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ABSTRACT 
 

Art integration research has received much attention of late, yet the focus 

generally examines ways integration practice and pedagogy support or enhance outcomes 

of high stakes testing.  Serving as a counterpoint, this qualitative action research study, 

grounded in my experiences as a middle school arts integration specialist, addresses the 

value of visual culture art integration as a site of youth empowerment.  Working 

collaboratively over a period of four months with three non-art educators to create and 

teach a series of social justice art integration units with sixth graders, I examined ways an 

integrated art and visual culture curriculum fostered safe spaces for students to take risks 

by deconstructing and reconstructing their identities, beliefs and understandings of others 

and their world through artmaking.  

In chapter one, I recount early teaching experiences that prompted the research 

questions in which an examination of which arts integration pedagogies best stimulate 

students to examine visual culture, articulate voice, and question power relationships that 

perpetuate social inequities.  I address the theoretical lens of social justice art education 

as it frames the study and examine and discuss the current literature surrounding visual 

culture and art integration in chapter two.  Chapter three delineates methodologies 

employed in the action research study including data collection measures of visual 

journaling, artmaking and photography.   In chapters four, five, and six, I recount the 

process in which students engaged with, responded to, and created artwork through three 

curricular units—in social studies examining the intersections of culture and visual 

culture as evidenced through advertising, in language arts class collaboratively exploring 
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persuasion through environmental and ecological art installations, and in math class 

integrating Fibonacci’s theories through art making. 

Findings, discussed in chapter seven, indicated that visual culture art integration, 

used by teachers is often mislabeled out of insecurity and is a viable methodology for 

increasing student engagement.  When students work collaboratively a space is created 

for them to regain power in the classroom and increase empathy awareness for 

themselves and others.  Furthermore, art making, within a non-art classroom, can be a 

particularly successful arena through which middle school students articulate and clarify 

their voices.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

ART INTEGRATION: A TRANSFORMATIVE PRACTICE 

In this study I examine ways that teachers can use integrated art making and 

visual culture as curricular strategies within middle school to foster student voice and 

choice. Contemporary educators are faced with immense challenges; it is important to 

recognize the demands placed upon teachers by society, parents, administrators, district-

wide testing, and the continual development/influx/incorporation/demand to adopt new 

programs and increasing accountability measures that often overshadow the day-to-day 

realities within the classroom with students. For new educators, these challenges take 

precedence and can easily eclipse the more crucial tasks of incorporating visual culture, 

encouraging student participation in decision-making, and empowering student voice. As 

a new arts educator, I found myself embroiled in these challenges.  

Prelude 

I was to be a “good teacher.” I believed in a higher purpose and the good of my 

calling. I was ready to go above and beyond, acknowledging numerous unpaid hours to 

be logged. I was prepared to invest time, resources and money into my students’ 

education. I was to be the teacher who cares about children’s emotional and social 

development as strongly as I insisted on their grasp of curricular concepts. I had no idea 

that the journey to becoming that teacher would be so demanding.  

At the time I believed I knew how to teach and more importantly, how to support 

kids while traversing diverse and challenging curricula. My ideas were both grandiose 

and idealistic. Before I ever set foot in a classroom, I wrote a high school curriculum 
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addressing and challenging issues of diversity through art education, in part because I 

believed I knew what was missing in art education. I was so bold as to believe I could 

improve what on-the-job, seasoned professionals were currently doing.  

Despite an awareness of the potentially difficult transition from student to teacher 

role, I felt prepared to be the kind of teacher that would support children and, through art, 

make an indelible mark on their young lives. I chose an opportunity to fill a new position 

as an arts integration specialist in a large, urban school district in the southwestern United 

States. I was prepared to teach art, yet nothing had prepared me to teach all subjects 

through art. Armed with a nebulous job description that included collaborating with 30 

teachers and integrating art into math, science, social studies, and language arts to 

improve student performance for two-thirds of my day and teaching art as an elective the 

remaining one-third of the day, I was confident I would figure it out.  

I was consistently overwhelmed and unsure of what to do. I had been a good 

student but now I had no one guiding me, offering benchmarks I needed to hit, or 

strategies I could use to improve. As an arts integration specialist, rather than working 

exclusively in my own classroom, I was tasked with the unique position of working with 

other teachers – teachers who had been teaching for years, some since before I started 

school – and teaching them how to integrate the arts into their subject matter. I found that 

most teachers were resistant to investing precious time and energy into another new 

program that would probably be replaced before the next school year began. Others had 

been adamantly opposed to the program and saw my position as taking away valuable 

school resources. Some teachers welcomed me into their classrooms but saw my work as 
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free time for them to grade papers or go make copies. A few perceptive educators 

expressed their desire to embark on the truly collaborative journey of arts integration, to 

share their expertise and learn from mine as we co-constructed curricula that gave equal 

value to art and their content areas. Yet even with their willingness and my previous work 

as an artist-collaborator, I was not fully prepared to navigate these waters. I found myself 

fumbling as I made public misstep after misstep in the interpersonal relationships I was 

attempting to build. The fact that these were not just mistakes made in front of my 

students, but educators whose cooperation and respect I desired, served to compound my 

feelings of inadequacy. 

The dawning realization that I was in over my head, both in my own classroom 

and that of others, elicited a mixture of emotions; I cried the hour-long drive home and 

prayed the hour-long drive to work many times that year. The distressing classroom 

behaviors that escalated during my first semester provided evidence of my lack of control 

and connection to my students. Rather than investigating my own culpability, I found 

myself condemning parents; I voiced opinions about their childrearing practices and their 

seeming lack of commitment to their children. I struggled to articulate the goals of our 

collaboration with teachers in ways that capitalized on their content area and did not 

sacrifice the art education component. In attempts to assuage naysayers and overcome the 

mess that was my classroom, I fixated over lesson plans that were void of the rigor and 

relevance I had once aspired to address.  

The turning point came for me when I began focusing more on the significance of 

visual culture in the integrated art curricula. Using my interpretations of visual culture as 
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a building block and springboard to engage students in an examination of their own 

perceptions of visual culture proved to be an effective strategy. For example, in creating a 

lesson that integrated physics’ concepts of force, motion, and fulcrum with art, I was 

reminded of Alexander Calder’s creation of the mobile. Fascinated with the science of the 

planets moving through the solar system Calder began playing with ways to move his 

sculpture from stationary to kinetic. In his effort to make meaning of his visual culture, 

he transformed the way future generations see sculpture as kinetic in concept and 

material.  

These eighth graders grew up with mobiles over their cribs and those of their 

siblings. Did they know that prior to the 1930s, sculpture had been primarily stationary? 

Using Calder’s mobiles as the entry point into physics to address my district’s science 

standards, I purposefully refrained from mentioning physics but focused instead on the 

artistic use of the physical concepts in his sculptures. Demonstrating the influence of 

Calder’s visual culture on his artwork proved to be an important catalyst for students. 

They made the connections to space and the study of the universe that preoccupied 

Calder, resulting in his early mobiles. Immediately students were raising their hands, 

shouting out acknowledgement of their recognition of Calder’s use of force, fulcrum and 

motion--concepts to which they had been introduced in science class. These students 

came alive. Their science teacher excitedly commented on their engagement and 

attention, noting that students who never look up or even pay attention were raising their 

hands and participating. As this experience illustrated, when integrating art and visual 



  
 

 
 

20 

culture into curriculum, students are engaged. Soon, I experienced one small success after 

another and my ease in the classroom grew more than I knew possible.  

I sought out mentor teachers in my school who could support me in my efforts to 

grow as a professional. I found working with the collaborating teachers and exploring my 

job invigorating and exciting. Their patience, expertise and wit offered perspective and 

opened the door for me to get out of my own way. I began asking questions instead of 

offering advice; as I listened more to the teachers with whom I was collaborating, I found 

ways to celebrate their interests and passions in our work together. This fostered a deeper, 

more committed and, ultimately, more enjoyable working environment. 

I laughed with my colleagues and students. I laughed at myself. The students’ 

innocence, curiosity, candor and humor were refreshing and enlightening. I listened more 

closely to my students and their remarkable conversations. I began to cull out their 

interests and allowed them to inform my curricular decisions. I found myself heartily 

chucking the disconnected, albeit slaved-over lesson plans in favor of co-constructed 

lessons (with input from teachers and students) that acknowledged students’ human 

experience as I was seeing it. The more I spoke with them, rather than at them, the more 

engaged they became and the more autonomy they embraced. Ultimately, I witnessed 

students investing themselves in the learning process. Inspired by their willingness, I 

stretched myself to learn new media, techniques, and teaching strategies to capitalize on 

their visual culture interests. 
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Rationale 

As I explored ways to incorporate their visual culture, I began to notice a 

correlation between the students’ lack of empathy and the visual culture that inundates 

their lives. Research shows that issues in schools surrounding power relationships are 

increasing (Marr & Field, 2011; Orpinas & Horne, 2006; Rodkin, 2011; Unnever & 

Cornell, 2003). Children in classrooms, like many adults in the world outside school, 

attempt through their interactions to position themselves “favorably” (Denos, 2003, p. 

