Tamara 
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Hoover was escorted out of her classroom by police when it was discovered she 

was a sometimes nude model for her partner, also an artist, in her private life 

(although the artwork was never used in the classroom or recommended to 

students) (p. 111).  And on a larger scale, public support and approval of 

“controversial” works such as Serrano’s “Piss Christ” have been recently in the 

news (p. 109).   

 

In social justice education, the study of distribution of power and its uses 

often reveals that the majority culture inflicts its beliefs and rules upon the 

minority.  In art, we see that reenacted as artwork that does not conform to 

majority beliefs (such as an alternative and possibly negative view of the 

Christian Jesus or a celebration of the nude human form as beautiful instead of 

morally shameful) is called into question, censored, and denigrated.  Darts also 

argues that this fearful censorship and moral wrangling is highly volatile as 

“people across the political spectrum have long recognized that schools don’t 

serve a public so much as they help to create one” (p. 105, original emphasis).  If 

schools are recognized as being so influential in student and societal 

development when it comes to so-called ’negative’ influences, shouldn’t it hold 

true that the positive influences of MCE and social justice education are equally 

as important in development? 
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In the article “Art of Social Justice” in Social Justice, Maria X. Martinez 

(2007) explores another realm where artists can enact change and educate: the 

community.  Martinez describes her own involvement in the improvement of 

communities (primarily through her work as a healthcare administrator) and 

witnessing the positive effects artists can have on them.  Artists, she argues, not 

only document the changes in society and culture but also “promote, inform and 

shape it” (p. 5).  She cites the societal ills that cause immense loss of life in her 

own San Francisco: lower life expectancies and greater need for health care and 

mental health services in the poorer areas, and the high rates of crime, welfare 

enrollment, and deaths by homicide.  These disparities, she argues, are largely 

socially caused and preventable.  Martinez puts forth an idea of artists as 

activists along with artists as community organizers.  In communities with great 

needs, she envisions an artist or group of artists to act as a spokesperson for their 

troubles to the world.  Artists can bring communities together through traditions 

new and old in a safe and productive environment.  Using strong visual 

statements, artists can also effectively communicate problems and work with 

disparate communities in bridge-building (p. 9).  These ideas are not new ones, 

and many artists have, as Leopoldo Mendez stated, “put their creative capacity 

at the service of the people” (Mendez as quoted by Martinez, p. 5).  Art is 

functioning as education and activism within many communities across the 

country, as well as a tool for empowerment and social and political engagement.   
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To look at both community and school MCE in a broader sense, educator 

Dipti Desai (2005) has written of recent changes in the pedagogy of multicultural 

education and how it relates to a shift to post-modernism and globalization in 

her article “Places to Go.”  Desai explores globalization and its effects on the very 

notion of nationality and ethnicity – which have shifted greatly in the past ten to 

twenty years.  Because of increased technology and accessibility of travel, along 

with industrial changes, ‘ethnic‘ art is no longer tied to one nation – as it is often 

mass-produced in countries other than where it originated.  Nomadic artists 

began traveling the world to create site-specific art, world culture was at once 

hegemonized and splintered, and experiences from other cultures became a part 

of the “normal” experience (p. 300).  As such, Desai sees positive change taking 

place in museum and gallery’s responsible thinking towards how cultures and 

sociopolitical issues are represented through artwork.  She states that “the 

naming of identity based on the culture where one was born that has marked the 

politics of multiculturalism in the eighties and nineties in art education can no 

longer be the primary way of describing artistic practices,” with a focus more on 

the individual and a straying from artwork as a cold intellectual object being 

emphasized (p. 308).  She cites the Venice Biennials and other large-scale 

exhibitions, no longer funded by multinational corporations (as the past large 

“festivals” in the United States were), as examples of this shift forward.  
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In art education, this can create issues in the way artistic cultural items are 

studied.  In the past, an item may be examined with questions about the “local” 

culture explored: the items it was made from, its purpose, the cultural influences 

in style and form.  However, by ignoring the global effects on all current 

cultures, Desai warns that we may ”inadvertently mythologizes the power of 

the local as independent of international power structures” (p. 303).  In 

classrooms, Desai suggests that the production and influence in construction of 

“ethnic” visual items is closely chartered and understood by students.  Also 

important is the exploration of students’ local communities and their interaction 

with the global world, a study into contemporary artists who explore 

globalization concepts, and a shift away from MCE’s focus on single nations and 

instead a focus on diasporas (African Americans, Pacific Islanders, etc.) (p. 306). 

 

In framing my research, a helpful article was Peggy Albers’ “Art 

Education and the Possibility of Social Change” in Art Education (1999).  Her two-

year study with a sixth grade class was focused on answering questions 

regarding the power of visual literacy and examining “when students do express 

their meanings, how do art educators, and other teachers, use these visual 

images to initiate conversations which help students transform their current 

beliefs?” (p. 7).  This is the very issue I wished to examine: How creativity in the 

arts can be used as a tool for educators to understand students’ positioning and 
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use the artwork as a springboard for deeper conversations.  In her research, 

Albers first engages students in democratic art practices: helping them form a 

visual literacy and combating the instruction of past art teachers who harshly 

criticized student work and ignored that which was not “perceived as not being 

as good as others” (p. 8).  Students had already been disenfranchised with the 

arts, as it appeared to be irrelevant to their everyday lives, with indiscernible 

meanings and only important to the talented few.  Albers also criticizes how the 

arts in general are studied, with the “great artists” enshrined and little attention 

paid to artwork outside of the canon.  Working with a teacher who had a strong 

feminist and democratic education philosophy, students were given a new 

direction in their art studies.  They were also often given free rein to create work 

that appealed to them. 

 

As students became more proficient in the arts and created work freely, 

Albers saw that their subject matter “also improved in their ability to express 

their beliefs about gender, race, and sexual orientation” (p. 8).  Students largely 

reflected very traditional and sometimes limiting views in their artwork, for 

example, female students created work with “feminine” colors of pink and 

yellow and containing flowers and rainbows.  The classroom educator, Ms. 

Wolfe, used her students’ artwork and their blossoming visual literacy to engage 

them in neutral conversational critiques about the subject matter.  Albers shares 
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that “students learned about their beliefs from these discussions, which, in turn, 

enabled them to view and interact with their world differently.  They are affected 

by the conversation and are not the same people after these experiences” (p. 9).  

While not all students necessarily experienced a dramatic change in their views, 

these conversations allowed them to become aware of their beliefs and hear the 

different experiences of others.   

 

While Albers agrees that inclusion of work by minority groups in school 

curriculum is important, it is only one step in changing students’ conscious and 

unconscious views.  Educators must also “engage students in lively, 

controversial, and important conversations about their role in the larger society.  

We must continue to ask the larger questions” (p. 10).  For Albers, merely 

presenting a diverse curriculum is not enough: we must be continually (and 

supportively) encouraging students to express their own viewpoints and provide 

them with the tools and opportunities to dissect and better understand their own 

beliefs.  Art is particularly adept at facilitating all of these tasks, as it “offers us 

something seldom seen in other content areas of the curriculum: an immediate 

emotional and intellectual response to other perspectives […] with art, we stop, 

we respond, we reflect – often in a matter of a few moments” (p. 11).  Albers’ 

study gets to the heart of what I wished to find in social justice education, 

namely that art first empowers students to communicate personal and emotional 
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truths, and then allows educators to help students reflect on those views in an 

effective and constructive way to facilitate social change. 

 

Art education and social justice education may have shared goals, ways of 

looking at the world, and aim to create students who are empowered and 

engaged individuals.  This research reveals the myriad of ways in which art 

educators are approaching social justice in the classroom.  In Chapter Four, I will 

address how creating a one-size-fits-all definition of social justice can be very 

problematic.  I believe this is inherent in the research as well.  Desai examines the 

changing nature of how we define cultural artifacts and multiculturalism.  Darts 

focuses on creating awareness and social change from the classroom to the 

community.  Albers examines how artwork can be used to both empower 

students and begin dialogue.  In the following section, I will examine how 

classroom structures can be made more democratic through critical pedagogy.  

And in my interviews, I hope to further explore how the linkage between art and 

social justice can be a powerful asset to teachers, students, and communities.  

 

Critical Pedagogy 

Critical pedagogy is an idea of education that was heavily influenced by 

educator and activist Paulo Freire (1997).  At its core, critical pedagogy is focused 

on understanding the power structures inherent within education and the 
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teacher-student relationship, and aims to encourage students to become critical, 

active thinkers who challenge the status-quo.  It is a very democratic view of 

education that is a natural fit with social justice education, and employed by 

many educators working to create engaged students.  In my research, I expect to 

come across critical pedagogical methods being used, even by educators who 

may not have an academic understanding of the ideas. 

 

Ira Shore (1992) defines critical pedagogy as "Habits of thought, reading, 

writing, and speaking which go beneath surface meaning, first impressions, 

dominant myths, official pronouncements, traditional clichés, received wisdom, 

and mere opinions, to understand the deep meaning, root causes, social context, 

ideology, and personal consequences of any action, event, object, process, 

organization, experience, text, subject matter, policy, mass media, or discourse" 

(p. 129).   For Paulo Freire (1997), critical pedagogy is not just one method 

available to teachers, but the very heart of what it means to be an educator and 

citizen of the world.  His ideas are entirely based in social justice and the view 

that there is a constant power struggle present in society, and that those with 

little power must resist the status quo.  “Although a progressive educator,” he 

writes, “I must not recue my instructional practice to the sole teaching of 

technique or content, leaving untouched the exercise of a critical understanding 

of reality” (p. 44).  For Freire, education is not about the memorization of facts 
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and numbers, but complete comprehension and integration of material and 

ideas. 

 

In his introduction to David Trend’s 1992 anthology entitled Cultural 

Pedagogy: art, education, politics, Henry A. Giroux (1992) writes that the interest in 

critical pedagogy began as educators refused “to reduce the concept to 

transmission of knowledge and skills, the new work on pedagogy instead views 

the practice as a form of political and cultural production deeply implicated in 

the construction of knowledge, subjectivities, and social relations” (p. vii).  

Giroux focuses on educators as “cultural workers” (p. vii) who are involved in 

both creating culture with their students as well as participating in the cultural 

sphere outside of the confines of the classroom, which extends to “law, social 

work, architecture, medicine, theology, education and literature” (p. ix).  It is 

important to both Giroux and Trend that the unique examples of social and 

cultural work by educators be explored and theorized, but in a practical and 

unique way.  

 

Trend (1992) discusses the history of changing ideas on both culture and 

pedagogy, especially the divide between “high” and “low” art/culture and the 

beginnings of cultural studies, whose roots created the more modern focus on 

visual and material culture studies.  He discusses the eventual rejection of 
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modernism’s reliance on reliable narratives and immutable “truths” that could 

be conveyed through art and literature (p. 15).  He argues that postmodern 

artwork, particularly the focus on “low” culture and the questioning of 

authorship and authenticity through found and re-appropriated works, was a 

step in the right direction to better represent the diverse people and interests of a 

democratic society.  However, these works often fell short of their goals by being 

consumed by the capitalistic art culture they were created in.  From these 

movements was born the idea of “culture studies,” primarily first in Britain in 

the 1960’s as a reflection of postwar ideas (p. 17).  These studies “borrowed 

liberally from anthropology, sociology, history, economics, literature, and 

philosophy” and saw culture as “a site of perpetual struggle and political 

possibility” (p. 17) that could reflect the ebb and flow of people’s interests and 

the turn of culture.  However, these fledgling studies, he argues, often failed to 

take off because of their strong connection to academia.  Although cultural 

studies were about ’the people,’ the ideas often remained locked in the walls of 

academia and were accused of exploiting disadvantaged communities and 

romanticizing their struggles (p. 18). 

 

Moving away from academia, Trend charts the activism efforts of 

marginalized groups that take up the cause of cultural pedagogy and the need 

for diverse voices to be heard in culture.  Studies in feminism, Lesbian-Gay-
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Transgendered-Bisexual-Queer (LGBTQ) culture, racism, and classism produced 

activists fighting to be heard.  Trend explores how these voices of dissent and 

change are often misheard in mainstream culture.  In America, assimilationists 

may argue that the country is a “melting pot,” essentially stating that 

Americanism should subsume other definitions of personhood.  Separationists, 

on the other hand, may support focusing on the range of diverse cultures and 

ideas found in the nation.  However, Trend argues that this stance is difficult to 

effectively translate into a useful pedagogy, as it “refutes the presumption that 

anyone can possess an adequate knowledge of the needs and placement of other 

groups” (p. 21).  Furthermore, it can dissolve into tokenism, solipsism, and 

homogenization, and even with more mainstream representation of these 

marginalized groups, they still remain in a minority. 

 

Critical pedagogy, however, is not a perfect system.  Trend writes that 

“because critical pedagogy stresses the importance of human agency, it is 

sometimes faulted as a “motivational” practice that exaggerates the importance 

of education in political life.  Its emphasis on subjective empowerment has been 

accused of romanticizing political struggle, while doing little to alter power 

imbalances within school itself” (p. 25).  However, he states that “while such 

claims identify the problems of pitting determinism against agency, very little 

current work carries the emphasis on motivation to such an extreme” (p. 25).  
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Although critical pedagogy’s intense focus on power hierarchies may enmesh it 

within that system of power, its focus on critically minded and free-thinking 

students creates a positive and progressive education environment that is often 

sorely lacking in modern-day schools in the United States, and one that greatly 

serves students struggling with the issues of diversity in the world. 

 

Ideas and goals of social justice can be applied to education in a vast 

multitude of ways.  Educators of all subjects can work to create socially just 

classroom practices and enable students to understand power structures within 

schools and to share in the distribution of power and knowledge within the 

classroom.  It is often the case that ground-level education on the struggles of 

certain groups and the structure of groups and institutions of power, needs to be 

the very first step for students unfamiliar with social justice.  In this way, 

informative education needs to come first.  Active participation in the creation of 

new culture, along with the deconstruction of unjust forms of power and culture, 

can be the next step.  Some examples are giving “voice” to traditionally 

underrepresented groups, or protesting unjust displays of power.  Both creation 

and deconstruction can be active methods of being a socially just student  

 

In Chapter Four, I will examine two educational programs that 

incorporate a variety of these processes with K-12 classrooms.  Part of the 
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complexity of studying social justice programs is that many different needs must 

be met.  In my particular studies, dissemination of information, art/culture 

creation, community interaction, and activism interact in unique ways in 

different classrooms. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

My goal in this research was to provide active and dynamic examples of 

successful arts programs focusing on social justice to the public and to fellow 

educators, along with exploring social justice in arts education.  A gap often 

exists between theory and practice in all fields, and I wished to explore that gap 

through a grounding in theory and research of social justice education and 

further knowledge of educators’ own practices and pedagogies (Brouwer & 

Korthagen, 153, p. 153).  Through a study of the history and theory in social 

justice education, along with phenomenological research, this research is an 

attempt to provide fellow researchers and educators with a background of social 

justice education in the arts along with concrete examples of the education at 

work in a community.  Through better understanding of the research 

participants’ goals, methods, successes and setbacks, we can also understand 

how theory is being used in working classrooms.  Finally, through this study I 

attempted to discover and highlight where educators and researchers could 

improve their methods and uncover gaps in the relationship between teaching 

and educational theory. 

 

Research Design 
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Two active educational programs were examined through 

phenomenological research, conducted through interviews with the educators 

involved (Stokrocki, 1997, p. 35).  A variety of programs (visual art, 

writing/literature, and theater) were selected to provide a wide sampling of 

practices and backgrounds, as well as to examine the levels of effectiveness in 

different forms of the creative arts.  Through researching different arts programs, 

I also hoped to better understand the different populations that were served and 

actively sought out these kinds of programs, and why.  Programs with different 

structures were purposefully chosen.  Social justice education is a continuing 

process, and I wished to see how it was approached within the framework of 

public schools, voluntary community programs, and open community 

service/performance.   

 

Phenomenological research was chosen to better allow the educators to 

speak in their own words and to give room for differences among the programs 

to be conveyed.   Mary Stokrocki (1997) defines phenomenological research as 

“the study of an experience and its essences” and paraphrases van Manen in 

stating it is “a line-by-line search for essential statements and an in-depth 

thematic analysis of them” (p. 35).  Stokrocki argues that the stages of qualitative 

research are data collection, content analysis, and comparative analysis.  For my 

own work, I analyzed the problem and research in the field, conducted data 
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collection, and analyzed data in comparison to comparative research and my 

initial expectations.  The knowledge that interviewees would not necessarily 

hold congruent positions and job descriptions was also taken into account.  

Where one educator may be a director, another may be an outreach coordinator, 

and a third may be the original founder/creator of the program.  It would be 

impossible and ill-conceived to try and actively compare these disparate 

positions.  Instead, I chose to focus on the educators’ perception of the program 

as a whole, their role within it, curriculum and pedagogies (whether personal or 

assigned), and the general history/structure of the program.  The understanding 

was that the structure of an educational program, its overall goals, and 

motivations to adapt to new needs can come from a variety of sources – the 

program’s director, the educator himself/herself, collaborators, or from group 

decisions by program employees/volunteers.   

 

Approximately 30% of the questions pertained to the interviewee’s 

personal ideas, pedagogy, and opinions on education and the program he/she is 

involved in [See Appendix A].  While there was overlap between questions, 

approximately 45% of the questions are about the program in general regarding 

its structure, curriculum, origins, funding, and student recruitment.  And 

approximately 35% of questions are opinion questions that may be applied either 

to the educators’ personal ideas or the program as a whole.  These questions 
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regarded the addressing of social justice, teaching of empathy, successes/failures 

of the program, and influences on curriculum and general goals. 

 

Research Setting 

The research setting was chosen due to the researcher’s familiarity with 

the community, its needs, and the variety of offerings within that community.  

As a student and resident of Tucson, Arizona, and an active member of the arts 

community, I was impressed by and curious about the wide range of social 

justice programs that existed.  My position as curator of a student-focused 

gallery on the University of Arizona campus put me in the heart of the local art 

scene.  I was surprised to find that it was made up of a small number of artists, 

educators, and community members, who all seem to be involved in multiple 

programs and welcome collaborations and overlapping to meet the community’s 

needs.  I had the great fortune to collaborate with many of these 

artists/educators and hear about their experiences first hand.  I wished to 

explore that relationship further and become more aware of my own community, 

its needs, and how dedicated artists/educators are working to meet those needs 

in creative ways. 

 

Tucson is a small southwestern city with a rich and diverse history of 

settlers (“A Brief History of Tucson,” retrieved 3/2/10).  Situated approximately 
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60 miles north of the US-Mexico border (retrieved 3/2/10 from 

www.google.com/maps) and a part of Mexico until 1854 (“A Brief History of 

Tucson”) it has long been embroiled in the border debates and is the site for 

many debates on immigration law and local struggle between those of different 

ethnic heritage (Fischer, 2010).  In census surveys from 2006-2008, approximately 

70% of Tucson citizens identified themselves as strictly Caucasian, whereas 

nearly 40% identified as Hispanic/Latino as part of their ethnic makeup, and 

nearly 20% identified as mixed race or “some other race” not listed on the survey 

– an interesting mix of ethnicities and cultural histories (U.S. Census, retrieved 

3/2/10 from www.census.gov).   

 

Tucson is the site of an internationally known celebration of Dia de los 

Muertos called the “All Souls Procession” (“Many Mouths One Stomach” 

retrieved 3/2/10).  This community-wide event was created by a single artist, 

not of Hispanic heritage, who drew from a variety of cultural and creative 

influences to publicly mourn the death of her father with her fellow friends and 

artists (Brown, 2008, pp. 2-4).  While the procession has many of its roots in the 

Dia de los Muertos holiday, and is celebrated at the same time, it is not specifically 

designed to be focused on Hispanic culture and instead invites participants of all 

cultural backgrounds to use a variety of creative ways to honor and celebrate the 

dead.  The procession and its many related activities (including art exhibitions, 
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free workshops for creating masks and sugar skulls, the building of floats, and a 

children’s “Little Angels” procession) are a site of mourning, celebration, protest, 

creation, and openness.  It is just one of many examples of the ways local artists 

are involved in community building. 

 

The city also has great needs and deficits in the realm of education.  As of 

February 2010, it was ranked 49th in the nation in 2008 for city spending-per-

student (Sanchez, 2008), and ranked in the bottom 10 states in Education Week’s 

“Quality Counts” 2008 research on opportunities for success (from childhood to 

adult education), K-12 success/achievement, and equity of teacher salaries 

compared to other fields (Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2008).  

These statistics indicate a state falling behind in the nation on educational goals 

and outcomes, and one greatly in need of community support.  

 

Gathering Data  

Data was gathered through three interviews with educators and artists in the 

community.  The same 25 interview questions were asked to each interviewee to 

obtain comparable and consistent data.  Interviews were conducted in-person, 

with some follow-up information exchanged over e-mail.  Interviews were 

transcribed the researcher.  These interviews are examined through the lens of 

phenomenological research and will address the following topics: 
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I. History and general overview of interviewee’s educational program 

II. Interviewee’s title and history of involvement with program 

III. Curriculum, pedagogy, and day-to-day picture of program in action 

IV. Program’s relationship to social justice education 

V. General successes/failures of program and future goals 

 

Although the general history, structure, and goals of the educational 

programs were a main focus, some questions also pertain to the interviewee’s 

personal background, pedagogical influences, and opinions of the program and 

social justice education.  Purposeful sampling was used to focus on programs 

engaged in thematically relevant education.  To make the most of the case 

studies and to strive for validity, John Best (1986) writes that carefully designed 

question structure, neutral question formation, and the rapport created between 

interviewer and interviewee is preferable (p. 188).  My intent was to understand 

the program as a whole, its nuts-and-bolts, day-to-day workings, and the 

pedagogical theory and practices it embraced.   

 

Research participants were chosen due to their involvement in selected 

educational programs.  An effort was made to include active educators or 



66 
 

outreach coordinators in these programs to obtain a better view of the 

educational offerings.   

 

Chapter Two of this research represents a review of the literature on social 

justice, education, and art education, in an effort to investigate the history and 

frameworks that current educational programs may have originated from.  While 

there is often a disconnect between theory and teaching practices, it was my hope 

to better understand the interviewee’s own pedagogical practices, backgrounds, 

and identify where their ideas and methods originated from, even if they 

themselves could not accurately identify a source. 

 

Limitations 

Limitations in a study of this scope are inevitable.  The qualitative and 

interview-focused structure of the research allows for an amount of subjectivity 

and bias.  Time and scope limitations required that a limited number of 

programs and artists/educators within those programs be featured.  This study 

is also limited by the researcher’s own bias as an artist and educator. 

 

Objectivity 

This research relies upon the opinions and recollections of participants 

through interviews.  As is the case with qualitative research, a freedom from bias 



67 
 

and lack of objectivity are to be expected.  It is more open to interpretation and 

relies on personal narrative over quantitative research.   

 

Positioning and Bias 

While conducting this research, I was an M.A. candidate at the University 

of Arizona’s School of Art in the Department of Art and Visual Culture 

Education.  As a student, educator, and artist, my understanding of the field no 

doubt offered me greater insight into its structure, history, and workings, but 

also could have affected my objectivity and bias. 

 

I was also employed by the university as a graduate assistant and curator 

of a student-run space, through the Center for Student Involvement and 

Leadership.  My own experience as an arts educator and programmer (and one 

in a position of power) no doubt influenced my own exposure to specific artists 

and arts programs in the area and my valuing of them.  I entered into this 

research with some familiarity with the research participants and the arts 

programs they were affiliated with. 

 

My positioning began in great support of the idea of the pairing between 

social justice education and art education.  Through the process of research, my 

original ideas were continually reaffirmed but also changed by noting the 
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confines often put on educators due to time, budget, and institutional goals and 

classroom limitations.  While I ultimately feel that my positioning has not 

changed, I have a better understanding of the great struggles these educators 

face and the difficulty in effecting mass change.  Also, the power of the arts in 

social justice education and classroom activities is always inevitably limited by 

the students’ receptiveness to it.  Educators may engage in pedagogies and 

curriculum designed to express individualities and become more receptive and 

understanding of other cultures (and their members), but this often means they 

also unearth opinions and ideologies that can be very negative and opposing the 

purpose of the lesson (Albers, 1999, p. 9).  Educators may only work with what 

their students bring to the table, and what they are allowed to explore, especially 

within the limiting confines of public education.  In the boundaries of this study, 

art was examined as a tool of creating understanding and empathy, not 

necessarily an answer to the greater needs of healing communities.  Other 

research into the arts’ involvement in service-learning and community building 

may reflect progress in that arena. Also, due to the narrow focus of this study, 

other educational methods of teaching social justice education outside of art were 

not examined, and thus the arts’ effectiveness cannot be qualitatively compared 

across the board.   

 

Ethics and Confidentiality 
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The name of the educational programs and institutions were changed for 

the purpose of this study, along with the names of the research participants.  This 

was done in order to protect the identities of participants and to avoid risk of 

identification within the workplace or the community.  As this research pertains 

to the participants’ place of employment, all efforts were made to avoid putting 

participants at risk.  This was also done due to the potentially sensitive 

information of some questions, regarding budgets and funding, the presence of 

students who are minors, details of problems and limitations of the programs, 

and the sometimes dividing topic of social justice education in and of itself.   

 

Summary 

This chapter presents an overview of my methodology and the reasoning 

behind it.  It is supported by the literature review conducted in Chapter 2.  

Chapter 4 features an in-depth look at my interviews and research findings. 
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CHAPTER 4: INTERVIEWS 

 

My goal in this research is to examine the literature around topics of social 

justice education and art education, as well as create a picture of work that is 

being done by educators in one local community.  I met with three educators in 

the Urban Southwest who are using the creative arts in traditionally 

underrepresented communities to explore ideas of power, voice, and self-

expression.  In doing so I hoped to not create a single model of social justice 

education through art, but rather explore the struggles and successes of two 

active education programs. 

 

What I discovered were dedicated, considerate, and often overworked 

educators whose passion for equality and education was inspiring.  The two 

programs I focused on for this research worked closely with K-12 students in the 

public school system, while branching out their activities to the community in a 

variety of ways, such as involving them in classroom research, exhibiting 

artwork, and community theater performances. 

 

Program #1: Literacy and Photography 
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Program #1 is a combined literacy and photography program taught 

within a local school system, and is largely run by two educators from different 

backgrounds.  Program #1 takes place in a high school that is part of the local 

school district.  This particular high school boasts a large international student 

population.  Students hail from all over the world, and are often refugees or have 

left their home countries due to war, poverty, and strife.  As I learned from the 

educators, students often have difficulty in finding the proper vocabulary to 

define themselves.  The term “international student,” according to Jennifer, can 

suggest “students with money who are coming to school for a study abroad 

experience,” which is largely not the case in this high school (Jennifer, personal 

interview, February 25, 2010, Appendix B).  However, the term “refugee” is 

loaded as well.  Jennifer describes the multiple views her students express on the 

word: 

Some of the students are very excited to use that word.  They take pride in 

who they are and what they come from and their struggles. They feel like 

that word indicates to the public that they come from a certain back 

ground and had certain struggles in their lives.  Other students hate the 

word because it’s basically saying they are without a home […]  One 

student asked “When am I no longer a refugee? When am I considered 

part of one place?”  (Jennifer, 2010) 
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Properly defining themselves and making the community aware of their 

background and struggles is just one obstacle these students face. 

 

The program is a combined literacy and art class that has existed in its 

current state for three years.  Officially an English Language Development (ELD) 

class, it is bound by school district standards for English as a second language 

literacy class and students are subject to normal testing and state standards.  

Through the vision of educator Jennifer, and her perception that students’ needs 

were not being met, teaching artist John was brought in to incorporate 

photography into the class and further the beginnings of a curriculum based on 

self-expression and exploration.  It is this unique collaboration between a K-12, 

school system educator and an outside artist, and their joint desire to “look at the 

community as the classroom” that make this program unique (John, personal 

interview, March 19, 2010, Appendix C).   

 

Program #1 officially began when John, an experienced photographer and 

community educator, sent out e-mail advertisements that he was searching for a 

teacher in the local school system to work with.  Jennifer, who had similar 

experience working with an artist to pair literacy education and art, was one of 

only two teachers who responded, and the only one who followed up with a 
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meeting.  The pair work together so well, though, that it seems to be a fated 

match.  

 

According to both educators, the program’s success comes from multiple 

methods inherent in the structure.  It is highly student-based, pairs the “reading” 

methods used in both media and literature, contains high standards based on 

creating work for a known audience, and incorporates real-world issues and 

solutions in the curriculum.   

 

The focus on student-driven learning is what has brought this program 

such great success, according to Jennifer and John.  Jennifer stated that the 

program is different from others because: 

People give [student-driven education] a lot of lip service but they don’t 

actually do it.  We actually do it.  It makes it a little crazier and we work 

lots and lots of extra hours […] Everything is on the fly […] We’re up all 

night researching how to guide them (Jennifer, 2010). 

And John stated that: 

I think there’s lots of room for improvement, but I think because the 

students define the themes, the medium, and to some extent the process, 

they tend to be more invested in the project which is pretty non-

conventional, compared to how most classrooms and high schools are 
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structured […] Through that process we try to make it relevant to their 

own experience so there’s opportunity for their own experiences and 

voices to come through, so it’s not sort of textbook based, but their own 

personal content in some ways, their own voyage informs the content of 

the course.  And then we try to build the research and everything else 

around their perspectives, their concerns, their hopes, their dreams (John, 

2010). 

 

Beyond the choices in the classroom being left largely to the students, the 

presence of an actual audience to produce work for is a great motivating factor.  

While assignments in other classes might have a stated audience to write for, in 

Program #1 that audience is real and palpable.  Students go into the class with 

the knowledge that their work will be exhibited at the end of the semester.  

According to Jennifer: 

[Writing for an audience is] something a lot of people talk about in a 

writing class, but most people don’t really do it.  It’s like […] who’s your 

audience?  What’s your purpose?  But it’s really just for the teacher and 

it’s just for a grade.  But that’s not the case in our class […] Whereas it 

used to be really difficult to get students to revise once or even twice […] 

there’s a group of students now that have revised already twenty times, 

and these are serious revisions.  And I’m not satisfied and they’re not 
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satisfied and we’re willing to work towards something. It’s amazing 

(Jennifer, 2010). 

 

John sees the involvement of the audience as guest speakers and resources 

to be used to be a positive step that the program has taken.  Whereas, in the 

beginning, they might have simply invited key parties to the final exhibition, 

they now work to invite these people and groups into the class to speak while 

students are creating work.  John stated: 

[We were] realizing if we really wanted to have an impact in the 

community, maybe we need to involve the people that will come to our 

end show in the process.  So I think that’s why the process and the so-

called product has become more merged is how we engage the audience.  

[…] Last year, we had maybe a dozen to fifteen different entities, whether 

individuals or organizations come in, where normally we would’ve 

invited them at the end, at the final exhibit or presentation.  I think that’s a 

big, good move and I think it’s helped make the product stronger and the 

process stronger, by involving the usual sort of entity or audience in the 

process (John, 2010). 

 

Although the structure of the program has changed over the past three 

years, the general goals and practices have remained fairly constant.  Students 
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begin the semester by brainstorming issues and ideas they would like to address 

in their writing and artwork with the educators.  One or multiple ideas will be 

chosen, and students have worked both as individuals and in focused groups.  

Multiple texts, student research, art history and media literacy lessons, and guest 

speakers from the community are utilized in the classroom to explore both the 

issues at hand and the basics of writing and creating art.  Jennifer stated that: 

We pull in things from the news all the time, right now we’re pulling in 

things from the state legislature […] [I use] a variety of literary sources 

[…] We use articles that are online.  We use other digital stories by other 

youth projects, some adult projects […]  We also bring in informational 

packets, like when we were doing the health unit, we had lots of things 

about various health issues, like public health service announcement[s] 

(Jennifer, 2010). 

 

Over a semester or a school year, students are simultaneously learning 

about the various issues they’d like to address (such as home, health, war, 

immigration legislation, etc.), and also studying the basics of writing, reading, art 

making, and critique.  Typically, the educators weight the program through a 

focus on the basics of reading and art making at the beginning, and creation and 

research towards the end of the project.  Constant editing and critiques of their 

writing and artwork is an important part of the process.  At the end of the 
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project, a public display of the work is made, through various methods.  In the 

past these have happened through public exhibitions (local and all the way to the 

Senate building), discussion panels featuring community members and students, 

a book publication, magazine publications, and digital video stories. 

 

Success of any education program can be difficult to define, but program 

#1 has many options to choose from.  Funding has been routinely obtained from 

multiple sources, such as the local arts council, the Arizona Commission for the 

Arts, Every Voice in Action, and local businesses.  Support has also come from 

the school itself.  Jennifer was allowed to create an official class in the curriculum 

to run the program, and it has been expanded to allow students of all levels to 

participate.  It is currently one of several optional electives that ELD students 

may take.  Funding and support also comes from the school’s alumni group.  

Local businesses have also donated art supplies, food, and other need of the 

program.  The program has garnered attention from local and national 

politicians and lawmaking groups, and has been supported by Councilwoman 

Nina Trasoff and Congressman Raul Grijalva, and was exhibited in the U.S. 

Senate in June of 2008, as well as the Tucson Vice-Mayor’s Office, and students 

were invited to speak about their work in a Congressional briefing.  Americans 

for the Arts recently did a case study of the project for their Arts and Civic 

Engagement Impact Initiative Field Lab.  For the educators, however, the most 
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telling measure of success is the leaps and bounds made by their students.  As 

immigrants, students whose first language is not English, and youth, they are 

often highly marginalized in the schools and in societies.  They are not given a 

“voice” to tell their stories, mark their concerns, and be heard in society.  

Through this program they are invited by figures in power to open themselves 

up and tell their stories, and to make change.  The effects are highly noticeable.  

John stated that some of the greatest rewards come from watching students: 

[coming to believe] that their voice is important, because I think that [for] 

the most part at the beginning of the projects, youth don’t think that 

anyone really cares what they have to say.  And there’s not a lot of 

evidence to suggest otherwise, so it’s kind of like undoing brainwashing 

to help them believe that they do have a lot of power if they work hard to 

really think about how they want to articulate their perspective.  So that’s 

really rewarding, to see that maturity, both [their] self-esteem and actually 

their ability to speak up and voice their opinion (John, 2010). 

 

Jennifer shared that her greatest rewards come from seeing this student 

transformation: 

The kids themselves are magnificent.  And while we struggle to believe 

we can make a difference, when they do feel they’ve made a difference or 

they’ve made somebody hear their voice, the power […] it’s just a physical 
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manifestation, it’s amazing.  And being a part of that, seeing that, and 

thinking about how that’s going to ripple out and be amplified in the 

world [is rewarding] (Jennifer, 2010). 

 

These students not only build confidence and become active community 

members, but they are also learning valuable real-world skills of public speaking, 

networking, and communication. 

 

Of course, the program does not run without great struggle.  As John 

notes, Jennifer had very little motivation to do the work that she does.  “If you 

look at the [school] standards, or the way she gets paid, […] there’s not 

necessarily a lot of motivation to make youth the center of all the work the way 

things are structured right now” (John, 2010).  Such collaborations are not tied to 

pay raises, curriculum requirements, or lessening of a workload.  The educators 

are also experience time restraints based on the hourly schedule of the public 

school system.  While Jennifer enjoys support from her local school in many 

ways, her class is still one of many students are enrolled in, and they typically 

only see their students for one hour a day.  Some students may volunteer after 

hours to participate in an associated club that produces a magazine, or work on 

their personal projects, but it is difficult for students to find the time and 

transportation.  It is the same with exhibitions and off-campus events.  Students 
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struggle to attend events off-campus due to time restraints and transportation 

difficulties, and they may not have the same comfort level in unfamiliar places.  

Within the school system, students are still held to state and district standards in 

testing and proficiency levels.  Jennifer works hard to incorporate required 

lessons into the curriculum, and also puts effort into gathering test scores, 

assignments, taking surveys, and receiving feedback to have documentation on 

the academic success of her students. 

 

The work load that Jennifer and John take on is intense and goes beyond 

simply designing curriculum for the classroom.  The program is essentially run 

by the two of them, without administrative help.  The two of them seek out and 

write grants and other funding, constantly research answers and resources for 

students’ questions, organize exhibitions, panels, and other events, make 

connections with the local legislature and community members to collaborate 

with and bring into the classroom, write literature and evaluate feedback for the 

programs continued success, and any other number of tasks to keep the program 

running and their standards high.  As John stated, 

Very few programs connect the storytelling process to trying to create […] 

community change or city-wide change or national policy change. […] It’s 

exciting to be part of a process where we’re forging new territory […] 

we’re pushing the envelope to put the youth in the heart of that learning.  
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Because we don’t always know what we’re doing, […] we’re always 

learning with them (John, 2010). 

 

Other difficulties can arise from the student-focused nature of the 

program, although these are often simply negotiations that occur as part of 

group work.  As stated before, students often struggle with defining themselves 

and agreeing amongst themselves on proper representative terminology.  And 

although the process of self exploration through art and writing is usually a 

positive one, John recognizes that exploring self identity is always a difficult task 

and perhaps more so for such young students who may still be in transition.  In 

listing some challenges in the program, John shared that one was: 

[…] helping them figure out: how do [they] use the language of 

photography to represent their own identity and their own stories.  [It] is 

challenging because in many cases they’re still, like all of us I suppose, 

constantly grappling with [their] identity.  So it’s a lot to ask of a young 

person to visually represent who they are, especially since for the most 

part […] in society we don’t teach learned visual literacy.  We learn 

writing and reading and to a lesser extent speaking, so I’m asking that 

essentially, to not only represent themselves but to use a language that is 

very new to them (John, 2010). 
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Another challenge John finds comes with the photography portion is 

helping students identify their own visual style apart from the examples he 

presents in class, particularly in his own work.  Students are conditioned to 

“memorize and regurgitate” and it is difficult to break them of that mindset to 

forge new territory (John, 2010).  He attempts to counteract their tendencies to 

mimic familiar styles and ideas visually through presenting them with a wide 

variety of work by other artists. 

 

Building trust and creating a safe, open space for exploration and dialogue 

is another area where Jennifer and John invest their energies.  Jennifer notes that 

her students come from other countries, speak different languages, have often 

had traumatic experiences in their past and in their current home life, and often 

come from lower-income households.  Jennifer stated that: 

 [John] and I are two white people who have gone to college, and who are 

in [the students’] eyes rich and successful.  So there is some disconnect 

there.  But we do try to bring in a variety of guest speakers from a variety 

of backgrounds, who are also college educated, to provide some role 

models that they might be able to more directly relate to, who are saying 

the same thing we are (Jennifer, 2010). 

 

John’s methods include sharing his own artwork and process with the students.   
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I start by sort of sharing my own work so that they get a sense of who I 

am and how I see.  I kind of feel like they need to know that I’m willing to 

share my own story if I expect them to share theirs (John, 2010). 

 

Education focused on specific communities, specifically underrepresented 

ones, commonly comes under fire regarding ethics and purpose.  John states that 

“I think it’s really healthy to hear all kinds of opinions on your methodology, 

your process, your product, your values, everything” (John, 2010).  Photography 

in general, he stated, can be a very invasive art form and programs such as theirs 

can be seen as voyeuristic, especially when the subjects are from a foreign culture 

(Adams, 2009; Frosh, 2001).  Through sensitivity, sincerity, and student-chosen 

goals, Jennifer and John hope to counteract the vulnerabilities of their students 

and accusations of voyeurism. 

 

Both educators shared that the pairing of art and literature in regards to second-

language literacy have been immensely helpful and a natural fit.  Jennifer shared 

that “I think that technology and the arts are much more exciting and engaging 

than language or math for most students” (Jennifer, 2010).  The “reading” of both 

images and text that goes on in the class becomes linked.  Jennifer stated:  

But when we talk about a photograph and say: “what’s distracting in this 

photograph?”  You know, how can we take that out?  And so we’re 
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teaching the same skills, you know, like how could we have gotten a 

better angle, or how could we have gotten the light to hit the face 

differently, you know, we’re talking about editing and revising but in a 

way that’s really fun and the kids can go on and on for hours about it.  