421) and negotiate for power. These power parleys, embedded within the social 

discourse, become aspects of the hidden curriculum. As I saw children engage in these 

power negotiations, it became apparent that notions of power, empathy, and cultural 

capital within schooling would need to not only be acknowledged but also addressed with 

my students.  

In considering how I wanted to find ways to actively address power to shed light 

on issues of cultural capital, I recognized the inherent tensions of my roles as adult, 

educator, and supposed expert. Like many contemporary art educators, I am compelled 

and conflicted by these roles of power (Delacruz, 2010). I began by seeking ways to 

support students’ decision making, to allow them to make more choices regarding our 

work together and to subvert power relationships. Social justice art education, among 

other pedagogical approaches attempts to consider social constructions of privilege that 

derive from “opportunities and lack of opportunities, resources and lack of resources, and 

the consequent social conditions and institutional structures attending to and fostering 

those inequities” (Anderson, 2010, p. 2). Anthropologist James Collins notes that one of 
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the ways that culture reproduces divisions of social, economic, gender and cultural 

inequities is through “language and communication conduct in and out of schools” (2009, 

p. 39). This awareness led me to focus on fostering voice; in schooling, students have few 

opportunities to articulate voice. Student voice is when the perspectives of young persons 

are present in education; when students have an “ability to influence learning to include 

policies, programs, contexts and principles” (Harper, 2000). Students’ lack of voice, 

coupled with the inherent social relationships and power inequities in schooling often 

result in social marginalization (Rodkin, 2011, p. 12) of young people. As all these topics 

seem interwoven, I wondered how does visual culture perpetuate power inequalities and 

reproduce the social and cultural capital of schooling? 

Cultural capital is acquired unconsciously, takes time to accumulate and in this 

process often presumes to guarantee certain rights (Bourdieu, 1986). These power 

inequalities impact all levels of schooling; students are disempowered in numerous ways, 

including peer interactions (Rodkin, 2011), lack of empowerment in school (Cook-

Sather, 2006) and teacher’s explicit or complicit participation in perpetuating power 

inequalities (Davis & Nixon, 2011; Troop-Gordon & Quenette, 2010; Unnever & 

Cornell, 2003). Beyond these overt areas, curriculum is another arena into which power 

comes into play (Krug & Cohen-Evron, 2000).  

Curriculum can reflect social action (Freedman, 2003, p. 106). Visual culture 

curriculum provides a critical lens through which to explore popular culture and the 

history of imagery from which popular culture emerges (Duncum, 2006, p. ix). A visual 

culture pedagogy is one in which curriculum is built around a problem, issue or question 
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that derives from artworks and visual culture (Taylor, Carpenter, Ballengee-Morris & 

Sessions, 2006) and creates spaces for students to look at, deconstruct, and reconstruct 

images as both text and context (Duncum, 2006). As such, visual culture curriculum 

invites the presence and power of negotiation, student voice, equity and social 

responsibility (Freedman, 2003, p. 106). I began to investigate how embedding visual 

culture pedagogy within the arts integration curriculum might impact power issues in the 

classroom. 

While there are many definitions of arts integration within the field of education 

and art education, for the purposes of this paper, use of the term arts integration is defined 

as “the effort to build a set of relationships between learning in the arts and learning in 

the other skills and subjects of the curriculum” (Deasy, 2003, p. 2). This occurs three 

ways – pedagogically, it is learning that occurs “through” and “with” the arts; 

procedurally, arts integration connects curricular areas; and structurally, arts integration 

engages learners and teachers in collaboration (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty, & 

McLaughlin, 2007). Efland notes that art is a junction point where investigative paths 

meet (2002, p. 164). As arts integration and problem-focused learning converge, they 

highlight the relationship between and among concepts, ideas, vocabulary and learning. 

In this way, arts integration becomes a system for students to map knowledge (Efland, 

2002). 

Art integration and visual culture pedagogies draw on the theory of semiotics. 

These serve as transgressive sites in which power relations can be illuminated or 

challenged for students as they become aware of the role of power in their own education. 
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Because power is often conveyed through trans-mediated semiotic systems, my 

exploration with students into visual culture incorporated an investigation into the study 

of signs and symbols of culture (Chandler, 2007). Signs include visual images and 

objects like billboards, road signs, drawings, paintings, photographs and advertisements. 

Semiotics also includes the study of words, sounds, body language, intonation and 

gestures (Chandler, 2007, p. 2; Smith-Shank, 2004, p. vii). These signs carry meanings 

that shift and mutate (Chandler, 2007; Rose, 2001; Smith-Shank, 2004). Semiotic 

pedagogy, like arts integration and visual culture pedagogies, moves away from the 

traditional cognitive processing models of the past and rejects the idea that there is a 

correct form of knowledge that teachers should be transmitting to the passive-receiver 

students (Cunningham & Smith-Shank, 1990) to one in which there are possibilities for 

unlimited meanings to be made.  

As I struggled to become a better educator and explored power relationships, 

visual culture, arts integration, and semiotics, I realized that I, like any educator, did not 

have all the answers and this distinction did not make me less effective but more so. The 

successes and failures of that first year engendered in me a quest to find ways to foster 

student voice, to build a deeper, collaborative practice of arts integration that used visual 

culture for social justice as both pedagogy and curriculum. Visual culture explores the 

way images create and perpetuate meaning and how they establish and contribute to 

preserving aesthetic values, gender stereotypes and the relationships of power (Rogoff, 

1998, p. 25). Visual culture pedagogy, like arts integration, transforms education from 
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being something projected and enforced on students to a model of advocacy in which 

students are active constructors of their learning experiences.  

Research Questions 

As an art educator focused on fostering student voice through integrated art 

making and visual culture curriculum, I found myself researching numerous 

interventions. I stumbled upon social empathy as it is used in the counseling field and 

wondered how it, semiotic pedagogy and arts integration curriculum might be combined 

to help create a safe space where students could take risks to deconstruct and reconstruct 

their identities, beliefs, understandings of others and their world? How might examining 

and deconstructing visual culture through integrated art making empower middle school 

students to find voice through/while reconstructing visual culture? Moreover, what 

strategies or tools would empower teachers, trained in disciplines other than art, to use 

visual culture as an integrated curricular focus? 

Overview of the Study 

I use action research in this study to explore the way multiple perspectives of 

voice, art making, visual culture and power combine in a middle school classroom 

setting. Fostering student voice through co-creation and dialogue, empowering the non-

arts educator, and making a space for collaboration are my goals. Examining, 

deconstructing and reconstructing visual culture to explore the way it informs thinking 

and action is the curricular focus. Using integrated art making in the subject areas of 

math, science, language arts and social studies to provide a forum for students to make 

meaning and sense of their world provides the pedagogical support. Informing the study 
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are the concepts of social empathy (Wagaman, 2011), critical literacy, and art education 

pedagogies for social justice (Anderson, 2010; Dewhurst, 2011; Duncum, 2011, Garber, 

2005) because they are potential means to address and buoy liberatory pedagogy. 

Liberatory pedagogy involves “democratic dialogue in the classroom, curriculum situated 

in the learner’s reality, participatory teaching formats, and critical literacy” (Shor, 1987, 

p. 2). Exploring teacher-student, student-student, and curriculum-student relationships 

provides perspective on power struggles in middle school education. Giving students an 

opportunity to intimately examine the images surrounding their lives allows them to 

individually determine what aspects of their lived experience to critically examine and 

deconstruct. Doing so intentionally, ultimately exposes them to the ways in which visual 

culture, education and other systems perpetuate cultural and social power relationships. 

Integrated art making has the potential to offer students choice and autonomy in the 

deconstruction and reconstruction of those issues.  

Methods 

As I hoped, in designing this study, to co-construct an integrated art making 

curriculum incorporating and validating student voice, I drew upon the qualitative 

methodology of action research. Action research can be used as a method of transforming 

both schools and academic cultures (Somekh, 2008) through examination and 

interpretation. Two defining criteria of action research include the subjective gaze or role 

of the “insider” (McNiff, Lomax & Whitehead, 1996, p. 14) and the collaborative and 

participatory nature of the process of action. Moving the focus of research from a 

curricular standpoint to one that connects to philosophy and hermeneutics results in a 
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powerful space in which the knowledge is transferred to practice. This methodology fits 

the needs of many researchers today in education, including researchers like myself who 

are in the classroom and wish to validate their theories through practice (Elliott, 1991).  