And then we can apply the same skills.  I can say, just how John was 

talking about photographs, how can we take some things out, same with 

this paragraph, do you really need all of this, maybe you can transfer 

some of this out.  And they get it, and the transfer is instantaneous, and 

there’s no resistance (Jennifer, 2010). 

For John, students are able to focus on their strengths in one area and build on a 

second.  He stated: 

I think it’s different for every student.  I think for some of them, they feel 

more comfortable actually with writing, for others they definitely feel 

comfortable expressing themselves visually.  So we try to honor that and 

then play off of their comfort levels, so perhaps if they’re more 

comfortable with one we use that form to help them make a jumping off 

point to the other one.  So if they’re more comfortable with the 

photography we use the photographs as a place for them to write about 

the photographs, to speak about the photographs, think about those other 

literary skills and vice versa if they’re more comfortable with the writing, 
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then we use the writing for the jumping off point for them to think about 

how to visually represent the writing (John, 2010). 

 

When asked about the role social justice and empathy play in the 

program, the answers were mixed.  Jennifer said that “in terms of general ideas 

of equity and access, our project is all about getting students connected to the 

people they need to know in order to survive and thrive in this community” and 

the program also gives students “a forum to say what they want to say about the 

world and to feel empowered to make some changes” (Jennifer, 2010).  The 

students are given many opportunities to further understand legislation, the law 

making process, how to affect change, and are able to meet and interact with 

those involved in legislation on issues that are important to their lives.  Jennifer’s 

background, specifically in education, made her very familiar with ideas of social 

justice, the work of Paulo Freire, and the pedagogy of the oppressed.  She credits 

mentors and her positive early education experiences working with artists and 

underrepresented groups for encouraging her interest in social justice and 

education.  She said, “I think it’s hard for a teacher who hasn’t worked with 

people from the community to open their door, especially if it’s been a long time 

since they’ve been in their little bubble“ (Jennifer, 2010).  For her, the link 

between her program and social justice education is clear.   
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John was slightly more guarded in his response to the question on social 

justice education.  He did not see social justice as being the original primary goal 

of the program, but rather something that evolved over time through exploring 

the students’ interests.  On social justice, he stated: “I think literacy has always 

been the core of it, and I think over time it’s probably gotten more connected to 

social justice and civic engagement, just because we learn from the youth what 

the issues that are foremost in their minds and we started wondering, well, can 

we connect these stories to actually addressing the issues that they’re bringing 

up in their photography and their writing?” (John, 2010).  The interest of the 

students drove them towards issues of community, equality, and social justice. 

 

However, empathy and understanding is a key component in John’s work 

as an artist and educator.  He shared that:  

“I think if you can create art that transcends a lot of the boundaries and 

taxonomies and divisions we’ve created, the potential dialogue and cross-

cultural understanding and seeing beyond the sort of visual lenses […] 

almost visual masks that we’ve created, then we can create empathy. 

Which for me then can lead to social change and a climate where we can 

look at issues and challenges in our community and actually potentially 

work effectively as a collaborat[ors], whereas if we aren’t able to 

empathize true collaboration is pretty difficult” (John, 2010).   
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The creative process, for John, can be used in many different ways.  In the 

classroom setting, it can “expose some of those stereotypes and misconceptions, 

and then to move forward and have some dialogue about them” (John, 2010). 

 

Both educators, it seems, had strong personal interests and experiences in 

exploring empathy through creativity and understanding issues of power and 

justice in and out of the classroom. 

 

My own questions and the structures of these programs have made me 

continually evaluate the question: Who is this education for?  What impact do 

these programs have in terms of education and awareness in the community, 

outside of the classroom?  For program #1 it is twofold.  The education and 

growth of Jennifer and John’s high school students is the primary goal.  As 

traditionally underrepresented groups, providing them with opportunities to 

gain confidence, add their stories to public visual and literary narratives, and 

educate them on issues important to themselves and their community, is, I 

believe, an act of social justice.  But, as John said to me, they also strive to make 

the community the classroom.   
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Guest speakers from the community are a very common presence in the 

classroom.  These invited specialists are able to impart their own knowledge, get 

to know students, and also learn from the projects that are being developed.  

Through exhibitions, publications, panels, and lectures, students are able to make 

their presence known in their local and national communities and share 

experiences and ideas with those outside of the classroom.  The primary focus is 

not necessarily on educating the wider community on the existence and 

experiences of these students, but it is often a natural outcome that happens on a 

regular basis.  Jennifer shared that she has seen how “people are more aware as 

to who the students are and that there is this diversity” (Jennifer, 2010).  In this 

way, I see social justice education happening in a myriad of ways, both in the 

classroom and in the community at large.   

 

Program #1 would not exist, or be as successful as it has been, without the 

great dedication and experience that Jennifer and John bring to it.  As John 

stated, there is no inherent motivation for an educator in the school system to 

take on the extra work to develop such a program.  Both of the educators’ past 

experiences, education, and personal goals aligned in such a way to make the 

creation of this program successful.  It is their backgrounds that uniquely 

influence this program. 
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Jennifer’s official title is English Language Development (ELD) Teacher in 

the local school district.  She was originally born in Tucson and received her 

Bachelor’s degree in Women’s Studies and Sociology from the University of 

Arizona.  Her experiences with language and literacy education began in Japan, 

where she worked as an English teacher for the JET program.  She was the first in 

her family to leave the country, and this experience fueled her love of other 

cultures and passion for education.  She moved on to New York City, where she 

worked for the archives of the Museum of Natural History, expanding work 

experience begun at the University of Arizona’s Center for Creative 

Photography.  Jennifer volunteered as an adult literacy educator at local public 

libraries.  Later, she joined a friend in Cairo, Egypt where she worked as an 

editor.  She knew that she was developing a passion for education and wanted to 

further her own education.  When she applied to graduate school programs, 

Columbia offered her full funding if she was willing to work with K-12 students 

in ESL classes.  She accepted.  Her teaching experience put her in contact with a 

strong mentor who encouraged her work with artists and in social justice 

education.  She took over a program started by this mentor that involved close 

work with a photographer in a similar model to what program #1 would 

become.  She saw firsthand how the link between literacy and art education 

could create positive outcomes for her students. 
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When she returned to Tucson, Jennifer knew she wanted to work for her 

current school district, “because it had the diversity that NY schools had and I 

didn’t want to teach in sort of a monolingual or bilingual classroom.  I wanted to 

have the kids in a more international context” (Jennifer, 2010).  Her work with 

this school included a student club that featured the personal writings and 

exploration of biographies by students that resulted in a magazine, and were the 

forerunners for program #1.  When she received the e-mail from John, detailing 

the kind of work he would like to incorporate into a local class, her experience 

working with an artist in the past and her desire to create more effective and 

creative curriculum for her students, drove her to respond to John and the two of 

them met to discuss the possibilities.  Their working relationship has always 

been a positive one and both of them cite the knowledge, dedication, and drive 

of the other as an essential part of the program’s success. 

 

John’s position is more nebulous.  He is what some would call a teaching 

artist, others an artist-in-residence.  His position is defined in many different 

ways by the different funders who support him and the school in his efforts.  

John did not originally set out to become an artist and photographer.  He 

received his M.A. degree in Social Ecology and Ecosystem Management from 

Yale.  As a graduate student, he conducted research in New Haven on art 

programs for inner-city students.  He wanted to discover “how inner-city youth 
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perceive their own community, and wonder[ed] whether photography was a 

viable tool to learn how young people see their environment” (John, 2010).  His 

work from there involved conservation efforts for wildlife and nature 

organizations.  He found himself being regularly asked to photograph for 

documentation and marketing in this field.  In doing so, he started to think 

“maybe I could do this [photography] and create more social and environmental 

change by using my visual voice than by studying or researching creatures or 

butterflies or birds […]  Not that one is better than the other, but it just felt kind 

of natural to communicate through the camera for me” (John, 2010). 

 

Basic photography classes in high school and college had interested him, 

but it wasn’t until much later that he began pursuing it in earnest.  He did 

several workshops, one with Wendy Udall, one with the Friends of Photography 

in San Francisco, and was eventually invited to participate in an Ansel Adams 

workshop in New York.  He states that the invitation “was really exciting, 

because it’s pretty much for very serious emerging photographers, and I didn’t 

really consider myself a serious emerging photographer” (John, 2010).  He 

shared that his work since his MA degree has largely been based on his interests 

and observations in his master’s research on youth community photography in 

New Haven. 
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When he returned to Tucson, he became involved with a local community 

arts and literacy program outside of the school system.  His role in this program 

expanded over time, first as a volunteer, then as a teacher and photographer.  

After his experience with community education there over several years, he was 

interested in exploring what programs existed for refugee and immigrant 

students.  Several opportunities for international photography projects emerged, 

and he has traveled to Nogales, Nigeria, and has done photography projects on 

Native American reservations.  He consulted with the local International Refugee 

Center (IRC) and discovered a need for programs for young students like the one 

he was interested in working on.  That was when he put out an e-mail to local 

teachers, hoping to find one who would work with him on his vision.  He found 

Jennifer. 

 

Program #2: Outreach Theater 

Program #2 is a non-profit theater-focused program that features both 

educational outreach and public performances.  This program was created to 

address issues of a community living on the border of two countries, and to 

approach ideas around immigration and the mixing of two separate cultures (the 

United States and Mexico).  I spoke with Alma, the Education Outreach 

coordinator of the program, who is involved in outreach programs to local 

schools, typically those with many students who are immigrants or who have 
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family/hereditary ties to Mexico, along with schools on Native American 

reservations in the area. 

 

The program began almost eight years ago through the leadership of a 

graduate student at the Arizona State University.  Her original vision involved 

“researching plays for youth, and started a touring program [...]  So for three 

years we would investigate plays for youth, decide on one, and work out how to 

perform it and we toured it” (Alma, personal interview, March 23, 2010, 

Appendix C)  Alma’s interest in working with students and within the classroom 

lead to the program to work more locally and begin education outreach after the 

original founder moved on.  She told me that “I wanted the arts to be part of 

what they were doing as opposed to just bringing the arts to them” (Alma, 2010).  

A variety of positions for artists, actors, writers, educators, program managers, 

and marketing/press have existed within the program based on its changing 

needs.  Due to the current recession, the program has unfortunately taken a 

financial hit and has been forced to limit its staff to an unpaid producing 

director, a part-time Education Coordinator, a part-time office manager, and 

guest artists, actors and playwrights/writers who fulfill various roles.  Only 

recently, positions in marketing, artistic direction, box office, and literary 

management have been cut.   
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While this theater group does put on local performances open to the 

public, Alma is largely involved in the outreach work done to local schools.  Her 

position involves making connections with schools and administrators, 

arranging to work with students for several days to one week at a time, and 

coming into the classroom (often with a guest artist or literary manager to assist 

her) to work with students.  Her classroom time involves discussing issues in the 

local community, topics of concern to students, group work, and ultimately the 

writing of personal student narratives about their lives that are then turned into 

short theater productions, performed by Alma and her assistants.  In the past, 

she and others in the program developed a standard written play into which 

select student stories could be inserted.  Of this method, Alma shared that: 

I developed a workshop program based on what I had learned as an artist 

and began to do workshops with students.  Originally, we developed a 

play that we could put the stories into, so the play had a structure, and 

there was room in the play for the characters would say “well, what about 

a story about this?” and we would use the children’s stories.  So we 

structured the play that we could put the students’ stories into (Alma, 

2010) . 

 

Her most recent work has been to expand this method by creating new 

short plays directly involving the students’ stories.  Her idea was:  
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Why can’t we build the play around the actual stories themselves?  As 

opposed to have that structure to put the stories into it.  And that’s what 

we did.  I collected, and my two teaching artists who I hired this year, 

collected stories upon stories upon stories, and we developed a play using 

the stories […] I felt like I stayed truer to the voices that the students were 

giving us (Alma, 2010). 

 

This program is funded by a variety of grants, foundations, donors, 

stipends from schools, and money from public play productions.  The local arts 

council and Arizona Commission of the Arts are two main supporters, along 

with individual donors and money from foundations.  Businesses such as Cox 

Cable, Target, and local casinos provide money through donations and grants.  

Some income is generated through ticket sales, and schools that Alma comes to 

are asked to contribute a small fee for the program.  Funding, Alma states, has 

been very tight in the past year, with many donors and foundations losing 

money through the stock market, Ponzi schemes, and other financial difficulties.  

Alma shared the program’s only main struggle is funding, and shared “If there 

was more money available then I could give up my second job and just do this” 

(Alma, 2010). 
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Alma typically works with specific classes in a school, although she is 

open to other arrangements the administration and teachers can make.  Her time 

with students is often limited, as she is given one, possibly two class periods per 

day to work with students, over the course of three to five days, typically.   

 

Alma’s role within the program is consistently shifting to meet current 

needs.  Her own personal experience as a person with a multi-ethnic 

background, as someone who has experienced racism and exclusion in many 

forms, and as an actor and artist who saw first-hand the value of arts programs 

in the schools in her own life, drives her desire to work with youth and adults to 

discuss issues of racism and stereotypes in modern culture.  For Alma, the need 

for a program that creates a safe space to discuss issues of racism and inequality, 

and to build student confidence and empathy through the arts, is universal and 

not restricted to Arizona.  She shared that: 

I don’t think we are capable in society of really reaching the needs of our 

students anymore.  And as we continue to reduce the programs and pull 

the arts out of our schools we’re just creating more and more need.  I 

strongly believe that the more creative outlets that we take away from 

kids, the more room we give them to find other outlets.  And most of 

those outlets are not safe ones (Alma, 2010). 
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The lack of arts programs in the schools and in the community, especially 

for poorer or underrepresented communities, drives her to fill the gap left by 

lack of funding and support for the arts.  Her focus has always been on 

communities experiencing poverty and attended by minorities and 

underrepresented groups, as that are where she sees the greatest needs.  While 

she sees support for the arts dropping in schools across the board, she feels that 

communities with more money and parental involvement often have less trouble 

in providing creative outlets and opportunities for students.  She stated that “we 

target lower-income students who are missing even more of the arts.  I have not 

felt a need to go into communities that have a lot of money because they’re 

already arts programs existing there” (Alma, 2010).   

 

The struggle that Alma witnesses in students’ lives is great, often 

overwhelming, and she structures her program to provide as many positive and 

meaningful experiences for students as is possible in her short time with them.   

 

Common difficulties in students lives that she cites are extreme poverty, 

unsupportive or negative home experiences, bullying, racism, and oppressive 

power structures among students, limited opportunities for future success and 

achievement, and the testing-centered, pass/fail structure of modern public 

schools under the No Child Left Behind act.  Alma sees, firsthand, how these 
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many difficulties compound to create students who are downtrodden, 

depressed, lacking confidence, unable to dream of possibilities outside of their 

current situations, and sorely lacking in basic communication skills, the ability to 

build relationships with fellow students, and opportunities to be creative and 

self-expressive.  When the program first began, she shared that: 

The students that I worked with had trouble dreaming about possibilities 

outside of their immediate realm, because their families were struggling 

[…] the opportunity to dream about possibilities outside of that box, there 

wasn’t the time afforded to them to do it.  Or their families were 

struggling so much financially that it became the whole world of the kids.  

It puts students into kind of a continual state of stress.  And my goal at 

that time was to go in and help them see that there was something outside 

of the world of that stress (Alma, 2010). 

 

In her nearly ten years working with young students, she sees alarming 

new effects occurring from No Child Left Behind and the focus on constant 

testing and individual/school test scores.   

Kids feel like they are failing all the time.  They are in a constant state of 

failure.  Anytime a child tests low, they are a failure.  Anytime a school’s 

test score is low, they have failed.  They are failures.  None of these 

children believe that they can be anything more than a failure, than a 
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number.  Now we’ve squelched any possibility of thinking outside of the 

box, because they are so busy being told that if they cannot do A, B, and C, 

then they are less than (Alma, 2010). 

 

Students focus so intensely on their own test scores and aptitude that they 

are not given opportunities to work in groups and build interpersonal skills.  

Instead of students expressing an unwillingness or discomfort in thinking 

abstractly or working creatively, she consistently hears “I can’t do this”.  She has 

distinctly noticed an increase in children’s ability to think and work abstractly, 

creatively, and work in groups.  “We are breeding a generation of children who 

think that they are incapable of creating anything,” she shared (Alma, 2010). 

 

The greatest rewards for her come from the extreme transformation she 

sees within her students in a short period of time.  The act of sharing personal 

stories and building classroom camaraderie is important to Alma and the 

program.  She shared her reasoning behind such personal sharing: 

When you work with children who have been told they have no voice, it is 

indescribable the way they respond to being given one.  Being given a 

certain amount of power as an individual.  Being validated as an 

individual.  I also think that there is a lot of strength in students being able 

to see that they share…when one child understands that another child in 
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the same room is also struggling with their parents getting divorced, or a 

grandparent dying, or the incarceration of a relative, it can create a 

situation where the child doesn’t feel as alone, and feels that those feelings 

that they’re having because of that are valid, that they’re ok (Alma, 2010). 

 

Students who physically manifest their struggles through quietness, 

slumped positions, and hiding behind hooded sweatshirts, end their experience 

with her program by sitting up, participating in class discussions and working 

together.  “I’ve seen them start to ask questions, be unafraid to say something, 

find joy in an interpretation of their work, I’ve seen students work better as a 

group” (Alma, 2010).   

 

The term “social justice,” for Alma, is not necessarily useful in her work.  

She views the word as the latest in a long list of coined phrases that are often 

confusing, undefined, and divorced from actual practice.  Although she often 

uses it in grant writing and advertising, she does not see much use for it in the 

classroom or in discussing her work.  Instead, she views the constant discussion 

about and creation of new terms to define the power struggles and racism she 

sees as prevalent in our society as a distraction from the difficult task of actually 

creating change.  She stated: 
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I use it because others use it.  I use it because we seem to have this 

stereotypical idea of what this means at the moment, I use it as a catch 

phrase.  […] I don’t ever use it in the classroom.  […]  We’ve become 

number counters, as well, in our society.  How many African American 

children are you working with?  How many Native American children are 

you working with?  How many Mexican-American children are you 

working with?  And again, these are phrases that we’re coining to 

somehow feel like we’re headed in the right direction and boy will it make 

me feel better when we start counting.  […]  All I do is go into a classroom 

and listen to the students and ask them to listen to each other.  And that is 

the basis of my work.  And I ask them to listen to the contradictions, and I 

ask them to question me, to question each other, to question life, and to 

feel ok if all the answers aren’t the same, and to break down as many 

stereotypes as I can.  And to help them see the stereotypes that are around 

them, so they can decide what they want to do with them.  And that’s as 

clear as I can get to describing what I think the social justice work we do is 

(Alma, 2010). 

 

While Alma rejects some of the terminology currently associated with her 

work, she considers empathy and giving voice to students to be the primary 
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goals of her work.  Looking at society and our education system as a whole, she 

stated that: 

I would like society to look at the arts as not just something they think is 

pretty or stupid or unnecessary or something nice in a museum, but as the 

arts as self-expression.  When you remove the ability of a society to self-

express, you end their ability to have empathy.  And if you cannot feel for 

your fellow man, then their destruction becomes meaningless, and easy 

(Alma, 2010). 

She also shared experiences working with a Caucasian student who was a 

minority on a Native American reservation, and this student’s own sharing 

about racism directed towards her.  This situation was used as a jumping-off 

point to create dialogue about racism in general and how anyone can be 

perceived as the “other”.  She stated, “I made it very clear to those students that 

racism is not, again, about the color of her skin, racism is judgment of what you 

consider the other.  Whatever that other is.  Any form of racism is unacceptable 

to me” (Alma, 2010).  I believe that Alma’s focus on power structures, 

inequalities in society, and creating empathy fit within my own definition of 

social justice, even though she rejects the term itself. 

 

Within the classroom, Alma makes a point to focus as much as possible on 

what the students have to say and share.  Because of this and her limited time 



103 
 

with them, she does not focus on bringing in outside art, literature, and other 

resources during her work.  “My job is not to teach them about another historical 

figure. They can get that in the classroom.  My job is to focus on them, and their 

voice, and learning something from each other about each other,” she shared 

(Alma, 2010). However, in her own studies and preparation for the workshops, 

she considers it important to draw upon new teaching resources and 

information.  She also has a dedication to investigating the community she is 

about to enter and the struggles that community deals with.  This involves 

research, asking questions, and listening closely to students and administrators. 

 

Alma covers a variety of ground and is consistently editing and changing 

her classroom structure based on lessons from previous workshops and the 

requirements set by funders and school systems.  She does not differentiate 

between the process of creating and the end product of her workshop.  Alma 

feels that: 

I think that all the arts is education myself.  I’ve had to focus on it a 

slightly different way because of our funding sources, they want to know 

specifics, so something that has forced me to do, is to record a little better 

the progress the students actually make in the classroom, and to work a 

little harder at looking at the academic progress and realities of what 

you’re doing.  So I focus more on vocabulary words, things that the 
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students are getting that they wouldn’t normally, and we focus more on 

concepts, sharing concepts with the students, and them learning to apply 

that and apply those concepts to other aspects of what they’re learning  

(Alma, 2010). 

 

There are other practical lessons to be learned from her program, as well.  

Students are asked to closely observe their own behavior and that of their peers.  

Through conversation, they begin to explore the power of body language.  One 

example Alma explored was how to exude confidence at a job interview, the 

students discussed: 

How can you look more secure, how can you look like you feel better 

about yourself, how can you get the attention of people?  If you have to 

read a paper in front of a classroom, or when you go onto college and 

you’re very scared to get up in front of a group of people, how can you 

pretend and not feel so scared, how can you focus your energy so you 

don’t feel as bad in the moment, to feel more secure in that moment?  

How can you use your voice to help sound more secure sound more 

comfortable in that situation?  And how can you make yourself heard?  

(Alma, 2010). 
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The arts, she insisted, help students work together and express themselves better, 

and “empathy in a group makes you be a better community builder in the future 

as well” (Alma, 2010). 

 

Although beset by budget and time issues, Alma is fighting hard to keep 

this program alive, and to continue to address grave issues in society that go 

beyond the classroom, and into the realm of students’ self-worth, ability for self-

expression, and empathy for fellow human beings. 

 

Conclusion 

These two programs represent a myriad of problems and struggles 

educators can focus on changing, and also encounter in their own work.  It can 

be a messy, uncertain process.  But it appears that all three of these educators 

have found a great measure of success in transforming students’ lives and 

involving the community with their work.  It is interesting to note the 

problematic nature of the term “social justice.”  Jennifer, who possessed a 

background in theoretical and practical implications of social justice, readily 

adopted the term.  John saw the social justice focus of the class evolve through 

the students’ own issues, but felt that it was not necessarily the original focus of 

the program.  And Alma expressed misgivings with the term itself, feeling that it 

was institutionalized, and that the actual work with students was more 
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important than the term and theories themselves.  Each of them saw social justice 

and empathetic education acted out in very different ways in their programs.  It 

could take place in a multitude of ways, including empowering those without 

power, community education on important and overlooked issues/populations, 

changing school policies and classroom focus, providing students with real-

world skills, informing and involving politicians, and enacting actual change.  

From these examples, it appears that social justice can mean many different 

things to many different people.  I am reminded of a recent statement made by 

Dipti Desai at the National Art Education Association: perhaps the important 

issue is not “what is” social justice, but rather “how do we produce and create 

social justice in spaces?” (Desai, NAEA conference on April 16, 2010).  An 

accepted and effective definition of social justice may never be entirely 

attainable.  Perhaps as educators and researchers, we should focus instead on the 

multitude of ways that social justice can exist in education. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

 

My findings in Chapter 4 reveal that at the core, these two educational 

programs have very similar goals: to provide underrepresented students in the 

public school system with a creative method to find their “voice.”  Building 

confidence, becoming engaged, and sharing personal stories and insights are the 

main goals for both programs.  The funding, influences, chosen structures, and 

educators’ experience all varied: but the dedication to student-focused 

curriculum and the arts as tools of communication and exploration remained the 

same.   

 
 
Research questions re-visited 
 
This section summarizes my findings in Chapter 4 and compares them with 

my original research questions: 

 
1. How do art and visual culture aid in teaching social justice?   

2. Where does the educator draw the line between (A) the passive intake of 

art and visual culture and (B) active participation in the art-making 

process and in learning about culture and social justice?  For example: is 

viewing a play, exhibition, and reading a story the same as being part of a 

participatory workshop on social justice? 
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3. What education theories and/or influences does the educator use?  Where 

did these methods originate from and how have they developed over 

time?  How does the active practice of social justice education in the 

community inform theory, and vice versa? 

 

The first question, a broad attempt to examine the link between social justice 

and the arts, played out in different ways in each program.  However, each 

program is structured irrevocably around the arts.  Alma and John both consider 

themselves ’teaching artists’ and Jennifer’s training and dedication was to 

literacy and writing education, but valuing the interactions her work can have 

with the visual arts.  For these educators, the arts are a natural link with 

empowering students and teaching issues of social justice.  In these two 

programs, the creative arts are viewed as an opportunity for communication and 

self exploration.  Students are educated in the areas of the fine arts, media 

literacy, and the communicative powers of writing, photography, and theater.  

They are enabled to convey their own message to each other, their educators, and 

the public by choosing how they are represented and what stories about 

themselves they share.  The social justice component comes not only from giving 

underrepresented groups a voice and forum, but also through encouraging 

communication and collaboration between peers, working with and learning 

from community members, and public theater performances/panels/art 
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exhibitions that are open to the community at large.  For each educator, empathy 

was always a key component in their respective programs.   

 

The second question attempts to look at how educators define education in 

terms of process and product.  In this, I was hoping to discover how in-depth 

and interactive the educational components of each program extended with their 

students.  Program #1 had defined, yet intertwined, methods of both process and 

product – students learned basic art-making and writing skills, along with more 

about the social topics at hand, in order to create a final “product” to share with 

their peers and the community.  But along the way, drafts, mini-projects, and 

critiques helped them to keep the end product and general audience in mind 

while studying and creating artwork and literature. 

 

In program #2, Alma did not greatly differentiate between process and 

product, although within the classroom, the end “product” was a production for 

the class itself and not necessarily the community.  Community performances are 

shared and influenced by the program’s year-long work, but as Education 

Coordinator, her focus is mainly on the students’ needs and telling their own 

stories.  Through the goal of the end “product” of a performance, she draws out 

the students’ experiences and engages them in the classroom.  Alma stated that 

she does not differentiate between the “art” and the “education” in her program. 
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In question #3, the educator’s own personal influences and the building of 

curriculum and forming of pedagogy are complex and mixed stories.  Both Alma 

and John began as artists then brought their artwork, experience, and passion 

into the classroom.  Jennifer is a certified teacher who draws on her international 

and diverse teaching experiences.  Alma rejects the academic terminology of 

social justice, but deeply embraces empathy and equality in her teaching 

methods.  John’s academic background in sociology and his focus on art as a tool 

for community building undoubtedly influences his teaching focus.  Although 

these educators have very different education, experiences, backgrounds, and 

reasons for teaching, they bring their passion for student empowerment, 

equality, and knowledge to the classroom. 

 

Research Expectations 

My own expectations for my research findings changed greatly over the 

course of this study.  The educators I spoke with come from such diverse 

backgrounds and training that it is nearly impossible to compare them, or 

accurately “trace” their own pedagogical ideas to typical academic roots.  

However, this diversity of experience and education reveals the myriad of ways 

that individuals can come to embrace art and social justice education, though few 

may follow a “traditional” path, such as a 4-year degree with teaching 
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certification.  I suspected that identification with the term “social justice 

education” would be mixed, which was true – even between Jennifer and John’s 

responses, who work on the same program.  Each educator had a great 

dedication to researching and using his/her knowledge of the community they 

worked with in order to adequately respond to their students’ needs and respect 

the boundaries of these communities.  Respect and knowledge of a community, I 

would argue, is one of the most important facets of creating meaningful and 

informed educational programs. 

 

My own expectations for the scope and focus of these programs were, 

sadly, tempered by the reality faced by many students in the current educational 

system.  I imagined to find some students excited and invigorated by new 

understandings of social justice and community needs, and ready to branch out 

to their peers and local area to interact through the arts.  What I heard from John, 

Jennifer, and Alma, however, was that many students are suffering from their 

own circumstances, be it the effects of racism and inequalities within the local 

culture, poverty, negative home experiences, general instability, or failures of the 

modern public educational system.  These stresses in the students’ lives, students 

who are traditionally overlooked or underrepresented due to their ethnicity, 

financial status, and youth, can deal huge blows to their confidence, trust in 

educators, and engagement with their peers and community.  It was the first goal 
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of all of these educators to empower and draw out these students before larger 

community-scale work could begin. 

 

Conclusion 

“Social Justice” is a term difficult to define.  Forms of social justice 

education and theory have been explored and employed greatly in the past, 

through the forms of feminism, multiculturalism, critical pedagogy, and other 

studies that seek to examine imbalances of power in society and education.  

Creating effective social justice education begins from the bottom-up, and 

requires great dedication and commitment from educators hoping to create 

change in their students and their communities, often in opposition to the 

standards and expectations of the western school systems.  Topics, such as 

racism, feminism, socioeconomic status, and other power imbalances that occur 

within society are difficult to address in any setting.  However, I believe that 

visual literacy and communication through the arts can create more meaningful 

modes of dialogue about such issues and help engender empathy across these 

divides.  The dedicated and passionate educators I spoke with have embraced 

this idea of the creative arts as important tools for empowering their students 

and sharing complex ideas with their classrooms and communities.  Their 

passion drives them, it is up for the communities, schools, and government to 

choose to follow and support them for the greater good. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
Interview Questions 
 
1. Please describe your program, including its history and current goals. 

 
2. Was there a pre-existing need caused your program to come into being?  
Do you feel that need has or is being addressed? 

 
3. Do you feel this need is community-specific, or universal?  Why? 

 
4. How did you become involved in this education program?  Why did you 
personally choose these issues and this structure? 

 
5. What official positions (paid or volunteer) exist within your program?  
How did the need for each position come about? 

 
6. Who funds and otherwise supports your program?   

 
7. How do your students/participants get involved in the program?  Are 
they chosen or is enrollment open? 

 
8. Please describe the education methods used in your class, or a walk-
through of a typical day/program.  How were these methods chosen? 

 
9. What changes have you made to your program over time?  Do you believe 
these have made the education more effective? 

 
10. Do you have any personal theories on what makes education effective?  
Where did these theories originate from? 

 
11. Who designs/creates the curriculum and any hand-outs or 
student/teacher guides for your class? 

 
12. Do you often use outside sources for teaching – such as articles, books, 
famous artwork, etc.?  Why or why not? 

 
13. How important is an examination of the history of your field to what you 
do?  Do you often examine past and contemporary 
artists/performers/researchers in class?  Why or why not? 



114 
 

 
14. What are the biggest difficulties in working with and representing 
underrepresented groups? 

 
15. What are the greatest rewards? 

 
16. Do you differentiate between the “education” portion of your program, 
and other facets (such as performance, creation, discussion, etc.)?  If so, 
how would you categorize the different facets of your program?  And if 
not, explain how each part of your program is integrated. 

 
17. Are there employees/volunteers in your program whose jobs are 
specifically geared towards education?  If not, what role does education 
play in each employee’s position? 

 
18. What restraints are put upon your program in its current form?  What 
changes would you like to make? 

 
19. What past experiences do you feel might have influenced your teaching 
style and your personal pedagogy? 

 
20. How do you feel that using the creative arts help teach your subject, or 
similar difficult subjects?  Do you feel it is more effective than other 
methods? 

 
21. Would you say your program relates to social justice?  If so, how? 

 
22. Do you feel that creating empathy and understanding is an important part 
of what you do?  Do the arts assist in that? 

 
23. Have you ever considered using a different method – either different 
creative art outlets or a completely new approach – for your program?  
Why or why not? 

 
24. Do you think this program and structure could be useful to other groups 
in other communities?  What advice would you give to someone 
beginning a similar program? 

 
25. Do you see your program as being successful?  What future plans do you 
have for your program? 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Transcription of interview with “Jennifer” conducted on February 25, 2010. 
 
Interview Question Response 

1. Please describe your 
program, including its history 
and current goals. 
 

Well there are a number of goals.  It’s housed 
within our ELD classes so the goal is language 
development, particularly in their writing and 
reading, writing, speaking and listening with a 
focus on writing and speaking/listening skills.  
It’s also to develop their personal workplace 
skills to improve their networking, their 
communication skills.  It’s also to develop their 
creative thinking and problem solving skills 
and the arts are a critical component in that and 
looking at things in different ways from 
different angles and different perspectives. One 
primary goal (the primary goal for me) is to 
connect students with the community to create 
a way that they can become members of their 
new home and not just pass it by or be passed 
by.   
 

2. Was there a pre-existing 
need caused your program to 
come into being?  Do you feel 
that need has or is being 
addressed? 
 

Absolutely.  Well I worked with ELD for over 
10 years, 12 years now and they [students] are 
often overlooked as far as school programming.  
Things like student council and some of those 
sorts of events.  And they’re often asked to do 
very rote sort of writing and speaking work to 
build their grammar and vocabulary, which is 
necessary but becomes meaningless at some 
point in their studies.  And in part for 
adolescents who might have had interrupted 
schooling or who might have trouble adjusting 
to a new school system or a new community. 
It’s really critical that they engage in a 
meaningful way in their study so I saw a lot of 
my colleagues drilling vocabulary and 
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grammar structures without any real context 
and that needed to change because many of the 
students were not engaged in that way. I also 
saw there were a lot of people in Tucson who 
didn’t know about [the school’s] diversity, who 
didn’t know that we have a very diverse 
immigrant community that we have a very 
international community in our public schools.  
And so I started teaching here in Tucson in 2005 
and I saw right away that the students’ 
academic needs were not being met, their social 
needs were not being met, the community 
didn’t know they existed.  There were just a 
number of issues. 
 

3. Do you feel this need is 
community-specific, or 
universal?  Why? 
 

Question not asked 

4. How did you become 
involved in this education 
program?  Why did you 
personally choose these issues 
and this structure? 
 

It depends who you ask how it started. John 
and I met because he wanted to work with 
some refugee students on some photo projects 
and he contacted the international rescue 
committee (IRC), and he had access to a mini 
grant and so he sent out a flurry of e-mails to 
teachers who were working with refugee 
students in Tucson and I was one of only two 
who responded and the only one who followed 
up with a meeting with him.  I had worked 
with an artist in NYC in a similar capacity and 
so I had some experience. I also worked with a 
playwright/director so I wanted to bring 
someone into my classroom.  So we started our 
project work, which is a real sort of socially 
sanctioned piece that is really the piece of 
developing literacy and art skills 
simultaneously towards social action.  Prior to 
that I had started a club on campus my first 
year – I started a publication my first year 
called “Finding My Voice” and it was just a 
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publication of writing by students in my class. I 
had a similar publication in NY where I taught 
so I brought that with me.  The students were 
so excited to see their work in print to see it out 
in the community that they formed a club.  The 
club was actually in place before John and I 
started the project.  So there was already this 
base and this interest in reaching out to the 
community there was already a magazine out. 
 

5. What official positions (paid 
or volunteer) exist within your 
program?  How did the need 
for each position come about? 
 

Question not asked 

6. Who funds and otherwise 
supports your program? 

Question not asked 

7. How do your 
students/participants get 
involved in the program?  Are 
they chosen or is enrollment 
open? 
 

Question not asked 

8. Please describe the 
education methods used in 
your class, or a walk-through 
of a typical day/program.  
How were these methods 
chosen? 
 

It varies greatly.  The first year of the project we 
ran the project as a one-semester project. We 
started out with a lot of exploration.  The focus 
was on Home and Neighborhood and 
Community so we had them map their 
communities we had them take their cameras 
and photograph what they saw and then write 
based on their photographs what they saw and 
what they were feeling at the time. We did 
some journaling.  Those were all kind of 
preliminary steps before they did more formal 
writing.  Eventually they then chose one 
photograph that they felt represented their 
feelings towards their neighborhood and their 
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home.  Some were positive some were negative 
and they had one piece of writing that revolved 
around that, and they had one excerpt of their 
writing that we displayed in various exhibits.  
That’s the one that went to DC. 
 
The following year we decided we would run 
the project for a full school year and that was 
very interesting.  We decided to do two projects 
and we had students brainstorm the themes 
what they wanted to focus on.  The first year 
we defined “Home” and then they 
brainstormed within that.  The next year we 
brainstormed themes and it came out that the 
students wanted to focus on health issues and 
war/immigration issues.  So we decided to 
spend the first semester on home issues and the 
second on war/immigration issues.  We started 
with some exercises, photo basics, a lot of work 
with metaphors and exploring metaphors and 
writing and imagery. Put together some 
readings about different health issues, 
substance abuse, and depression. We had guest 
speakers come in from various health 
organizations around town and meet with the 
kids and then they worked on their writing 
while this research and reading was happening 
and worked on their photography.  We ended 
that semester in December with a community 
forum where we invited people from all over 
Tucson, particularly with some of the agencies 
working with health care, and immigrants to 
see their work and also to sit at the table and 
discuss with them some problem solving.  Then 
the second semester they had all their basic 
photo skills and basic writing and editing skills, 
so they worked on more personal pieces about 
their experiences at war situations as refugees 
and as immigrants and we actually did portrait 
photography that semester because we were 
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having a lot of difficulty figuring out how to 
photograph these situations they were writing 
about but were not living.  It was past tense, 
historical sort of writing, so they did portrait 
photography.  We set up a little studio in a 
small junky theater on campus that was not 
being used, we had lighting, backgrounds, that 
was falling apart and held it by hand and the 
kids learned to take photographs of themselves, 
and the point was to figure out how they 
wanted to represent themselves.  There was a 
lot of discussion – that was part of the process – 
how do people see us, how do we want to be 
seen, how do we show ourselves. 
Then this year, and this is all embedded those 
two projects were embedded in a course that 
was a comprehensive English language 
development course.  Meaning I also had to 
work on all the state standards associated with 
that programming, prepare them for all the 
state testing  and exams and state ELD exams 
so the project work was one piece of many, 
many other things that we did. 
 
This year the district allowed us to create a 
course called “Find My Voice Through 
Writing” and that is a course only focused on 
writing skills, so to speak, and we can dedicate 
all of our time to this project because the 
students are actually taking four hours of ESL 
which is a problematic Arizona standard.  But 
in that space we actually found other teachers 
were covering a lot of basics so we had time to 
focus on this project.  So again we followed the 
process of last year, where students 
brainstormed topics and this year’s focus is a 
bit amorphous.  It’s constantly shifting, but we 
basically have four projects running and all 
under the guise of creating change and a 
stronger community, that’s the overarching 
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theme.  One of the projects is about our ESL 
model and they’re working to make a change.  
They’re working directly to target the state 
legislature and target that model.  Another 
project is about segregation and racism on 
campus and in Tucson, globally.  Another 
project is about student behavior and learning 
and what are the factors that play into that 
equation.  Then the fourth project is on 
volunteerism and how can students give and 
receive help.  They’re really focusing on how 
they can give help to each other, which is 
exciting. 
 