An underlying commitment to improve or change a situation that incorporates a 

systematic monitoring of, continual reflection on and striving for democratic principles is 

also important to action research. Specifically, this study emanates from a standpoint of 

critical action research explored through a social justice framework. This methodological 

approach challenges underlying assumptions and practices in research, in part because 

social justice education is an iterative process – a way of teaching whose goal is 

emancipation (Anderson, 2010; Dewhurst, 2010). When the process of making art “offers 

participants a way to construct knowledge, critically analyze an idea, and take action in 

the world, then they are engaged in a practice of social justice artmaking” (Dewhurst, 

2010, p. 8). This perspective supports educators and empowers young artists to make 

artwork and critically reflect on problems they encounter, while actively working to 

promote change in their communities beginning with “where they are” (Dewhurst, 2011, 

p. 376).  

Many of the moments of discovery and evidence of learning in the art classroom 

are shared just between the teacher and student, rarely moving outside the classroom 

door. In part this is due to the challenging nature of art education in which it is “difficult 

to quantify, expect or reproduce predictably due to extreme variability in art education 

and its contexts” (Wilson McKay, 2006, p. 47). The diverse nature of art education 

curricula can be informed by action research. In action research, questions drive the 
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research, not the outcome, in much the same way that students’ questions and concerns 

often drive curricular choices.  

Sharing the findings from action research fosters reflective educational 

transformation because it offers insight into the realities of classroom interactions. My 

study uses action research to impact curricular decisions and demonstrate the potential of 

welcoming student voice through integrated art making, thereby empowering students. 

Overview of Setting and Participants 

The research setting was a middle school in a large, urban school district in the 

southwestern United States. The research site was chosen for three reasons. First, it was a 

site that had a five-year history of using arts integration with some record of success. 

However, despite an ongoing focus on arts integration, many of the teachers 

acknowledged that they did not use arts integration pedagogy in their own classroom 

because they were not trained in the arts. One of the main goals of arts integration is to 

change the delineations and segregation of subject knowledge and teaching.  

Secondly, because I had worked at the site as an arts-integration specialist for two 

of their five years as an arts-integration focused school, I had established a rapport with 

the teachers. They had seen me teach and work with students. Their comfort level with 

me as a person, as a researcher and as a teacher directly impacted the study and gave me 

leeway to invite student voice and choice. Finally, due to the collaborative and 

fluctuating nature of action research in which the research is continually informing the 

process through a cycle of action, reflection and informed-action, it was logical to work 
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within a site where I had a sense of the site, the student population, and the teachers’ 

practice prior to beginning the study.  

Participants came from those students enrolled in the 6th grade GATE (Gifted and 

Talented Education) classes at the site. There was a cohort of 86 students who were 

invited to participate along with their three teachers. All students, because they were 

enrolled in the cohort would have benefit of the entire visual culture art integration 

curriculum but only the 42 students who had parental consent and student assent 

participated in the data collection process.  

Study Design 

In teaching, one often has an intended goal but the classroom community, school 

climate, cultural climate and even geographic locale influence the path to achieving that 

goal. This study mirrors that and is designed to organically explore the research questions 

in a fluid manner. Since my goal was to work with students and the teachers to make 

curricular connections between art and what they are learning in other subject areas the 

study design was fluid. I began by establishing an open environment of discourse with 

students and teachers. After creating visual journals that would serve as the place in 

which ideas, thoughts, reflections and artwork would be housed, the teachers and I 

collaborated on the first curricular integration in which students explored their visual 

culture. Building on this, students examined gender roles in visual culture. Using 

advertising, multimedia and photography, students examined the way art is used to 

reinforce, construct, deconstruct, challenge and reinterpret gender roles and norms. 

Following an examination of the current visual culture, students created artwork that 
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demonstrated their awareness and increased understanding of the role of visual culture as 

a mediator of culture. My original study design anticipated inviting students to 

brainstorm and discuss the social justice issues of consequence to them, thereby 

determining the trajectory of our integration explorations and art making from that point 

on. In large part due to the constraints of time, the teacher’s need to address their content 

and the fact that the implementation schedule varied resulted in students not determining 

our curricular themes. In the second unit, in which students investigated environmental 

and ecological artists, I did however ensure a space for student voice and input through 

their artmaking. Our last curriculum integration centered on math and art history while 

fostering a space for students to explore artistic media new to the students. 

The unknown factors were the exciting and challenging aspects of the study. 

Staying open to allowing discoveries to inform and guide the process while referencing 

and holding close to the questions that guided the research, I implemented a feminist 

pedagogy model employed by Nordlund, Speirs, and Stewart in their Invitation to the 

Dinner Party Summer Institute (2010). This model starts with the students, not just who 

they are but looks at how their experiences inform them. It examines ways to engender 

opportunities to create community, to find ideas and look for metaphors that extend 

community and encourage dialogue that invites multiple perspectives, explores content 

through inquiry and art making, and ultimately creates a safe space. 

Data Collection 

Data collection took place through various measures including a reflective 

journal, student created visual journals, art making, photographic documentation, 
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collaborative meetings with teachers, and student validated responses. The reflective 

journal served as the primary site of data collection, a place to collect my thoughts about 

the process, challenges and discoveries encountered, problems posed, and insights or 

awarenesses to which I came. The reflective journal included focused reflections 

following my contact with students and collaborating teachers as well as notes and 

insights in which literature or scholarship was connected to the study.  

As we examined and deconstructed their visual culture, students’ ideas, thoughts 

and visual musings were collected in their visual journals. Students made artwork that 

offered perspective into their visual culture. Following the reconstruction of visual 

culture through art making, photographs of student artwork were collected. Additionally, 

the teachers were invited to engage in reflective journaling throughout the study to 

chronicle their process, awarenesses, and connections.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred from a praxis paradigm: as information was gathered and 

analyzed, it provided new insights and knowledge that informed new decisions to be 

made. This cyclical nature of action research was the main method of data analysis. The 

data collected from visual journals, photographic documentation, field notes and 

collaborative meetings with the educators was edited, a coding system developed that 

focuses on the areas of student voice, social empathy awareness and connections, critical 

literacy and thinking and the manifestations of youth empowerment in the study. Both the 

coding of the data and the interpretation were an on-going process. 
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Limitations of the Study 

One limitation of the study is the ratio of the number of students for whom 

parental consent was granted to the total number of students in the 6th grade GATE 

cohort. The fact that parental consent was not granted for nearly half of the students 

engaged in the curriculum intervention is a limitation of the study and informs the 

resulting findings. Information about the study, the goals and desired outcome of the 

study, and the potential impact of participation in the study was sent to parents in August, 

before the study commenced. Beyond written information and my availability to answer 

questions or concerns via phone or email, two informational meetings were held where 

parents could ask questions and obtain more information about the study and their child’s 

participation. There is no particular explanation I can offer as to the number of parents 

who consented for their child to participate in the data collection versus those who did 

not consent.  

The way in which art integration is defined within this study and this document is 

a limitation. Rather than use the more general term “arts integration” which is used to 

describe curriculum integration in which all art forms—dance, music, theater, and visual 

arts—are integrated, in this study, I use the term “art integration” to specifically refer to 

the integration of visual art, visual art media, and those skills and practices associated 

with visual art. These comprise the narrower focus of the integration in which the 

students, teachers and I were engaged throughout the study. 

Voice is a common term and is used by many to connote empowering people to 

comment on social issues of diverse groups, to examine politics of difference or to honor 
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a particular cultural history. In the case of this study, fostering student voice is a 

particular goal in which I wanted to create a space for students to be heard, to determine 

and articulate their thoughts and ideas within the typical educational setting where 

teacher voice has more power and authority. Using the terms “student voice” throughout 

this document, I am referring to opportunities and experiences where students were given 

opportunity to and encouraged to communicate their ideas, beliefs and understanding 

through their own spoken, written or visual voice. Various methods can be used to foster 

voice; the tools or strategies used in this study to foster voice represent a sampling of 

those from which educators can pull. A limitation of this study, in terms of voice, is the 

lack of generalizability to other situations. The voices fostered were those of these 

particular students in these particular situations. 

Significance of the Study 

Middle school students are under researched. Turning to them, as the experts to 

hear their voices is valuable and necessary (Davis & Nixon, 2011). This study is 

significant to middle school students in three ways. First, it makes clear that their voice, 

their ideas, and their beliefs are important and worth acknowledging. Secondly, it offers 

them a vehicle to report their experiences from their perspective. Throughout this study, I 

prompted and collected middle school students’ artwork, visual reflections, notes from 

brainstorming sessions, and artifacts of our curricular collaborations in order to report 

their experiences as much as possible through their own eyes and words. Member checks 

were employed to ensure the accurate representation of their voice. Thirdly, while many 

adults perceive students to be adept at deciphering the visual world as visual 
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communicators by virtue of their living in a visually and technologically saturated world, 

students do not necessarily possess the skills to critically process, analyze and question 

the internalization of the powerful implications that visual culture has on their 

experiences. This study offers an opportunity to empower students to examine the ways 

in which they process, decode, deconstruct and reconstruct the visual culture with which 

they are inundated. 

The documentation of social problems within and on middle school campuses is 

prevalent. Yet few scholars examine the culture of the school site and the curriculum as a 

vehicle for students to find voice; art education fosters a site for young people to safely 

explore the human tendency to stereotype and the ways in which the media, social, and 

cultural forces enforce that tendency (Chung, 2008). Social justice art education teaches 

critical thinking and fosters students connections to each other; it empowers them to find 

voice, to question their world and to translate their beliefs into actions (Dewhurst, 2010); 

to join others in working together for a more democratically just world through empathy.  

As an educator who wants to support middle school students in finding voice and 

someone who understands the myriad challenges educators face, I believe this study is 

relevant personally and professionally. There are multiple points of connection and 

exploration that overlap and intersect in the complex way that school life and teaching 

often do. It is difficult for teachers to engage in research while juggling the federal, state 

and district mandates of an already complex, demanding role. This, coupled with 

personal concerns and daily rigors of classroom practice, often take precedence over 

efforts toward empowering students. Delacruz (2010) notes many educators are not 



  
 

 
 

35 

secure enough in their positions, schools, or communities to engage in “politically 

charged mandates without considerable efforts, sacrifices, risks, and assistance from their 

counterparts in university settings” (p. 23). I wish to support my colleagues in the 

“trenches” and provide potential solutions to the challenges they face. The nature of my 

position outside the district affords freedom for me to engage in this research.  

The study also has value for classroom teachers. By acknowledging middle school 

students’ perspectives, educators can better meet students’ immediate needs and reflect 

on pedagogical practices that acknowledge the value of exploring and integrating visual 

culture. Calling into question power relationships is validated by art making and nurtures 

our humaneness (Lankford, 2002) while exploring issues that are of both public and 

private concern (Duncum, 2011). Using art making as a way to foster meaning making 

demonstrates the value of integrating art into the curriculum in all content areas. Further, 

action research as a methodology provides a forum through which educators can practice 

giving students voice in curricular choices and support educators to alter the oppressive 

nature of schooling. This study contributes to the limited research into middle school 

students’ perceptions while providing insight for educators into the visual culture that 

students value and find important.  

Outline of the Document 

I chose to focus on ways the role of visual culture art education fosters critical 

thinking and meaning-making for youth, the value of arts integration as a teaching 

methodology, the lack of student voice in curricular decision-making, and the pervasive 

and powerful presence of visual culture to empower as well as disenfranchise students. 
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While each is addressed separately throughout the document in an effort to provide 

clarity and support, using this delineation is not meant to imply their separateness or lack 

of connection, rather it is simply a clarification device.  

I begin chapter two with an analysis of the literature examining the social context 

of the middle school and considerations facing contemporary middle school educators in 

order to inform my understandings of the setting in which I conducted the study. I set the 

ground for the theoretical frameworks that undergird the study including social justice art 

education, feminist pedagogy, critical pedagogy, and visual culture. Following this, the 

concept of social empathy as it informs youth empowerment and voice is examined. I 

conclude with an examination of the literature surrounding the pedagogical practice of 

arts integration within the field of art education specifically and its role for the general 

classroom teacher.  

In chapter three, I review in greater detail the methodological traditions that 

ground the study. In particular, I review action research. I then turn to an overview of the 

research site and the primary participants involved in the study. In this chapter, I provide 

the reader with a description of Desert Willow Middle School1, the collaborating teachers 

and student profiles, in order to present the context in which the study took place and my 

process for site and participant selection. I review my data collection procedures and 

                                                        
 
1 All names in this report are pseudonyms. The names of the participants, school and county in which 
the research site is located have all been changed to protect the participants’ confidentiality. 
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discuss the process of data coding and analysis. Finally, I discuss the methods of data 

verification employed. 

Chapters four, five and six encompass the analytical elements of this research 

document through which I present the data and my interpretations of the findings in a 

narrative format. In chapter four I examine the first of three curricular interventions, the 

Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit. Chapter five presents the second curricular 

integration unit titled the Persuasive Power of Environmental and Ecological Art. 

Chapter six presents the third and final curriculum engagement Fibonacci and Art. 

Interwoven in each of these chapters are data and interpretations of the deconstruction 

and reconstruction of the visual culture in which students engaged, the curriculum and 

pedagogical strategies that I took the students through, the experiences of the students 

through their own words and art as well as the collaborative process between myself, the 

teachers, and students as we created the curriculum in which we engaged. Linking the 

narratives are both holistic examinations of the data as well as discussion of individual 

roles and interpersonal relationships within the study. These include my relationship as 

teacher and researcher, the relationships between myself and the teachers, between 

teachers and the students, and between students and students. An examination of the 

implications of the integrated visual culture curriculum on the social interactions of the 

students is also undertaken.  

Finally, in chapter seven, I summarize my findings, address the significance of the 

findings as well as their limitations, and provide implications for curriculum policy, 

pedagogical practice and middle school art education. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A WORLD OF CHANGE 

Before addressing the theoretical lens of the study it is necessary to examine the 

postmodern student who necessarily navigates what Mirzoeff (1999) calls the unique 

challenges anyone living in this time faces, by acknowledging that “human experience is 

now more visual and visualized than ever before” (p. 1). We are inundated with images; 

in fact, we are overrun with images in what Avgerinou (2009) terms a “bain d’images.” 

This “image bath” is one in which for “most people in the United States, life is mediated 

through television” (Mirzoeff, 1999, p.1). This mediation informs our view in multiple 

ways, including our insight into the world, our understanding, beliefs, attitudes and 

mores, our choices and thereby, our resulting actions. The barrage of the visual changes 

our understanding of what it means to live in the world. Furthering the intercession of 

television and the influx of the digital in our lives, today, computers, hand-held electronic 

devices, and social media sites allows us to be virtually connected at all times.   

As our world has changed through the influx of visual culture and its attendant 

technology, so too have our students and their needs, yet the roles of educators and the 

education system have for the most part resisted change (Day, 2004). In the No Child Left 

Behind arena of high stakes testing that is termed public schooling some would argue that 

the cultural capital of education that underpins and augments the economic distinctions of 

class (Bourdieu as cited in Mirzoeff, 1999, p. 12) has been reinforced. One example of 

this reinforcement of cultural capital is curriculum, especially that surrounding literacy 

acquisition and practices where skills that celebrate automatic responses to standardized 
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tests are the norm (Gee, 2003). Hackman (2005) notes that, “educators need to take a 

stronger and more vocal stance against the furtherance of policies and approaches that 

serve some at the expense of many” (p. 103) like standardized testing. The trial of the 

contemporary middle school student is compounded by the fact that much of the 

legislation which impacts practical manifestations through policy decisions and curricular 

mandates does not consider the challenging and multifaceted demands placed upon 

today’s students; the ability to be successful demands increasingly more complex 

thinking skills than traditional, narrowly defined, regimented educational practices 

typically foster.  

Professor of education and pedagogue Joe Kincheloe (2004) classifies the new 

childhood as one that no longer sees youth as a construct of “biological stages of child 

development” (p. 101) but rather as a cultural construct of the postmodern world in which 

we live informed by “1) changing economic conditions, and 2) children’s access to 

information that was once the exclusive domain of adults” (p. 102). Beyond identification 

of changes to the paradigm of the contemporary child, we must also recognize “the 

conserving function of schooling”(Noffke, 2009, p. 6). If we admit the ways in which 

schooling attempts to maintain the status quo we can according to educational researcher 

Susan Noffke, begin through that recognition to seek out educational responses that foster 

“profound structural changes” (p. 6). One response is through an examination of the 

relationship of students’ lives outside of school to that which they experience 

within/during/around the school experience (including the curriculum that is taught in 

school). Students come to school swimming in a sea of imagery, influenced by the 
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downpour of the digital: technology, television, internet, social networking sites, film, 

etc., that saturate their lives outside of school only to discover that these modes of 

meaning making are predominantly unacknowledged and under-used as forms of literacy 

practices within school (Considine, Horton, & Moorman, 2009, p. 471). As educator and 

activist James Gee (2003) notes, literacy is a social practice and the gap between 

students’ multimodal literacy acquisition at home and the school- based print, text-laden, 

context-removed practices of literacy are growing (Ajayi, 2011, p. 398). Even the terms 

used to describe adolescents acknowledge the visual and technological realities of their 

lives. These students are often referred to as “Millenials” (Howe & Strauss, 2000, cited in 

Considine, Horton & Moorman, 2009, p. 472) and are unique from all previous 

generations because they were born into and have grown up in a world transfixed by, 

informed through, and created around the digital. Commonly referred to as screenagers 

(Bigum & Rowan, 2009, and digital natives (Prensky, 2001), educators frequently have a 

false belief that such young people are “media savvy” since they are more likely to 

engage in the use of technology as a preferred method of communication and 

entertainment. This misperception suggests, therefore, that today’s students are, through 

this continual and extensive exposure to multimodal forms of visual media, equipped and 

skilled in critically engaging in the postmodern world (Considine, Horton, & Moorman, 

2009, pp. 472-473). This erroneous belief compounds the challenges to and failures of 

education in today’s schools to build a bridge between art, image, technology and the 

classroom.  
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Teacher educator Kaia Skaggs (2004) argues that in terms of cognitive 

development, adolescence is a very important time for students to build their critical 

thinking skills because youth have generally, by this time in their lives, developed the 

“kinds of cognitive activities that allow them to engage in critical thinking in its full 

sense” (p. 83). Research supports that adolescents are not only more efficient and quicker 

at processing information than young children, but have more background knowledge to 

bring to the cognitive act. Moreover, they are able to employ a number of metacognitive 

strategies that are essential in the development of critical thinking (Skaggs, pp. 83-85). 