The process now, a typical day, well the other 
thing that’s different is the first year we had one 
hour with the students, we had three classes.  
Last year we had two hours with the students.  
This year we have one hour with them again so 
time is short.  We have two classes of one hour 
each.  There’s never, ever, ever enough time.  At 
the beginning, a typical day would involve a 
mini lesson on metaphors and visual arts or a 
mini lesson on expressing idea with a targeted 
audience, or having a focus on writing a thesis 
statement.  A little mini lesson in students 
working on that.  Last semester we had them 
do a lot of personal writing. The other 
difference is here we have students at many 
different levels.  Before we were working with 
advanced students, this year we are working 
with beginning through nearly proficient 
students so it’s really, really varied.  Last 
semester we had them do some research and 
writing and a lot of photo basics, and then it 
looked like there were a lot of the same stories 
being told again and again and again so we are 
doing a more collaborative piece.  So that’s 
what we are focusing on this semester.  The 
students are doing a lot of work in teams, 
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focusing on their writing as teams, and 
weaving together their stories in teams.  It’s 
much more difficult work for them and for us. 
A typical lesson, a little 15-20 minute mini 
lesson, and then team time.  Some teams are 
working independently, working on their 
writing, brainstorming ideas, talking about how 
they are going to get the message out there.  
Other teams might be sitting with John and 
looking at photographs and coming up with 
certain ideas.  Other groups might be working 
with me and connecting on the ideas of three 
different stories and focuses.  And lots of 
classroom visitors: they’re in and out all the 
time. 
 

9. What changes have you 
made to your program over 
time?  Do you believe these 
have made the education more 
effective? 
 

A lot of changes.  I’m happy that there’s a 
dedicated course and that it’s an option for 
students at all different levels, because at the 
past they had to be in the advanced level, they 
had to be enrolled in my class by virtue of the 
credits they needed. This one is one of their 
ELD electives.  They have to take an ELD 
course but they can choose so it’s quite nice.  
Some of the students are still confused why 
they’re there or what they’re doing, mostly the 
beginning level students, but it’s nice that they 
don’t have to wait until they’re at a certain 
proficiency level.  Of course it’s much harder 
and John and I are struggling as to how 
successful we are this year.  We’ll see. 
 

10. Do you have any personal 
theories on what makes 
education effective?  Where 
did these theories originate 
from? 
 

Primarily because it’s very student-driven and 
a lot of education, research, and writing.  
There’s this idea that if it’s student centered 
there’s going to be more motivational interest 
etc. etc. People give it a lot of lip service, but 
they don’t actually do it, we actually do it.  It 
makes it a little crazier and we work lots and 
lots of extra hours because we’re constantly – 
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everything is on the fly, ok we want to go in 
this direction? And we’re up all night 
researching how to guide them in that 
direction.  And John is amazing in that way, 
and I’m willing to commit the time in that way, 
but it’s not something that can be done in every 
situation. I think it’s also very successful 
because the students know why they’re doing 
the work we talk about audience and purpose 
all the time.  And again, that’s something a lot 
of people talk about in a writing class but most 
people don’t’ really do it.  It’s like ok: who’s 
your audience, what’s your purpose, but it’s 
really just for the teacher and it’s just for a 
grade.  But that’s not the case in our class, and 
you know whereas it used to be really difficult 
to get students to revise once or even twice, but 
now there’s a group of students now that have 
revised already 20 times and these are serious 
revisions.  And I’m not satisfied, and they’re 
not satisfied, and we’re willing to work towards 
something. It’s amazing. 

11. Who designs/creates the 
curriculum and any hand-outs 
or student/teacher guides for 
your class?  [How do the 
specific positions in your 
program work together] 
 

Collaboration.  It wouldn’t work without the 
right partner and it certainly wouldn’t be 
something one person could do alone.  We just 
work really well together and make the time to 
make it happen.  We’ve been fortunate. 
 

12. Do you often use outside 
sources for teaching – such as 
articles, books, famous 
artwork, etc.?  Why or why 
not? 
 

All sorts of stuff.  We pull in things from the 
news all the time, right now we’re pulling in 
things from the state legislature that are 
happening with the ELD program models and 
with immigration law.  A variety of literary 
sources I use, like when we were doing the 
Home project we used selections from Cisneros, 
a few of her books, particularly House on 
Magno Street, there was another work as well. 
We use articles that are online, we use other 
digital stories by other youth projects, some 



123 
 

adult projects, but mostly youth projects.  We 
also bring in informational packets, like when 
we were doing the health unit we had lots of 
things about various health issues, just like 
public health service announcement type 
packets and educational materials of that sort.   
 

13. How important is an 
examination of the history of 
your field to what you do?  Do 
you often examine past and 
contemporary 
artists/performers/researchers 
in class?  Why or why not? 
 

Question not asked 

14. What are the biggest 
difficulties in working with 
and representing 
underrepresented groups? 
 

The difficulties would be that some of the 
students don’t take themselves seriously and I 
think a lot of that is a history of not being taken 
seriously, particularly some of our students 
who have been in our education system for a 
long time who are still in ESL classes for 
whatever reason, who have very low literacy, 
who have been burned by the system the whole 
time and now they’re being told they have a 
voice and people care, and it’s really hard for 
them to believe that. And I think that’s true for 
just about any young person.  I know I was a 
skeptic as well.  That’s a big challenge and it is 
really hard to help them come to a  point where 
they can believe that, and it’s  usually not until 
the project ends, because now they have that 
feeling and they wish they could do more.  So 
that’s something we struggle with the whole 
time.  Particularly John and I are two white 
people who have gone to college, and who are 
in their eyes rich and successful, so there is 
some disconnect there.  But we do try to bring 
in a variety of guest speakers from a variety of 
backgrounds who are also college educated to 
provide some role models that they might be 
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able to more directly relate to who are saying 
the same thing we are.  That’s one of the 
difficulties. 
 
Another difficulty is just some of the structures.  
That we work within the bell structure – there 
are times where we’re just getting to a point 
where we need to be and the bell rings and they 
have to go to another class.  So you know in 
other community based programs there might 
be more flexibility there, and we do not have 
that flexibility, and that can be a struggle.  
Definitely sometimes.  And related to that: 
support from administration.  Not at our school 
site, but at the district and state level, not only 
funding but curricular support it just kind of … 
you know, we have to do literally everything 
on our own. We don’t have administrative staff 
to even fax things or make calls, so that’s a lot 
of time.  And part of that I think is in that we 
work with an underrepresented community, if 
you don’t push for everything, it’s not being 
handed to you.  We’re not at [another local] 
high school where the parents would be there 
to support us or anything.  Although I have to 
say we have built up such a great network that 
the alumni foundation does support us and 
parents of other students who are not in our 
program do support us, so it’s growing but it 
does take time. 
 
Another difficulty is just in how do we want to 
represent the project and ourselves, and we 
discuss this with our students all the time.  The 
use of the word “refugee” is very controversial 
among the students.  Some of the students are 
very excited to use that word.  They take pride 
in who they are, and what they come from, and 
their struggles: they feel like that word 
indicates to the public that they come from a 
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certain background and had certain struggles in 
their lives.  Other students hate the word 
because it’s basically saying they are without a 
home: they are people without a home.  One 
student asked “when am I no longer a refugee? 
When am I considered part of one place?”  So 
there’s a lot of discussion around that.  This 
year the students in the club that publish our 
magazine, which is extracurricular they 
decided to … we always put “refugee and 
immigrant students” on our title page, we want 
to put “international students” on the page.  We 
know the connotations of that are different, you 
know you mention international students you 
think of students with money who are coming 
to school for a study abroad experience.  But 
they like that it doesn’t imply that they’re 
impoverished or struggling. They want to be 
recognized for other attributes that they have.  
So there’s difficulty and struggle in that, just 
talking through the issues and making sure 
they feel that their voice is being heard and 
they’re being represented in the way they want 
to be represented.  Issues of representation are 
huge, we’ve talked about that. 
 

15. What are the greatest 
rewards? 
 

There are so many.  I mean personally, the 
rewards are that every day is a challenge and 
that suits me well, my personality and my 
lifestyle.  I never know what to expect with my 
work and with this project in particular.  It’s 
always pushing me intellectually and 
emotionally and I feel like that’s a really 
healthy thing.  The kids themselves are 
magnificent, and while we struggle to believe 
we can make a difference, when they do feel 
they’ve made a difference or they’ve made 
somebody hear their voice, the power that their 
whole body just … it’s just a physical 
manifestation, it’s amazing.  And being a part 
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of that, seeing that, and thinking about how 
that’s going to ripple out and be amplified in 
the world. To think about all the changes that 
need to be made in our social system and 
educational system, and to think that I’m 
helping students not only develop their 
academic skills and language skills but also 
their networking, professional, civic, and social 
skills, to actually do something so that’s it not 
just like “I wish I could do something about this 
law,” but they know the steps to take to create 
change that’s really wonderful and 
empowering.  Never knowing what response 
I’m going to get is a great reward because I 
never get bored and I learn so much.  That’s 
sort of a trite answer, everyone says “I learn so 
much from my students” but I really do.  That’s 
a great reward.  And just having the students e-
mail or come back to visit and talk about how 
the project is one of the hardest things they ever 
did or the class was one of the hardest classes 
they ever took and to see the pride with which 
they say that, and the confidence that they have 
in their college studies, or whatever they’re 
doing as the next step, is a great reward.  And 
then to see the shifts that are happening in the 
community.  People are more aware as to who 
the students are and that there is this diversity.  
The IRC has asked to form a youth refugee 
group and some of our students are leading 
that charge and so to see them taking their 
leadership skills in another path and to create a 
support program is really great.  And to see 
them editing 20 times is a huge reward as a 
language teacher. 
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16. Do you differentiate 
between the “education” 
portion of your program, and 
other facets (such as 
performance, creation, 
discussion, etc)?  If so, how 
would you categorize the 
different facets of your 
program?  And if not, explain 
how each part of your 
program is integrated. 

There’s certainly the process and the product.  
The process is where my energy and focus 
tends to go more, and while John and I both 
believe the process is really critical, a lot of his 
energy goes to the product, and it’s a good 
balance because he always insists that the 
product needs to look professional and not like 
“kids work” so it gets taken seriously.  And I 
agree but I don’t always have the energy or the 
eye to do that and he does, and on my side of 
things … he sometimes gets caught up in some 
of those details before it really matters, so I kind 
of focus on process.  I think that’s because I’m 
there every day with the kids and I’m looking 
at some larger curricular goals so the process is 
really important for me.  Differentiate: the 
students always decide what they want to 
show.  The project is very driven by their goals.  
So when we did the bus stop posters there was 
a lot … there was like two weeks of discussion 
and it was around and around and so many 
different perspectives: where were we going to 
show this work, and why, what was the point, 
and then when they decided as a community, 
really gave consensus, that they wanted to do 
bus stop posters, and John and I researched 
that, then we hit a wall.  The company didn’t 
want to produce them and hang them so we 
came back to the students and said: is this really 
what you want to do?  And they did.  So we 
had to talk about why it was so important, so 
that product-driven piece became part of our 
process. But the students decide what’s going 
to go out.  They help to select the final photo, 
they select the excerpt.  You know John and I 
give our opinions and often they’re different, 
and it makes the students go crazy because 
we’re not saying the same thing, but it’s good 
that we don’t, because then they have to make 
that call and that’s what it should be.  There 
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have been times when we weren’t happy with 
the students’ choices, and that’s what they 
wanted, and that’s how it should be.  What 
goes out to the public: we talk about that a lot 
you know, what do you want to show, how do 
you want others to see you, and there’s a lot of 
discussion and a lot of critique as well; what is 
our message in this project, is this the photo 
you want to show, is this what you want to say.  
We did some peer voting in terms of digital 
stories that would be shown in a digital story 
festival. And you know, of course, everyone 
wants their work to be shown but they 
recognize that there were different quality 
pieces and different messages so the pieces 
overlap in that way and a lot of that happens in 
the class and that’s part of the curriculum, so 
far as expressing ideas and expressing critically.  
But there’s some reflective writing done in that 
also.  There’s differentiation as well.  Then 
when the product goes out the student 
component is really important, in that as far as 
getting them to participate in the viewing and 
the panel discussions or whatever, and that 
piece is hard because once it’s off campus … 
when we do pieces on campus the kids are all 
there, and their families are there, parents who 
never show up to parent-teacher meetings are 
there, which is really exciting.  Anything off 
campus, it’s a real stretch.  It’s a fear factor, and 
part of that is who the students are and it’s not 
spaces they’re used to occupying and some of 
its transportation and part of it is it’s their free 
time and they don’t have an obligation, but 
those that participate do feel really empowered 
that and we keep working on that. 
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17. Are there 
employees/volunteers in your 
program whose jobs are 
specifically geared towards 
education?  If not, what role 
does education play in each 
employee’s position? 

Question not asked 

18. What restraints are put 
upon your program in its 
current form?  What changes 
would you like to make?  
[Describe your ideal program] 

On the one hand the idea of having a program 
that was open to any student in Tucson that 
could do this sort of work that was community 
center based is a really beautiful and exciting 
idea, but I also know that Voices [Inc.] does that 
downtown sort of and Every Voice in Action 
does that in their youth group, and there are 
certain kids who participate in that sort of 
thing.  And so there are limitations on that.  I 
love it being school based and classroom based 
because you involve kids who wouldn’t 
otherwise participate for whatever reason, and 
we’re talking about students who are 
underrepresented or students whose voices 
aren’t heard.  I think you need to take it to 
them, quite literally.  They might not choose to 
participate 100% but they’re going to have 
exposure to it and some experience of it.  So I 
like it being school based.  But I’ve had a 
number of colleagues at other schools and a 
number of students at other schools approach 
our students and myself and say “why don’t 
we have this at our school?” and I hate that, I 
wish we could have it at every school.  John 
and I have talked about ideas of like, what if we 
did consulting and we did one month or two 
month projects at different schools and rotated.  
And that’s a beautiful idea.  There’s no funding 
source that would support that, there’s no 
school system that would have that flexibility, 
but I like that idea because it needs to come to 
the students but it shouldn’t be just at one 
school or one place.  We do a lot of outreach 
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and training education to other teachers to try 
and create not necessarily our project but 
something similar, but it’s a lot to do.  My idea 
would be to do a traveling gig, but not a short 
stint, not a one week pop in pop out, but 
something sustaining. 
 

19. What past experiences do 
you feel might have influenced 
your teaching style and your 
personal pedagogy? 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed [Paulo Freire], a 
classic.  Who’s the guy from Appalachia?  
Similar approach to literacy education in 
Appalachia in the 1960’s.  I’d have to look up 
his name.  My colleague Laura Becker, she was 
my mentor and department chair when I 
started teaching in the public schools in NYC 
and she had the magazine club running at her 
school, and I took that over when she left.  And 
that was really influential, and just seeing how 
the students had a publication to write for and 
an audience like that, they’re writing was more 
meaningful and their experience was more 
meaningful so that was more meaningful.  And 
her networking skills: I learned a lot on how to 
work with the community and with artists, and 
another colleague there as well who connected 
me with a photographer and playwright there.  
And these were in my early years of teaching, 
to have that experiences within my first three 
years of teaching really changed …well I can’t 
say changed, because I was new to it, but it 
really influenced what I continue to do.  
Because I think it’s hard for a teacher who 
hasn’t worked with people from the 
community to open their door, especially if it’s 
been a long time since they’ve been in their 
little bubble.  I teach in the learning center 
which is a program that’s focused on 21st 
century workplace skills and the AZ state 
Supreme Court actually funds some of the 
technology that we use.  The colleague that 
started that program at [school] 22 years ago, 
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Marge Gould, is amazing in terms of leveraging 
resources.  I’ve learned a lot from her about 
networking and grant writing, definitely about 
leveraging resources.  Other influences … I 
think Voices [Inc.] is a great model.  My project 
has been running parallel to theirs sort of.  I 
came to Tucson in 2005 and started the work 
that I’ve been doing but I definitely saw what 
they were doing, and then John brought all of 
his experiences from Voices so that’s been a 
huge influence of course.  I mean there’s all 
kinds of amazing things happening with visual 
arts and literacy, and you know John and I are 
constantly finding websites and e-mailing each 
other what they do.  I mean there’s a project in 
San Diego that’s very cool.  826 Valencia which 
is a project… they have a great book called 
“Waiting to Be Heard” that was one of the 
books published, and that’s something I have in 
my classroom library that influences what I do. 

20. How do you feel that using 
the creative arts help teach 
your subject, or similar 
difficult subjects?  Do you feel 
it is more effective than other 
methods? 

I think that technology and the arts are much 
more exciting and engaging than language or 
math for most students.  And so, for example, 
you know when we talk about editing, until the 
students are really invested in their project, 
they have no interest in editing.  They’re told to 
do it and they know they have to pay attention 
to grammar and they don’t really care.  But 
when we talk about a photograph and say: 
“what’s distracting in this photograph?”  You 
know, how can we take that out?  And so we’re 
teaching the same skills, you know, like how 
could we have gotten a better angle, or how 
could we have gotten the light to hit the face 
differently, you know, we’re talking about 
editing and revising but in a way that’s really 
fun and the kids can go on and on for hours 
about it.  And then we can apply the same 
skills.  I can say, just how John was talking 
about photographs, how can we take some 
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things out, same with this paragraph, do you 
really need all of this, maybe you can transfer 
some of this out.  And they get it, and the 
transfer is instantaneous, and there’s no 
resistance.  That’s really exciting.   
 
In terms of like teaching literary devices like 
metaphor and imagery and that sort of thing, 
for students who are not very strong readers, 
for students who are working in a second 
language, for students who don’t think very 
abstractly, it’s difficult even with the visual arts, 
but it gives them something to hang on to, 
versus when you’re working with a piece of 
literature where you have to have trouble just 
decoding and understanding the texts, let alone 
the metaphors and literary devices in them, so 
that’s really useful and applicable.   
 
And I just I love the idea of perspective and 
multiple perspectives is easier also to teach 
with the arts.  Because we can look at a 
photograph and 20 kids can have 20 different 
ideas as to what it’s saying, and they’ll argue 
and some will be insistent that they’re right and 
others are wrong, but ultimately we have to 
agree to disagree that there are multiple ways 
to interpret it.  You do the same things with 
texts, but it’s much more difficult for people to 
argue with.  Especially in a second language, 
they’re going to take it very literally, and so by 
working with the arts we kind of break down 
this notion of truth and one perspective.  I think 
you really have to strive to work to have a clear 
message: it’s not just something that’s assumed 
that’s imbedded in the sentence because you 
chose to use this word.  You have to really 
make it clear.  I think the arts help to develop 
those skills which are obviously very 
important. 
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21. Would you say your 
program relates to social 
justice?  If so, how? 

Yeah, definitely.  I mean just in terms of general 
ideas of equity and access our project is all 
about getting students connected to the people 
they need to know in order to survive and 
thrive in this community.  They meet their city 
council people, they work with them, they get 
to know them, they meet state legislatures, they 
meet the people at the DTS, not when they’re 
going in with some emergency, but you know 
they’re in a classroom they meet immigration 
lawyers.  They’re connecting with people they 
need to connect with throughout their lives, 
and in a very empowering way, and those 
people connect with them.  So there’s that 
aspect to it.  They’re also given a forum to say 
what they want to say about the world and to 
feel empowered to make some changes, and 
that’s what social justice is about: it’s about 
looking at areas where there are problems and 
making change.  So yes, very much so. 
 

22. Do you feel that creating 
empathy and understanding is 
an important part of what you 
do?  Do the arts assist in that? 

Question not asked 
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23. Have you ever considered 
using a different method – 
either different creative art 
outlets or a completely new 
approach – for your program?  
Why or why not? 

Question not asked 

24. Do you think this program 
and structure could be useful 
in other communities?  What 
advice would you give to 
someone beginning a similar 
program? 

It absolutely could be useful and the advice 
would be to … have no life.  No, that’s not my 
advice, don’t write that down!  The advice 
would be to be open minded and flexible in 
your thinking about education: like how can 
you reach the state standards, do you have to 
follow a scripted path, do you have to go step 
by step through some piece and calendar and 
textbook or are there other ways to achieve the 
same goals?  To be ready for a fight with 
colleagues and administrators who might not 
see what you’re doing so clearly, who might 
think more step-by-step and more sort of block-
by-block.  And to be thoughtful in your own 
curriculum planning and lesson planning so 
you can clearly articulate what you’re doing 
when those questions are asked.  So that it’s not 
a defensive fight but you know, you’re ready to 
justify what you’re doing and to have results.  
To do reflective evaluation both of yourself as 
an educator and have your students do that, 
and do various methods of evaluation 
including multiple choice tests and 
standardized tests so that you have data to 
support what you doing.  So community 
surveys, student surveys, your own notes, state 
tests, essay tests, you know grammar tests.  All 
the things you’re going to be held accountable 
for, to have all those measures at hand and not 
go to waste so the program doesn’t fall by the 
wayside.  I see some social justice projects don’t 
do a good job of gathering their data, and when 
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push comes to shove they don’t have a way to 
justify under the microscope.  That is a really 
problematic, NCLB [No Child Left Behind] 
microscope, it’s there nonetheless. 
Other advice: find great community partners, 
network like mad and continue to develop your 
network because there will always be a 
question you can’t answer that you’re going to 
need to get.  Write grants.  I never knew how 
easy it was actually to do it and actually how 
much is out there.  Do not be afraid to ask for 
money outside of the system.  And when you’re 
working within the system, think outside the 
system that would be the biggest piece of 
advice.  You don’t have to follow. 
 