Despite schools believing they are teaching and stimulating the kinds of thinking skills 

that foster critical thinking, “many fail to do so” (Skaggs, p 85). Skaggs argues, however, 

that critical thinking skills can be developed through precise teaching and practice in a 

wide variety of contexts where deep knowledge is generated through clear and explicit 

teaching of the cognitive and thinking skills associated with and necessary for critical 

thinking. This includes an attitude of resourcefulness and persistence on the part of 

students, the ability to problem solve and problem pose, analyze, hypothesize, evaluate, 

assess, compare and contrast multiple sources of information in order to carry out a task.   

 This study is predicated in part on the idea that in the increasingly complex, ever 

changing society in which we live, art educators must adapt to the needs of our learners; 

the efforts we make to reach out to educators outside our profession must be enlarged 

through sharing the pedagogical strategies and structures employed that foster 

environments for students to develop their critical thinking skills. Students need 

opportunities, through curricula and art making, to explore, comment upon, and propose 
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solutions to the multifaceted issues we face. In this way, education serves as a catalyst 

where learners can reimagine their worlds.  

Theoretical Foundation 

 The challenges of educational injustice are great. Acknowledging the sheer 

magnitude of these well-established, firmly entrenched attitudes, norms, and values that 

foster and nurture these behaviors, many scholars are searching for solutions. Rather than 

educators searching alone, bringing in the perspective of students, their voices, and 

desires creates a space for humanizing pedagogy and students’ investment in the process. 

The theoretical foundations of social justice education are the threads that construct 

humanizing pedagogy. Multiple threads, each relevant in a particular way to the goals 

and objectives of the study, the research questions that undergird the study, and the 

teaching practice through which it was achieved are examined here. Feminist theory, 

critical pedagogy and visual culture education undergird liberating pedagogy and, among 

other things, address power relationships through curricular changes while supporting 

acceptance and celebration of diversity. A “socially relevant democratic education” (M. 

Parsons, 2004, p. 775) in which art education is a transformative vehicle through which 

children can explore their world, themselves, and issues of public and private concern 

(Duncum, 2011) begins to addresses the aforementioned educational injustices.  

Social Justice Education 

 According to Garber (2005), social justice education “brings together the goals 

and perspectives of feminist, multicultural, disability rights, environmental, community-

based, critical pedagogy, social reconstruction and visual culture art education” (p. 4). 
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Ultimately social justice education has goals of examining and understanding power 

relationships (Anderson, 2010), fostering a revised picture of the world in which students 

gain clearer understanding of themselves and the world in which they live (Garber, 

2005), and take an active role in their education (Hackman, 2005). Anderson (2010) notes 

that social justice is conceptually bound to ideas of social equity; social justice education 

is both goal and process (Bell, 1997) and offers teachers a method to empower students 

through democratic and critical learning situations (Hackman, 2005). Interwoven into the 

umbrella of social justice education are the concepts, goals, processes, and methodologies 

that inform this study.  

 Liberatory pedagogy. Social justice education examines power relationships and 

privilege that create spaces in which social inequality, oppression, and disempowerment 

fester. Social justice education is not just focused on diversity, collaboration and 

discourse in classrooms, or creating and fostering democratic spaces but rather “requires 

an examination of systems of power and oppression combined with a prolonged emphasis 

on social change and student agency in and outside of the classroom” (Hackman, 2005, p. 

104). This goal is specifically informed by liberatory pedagogy. Liberatory pedagogy is 

teaching that attempts to alter the oppressive systematic structure of education in such a 

way that students engage in a humanizing process that Freire (1970/1993) terms 

“authentic liberation”—looking at, engaging with, and acting upon the world to bring 

about change. This change requires “a type of pedagogy that not only engages the mind 

(thinking), but also engages the body (feelings, behaviors, and even an aesthetic 

dimension)” (Grinberg, 2004, p. 255). Liberatory pedagogy employs resistance, 
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developed through critical thinking and critical awareness of the issues and conditions of 

our lived experiences, to support altering the practices of modern education at work 

today.  

 Implicit in the consideration of a nurturing, safe environment is the expectation 

that teachers are examining the power and privilege that inform their actions in an effort 

to end the dehumanizing of students (Renner, Brown, Steins, & Burton, 2010, p. 42). 

Sharing this struggle overtly with students prompts a space for educational discourse 

which “not only frames the way students experience learning, it…empower[s] them” 

(Leonardo, 2004, p. 12).  

 Critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy is a form of teaching that is informed by 

liberatory pedagogy and critical theory. Critical theory examines the ways in which social 

groups attain and retain power. Specifically, critical theory looks at the ways in which 

economic, cultural, and linguistic processes support and create inequalities that lead to 

disparities in terms of race, gender, sexual orientation, and culture (Hursh, 2004, p. 440). 

Critical pedagogy “takes into account the larger goal of what the knowledge being taught 

will be used for” (Kashope Wright, 2004, p. 120) and asks educators to question the ways 

in which perspectives on knowledge and knowledge creation are informed by these 

inequalities. Critical pedagogy is a theory and a practice that helps students achieve a 

critical consciousness in which they question and inquire into what knowledge is being 

taught in schools, why that particular knowledge is being taught, who teaches it, and how 

the roles of power inform that teaching and the reception of that knowledge. The ultimate 

goal of critical pedagogy is to transform discriminatory conditions through empowerment 
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of those who are marginalized or alienated (Leonardo, 2004) while advocating for 

curricula that is responsive to everyday knowledge (Comber & Nixon, 2009). Critical 

pedagogy is supported by the concepts of critical literacy and critical thinking. 

 Critical literacy. Critical literacy is a tool that can be used by educators to move 

beyond their routinized, domineering, and unexamined practices to build a bridge with 

students by focusing on the cultural, economic, gendered, ageist, racist, class-bound 

spaces in which education grows and intersperses. Our current educational practices 

reinforce for students that they should not question, and certainly not in a critical way, the 

status quo (Hinchey, 2004; Renner, Brown, Stiens, & Burton, 2010) but that is exactly 

what critical literacy advocates. According to Renner, Brown, Stiens, and Burton, 

educators, like young people, have learned through socialization to oppress. In order to 

change this behavior, we must go through a process of “de-socialization” if there is any 

expectation of creating a reasoned, fair world (p. 50). Citing Freire, these authors 

advocate using critical literacy as a tool to construct meaning from the word and the 

world while exploring and examining historical, social, and political contexts (p. 51). 

Using the educational environment as a basis to explore the “real and formidable” 

oppression that “inscribes and normalizes” schools (Leonardo, 2004, p. 13) is a great 

benefit of social justice and liberatory pedagogy. The “stubborn and persistent” nature of 

social inequality undermines students’ promise of learning (p. 13) and reinforces their 

passive acceptance of messages from the world. Critical literacy encourages and fosters 

examination of these messages and nurtures students to challenge the power relations that 

exist.  
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 Critical thinking. Arguably, there are multiple factors that create the construct of 

injustice. One is the way in which many people see the world from a simplistic, 

dichotomous perspective. This antagonistic way of thinking about the world and our role 

in it does not engender critical thinking; it is reinforced by our educational system. 

According to Kincheloe (2004) the act of thinking critically fosters new insights into 

“seeing and making meaning” in which “the interconnections between text, ideas, 

physical objects, social circumstances, and the educational process” are perceived. Our 

place in the world, our governing gaze (Goswami, Lewis, Rutherford & Waff, 2009) or 

“position in the web of reality (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 3) inform the way we see ourselves 

and our world. Examining multiple perspectives and the influence of our gaze on our 

perceptions are fundamental goals of critical thinking (Flores-Koulish, 2006; Kincheloe, 

2004; Weil, 2004b). Hinchey (2004) distinguishes between critical thinking and less 

taxing thinking, in which every question has one right, correct answer (p. 163). In this 

distinction, Hinchey notes that critical thinking is one in which we identify all the 

possibilities, alternatives, and choices as we examine issues from multiple and varied 

perspectives. Kincheloe advocates furthering the inquiry of critical thinking beyond logic 

to include “how to discern the political implications of texts and academic practices…to 

question the nature of criticality more deeply…to question our assumptions, our notions 

of self, and what Burbules & Beck (1999) term, “our comfortable views of everyday life” 

(2004a, p. 3). 

 Feminist Pedagogy. Feminist pedagogy addresses the processes of teaching and 

learning that guide and inform classroom practices, including empowerment, the subject 
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matter addressed, and the ways in which that subject matter is applied to social action 

(Shrewsbury, 1987).  Within these practices, gender is an ongoing factor, although not 

the only factor. The concept of feminist pedagogy starts with the recognition of what 

education is and what it potentially could be. Theories underlying feminist pedagogy 

enlarge Freire’s ideas through three particular constructs: authority, construction of 

knowledge, and perspectives of gender (Weiler, 1991). The feminist pedagogue actively 

works to create a site within education where educators are aware of their power and 

encourage students to question and challenge the norms of authority (Larson, 2005; 

McCall, 1994; Weiler, 1991). Feminist pedagogy encourages educators and students to 

start where we are and value the personal experience and knowledge of the learner 

(Larson, 2005; Nordlund, Speirs & Stewart, 2010). Feminist pedagogy invites, among 

other things, new perspectives on collaborative group work, a framework of 

consciousness-raising, and a focus on contextual understanding. Collaboration is a 

practice that comes up repeatedly in educational conversations but within feminist 

pedagogy the act of collaboration is one in which students are supported to value their 

experiences, to listen and to empathize with each other, and to support and encourage 

critical thinking. This kind of classroom is one that Shrewsbury classifies as “persons 

connected in a net of relationships with people who care about each other’s learning as 

well as their own” (1982, p. 6). Consciousness-raising has a long history within the Civil 

Rights Movement of the 1950’s and 1960’s (Larson, 2005) and is often associated with 

the Freirean term “conscientization.” The distinction between the concept of feminist 

consciousness-raising and conscientization is “in its practice and desire for a holistic and 
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non-sexist educational climate that is distinctively framed by the influence of feminism” 

(Larson, 2005, p. 138). Feminism asks that we maintain an awareness of our role as 

educators and our subjectivity, and that within those confines, the ways in which our 

power and privilege impact who we are, the way we think and therefore, the ways in 

which we act.  

 Contextual understanding offers students a context for what they are learning 

(Shreve, 2005) and recognizes that “mere possession of information does not necessarily 

translate into wisdom or deep knowledge” (Hackman, 2005, p. 105). Learners examine 

content within historical, social, economic, political, gendered, and classed contexts. 

Equally important as the examination of context through these lenses is that the feminist 

classroom is a site of empowerment where learners act as change agents. Feminist 

pedagogy charges educators with looking at the content taught and the methodology used 

to teach thereby “developing and offering alternative classroom practices” (Brueing, 

2011, p. 5). When we examine content contextually there is risk of reinforcing and 

recreating the marginalized experiences of members of oppressed groups. Feminists 

advocate using critical analysis and application through a praxis paradigm that “brings 

the power of that information to fruition” (Hackman, 2005, p. 106) using pedagogical 

structures that “rely less on the authority of the instructor” (Shackelford, 1992, p. 570). 

This process affords a student-centered site where learners reflect on and negotiate their 

meanings as they become aware of their power as change agents.  
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Constructivism 

 Within the constructs of examining power relationships lies the constructivist 

perspective, heavily influenced by the work of both Piaget (1954, 1963) and Vygotsky 

(1978, 1994). A Swiss psychologist, Piaget’s research supported that children, by virtue 

of being curious and trying to understand the world around them, actively construct 

representations about the world they experience (Arends, 2004). Piaget also argued that 

all individuals go through various stages of intellectual development. Lev Vygotsky, a 

Russian psychologist, believed that as we are challenged with new and puzzling 

experiences that we create mental links from prior knowledge to new knowledge, thereby 

constructing new meanings (Arends, 2004; Johnson, Dupuis, Musial, Hall, & Gollnick, 

2003). A key difference between Vygotsky and Piaget is that Vygotsky believed that 

social engagement with others “spurred the construction of new ideas and enhanced the 

learner’s intellectual development” while Piaget focused on stages of intellectual 

development that everyone, regardless of social and cultural context, goes through 

(Arends, 2004, p. 397). Vygotsky argued that learning takes place through social 

interactions with peers and teachers.  

Building on the theories of these two psychologists, constructivism celebrates 

hands-on, project-based teaching and learning where teachers are encouraged to rethink 

their teaching practices and give students opportunities to construct their own thinking 

processes where they infer and discover their own answers (Johnson, Dupuis, Musial, 

Hall, & Gollnick, 2003). Constructivist curriculum acknowledges that learning takes 

place as students construct new, personally meaningful knowledge. Knowledge is not 
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“fixed, known, and transmittable” (Arends, 2004, p. 13) but is personal, fluid and ever-

changing through the learning events experienced and the social interactions that occur 

within and around those learning events. This influences the ways in which teachers think 

about curriculum; a curriculum is no longer a set of plans or knowledge transmitted from 

a teacher to fit every learner, but rather carefully conceived experiences that center 

around questions that learners can explore, critical thinking experiences that students 

engage in and big ideas that the learners internalize and transform into meaning. A 

constructivist approach to learning emphasizes process, not product, and acknowledges 

the ways in which learning is affected by the context in which one learns, the beliefs and 

attitudes of the learner, and the space created for students to try out ideas and hypotheses. 

Constructivism requires that teachers create curricula that match and challenge a learner’s 

understanding while fostering further growth and development of their minds. 

Social Justice Art Education 

 When the theories of liberatory pedagogy, critical pedagogy and feminist 

pedagogy are translated to art education, it results in art education that must “engage 

young people as active and critical participants in the world” (Dewhurst, 2011, p. 4364) 

rather than be a space of strict regimentation, rules and technique instruction. Art 

education can foster a site for young people to explore issues of power, including the 

human tendency to stereotype and the ways in which the media and social and cultural 

forces enforce that tendency (Chung, 2008). Investigating issues of power relationships 

and stereotypes not only creates a space for dialogue, but can transform behavior and 

teach students how to resist oppression and the violence that stems from prejudice and 
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stereotyping (Bickley-Green, 2007; Chung, 2008). Furthermore, creating curriculum that 

engages students in exploring these social and cultural manifestations through visual 

culture empowers them to think and engage critically in what interests them outside the 

confines of school—media, popular culture, technology, etc. Chung (2008) encourages 

art educators to use issues-based art education to actively teach students to “examine 

prejudicial social conditions and to reflect upon cultural attitudes, beliefs and values 

manifested” (p. 22).   

Social justice art education fosters the development of students’ communication 

skills, builds students’ capacity to investigate critically the world in which they live while 

learning to use new tools and methods to clarify and communicate their ideas (Desai, 

Hamlin, & Mattison, 2010, p. 6). Art education for social justice encourages students to 

connect to each other, question their world and translate their beliefs into action 

(Dewhurst, 2010); to join their teachers in working together for a more democratically 

just world. Art education for social justice advocates that students’ are an active part of 

the curriculum through their voices, lives and interests (Garber, 2005) thereby underlying 

social justice art education practices with the goal of youth empowerment. 

Youth Empowerment  

 At the heart of empowerment, an ongoing and intentional relational process, is the 

focus on gaining greater access to and control over our own lives (Williams-Boyd, 2004). 

Empowerment is an inclusive, participatory, ongoing, critical, educational process 

through which individuals who have been marginalized or disempowered “gain a sense of 

mastery and control over their own lives” (Williams-Boyd, 2004, p. 207). 
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“Empowerment is the language of possibility that attempts to ameliorate inequality 

through the strength of critical thought and collective struggle…it is the language of 

human dignity that, through critical thinking, mobilizes individuals, groups and schools 

to build socially responsive and democratically patterned communities” (p. 209). Youth 

empowerment calls for us to examine the nature of schooling and the ways in which 

“white middle class institutions” (p. 210) maintain social inequities such as lack of 

understanding, limiting access and resources to students of varied cultural heritage, 

perpetuating class power and reinforcing the marginalization of students’ potential.  

 Empathy. Social justice art education and youth empowerment together can 

support an awareness and development of empathy. Empathy generally has many 

definitions but centers around understanding and recognizing the emotional states of 

others while having compassion for what they are experiencing. In the Random House 

College Dictionary it is defined as “intellectual identification with or vicarious 

experiencing of the feelings, thoughts, or attitudes of another person” (1984, p. 433). 

Neuroscientist Simone Shamay-Tsoory notes that empathy involves both emotional and 

cognitive process (Shamay-Tsoory, 2012, as cited in Gabbay, 2012, n.p.). Empathy can 

be taught, to some degree (Baron-Cohen, 2011). We cannot teach another to feel what 

someone is feeling but it is possible to learn to recognize and classify facial expressions, 

vocal intonations and body language -- all of which provide context when we try to 

imagine someone else’s thoughts and feeling. Critical thinking educator and activist 

Danny Weil notes that:  
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One can learn to be bigoted, hypocritical, cowardly, undirected, or irresponsible. 