25. Do you see your program 
as being successful?  What 
future plans do you have for 
your program? 

Question not asked 

26. Information about career 
and educational background. 

I grew up here in Tucson.  I started in 
Sunnyside School District and then moved into 
TUSD district.  Graduated and went to the U of 
A [University of Arizona], got my 
undergraduate at the U of A, a bachelors in a 
double majors: in women’s studies and 
sociology, and then I went to Japan with the 
JET program.  I was the first person in my 
family to graduate from college and the first 
person in my family to leave the United States, 
so that was very exciting and transformative.  I 
taught in Japan for two years, then I traveled in 
Asia for about 4 ½ months.  And then I came 
back to Tucson in 1997 and I just couldn’t stay 
here, so I had a friend in New York so I went to 
New York City.  I went to NYC at the Museum 
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of Natural History for a year in their photo 
archives.  I worked at special collections in CCP 
as an undergraduate for four years.  I got a job 
in their archives, which was tons of fun.  I 
started to teach adults ESL, volunteer, at public 
libraries.  And I thought I wanted to go into 
adult education, actually, and then a friend 
who was in Egypt asked me to come out to 
Egypt for four months to work as an editor on a 
project, so I went to Cairo for four months and 
while I was there I decided I needed to get my 
Master’s in education and get really focused.  
So I applied to different programs.  I was 
accepted to Teacher’s College at Columbia with 
a full scholarship if I would teach in K-12 ESL.  
So I decided, Ok, why not.  I can do that.  So 
then I completed my Master’s degree in 2002 
and I did student teaching at the elementary 
and high school level and I loved them both.  I 
taught 3rd grade and then I taught high school 
ESL but I still wanted to work more with adults 
because of the social justice issues and things 
you could do with that.  So then I taught in 
New York for 4 ½ years and then moved back 
out here in 2005 and wanted to be closer to my 
family and a number of other things.  And I 
only wanted to work at [current school] when I 
came back here, because it had the diversity 
that New York schools had and I didn’t want to 
teach in sort of a monolingual or bilingual 
classroom.  I wanted to have the kids in a more 
international context.  So I was very persistent 
and they hired me.  I was so glad.   
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APPENDIX C 

 
Transcription of interview with “John” conducted on March 19, 2010. 
 
Interview Question Response 

1. Please describe your 
program, including its history 
and current goals. 
 

Question not asked 
 

2. Was there a pre-existing 
need caused your program to 
come into being?  Do you feel 
that need has or is being 
addressed? 
 

I think the project was initially explored … it 
wasn’t so much thinking about a need.  It was 
mainly me wondering what kind of services 
was available for refugees.  So I approached the 
IRC [International Rescue Committee] to see 
what kind of youth programming they had for 
refugees in Tucson, and then learning from 
them that maybe there was an interest amongst 
teachers.  I talked to Jennifer and I think there 
was a need for looking at ways for developing 
literacy in new ways, and so she had experience 
in using photography a little bit in New York 
City and so it seemed like the need was to 
develop more innovative models for 
developing the literacy skills of both refugees 
and immigrants.  And so I guess that would be 
the preexisting need, particularly in a 
population where maybe they’re intimidated to 
use written or verbal language and maybe a 
visual language might be more accessible to 
them initially. 
 

3. Do you feel this need is 
community-specific, or 
universal?  Why? 
 

Question not asked 
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4. How did you become 
involved in this education 
program?  Why did you 
personally choose these issues 
and this structure? 
 

I think originally it might’ve been just because 
of my travel.  You know there’s that quote that 
was in my e-mail, which of course I never get 
right which is essentially that “you can see new 
landscapes by traveling, or you can see new 
landscapes through new eyes” although that’s 
not the accurate quote.  So it occurred to me 
that maybe I need to see the places I live in 
through new eyes, not necessarily by traveling 
the world, and I think that in some ways got me 
to think about figuring out how to use my own 
passions and skills in my own community.  So I 
think for me that was part of the motivation. 
 

5. What official positions (paid 
or volunteer) exist within your 
program?  How did the need 
for each position come about? 
 

Question not asked 

6. Who funds and otherwise 
supports your program? 

Right now it’s Every Voice in Action, Tucson-
Pima Arts Council … we got a little bit of 
funding from the [high school] Alumni 
Foundation.  From businesses – you know like 
we did a field trip to the U of A [University of 
Arizona] and like Brooklyn Pizza donated like 
12 pizzas, which is a lot for a small business.  
Photographic Works has done a great service in 
reducing the cost of printing, like for those 
huge banners.  And I think, you know, in terms 
of thinking about this kind of work, I thing I 
look at Photographic Works is it’s about 
building a relationship with them and I think 
that’s why they’ve continued to support us.  
The same with funders, but, they understand 
the work and the process.  It’s not just like 
they’re giving to some random program 
serving underserved youth or something, they 
have a larger understanding of it.  Every Voice 
in Action, I used to run the youth magazine at 
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Voices, and one of their main funders was 
EVIA, and again over time I built a bit of a 
relationship with staff there.  When I met 
Jennifer and realized that maybe we could do 
something pretty significant together, I called 
up the foundation and asked for some seed 
money to support some project money, and 
they agreed to give us $5000.  Over the last four 
years it’s evolved to a larger amount of support.  
TPAC, I think, in a similar way just evolved, 
our relationship evolved over time.  They 
supported me as an artist first, if I remember 
right, and then as a teaching artist later.   
 
 

7. How do your 
students/participants get 
involved in the program?  Are 
they chosen or is enrollment 
open? 
 

Question not asked 

8. Please describe the 
education methods used in 
your class, or a walk-through 
of a typical day/program.  
How were these methods 
chosen? 
 

It varies, depending on the time of the year, the 
part of the process.  In the fall the structure 
tends to be, because they’re learning the basics 
of the art form, so [it’s] me presenting some sort 
of photographic concept and then them 
applying it, that same day or hopefully the day 
after in the school.  And then in the spring 
semester, basically come January or December, 
they’re actually applying those principles to 
their own projects.  So there’s less formal so-
called presentation and more application of the 
skills they’ve learned in the previous semester.  
So that, for me, that tends to be more group and 
one-on-one mentoring.  And a lot of 
brainstorming 
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9. What changes have you 
made to your program over 
time?  Do you believe these 
have made the education more 
effective? 
 

Question not asked 
 

10. Do you have any personal 
theories on what makes 
education effective?  Where 
did these theories originate 
from? 
 

I think that it’s student-centered definitely 
makes it as effective as it can be.  I think there’s 
lots of room for improvement, but I think 
because the students define the themes, the 
medium, and to some extent the process, they 
tend to be more invested in the project which is 
pretty non-conventional, compared to how 
most classrooms and high schools are 
structured.  I think we try to … through that 
process we try to make it relevant to their own 
experience so there’s opportunity for their own 
experiences and voices to come through, so it’s 
not sort of text book based but their own 
personal content in some ways, their own 
voyage informs the content of the course and 
then we try to build the research and 
everything else around their perspectives, their 
concerns, their hopes, their dreams. 
 

11. Who designs/creates the 
curriculum and any hand-outs 
or student/teacher guides for 
your class?   
 

Question asked – requested materials were not 
provided in time for publishing. 

12. Do you often use outside 
sources for teaching – such as 
articles, books, famous 
artwork, etc.?  Why or why 
not? 
 

Yeah.  In general we tend to bring in a lot of 
community members in addition to texts.  I 
think part of what makes the project different, 
and I think that’s strengthened over the years, 
is that we look at the community as the 
classroom so that we bring in nonprofits, 
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activists, politics, politicians, political 
cartoonists, health experts, refugee workers, 
anyone who can speak to the topics students 
want to address.  And so in some ways they’re 
like mobile books, or mobile classrooms, 
because we rely on them in some ways more 
than formal texts and books.  I know Jennifer 
has books, literature, I think both nonfiction 
and fiction, that allow them to explore their 
own experiences so that compliments it so they 
have a choice in what they want to read.  It’s 
not a text book that they’re choosing.  They do 
tons of research on the web and also learn very 
basic sort of social science research methods, 
like surveys, and interview, and you know, just 
observation.  Usually I start by sort of sharing 
my own work so that they get a sense of who I 
am and how I see.  I kind of feel like they need 
to know that I’m willing to share my own story 
if I expect them to share theirs.  And then 
throughout the whole fall I share my own work 
and all kinds of other photographers, 
particularly in the beginning I talk about in the 
beginning how photography has shaped social 
change and media literacy concepts.  I look at 
photography as sort of from the beginning, in 
terms of showing the first images to how 
photographs have shaped the creation of 
national parks, to looking at how it’s shaped 
child labor movements, to how it influenced 
slavery and civil rights movement, to the Iraq 
war and how it shaped the Vietnam War and 
Iraq war to today.  So trying to kind of follow 
the timeline of how images have shaped society 
and how society shapes images.  So I try to pull 
photographers that have different styles and 
ways of seeing so that they don’t adopt my way 
of seeing, but they can kind of look at all those 
as a palette that they can draw upon, in 
addition to obviously their own way of seeing. 
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13. How important is an 
examination of the history of 
your field to what you do?  Do 
you often examine past and 
contemporary 
artists/performers/researchers 
in class?  Why or why not? 
[What are specific 
photographers used as 
examples?] 
 

I bring in a huge cart of probably 40 different 
photographers, from Richard Avedon to Alex 
Web to Molian photographers.  I try to bring in 
both content in terms of issue and content in 
terms of culture that I think perhaps they will 
relate to, so I have a handful of books of 
photographs of work by African 
photographers, rather than American 
photographers photographing Africa, and I’ve 
seen them connect to those photographs 
because that’s often what they’ve seen in their 
home countries, in the case of a lot of the West 
African students.   
 

14. What are the biggest 
difficulties in working with 
and representing 
underrepresented groups? 
 

I think some of the biggest challenges is just 
balancing my voice with their voice.  How do 
you explore seeing without them feeling like 
they’re seeing the need to replicate the way I 
see.  So that’s tricky.  That’s why, again, I try to 
show them a lot of different types of work and 
a lot of different styles of seeing, so that at least 
it opens up the world of possibilities to them.  
But that’s still pretty difficult, because I think 
traditionally the expectations of students are to 
memorize and regurgitate, so if I show my own 
work the tendency is to replicate the concepts 
and perspectives that I show in my own work.  
It’s very challenging.  And then also to respect, 
for me, not just with  program #1 but with my 
other work in other countries, how to honor the 
relationships other cultures have to imagery 
and photography, while exposing them to other 
ways of looking at images and photography.  
And that’s tricky for me: how do you honor the 
kind of imagery that they’ve seen while 
bringing new ways of seeing at the same time?  
And also helping them figure out, how do you 
use the language of photography to represent 
their own identity and their own stories is 
challenging, because in many cases they’re still, 
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like all of us I suppose, we’re constantly 
grappling with our identity.  And so it’s a lot to 
ask of a young person to visually represent who 
they are, especially since for the most part 
they’re not…in society we don’t teach learned 
visual literacy.  We learn writing and reading 
and to a lesser extent speaking, so I’m asking 
that essentially, to not only represent 
themselves but to use a language that is very 
new to them. 
 

15. What are the greatest 
rewards? 
 

They’re sort of the obvious ones.  Just given the 
opportunity to see how they see the world, in 
this case, Tucson.  And so it’s exciting to me to 
see how they interpret things that I’ve seen in 
different ways, that’s pretty exciting.  I really 
enjoy seeing their trust in people that they’ve 
never met before develop and how they 
become more and more open to engaging with 
so-called strangers.  That’s a powerful lesson 
for them; to learn to assert themselves with 
adults, I think is huge.  That’s just a skill in life.  
And just to believe that their voice is important, 
because I think at the most part at the 
beginning of the projects, youth don’t think that 
anyone really cares what they have to say, and 
there’s not a lot of evidence to suggest 
otherwise, so it’s kind of like, undoing 
brainwashing to help them believe that they do 
have a lot of power if they work hard to really 
think about how they want to articulate their 
perspective.  And so that’s really rewarding to 
see that maturity both self-esteem and actually 
their ability to speak up and voice their 
opinion.  And I’ve seen that over and over, 
particularly in specific youth that wouldn’t 
even talk to me at the beginning of a year, and 
by the end are calling me over and asking for 
what do I think of it, and for very shy youth to 
do that in one year is pretty amazing to me to 



144 
 

see that kind of receptivity to input on some 
things so personalized as their own life stories.  
And I think another reward, which may relate 
to a later question, is how I look at success: I 
really get a kick out of when a student, usually 
towards the end, usually they ask me “is this a 
good photograph?” and they’ll sort of shove the 
photo in front of my face.  And I say ‘what were 
you trying to convey?” and then they really 
have to think about what were they trying to 
convey, versus whether it’s “good” or “bad”.  
And then towards the end, we’ll be talking 
about their photographs and they basically 
articulate that what I’m saying isn’t necessarily 
what they’re trying to convey, and they’ll go 
out and actually photograph the way they 
wanted to do it.  That sense of power and 
assertiveness is pretty powerful for me to see, 
where basically at the beginning of the year I 
find them kind of passive, that kind of model 
“teacher knows all” and for some of the youth, 
not all, at the end they will hold their ground, 
essentially, during a critique or a group 
discussion.  Which, to me, is really what we’re 
aiming for, is to them not being afraid at what 
they have to say is valid. 
 

16. Do you differentiate 
between the “education” 
portion of your program, and 
other facets (such as 
performance, creation, 
discussion, etc)?  If so, how 
would you categorize the 
different facets of your 
program?  And if not, explain 
how each part of your 
program is integrated. 

I think it’s evolving.  I think that at the 
beginning, as I said, we work with the youth 
and so we have this process, and then we had 
this exhibit at Ward 6 at Trasoff’s [Former Ward 
6 Councilwoman Nina Trasoff] office, and then 
each year I feel like we’ve incorporated … I 
think about audience a lot, when I think about 
process and product.  So I feel like we didn’t 
involve the so-called audience in the process, 
and I think that was a learning process to us, 
was realizing if we really wanted to have an 
impact in the community maybe we need to 
involve the people that will come to our end 
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show in the process.  So I think that’s why the 
process and the so-called product has become 
more merged, is how we engage the audience.  
And so, like last year, we had maybe a dozen to 
fifteen different entities, whether individuals or 
organizations come in, where normally we 
would’ve invited them at the end at the final 
exhibit or presentation.  I think that’s a big, 
good move and I think it’s helped make the 
product stronger and the process stronger by 
involving the usual sort of entity or audience in 
the process.  In terms of process and product, I 
mean, I guess there’s kind of like little products 
along the way that lead to a maturation that 
happens that allows them to kind of produce a 
capstone product, which might be a digital 
story or might be a few photographs tied to a 
piece of writing, or maybe it’s a poster or a 
letter to an editor, so I guess I feel like there’s 
generally small products that lead to a larger 
product.  We try to create the scaffolding so 
there’s some structure as they move forward 
towards that product.   
 

17. Are there 
employees/volunteers in your 
program whose jobs are 
specifically geared towards 
education?  If not, what role 
does education play in each 
employee’s position? 

Question not asked 

18. What restraints are put 
upon your program in its 
current form?  What changes 
would you like to make?   

Question not asked 
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19. What past experiences do 
you feel might have influenced 
your teaching style and your 
personal pedagogy? 

I think this whole  program #1 adventure is 
informed … just because of my Master’s work, 
essentially, in New Haven, wanting to know 
how inner-city youth perceive their own 
community, and wondering whether 
photography was a viable tool to learn how 
young people see their environment.  So 
basically the lessons from that experience 
inform the rest of my work, for the last ten 
years of it.  So I guess that’s where my 
methodology and philosophy comes from, is 
that awakening from essentially the photos and 
what the young people shared in New Haven, 
it made me realize that I was pretty 
disconnected from inner-city culture and their 
environment and how they perceived it.  I 
realized that it could be a powerful tool for 
them to educate people outside of their 
community and also inside their community as 
to their relationship with the world around 
them.  And then they had something unique to 
say that someone from the outside wouldn’t be 
able to see just because of their access and their 
own life experiences. 
 

20. How do you feel that using 
the creative arts help teach 
your subject, or similar 
difficult subjects?  Do you feel 
it is more effective than other 
methods? 

Question not asked 

21. Would you say your 
program relates to social 
justice?  If so, how? 

It does but, you know, I think literacy has 
always been the core of it, and I think over time 
it’s probably gotten more connected to social 
justice and civic engagement, just because we 
learn from the youth what the issues that are 
foremost in their minds and we started 
wondering, well can we connect these stories to 
actually addressing the issues that they’re 
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bringing up in their photography and their 
writing?  And so I think inevitably it became, 
ok, in order to get them more connected to 
Tucson, what’s an effective way to share their 
work, to facilitate that, or if they want to work 
with health issues in their own community, 
how can we connect them to health 
professionals?  Or if we want to change 
immigration and refugee policy, who do we 
need to connect the youth do?  So that’s how 
we ended up meeting with Congressman 
Grijalva and having the Senate exhibit was sort 
of asking, ok well it’s one thing to articulate 
that these are the concerns, it’s another thing to 
try and connect the stories to policy.  But I don’t 
think it was ever the intention of the program.  I 
think it’s just been a natural outgrowth.  And it 
supports it because in the process of connecting 
the work to the community it builds their 
confidence and literacy because they do public 
speaking and interpersonal skills for sure.  
Because we’re asking them to interact with 
people who might be outside their normal 
sphere. 
 

22. Do you feel that creating 
empathy and understanding is 
an important part of what you 
do?  Do the arts assist in that? 

For sure.  Personally, for me, empathy is central 
to everything I do, that I strive for.  And that’s 
why … I think if you can create art that 
transcends a lot of the boundaries and 
taxonomies and divisions we’ve created, the 
potential dialogue and cross-cultural 
understanding and seeing beyond the sort of 
visual lenses that we kind…almost visual 
masks that we’ve created, then we can create 
empathy, which for me then can lead to social 
change and a climate where we can look at 
issues and challenges in our community and 
actually potentially work effectively as a 
collaborative, whereas if we aren’t able to 
empathize true collaboration is pretty difficult.  



148 
 

Because our work is talking to the people that 
share our same values and same belief systems, 
and I think this project is trying to help reveal 
how these young people feel about their own 
cultures, their own lives, how they feel about 
Tucson, to break down some stereotypes about 
refugees and immigrants, and to also maybe 
dispel some stereotypes they have of Tucson 
and people that aren’t refugees and 
immigrants.  And I feel that the creative process 
is an ideal way to expose some of those 
stereotypes and misconceptions, and then to 
move forward and have some dialogue about 
them.  So not just to name them, but then to do 
some research about them and then come to 
some sort of realization that, for them, it’s true 
or not true, that the world is the way they 
thought it was or it isn’t the way they thought it 
was.   
 

23. Have you ever considered 
using a different method – 
either different creative art 
outlets or a completely new 
approach – for your program?  
Why or why not? 

Question not asked 

24. Do you think this program 
and structure could be useful 
in other communities?  What 
advice would you give to 
someone beginning a similar 
program? 