This is learning, but obviously not of the variety that critical thinking advocates. 

Similarly, empathy, courage, faith in one’s ability to solve problems, self-

authored thinking, responsibility, and perseverance can also be learned. (2004b, p. 

485) 

Empathy, he argues, asks us to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes who might not see 

the world as we do (p. 486).  

The concept of social empathy derives primarily out of disciplines in the social 

services that have as their goal youth empowerment (Wagaman, 2011). This approach 

teaches young people that they are not alone as they traverse the difficult terrain of 

adolescence and that they have voice and agency in promoting change in their world. 

Unfortunately, far too often our young people feel disempowered and alone as a result of 

the isolation that our current educational model engenders (Shultz & Cook-Sather, 2001). 

Historian Theodore Zeldin echoes this by stating, “What people want, above all, is to be 

respected and recognized and understood and appreciated. And to me, this is the great 

famine that exists in the world after the famine of hunger. People are dying to be 

understood” (Zeldin, 2012, as cited in Gabbay, 2012, n.p.). This disempowerment and 

lack of empathy are embedded within the larger framework of societal factors that 

contribute to educational inequities. Embedding a social empathy framework within 

social justice art education curricula has potential to empower those subjected to 

oppression to gain voice and to empower those perpetrating the offensive behavior to 

reconsider their actions, and to address alienation and lack of empathy in middle school. 
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Wagaman (2011) notes that while empowerment is defined differently depending on the 

field and the study enacted to mean “a process” or “an outcome” that happens at 

“individual, interrelational, and community” levels, most definitions aim to foster a “shift 

of power” between adolescents and adults (p. 279). The strategies or programming 

implemented to foster adolescent empowerment are informed by and bounded within the 

definition of empowerment that is espoused by the teacher, educational organization or 

entity working with youth (Wagaman, p. 282). The working definition Wagaman gives, 

“Empowerment is the process by which adolescents develop the consciousness and skills 

necessary to envision social change and understand their role in that change” (p. 284), is 

closely aligned with both liberatory and critical pedagogies which ask us to examine 

systems of power, question the ways in which that power is attained, and challenge or 

confront those inequalities through action. This construct of consciousness is vital to 

empowerment of middle school students. It nurtures a view in which young people are 

able to simultaneously consider their own needs, those of others, and the way in which 

both are informed by, have impact upon, and alter the larger contexts of the educational, 

social, and economic world in which they live (p. 284). There are numerous ways to go 

about empowerment but, as Wagaman argues, the “iterative and mutually reinforcing” (p. 

285) scaffolding of empathy with contextual understanding, social responsibility, and 

skill building is a powerful model of empowering youth; it is rarely used to its full 

capacity in education.  

We live in a world through which the pervasive system of inequity and injustice 

actually results in a perpetuation of itself. Students, like the adults in their lives, exert 
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power on others less powerful as a way to feel a sense of control (Orpinas & Horne, 

2006; Rodkin, 2011). Moving social justice and the concept of equity beyond 

“buzzwords” to “become part of the lived practice in the classroom” (Hackman, 2005, p. 

103) offers a way to ameliorate the disempowerment students come to know through 

their lived experiences, both inside and outside of school. Employing the concept of 

empathy through the lens of social justice education has the potential to expand the 

focuses of education to include sensitivity, problem-posing, and critical thinking. 

Certainly, children are capable of providing creative and informed solutions (Williams-

Boyd, 2004) to socially relevant problems when educators provide a nurturing 

environment in which to do so but empathy and critical thinking must undergird that 

practice for it to be transformative. Through the cyclical process of social empathy, 

students own the power to be change agents and are supported to critique and envision 

changes in social systems and institutions like education.  

Visual Culture 

 Visual culture is an emerging field, an overarching frame of reference that uses 

culture as a reference point for studying the visual (Mirzoeff, 1999), and a site of 

pedagogical practice that employs critical visual literacy as one of its strategies or tools. 

The definition of visual culture has been contested and a topic of debate in art education 

(Darts, 2006; Duncum, 2002; Carpenter & Tavin, 2010). Perhaps because it originates 

from discourses that cross disciplinary boundaries, in art and visual culture education, 

visual culture practices promote exploration of the ways that visual representations 

inundate public and private spaces and through/by/from/for which individuals explore 
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identity, meaning, and the production of knowledge (Carpenter & Tavin, 2010). Also 

critical to note is that in art and visual culture education, visual culture exists 

simultaneously as an emerging field not bounded by one discipline, as a frame of 

reference through which to examine socio-cultural paradigms and as a site of pedagogical 

practice. 

Visual Culture as an Emerging Field 

There has been, over the past two decades, an increasing interest in visual culture, 

so much so that the term “visual culture studies” has been adopted as a catchphrase under 

which “the ever-moving target” (Walker, 1998, p. 15) of visual art, art history, art 

education, media arts, cultural history, cultural anthropology, critical studies, feminist 

studies, queer studies, and other defined areas of study have come together to explore the 

visual images, material artifacts, performances, practical functions, and other creations of 

postmodern culture (Walker, 1998). Visual culture embodies a cultural framework 

through which the history of the visual (Mirzoeff, 1998, p. 22) and the hybridity of 

exploring the world’s cultures through multiple critical lenses are explored (Walker, 

1988, p. 14). Visual culture has been challenged by some within the field of art education 

because they see it as an “attempt to shift the Art Education field from its traditional 

emphasis on studio art into a dialog about art as a socially constructed object, devoid of 

expressive meaning” (Dorn, 2005, p. 47). It has been welcomed by others as a “socially 

reconstructive art education curriculum” that uses cognitive theory as an underlying 

principle (Dorn, p. 48). What differentiates visual culture from media and communication 

studies or cultural studies is its emphasis on the visual in concert with the cultural 
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through the lens of critical inquiry and social responsibility. While everyone can agree on 

the visual aspect of visual culture, defining it is a bit more challenging as the visual 

culture that art educators are studying is not always clear (Duncum, 2002). Some, like 

Duncum, term visual culture as the arts of everyday life; others emphasize paintings, 

drawings, sculptures, and architecture (Walker, 1998); television, internet, video games 

(Freedman, 2003); toys (McClure Vollrath, 2006), theme parks (Tavin & Anderson, 

2003), cigarette advertisements, and hip-hop videos (Chung, 2005; 2007). Ultimately, 

Duncum (2002) argues visual culture is in one sense a reconceptualization of Boughton’s 

(1986) exploration of visual literacy that is broadened to include cultural literacy as it 

extends the “canon to involve a wide range of imagery” and through which the concern 

has shifted from the “image as text” to the “context of texts” (Duncum, p. 17). 

Visual Culture as a Frame of Reference  

Rogoff (1998) argues that visual culture must be seen as encompassing much 

more than “the study of images” (p. 24). Certainly, she argues, images are studied in 

visual culture but opening visual culture up to extend beyond the scope of vision allows 

for multiple, simultaneous interpretations and “intertextuality in which images, sounds, 

and spatial delineations are read on to and through one another” (p. 24). This mirrors 

daily life. Mirzoeff (1999) argues that one of the main aims of visual culture is to “direct 

our attention away from structured, formal viewing settings like the cinema and art 

gallery to the centrality of visual experience in everyday life” (p. 7). However, taking 

visual culture as a frame of reference does not need to negate the “structured, formal 

viewing setting” to which Mirzoeff refers, but rather opens up the critical consideration to 
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include the daily, the lived, the intimate, the popular, and the shared. In so doing we 

begin to “understand how we actively interact with images from all arenas to remake the 

world in the shape of our fantasies and desires or to narrate the stories with which we 

carry within us.” (Rogoff, 1998, p. 26). 

As a frame of reference, visual culture provides a critical lens through which to 

explore popular culture and the history of imagery from which popular culture emerges 

(Duncum, 2006, p. ix). Visual culture is broad and includes this larger-than-before range 

of considered imagery, the experience of visuality, and the social contexts out of which 

and from which images and the history of imagery emerge (Duncum, 2002, p. 19). 

Rogoff addresses the experience of visuality by noting that “the scrap of an image 

connects with a sequence of film and with the corner of a billboard or the window display 

of a shop we have passed by, to produce a new narrative formed out of both our 

experienced journey and our unconscious.” (1998, p. 26). In this way, visual culture can 

be explored through multiple content areas and serve as a broader framework through 

which arts integration practices can begin. 