I guess just for them to think about what’s their 
motivation for wanting to do a project like this?  
I read a lot of criticism of my own genre of 
community-based art or photography or 
whatever you want to call it, participatory, 
there are many names for it.  Because I feel like 
it’s healthy, again, this whole empathy idea, I 
think it’s really healthy to hear all kinds of 
opinions on your methodology, your process, 
your product, your values, everything.  And so 
there’s a lot of criticism about voyeurism and 
whether you’re a documentary photographer or 
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whether you’re doing community-based 
photography, and I think your intentions and 
motivations for the work kind of need to be 
aware of them, and to think about why do you 
want to work in a community and use sort of 
art with them.  And then, for me personally, it’s 
about building community.  The art and the 
creative process is essentially a pathway for 
building a community.  For other people, 
maybe the art or creative process is more 
essential, but for me it’s not.  And so that’s 
why, for me, kind of the first step is finding out 
what’s going on in the community, you know, 
what are things that they want to celebrate in a 
community, what are their needs, what would 
they like to see in the future, what the past has 
been, what’s going on now.  And then based on 
a better understanding of a community, asking 
them well, if you guys want to go in this 
direction, what kind of tools will be useful in 
going there?  And I’m pretty open, I’m very 
open to brainstorming what is the most 
effective vehicle for achieving whatever goals 
that community has.  And if photography or 
my skills aren’t, then I shouldn’t be there.  But 
my whole thing is to think about what other 
resources exist in the community.  So I guess 
just thinking of myself as a facilitator, rather 
than a teacher or educator.  And if you’re not 
the right person for the job, then not taking it 
personally, saying, ok, maybe theater would be 
more appropriate, or maybe they need a 
lawyer, or maybe they need someone else.  So I 
guess not being wedded to your own passions 
and skills so much that you’re blind to the 
particular needs or dreams or assets of that 
community, because in the end maybe you’re 
trying to force a triangle into a circle.  There’s a 
tendency to get so excited about getting a 
camera into the hands of kids, and you see 
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them smile …that whole kind of myth of if you 
put a camera in the hands of a young person 
they’re going to be transformed.  But really 
thinking about what are your goals of that 
project, and the community goals, and are you 
on the same page?  And then if you are, all the 
other issues of logistic, technology, what is the 
appropriate technology to work in that 
community, what is their capacity that they 
have … power, do they have computers, 
cameras, and all that.  How do you want to 
distribute the work?  So depending on how the 
work would be distributed: is that the most 
effective medium?  Who is the audience?  So 
depending on if the audience is so-and-so, what 
sort of medium will help them reach that 
audience?  Really need to think about that 
pretty early because if you want to reach the 
world and you’re trying to use theater, you 
know that might be difficult unless then you’ll 
involve video, because then you’ll need video 
of the theater to put it on the web.  If you’re 
thinking about a limited time experience, then 
maybe, or an intervention kind of art form, then 
maybe you would choose a different kind of 
experience.  And then also just like how 
participatory do you want it to be?  Do you 
want to involve the community in the process, 
or do you want them more to be involved as the 
audience at the end of the process?  And then 
definitely being sensitive to that community’s 
relationship to different art forms.  You know, 
photography can be pretty invasive process, 
and so being aware of what relationship that 
community has had to, in my case, 
photography: has it been negative, has it been 
positive.  What is the process in going about 
making photographs?  Do you have to talk to 
different committees, like in Nigeria I had to 
talk to the king of the village there, on the 
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Tohono O’dham reservation, you have to go 
through the cultural preservation committee.  
So in different communities there’s different 
power structures and you need to really be 
aware of those. 
 

25. Do you see your program 
as being successful?  What 
future plans do you have for 
your program? 

Yeah.  I guess it depends on how you define 
success, but kind of what I was alluding to 
before, when I see in some ways I’m no longer 
needed, is a measure of success.  Like even just 
today I was at the Desert Museum working 
with refugee youth, and just kind of showing 
them basic techniques for cropping and 
rotating, and then when I walk away that they 
don’t need me anymore, they were figuring it 
out on their own, is a huge measure of success 
for me.  So that form of agency and confidence, 
that’s a measure of success, which for me 
would be for the most part it is a successful 
program.  Other people might say funding; our 
level of funding would be a measure of success, 
or how much exposure we’ve gotten.  
Americans for the Arts decided to do a case 
study on the project as having a significant 
impact on the community, so I guess if you 
measure based on awards and things like that.  
So for me personally it’s more about how 
sustainable the project is, how much the youth 
feel like they’re driving the process, and that 
it’s truly an authentic youth-driven process.  
But there’s definitely a lot of things that we’re 
still grappling with in terms of just how you 
move from story of helping young people 
create and make stories, and how do you make 
change.  How do you link the story process to 
policy, when that’s not your skill set.  You 
know, neither Jennifer or I, our backgrounds 
aren’t in community organizing or political 
science or policy making, so I think we’ve done 
a lot but we have a long way to go in thinking 
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about how you strategically connect the stories, 
and to creating concrete social policy change.  
And I think we’re going to ultimately do that 
both through our own naiveté and learning, but 
also through partnering with folks who that is 
their expertise.  So I think the future will be 
continuing to build partnerships in the 
community even stronger than we’ve had 
before, whether that’s with politicians or NGOs 
or parents or whoever we feel like needs to be 
part of the dialogue.  And I think for me that’s 
where the magic happens.  We do some 
exciting stuff in the classroom, but for me when 
we get outside the classroom I’d like to see 
more field trips just so that they have 
opportunities to experience different arts in 
Tucson.   
 
 

26. Ending Remarks I guess just in general I think what’s exciting is 
where I got my master’s work I researched 
participatory media or youth photography or 
whatever you want to call it, programs around 
the world and the US, I found very few 
programs that connect the storytelling process 
to trying to create larger…whether it’s 
community change or city-wide change or 
national policy change…so for me it’s exciting 
to be part of a process where we’re forging new 
territory.  And there are definitely other folks 
out there but I think that’s probably, for me, 
what makes it unique is exciting, we’re pushing 
the envelope to put the youth in the heart of 
that learning, because we don’t always know 
what we’re doing, so we’re always learning 
with them.  But putting them front and center 
and taking risks and not being afraid to take 
those risks is a big part of this.  But creating a 
safe enough environment so that when the 
youth are taking the risks, it won’t backfire, but 
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we’re not afraid to take them at the same time.  
Balancing.  And I think that’s where a lot of the 
success has come, because Jennifer was willing 
to take a risk of partnering with me when 
there’s really not a lot of motivation to bring a 
photographer to an ELD class or an English 
class if you look at the standards or the way she 
gets paid so I think there’s not necessarily a lot 
of motivation to make youth the center of all 
the work the way things are structured right 
now.  I hope in terms of looking at the future by 
taking these risks, and I know Jennifer puts in 
way more hours than she’s required, and 
obviously I do too, but maybe we’ll be able to 
build a … series of learning possibilities, I don’t 
even want to call it a model, but that maybe 
could inspire other people to take their own 
risks in learning journeys.  Because yes, there’s 
concrete things people could learn from the 
project, but I don’t want people to think that the 
way we’re doing it is the “right” way, I think 
it’s just having the willingness to sometimes 
fail, and have a sense of humility, to learn from 
those experiences that perhaps weren’t so 
successful.  And I think that probably models 
the whole creative process.  I think of Jennifer 
as an artist, because really our whole program 
is a creative process, not just my portion.  The 
structuring of the curriculum, how we work 
with the youth, everything is essentially a 
creative journey.  And I think if we can dispel 
this myth that learning has to be worksheets 
and scantrons and standardized things, but that 
maybe we can bring creativity to the process 
itself and not just thinking about creativity as 
the product, in the learning environment. 
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Personal Background 
Information 

Official title: 
 
Within the structure of TUSD it’s product specialist, 
so that’s the official TUSD.  For TPAC I’m an artist-in-
residence.  And then I have my own sort of title, but I 
think that’s another challenge of the project, is that 
there’s many people evaluating the project and they 
all have different ways of measuring it, so it could be 
the state of AA, is one, Every Voice in Action, TPAC, 
Jennifer and I just this past week did self-evaluations 
with the students evaluating our success, so yeah 
that’s another challenge is.  Artist-in-residence is fine. 
 
Background: 
 
My M.A. is in social ecology and ecosystem 
management, and I think that is played a large role in 
shaping how I see the world in terms that I really 
focused on photography and the creative process is 
about relationships, and social ecology is about 
relationships, so I think that in some ways is the 
foundation.  So I got that degree and then did the 
master’s project that I mentioned already.  And then I 
volunteered at Voices [Inc.], because my formal 
training is not in photography nor in teaching, so I 
thought ok, volunteer, learn the ropes.  And then the 
next year they hired me to do a little bit of teaching at 
Voices, and then the third year they got a grant for 
me to start the photography program there, so it was 
kind of a gradual process.  And then as I developed 
more confidence and skills in doing that, other 
opportunities arose, like some of the projects in India 
and Nigeria and Nogales and other parts of the US.  
So I think it’s definitely been a very gradual growth.  
And I think that’s a challenge for me as an artist and 
an educator is just how to keep growing, because I 
don’t do a lot of my own photography anymore.  And 
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I’ve started basically to see my teaching as my 
creative process: so how do I continue to make that 
creative where I don’t get in a rut, where I just am 
showing the same PowerPoints, so I think everyone 
of those projects I’m trying to … everytime I do a 
project I try to revise my curriculum based on what I 
learned from that, even if it’s a small thing, because If 
eel like if I’m not then maybe I didn’t learn from that 
experience, even though to be honest it can be kind of 
a pain in the butt to create that reflection time. 
 
Photography: 
 
I took one course in high school; I didn’t take that 
seriously to be honest.  And then one in college, 
which was great but you know, I didn’t, it was only 
art class period that I took.  And then I basically just 
photographed in my own adventures and travels and 
what have you.  And then started kind of getting 
excited about it and took some workshops.  So I’ve 
had formal training in the sense that I took training 
with Wendy Udall who’s kind of the founder of 
community-based photography, and that was a week, 
and then I did a workshop with the Friends of 
Photography in San Francisco, and then kind of 
started building up some confidence so I applied to 
the Ansel Adams workshop in New York, which for 
me was really exciting because it’s pretty much for 
very serious emerging photographers, and I didn’t 
really consider myself a serious emerging 
photographer.  When I was there I told them I did 
conservation, and they all thought I protected 
negatives, so I think that made me realize that whoa, I 
was entering another world.  Or archival negatives.  
And then really, the way it all evolved was I was 
doing conservation work and they kept asking me to 
photograph the conservation efforts I was assisting.  
So I started thinking, well maybe I could do this and 
create more social and environmental change by 
using my visual voice than by studying or 
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researching creatures or butterflies or birds or 
whatever.  Not that one is better than the other, but it 
just felt kind of natural to communicate through the 
camera for me. 
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APPENDIX D 

 
Transcription of interview with “Alma” conducted on March 23, 2010. 
 
Interview Question Response 

1. Please describe your 
program, including its history 
and current goals. 
 

I am the entire Education Outreach program at 
Program #2.  We’re always playing around 
with my title, at the moment it’s…we just call it 
“Education Outreach.”  I really come at it from 
an artist’s point of view.  In the last few years I 
would say the coined phrase is “teaching artist” 
which really means that you come at working 
with students as an artist as opposed through 
the channels of being a teacher.  Most of my 
experience is practical as opposed to through 
the educational system.  I think I’ve always felt 
very comfortable around students and I think I 
always knew I wanted to work with them in a 
certain way.  But being a very politically active 
youth, I spent more time protesting and in the 
streets and sleeping outside of the Mexican 
consulate than I did necessarily in college.  So 
when I decided that the arts were really 
something I wanted to do full time, I actually 
wasn’t thinking about whether or not I wanted 
to work with students at that time.  Then I got 
involved with a wonderful in-house program 
with the Herberger Theater in Phoenix, under 
the tutelage of Susan Sutherland.  For a year I 
mentored underneath her and the program that 
she does with youth.  And after that we toured 
through all of Pinal County, and worked with 
several schools as part of her mentorship 
program.  Then I also went and interned with 
the Mark Ticker forum in LA, all the while 
really concentrating on myself as an artist as 
opposed to making theater arts in the classroom 
part of my career.  The program itself at 
Program #2 started about eight years ago and 
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was started by a graduate student from ASU 
[Arizona State University].  And she had been 
working on getting her Master’s degree in 
teaching but she really wanted to focus on 
teaching as an artist, and what that meant.  And 
she started the program at Program #2.  And at 
that time she had been researching plays for 
youth, and started a touring program at 
Borderlands.  So for three years we would 
investigate plays for youth, decide on one, and 
work out how to perform it and we toured it.  
But I had always liked working in the 
classroom with students more than just … I 
wanted the arts to be part of what they were 
doing as opposed to just bringing the arts to 
them.  So when she left the program and I took 
over, I decided I wanted to go back into the 
classroom, which is where I started.  And I 
developed a workshop program based on what 
I had learned as an artist and began to do 
workshops with students.  Originally, we 
developed a play that we could put the stories 
into, so the play had a structure, and there was 
room in the play for the characters would say 
“well, what about a story about this?” and we 
would use the children’s stories.  So we 
structured the play that we could put the 
students’ stories into.  That program, I guess we 
did that program for about four years in 
different ways.  And this year, this seasonal 
year (we also go on kind of a school year 
seasonal year) I wanted to do something more 
than that.  I kept thinking, these stories are so 
great from these students, and it will probably 
be a little more work, but why can’t we build 
the play around the actual stories themselves?  
As opposed to have that structure to put the 
stories into it.  And that’s what we did.  I 
collected, and my two teaching artists who I 
hired this year collected, stories upon stories 
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upon stories, and we developed a play using 
the stories.  So very little of it is stuff we made 
up, most of it is work from the students.  We 
took one of the students’ stories and that 
inspired us to create two main characters in the 
production, so it starts with one of the stories in 
the high school was told about two characters, 
and then we worked those two characters in to 
structure the entire thing.  And inter-dispersed 
are, you meet two other characters who help to 
tell the story too, and I felt like I stayed truer to 
the voices that the students were giving us.   
 

2. Was there a pre-existing 
need caused your program to 
come into being?  Do you feel 
that need has or is being 
addressed? 
 

I don’t think we are capable in society of really 
reaching the needs of our students anymore.  
And as we continue to reduce the programs 
and pull the arts out of our schools we’re just 
creating more and more need.  I strongly 
believe that the more creative outlets that we 
take away from kids, the more room we give 
them to find other outlets.  And most of those 
outlets are not safe ones.  I also feel that the arts 
saved me as a teenager, especially as I was 
trying to figure out who I was and the 
disillusionment that I think naturally comes 
with becoming a teenager, as you’re trying to 
filter through all the information you’re being 
bombarded with.  If you don’t have a way to 
express yourself safely, everyone I’ve ever 
known in my life found another way.  And 
because I was so busy in school, dancing and 
singing and writing poetry and being an actor, 
it kept me out of trouble, I felt like there was a 
safe place to be angry or happy or any of those 
things, and that I also had the support of those 
who were also in the arts.  And no matter how 
supportive your parents are, they can’t be 
everything for you as a teenager.  And in a 
society where we are continuing to see a 
breakdown in the family unit, those supportive 
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groups outside the family home become more 
and more important.   
 

3. Do you feel this need is 
community-specific, or 
universal?  Why? 
 

I think it’s universal.  The program itself is 
universal and the need is universal, and we 
target lower-income students who are missing 
even more of the arts.  I have not felt a need to 
go into communities that have a lot of money 
because they’re already arts programs existing 
there.  I also think the structure of the program 
is universal.  I focus with the kids on what 
makes you who you are and my hope is that in 
so doing, we come to an understanding. 
 

4. How did you become 
involved in this education 
program?  Why did you 
personally choose these issues 
and this structure? 
 

Question not asked 

5. What official positions (paid 
or volunteer) exist within your 
program?  How did the need 
for each position come about? 
 

We’ve been hit really, really hard by the 
recession.  We used to have a full staff.  We 
used to have our producing director, who 
sometimes takes a salary, but not all the time, 
we had a full time office manager, full time box 
office, and I was full time as marketing and 
education outreach.  In the last two years, that 
has changed completely.  We now have our 
producing director who does not take a salary.  
We used to have an artistic director part time 
and a literary manager part-time.  We have now 
an office manager who’s part time.  I am part 
time only as education outreach.  And we have 
no box office or marketing.   
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6. Who funds and otherwise 
supports your program? 

We have several funding sources.  As all 
nonprofits we have donors, individuals or 
organizations, we also receive funding through 
all arts funding organizations such as TPAC, 
AZ Commission on the Arts, several other 
foundations, several other grantees like Cox 
Cable, Target, we receive some funding from 
the casinos, usually Desert Diamond gives us a 
little something.  And that being said, also the 
economy makes a huge difference because 
foundations have lost a large amount of money, 
and also with the Madoff scandal.  And we’ve 
seen our funding shrink quite a bit. 
 
Do you charge? 
 
Yes.  The schools that we work with generally 
speaking, we ask for a very small matching 
amount.  And lots of our funding sources ask 
for a matching amount.  So from the schools we 
asked for sort of like, its’ almost a stipend.  We 
ask for about $300 per participating school.  
And then that goes into the entire pot. 
 

7. How do your 
students/participants get 
involved in the program?  Are 
they chosen or is enrollment 
open? 
 

We hold once a year, before the start of the 
school year and the start of our season, we do a 
mass mailing to any and all schools we think 
might be interested in the program.  And then I 
make a lot of phone calls, I send a lot of e-mails 
as well.  Some of the schools that have been 
involved in our programs have heard of 
Program #2 and called us to see if we had some 
sort of education outreach program.   
 

8. Please describe the 
education methods used in 
your class, or a walk-through 
of a typical day/program.  
How were these methods 
chosen? 

There’s very little funding and it’s just me.  
Because realistically I’m producing the entire 
project.  Generally speaking we are in the 
classroom only 4-5 days and of those days we 
normally have two hour time blocks.  High 
schools and middle schools are a little bit more 
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 challenging, because of the short amount of 
time that you have the students.  So sometimes 
we’ll do slightly longer blocks, it’s only an 
hour.  Or we’ll just work with more than one 
classroom.  They get less work but we work 
with more kids.   
 
This year was a little different, it wasn’t just me 
in the classroom or me and I would say an 
assistant I like to bring on.  This time it was a 
partnership with two other teaching artists.   

9. What changes have you 
made to your program over 
time?  Do you believe these 
have made the education more 
effective? 
 

Question not asked 
 

10. Do you have any personal 
theories on what makes 
education effective?  Where 
did these theories originate 
from? 
 

In these poorer communities, something that 
I’ve seen happen a lot is that ten years ago, 
more than that I think now, when I started 
working in the classroom, the students that I 
worked with had trouble dreaming about 
possibilities outside of their immediate realm, 
because their families were struggling, or there 
were lots of farming communities, that the 
opportunity to dream about possibilities 
outside of that box, there wasn’t the time 
afforded to them to do it.  Or their families 
were struggling so much financially that it 
became the whole world of the kids.  It puts 
students into kind of a continual state of stress.  
And my goal at that time was to go in and help 
them see that there was something outside of 
the world of that stress.  That it was ok to 
imagine, and whether that was to imagine 
things as fantastical as dragons, or to imagine a 
world outside of that stress in general.  There 
were all kinds of possibilities out there for you.  
You can be something that you imagine 
yourself to be.  It was really hard for those kids 
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to get, so you can ask a child a simple question 
like “what do you want to be when you grow 
up?” and they’ll say, I want to be a policeman!  
But they don’t actually believe that that’s 
possible.  That anything outside of what their 
immediate surroundings are is actually 
possible.  And as they go from elementary to 
high school, they become less and less do they 
believe that they are capable of being anything 
or imagining anything outside of their 
immediate surroundings.  And now, I find not 
only is that much, much worse, but under the 
whole “No child left behind” system of 
education, kids feel like they are failing all the 
time.  They are in a constant state of failure.  
Anytime a child tests low, they are a failure.  
Anytime a school’s test score is low, they have 
failed.  They are failures.  None of these 
children believe that they can be anything more 
than a failure, than a number.  Now we’ve 
squelched any possibility of thinking outside of 
the box, because they are so busy being told 
that if they cannot do A, B, and C, then they are 
less than.  Now students don’t even believe that 
they can … I don’t even know how to put this 
better.  You give them a very, very simple task, 
like you give them a simple task like: one of the 
exercises I do with students is to build 
camaraderie.  In a classroom you’re very busy 
being a student, and you’re very focused on the 
work you have in front of you, and what 
happens is that the cohesion of the classroom 
sometimes breaks down.  So the teacher is very 
busy trying to build group, build group, build 
group, but everything you’re doing is reliant on 
just you just you just you, and it can be very 
difficult to do group work in a classroom.  
Work with the students to relate with each 
other.  So one of the things I do is I get the 
children into groups and I get them to build a 



164 
 

machine, like a toaster or a microwave or a 
blender, and the kids themselves have to make 
that piece of machinery.  And this is not a very 
difficult concept, because you’re working with 
very concrete ideas like a toaster or a washing 
machine.  And what’s becoming more and 
more difficult with the students is to get them 
to think about the possibilities of doing 
something that’s slightly abstract; because the 
abstract portion is that you’re creating this with 
your bodies.  And more and more I hear this 
from the kids, not that “I don’t understand 
that” but “I can’t do that”.  Everything becomes 
“I can’t do that.”  “I can’t throw an imaginary 
ball” “I can’t make up something to go with my 
own name” “I can’t make up a new game” “I 
can’t create something.”  Not only now are our 
children stressed and unable to see out of their 
own surroundings because of the stress of their 
financial situation, but now we are breeding a 
generation of children who think that they are 
incapable of creating anything.  And the stress 
of not being able to see out of their financial 
stresses. 
 

11. Who designs/creates the 
curriculum and any hand-outs 
or student/teacher guides for 
your class?   
 

Question not asked 
 

12. Do you often use outside 
sources for teaching – such as 
articles, books, famous 
artwork, etc.?  Why or why 
not? 
 

Rarely, actually.  I sometimes will work with 
what one of the teachers is working with, and 
use that as the catalyst to come into the 
classroom.  But really I am very focused on 
them; my job is not to teach them about another 
historical figure. They can get that in the 
classroom.  My job is to focus on them, and 
their voice, and learning something from each 
other about each other.  Of course I use 
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resources for myself.  I try to stay up on what’s 
happening in their community, what are the, I 
ask a lot of questions when I go into a 
classroom, what are students struggling with 
here in this community, is this a farming 
community, is this … what are the struggles of 
this community, each reservation is also very 
different and what trials tribulations, economic 
situations, etc.  and also on teaching materials 
and new games to play with students.  So I do, 
but I don’t bring that into the classroom. 
 

13. How important is an 
examination of the history of 
your field to what you do?  Do 
you often examine past and 
contemporary 
artists/performers/researchers 
in class?  Why or why not? 
 

Question not asked 

14. What are the biggest 
difficulties in working with 
and representing 
underrepresented groups? 
 

There are lots of challenges.  And especially, for 
me, the greatest challenges are working on the 
reservations.  There’s not only years and years 
of mistrust and oppression, there’s lots of 
turnover in the administration.  So not only do 
kids not have any cohesion in their family life, 
often, but there is no…they don’t know if 
they’re going to see the same teacher the next 
year, they don’t know if they’ll have the same 
principal, they don’t know if the school is going 
to be the same.  And it means that every time I 
build a relationship with an administrator, I 
have to start all over again next year.  And 
every time I build up a relationship with these 
kids, I have to start over again next year 
because I don’t know if I’m going to see the 
same kids.  And because this is a very 
financially dependent program, there has to be 
enough money to pay the artists, there has to be 
enough money for me to eat.  Also every time 
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you approach a new administration, you have 
to prove that the program is doing something 
for their kids all over again, and it’s very 
difficult to take an ethereal idea to “this is why 
this works” and apply it, because there isn’t a 
magic formula, there isn’t a text book behind 
this, they can’t read about the results, it’s all 
very visual.  I also think in lower income 
communities it’s a lot more work to get 
students out of their shell, but that also makes 
the reward so much … sort of back to the other 
question, a lot of these kids that I work with 
have almost no exposure to the arts.  Very few 
of them have ever seen a play, if they have its 
maybe a church based production or perhaps 
something they did early in elementary school.  
The kids that I work with have so much going 
on outside of the classroom in their own lives 
that causes them to shut down, that something 
that is amazing to me, is that I can go into the 
classroom and be my goofy self and get them to 
tell stories to each other, and get them to share 
who they are, and that they do.  They actually 
do it.  They actually take some of those darkest 
secrets that they’ve been holding onto and 
they’ll let them come to the surface.  And I’ll go 
to a classroom where kids are barely speaking 
to each other and barely looking at me, to 
yesterday, we performed for them some of their 
stories.  And when I went back into the 
classroom to talk about how they felt about it, I 
have never had them ask me so many 
questions, make so many comments, look at 
each other and laugh.  When I went around the 
room to give them forced affection, because I 
always do that, they may have giggled, but they 
let their guard down enough that they allowed 
themselves to have a moment of “this is ok” 
and “I’m ok” and that was hard and fun and 
painful, and really wonderful to see that what I 
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have to say is important.  And the whole 
physical positioning of their bodies had 
changed from that first day that I walked into 
the classroom.  And then yesterday, those kids 
were just physically more open.  They sat up 
higher, they made eye contact, they were not 
afraid to look a little silly, and that’s a big deal. 
 

15. What are the greatest 
rewards? 
 

I think I’ll start with the rewards.  When you 
work with children who have been told they 
have no voice, it is indescribable the way they 
respond to being given one.  Being given a 
certain amount of power as an individual.  
Being validated as an individual.  I also think 
that there is a lot of strength in students being 
able to see that they share … when one child 
understands that another child in the same 
room is also struggling with their parents 
getting divorced, or a grandparent dying, or the 
incarceration of a relative, it can create a 
situation where the child doesn’t feel as alone, 
and feels that those feelings that they’re having 
because of that are valid, that they’re ok.  It’s ok 
to be upset; it’s ok to be sad, or jealous or 
jealous of a stepmom or of a new sibling, that 
those are all valid feelings and that that’s ok.  
And I am sure that one of the reasons why I 
think these problems are more prevalent in 
lower income communities is because money is 
a stress, money puts a lot of stress on everyone.  
When there is not enough you have a total 
breakdown and I don’t even know what you 
would call it, societal norms?  I have seen 
students who barely smiled, hid underneath 
their hoodies, barely said a word at all, I’ve 
seen them start to ask questions, be unafraid to 
say something, find joy in an interpretation of 
their work, I’ve seen students work better as a 
group.  There’s always hierarchies that are 
established with children in the classroom, on 
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the playground, and one of the things I try very 
hard to do is try to break down those problems 
of the hierarchy, of the bullying.  I’ve seen 
students who barely speak to each other start 
working together.  And again I think it really all 
breaks down to exposure.  Students in lower 
income areas have much less exposure to the 
arts or to self expression.   
 

16. Do you differentiate 
between the “education” 
portion of your program, and 
other facets (such as 
performance, creation, 
discussion, etc)?  If so, how 
would you categorize the 
different facets of your 
program?  And if not, explain 
how each part of your 
program is integrated. 

I don’t.  Partially because of our funding.  I 
think that all the arts is education myself.  I’ve 
had to focus on it a slightly different way 
because of our funding sources, they want to 
know specifics, so something that has forced 
me to do, is to record a little better the progress 
the students actually make in the classroom, 
and to work a little harder at looking at the 
academic progress and realities of what you’re 
doing.  So I focus more on vocabulary words, 
things that the students are getting that they 
wouldn’t normally, and we focus more on 
concepts, sharing concepts with the students, 
and them learning to apply that and apply 
those concepts to other aspects of what they’re 
learning.   
 

17. Are there 
employees/volunteers in your 
program whose jobs are 
specifically geared towards 
education?  If not, what role 
does education play in each 
employee’s position? 

Question not asked 

18. What restraints are put 
upon your program in its 
current form?  What changes 
would you like to make?   

No, that’s really it [funding].  If there was more 
money available then I could give up my 
second job and just do this.  It’s funding.  As 
long as my car holds up. 
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19. What past experiences do 
you feel might have influenced 
your teaching style and your 
personal pedagogy? 

I’m Mexican-American, I come from mixed 
parents.  Not only are they mixed parents but 
they have some very fundamental differences.  
My father is Scotch-Irish from the south, many 
generations growing up in the south, and my 
mother is Mexicana and her family is from 
Mexico originally.  And they just have two very 
different ways of being in this world.  And their 
experiences are very different.  My father, 
growing up in the south, in a white family, my 
grandmother grew up on a plantation; her 
family fought in the civil war, and has sort of a 
different way of being.  And I’m fortunate that 
he had a very liberal way of looking at the 
world, but it’s a very different way of being.  
Whereas my mother felt a keen sense of 
struggle her entire life growing up at a time 
where if you spoke your own language in the 
school, you got sent to the office and paddled.  I 
think my mother set me up to look for what it 
meant to be human, and what it meant to have 
empathy in this world.  And also coming from 
mixed parentage, you can’t help but notice 
color.  The difference between my mother’s skin 
tone and my father’s skin tone, how mine 
differed.  And I think I have an acute sense of 
racism from both sides of that coin.  In the 
neighborhood that I grew up in, I wasn’t white 
enough to be white.  But within the Mexican-
American community, I wasn’t Mexican 
enough to be Mexican.  And I have very white 
skin, and blue-green eyes, I felt that that was a 
hindrance, often.  Because I think I wanted to 
belong to one group or another and what also 
happens is that you become a bit of a target, 
and I know that this happens in so many 
different ways in so many different 
communities, for me it became a target of the 
time that I spent in Mexico, I was revered 
because I was light skin with light eyes.  I was 
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only about 8 years old when my mother sent 
me to Mexico with the family, she thought I 
needed more cultural experience.  What I came 
out of that with was how come it’s ok to be 
light skinned and not dark skinned in Mexico?  
Because on more than one occasion, when I was 
taking public transportation, I was asked by the 
driver to sit up front.  Where the family that I 
was traveling with, walked into the back to find 
any seat available.  In fact I have a vague 
memory of someone moving so that I could sit 
close to the bus driver in front.  And yet, at the 
elementary school that I went to, which is 
primarily Mexican-American here in the states, 
I felt targeted because I never felt like I was 
dark enough to be accepted into that 
community.  So on the one hand I questioned 
why is the color of my skin special in one place, 
and of course as you get older you start to 
really realize that’s not really special, that 
comes from this deep sick way of people 
perceiving the world itself.  And yet, in a 
community that I wanted to belong to that I felt 
I was a part of, there was so much judgment as 
to you’re really not the right color to belong.  
And it creates this deep seated ugly 
competition, continuous competition, to be 
accepted.  And when the other kids in your 
school are then being persecuted because of the 
color of their skin as well, then it creates this 
continuous strife, it developed in me a sense of 
“when does that start?”  How does this start?  
What are we teaching our children?  Why are 
they so busy looking on the outside, and to the 
color of their skin, that they can’t see what’s 
going on in the inside.  That they’re so focused 
on “am I ok or am I not ok” based on the color 
of their skin, for crying out loud, that we can’t 
even get any further than that.  And along those 
same lines, heaven forbid you were African 



171 
 

American in the neighborhood I grew up in.  
Being in a mixed race was bad enough, but 
heaven forbid you should actually be black.  I 
just…I got older, I was an actress, I moved to 
LA, I wanted to pursue that.  I was closer to my 
mother’s family, I felt more Latina than Scotch-
Irish, I had a closer relationship to my mother’s 
family than I did to my father’s family, 
culturally, socially, and when I moved to LA I 
went there as a Latina.  And I found out very 
quickly that I had to play quite the game, in 
terms of being Latina, when I went into 
auditions I dressed as what I thought was most 
stereotypically Latina.  I was asked, I can’t tell 
you how many times, can I sound more Latina?  
And I started to wear brown contacts, because I 
found I was taken more seriously as a Latina 
actress with brown eyes instead of my own.  So 
for the audition process I would go in with the 
brown contacts, and after that I would come in 
with my normal eyes, and I would wait for the 
reaction, and then I would know whether or 
not I needed to put those brown contacts back 
in.  And again I was left with this 
overwhelming disgust at our society and our 
ideas of what and who the people were that 
made up this country.  And I left LA fairly 
quickly, very disillusioned, and I think that is 
when the big turning point for my life was, and 
when I really wanted to go back into the 
classroom.  And I wanted us to be able to talk 
about these things, and for students to be able 
to talk about these things.  In one of the Native 
American high schools that I just finished, it’s 
an interesting shift, because the Anglo students 
are the minority.  And a beautiful thing 
happened in the classroom, where a student 
talked about her experience growing up in the 
community and being teased and being called 
“white trash” and always feeling like she was 
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the other.  And she felt like her feelings were 
not valid.  And without sharing what she talked 
about in the classroom, using her as the 
example, I came in the next day and I said “let’s 
talk about reverse racism and racism in 
general.”  I made it very clear to those students 
that racism is not, again, about the color of her 
skin, racism is judgment of what you consider 
the other.  Whatever that other is.  Any form of 
racism is unacceptable to me.  And that opened 
the door to this whole other level of discussion, 
what also happens is when, because students 
themselves don’t even realize they’re doing it 
because they’re so oppressed as a society, and 
you grow up being told that you’re the other all 
the time, and you don’t even realize when 
you’re treating someone else as the other, 
because you’ve been told you’re the other. 
 

20. How do you feel that using 
the creative arts help teach 
your subject, or similar 
difficult subjects?  Do you feel 
it is more effective than other 
methods? 

Question not asked 

21. Would you say your 
program relates to social 
justice?  If so, how? 

Sometimes I’m not even sure what that means; 
we use it in so many different contexts.  No … I 
use it because others use it.  I use it because we 
seem to have this stereotypical idea of what this 
means at the moment, I use it as a catch phrase.  
I use it on publicity, I use it on the website, I use 
it when I’m writing grants, but really?  I don’t 
ever use it in the classroom.  Because I don’t 
know that we actually know what that means.  
It’s become as coined a phrase as…it’s on every 
damn grant we’ve ever written.  We’ve become 
number counters, as well, in our society.  How 
many African American children are you 
working with?  How many native American 
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children are you working with?  How many 
Mexican-American children are you working 
with?  And again, these are phrases that we’re 
coining to somehow feel like we’re headed in 
the right direction, and boy will it make me feel 
better when we stop counting.  And stop using 
phrases like “social justice” when nobody 
knows what we’re talking about.  For me?  
Really?  All I do is go into a classroom and 
listen to the students and ask them to listen to 
each other.  And that is the basis of my work.  
And I ask them to listen to the contradictions, 
and I ask them to question me, to question each 
other, to question life, and to feel ok if all the 
answers aren’t the same.  And to break down as 
many stereotypes as I can.  And to help them 
see the stereotypes that are around them, so 
they can decide what they want to do with 
them.  And that’s as clear as I can get to 
describing what I think the social justice work 
we do is. 
 

22. Do you feel that creating 
empathy and understanding is 
an important part of what you 
do?  Do the arts assist in that? 

Sometimes I talk to the kids about really 
practical sides of theater arts in general.  
Because I also want them to have practical 
applications of the things we’re working on in 
the classroom and I ask them to observe the 
students around them, to observe me.  And I 
ask them, I say, “if I walk like this’ and I’m very 
hunched over, and I hide in my hoody, and I 
look down at my feet, and I say “do I look like a 
very secure person?  Do I look like a person 
who is secure in themselves?”  and they all say 
“no.”  And then I ask, well what does it look 
like for someone to feel good about themselves?  
What does that look like?  Could you show me?  
The practical application of that is the way 
society reads you in general.  So we talk about 
practical things like, when you go into a job 
interview, how can you look more secure, how 
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can you look like you feel better about yourself, 
how can you get the attention of people.  If you 
have to read a paper in front of a classroom, or 
when you go onto college and you’re very 
scared to get up in front of a group of people, 
how can you pretend and not feel so scared, 
how can you focus your energy so you don’t 
feel as bad in the moment, to feel more secure 
in that moment.  How can you use your voice 
to help sound more secure sound more 
comfortable in that situation?  And how can 
you make yourself heard.  That’s kind of the 
practical side.  I also feel that the theater arts 
and arts in general can be used as group 
building tools, helping students work better 
together.  Because what happens is, when 
students work better together in a group, they 
go into the real world and are able to build 
stronger ties in society, they are able to be better 
bosses, they’re able to be better coworkers, 
they’re able to be better teachers, their 
communication skills are better, they can be 
better doctors … I mean all of these things.  
And empathy in a group makes you be a better 
community builder in the future as well.  And 
you can do that in any arts projects in a group 
where you’re sharing, where you’re open to 
discussing.   
 

23. Have you ever considered 
using a different method – 
either different creative art 
outlets or a completely new 
approach – for your program?  
Why or why not? 

Question not asked 
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24. Do you think this program 
and structure could be useful 
in other communities?  What 
advice would you give to 
someone beginning a similar 
program? 

Question not asked 

25. Do you see your program 
as being successful?  What 
future plans do you have for 
your program? 

I think that my idea of whether it’s successful or 
not shifts continuously.  Every season I gain a 
whole lot of “what to do differently next year.”  
But there’s a lot of “wow, we set out to do this, 
and we accomplished something totally 
different than what we thought we were going 
to, and instead of growing in this direction I’m 
going to flip flop it and grow in the other 
direction.”  It’s a little difficult to apply 
accomplishment on an individualistic basis.  
Did I see some of those students go from A to 
Z?  Yes.  Did all of them?  No.  Did I see a group 
of students that felt more comfortable 
expressing themselves than beforehand?  Yes.  
Did we get to use all the stories?  No.  Did we 
get to as many schools as we thought we were 
going to?  No.  Did we have as high of an 
impact in our community as we thought we 
were going to?  Maybe not.  Maybe we had 
more impact in a community than we thought 
we were going to have an impact in.  Individual 
measurements are kind of difficult in the arts, 
because art is not something that you can rate 
on a scale on 1-10.  Because somebody’s 10 is 
somebody else’s 3.  How do we want to 
continue?  I’m not really sure.  I would like to 
grow the program, and work with more 
students, and have more opportunities to give 
their words and their stories back to them in a 
validating way.  This is not a “recession”, that 
everyone keeps throwing this cutesy phrase 
around, it’s as if we use it to somehow make 
things sound better.  We’re struggling even 
more as a society.  I don’t know what this 
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program will look like next year.  I don’t know 
how much funding we’ll have.  I don’t know 
where the money’s going to come from, I don’t 
know how I’m going to eat, I don’t know 
whether I’ll be able to put gas in my car.  Do I 
want to continue?  Yes.  Do I know what that’s 
going to look like?  No.  Idealistically?  I’d like 
to be able to hire more artists to work with me 
so that we can cover more artistic mediums.  I 
would like to work with administrators to 
spend more time in the classroom, as opposed 
to a couple of hours here and a couple of hours 
there in between testing.  I’d like to reach out to 
more impoverished communities, and there are 
countless of them.  I’d like to improve the 
production value of the performances in order 
to expose students to more aspects of the arts.  
And I’d like the time and money to produce 
more productions based around this idea, 
because when you are compiling this many 
stories, it’s impossible to get to as many as you 
want of them.  I think about how wonderful it 
would be if I had the time and money to create 
more than one script, if there were several 
scripts, and several groups of artists 
interpreting those scripts at the same time.  So 
that the performances could be even more site-
specific and more child-specific. 
 
 

26. Final Remarks I think more, I would like to remind society in 
general, that every time you tell a child “no”, 
there are implications.  And every time you say 
“no” to a new program, or a new experience in 
a child’s life, that there are implications.  And 
those implications aren’t just about what’s 
going to happen to that child tomorrow, or next 
month, but that’s about implications in terms of 
a society at whole.  How are we preparing our 
children to enter into the system?  I would like 
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society to look at the arts as not just something 
they think is pretty or stupid or unnecessary or 
something nice in a museum, but as the arts as 
self-expression.  When you remove the ability 
of a society to self-express, you end their ability 
to have empathy.  And if you cannot feel for 
your fellow man, then their destruction 
becomes meaningless, and easy. 
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