Visual Culture as Pedagogical Intervention 

The shift in conceiving art education as visual culture education has naturally led 

to a shift in terms of pedagogical practices. Freedman (2003) notes that curriculum, in its 

reflection of people’s hopes and dreams should be a democratic process that reflects 

social action (p. 106). As such, in visual culture curriculum she invites the presence and 

power of negotiation, student voice, equity, and social responsibility (p. 106). In visual 

culture pedagogy, art educators build their curriculum around a problem, issue, or 
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question that is derived from a work of art and visual culture, not from the perspective of 

learning a new media or technique (Taylor, Carpenter, Ballengee-Morris, and Sessions, 

2006). Visual culture pedagogy has a tendency to move from the modern lens of 

traditional fine artists like Van Gogh, Matisse, and Picasso to explore artists whose work 

focuses on ideas like the Institute for Figuring, Michael Ray Charles, Janine Antoni, and 

Kehinde Wiley. These artists comment on issues and challenges of contemporary life and 

are more likely to be explored within visual culture pedagogy because their work has 

relevance to the learner. Visual culture pedagogy is creating spaces for students to look 

at, deconstruct, and construct images as text and context—both the context in which the 

text is produced, the context that explores the producer, and the context through which 

the receiver examines the text (Duncum, 2006). This is a much more natural, holistic way 

to engage students in making meaning of their world and employing them in the act of 

critical thinking. It is pertinent to middle school art education practices because these 

students are poised at a place of inquiry. Students need to have opportunities to 

investigate and critically examine the media and visual multi-modal culture that 

surrounds their lives (Considine, Horton, & Moorman, 2009; Felten, 2008; Gee, 2003). 

Visual culture art integration is a teaching approach that integrates content within a 

contextual framework (Shreve, 2005).  

Art Integration 

History 

 There is a long history of educators advocating for the use of curriculum 

integration within schooling; the interest in integration is not necessarily new, nor has it 
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been limited to the arts (M. Parsons, 2004) and the various reasons for its advocacy are as 

numerous as the proponents (Efland, 1988; M. Parsons, 2004). These have gone by 

numerous sobriquets and stretch as far back as 1918 when the Cardinal Principles of 

Secondary Education report suggested thematic organization of curricula (Burnaford, 

Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 2007). Soon thereafter, Kilpatrick advocated for the 

“project method” that called for the interests of children to be the focus of units of study 

(Kilpatrick, 1918; M. Parsons, 2004). This precursor to integration was shortly followed 

by Dewey’s call for a reorganization of subjects that highlighted “the interdependence of 

knowledge and human purpose” (Kliebard in Burnaford, Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 

2007, p. 3).  

 In the early 1900’s, an integrated curriculum developed from the Laboratory 

School at the University of Chicago where Dewey advocated that subjects not be taught 

in isolation and that focus be placed on the interrelatedness of the student, school, and 

society (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 2007). This influence can be seen in 

the reconstructionist movements in education following the Great Depression when 

integrated curricula were developed to connect subjects by big themes. In the case of 

Winslow’s 1939 Integrated School Art Program, art was seen as a force to connect and 

build community in part through the collaborative planning and implementation of 

formerly segmented curricula (Efland, 1990).  

 Criticism of art integration grew as the prevailing belief suggested that art had 

become “the servant to other studies, that it was not valued as important in its own right” 

(Efland, 1990, p. 210). Moreover, the critics felt that arts integration only worked well 
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with highly versatile teachers or in schools that supported team teaching and 

collaboration. The transition from the elementary model to the junior high school model 

created an even deeper compartmentalization of subject matter learning (Efland, 1990). 

After World War II until the late 1990s there was not much interest in integration. This 

was because of a return to the self-expressive nature of art education which was heavily 

influenced by the work of Viktor Lowenfeld and later the rise of early discipline-centered 

art movement (Efland, 1990; Greer, 1997; Irwin, 1995) and the increased push for 

accountability in art education (Efland).  

 Art integration, due in large measure to a newer version of discipline-based art 

education [DBAE], called for art to be a part of the regular school curriculum in which 

the arts were not seen as an instrument to teach other content areas (Greer, 1997, p. 3) or 

as an elective, but as a subject that “makes a unique contribution to education” (p. 3) and 

as such teaches students “how to think and act in the manner of the professional in each 

of the art disciplines” (p. 17).  

 Interest in art integration returned as—in response to the tight constraints of 

DBAE and a changing cultural, political, and social landscape—successive movements in 

art education grew including multicultural art education, visual culture art education and 

social justice art education. Each of these fostered a space for art integration, yet, it is 

important to distinguish that the particular goals and desired outcomes for these art 

education movements, while not the same as the goals of art integration, certainly inform 

it. Multicultural art education “seeks to respect students’ heritages and traditions through 

a diverse and equitable classroom” (Bastos, 2002, p. 77) acknowledging the 
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interdependence of heritage, tradition, and art. Visual culture art education, addressed in-

depth earlier in this chapter, is, according to M. Parsons (2004), “a natural ally of 

integrated curriculum”; while it is not necessary to advocate the study of visual culture in 

an integrated curriculum it is “implausible” to entertain a visual culture curriculum that is 

not integrated (p. 781). And social justice art education, also discussed earlier in this 

chapter, often uses aspects of substantive (Marshall, 2006; M. Parsons, 2004) integration. 

Substantive integration, Marshall suggests, explores and explicates connections and 

differences between concepts and ideas of art, art practice, and areas of inquiry outside 

art in a deep, meaningful way (Marshall, 2005, 2006). 

Arts Integration Defined 

 The definition of arts integration has evolved over the past twenty years as 

various models of implementation have occurred (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty & 

McLaughlin, 2007). “Integration,” derived from the Latin integrare, means to make 

something whole (Grumet, 2004). Other definitions that have been used interchangeably 

include learning through the arts and learning in the arts (emphasis added) (Catterall, 

1998), arts-infused curriculum (Gullat, 2008), and multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary 

studies (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty, & McLaughlin, 2007). Deasy (2003) defines it as 

“the effort to build a set of relationships between learning in the arts and learning in other 

skills and subjects of the curriculum” (p. 2). Irwin sees integration as a strategy for 

“teaching the arts as disciplines” (1995, p. 13). In her article of the same title, Irwin 

deconstructs the difference between interdisciplinary and integrative perspectives noting 

that integration, a broader and more inclusive model, is based on the idea that boundaries 
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are not always evident, that concepts are related, and that thoughts and ideas “emerge” 

and “grow among experiences” while interdisciplinary studies may share some 

conception of relatedness but the disciplines are “discrete” bodies of bounded knowledge 

(Irwin, 1995, para 12). The Southeast Center for Education in the Arts (SCEA) at the 

University of Tennessee offers the following comprehensive definition of arts integration: 

“instruction combining two or more content areas, wherein the arts constitute one or more 

of the integrated areas” (n.p). They further note that “integration is based on shared or 

related concepts, and instruction in each content area has depth and integrity reflected by 

embedded assessments, standards and objectives” (http://www.utc.edu/SCEA).  

Arts Integration in Action 

 There are numerous methodologies and practices being used that are termed arts 

integration (Deasy, 2003; M. Parsons, 2004) but little consensus on ways in which those 

practices are implemented (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 2007). In many 

middle school settings, arts integration is a curricular intervention that moves the learning 

from compartmentalized subject knowledge acquired in time blocks to learning that has 

the potential to be cohesive through the use of the arts. In exploring the implications of 

arts integration for art education, Bresler (1995) notes that there are four styles of arts 

integration used in classrooms. The first of these is the “subservient approach” in which 

“crafty” art activities are extraneous time fillers. The second approach, termed “co-equal 

cognitive integration,” is one in which the arts are integrated with other academic 

concepts and are used in parallel fashion to foster higher order thinking skills. 

“Complementary” integration highlights an affective approach in which the arts are used 

http://www.utc.edu/SCEA
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to complement the classroom curricula. Finally, Bresler notes that the “social integration” 

approach is one in which arts integration is a means to draw parent participation, for 

example, through performances, informances2, plays, musicals, etc. The variety of ways 

or styles of implementation of arts integration indicates the problematic nature of 

definitions.  

  Some scholars and programs still define arts integration as using the arts as a 

resource for other content areas or using the arts to interpret ideas and themes in other 

subjects. For example, Donahue and Stuart (2008) have claimed that arts integration is 

“using the arts in content area lessons to deepen understanding in disciplines other than 

art” (p. 345). This engenders opposition among many as it smacks of earlier challenges in 

art education where art was placed at the service of other disciplines.  

 In contrast, Krug and Cohen-Evron (2000) compare models of art integration with 

art education curricular models, noting four paradigms. Three of these models use the arts 

to support other content areas: as a resource, as interpretive guide, or as classroom 

content organization. The fourth approach they highlight combines arts with other 

subjects as means for “understanding life-centered issues” (p. 258). They argue for a 

curriculum integration approach that connects different bodies of knowledge but that 

does not privilege “the role of any one-subject area in the organization of knowledge” 

(2000, p. 272). Indicative of the problem with definitions, in a later work, Donahue and 

Stuart (2010), shy away from defining arts integration but rather note various reasons for 
                                                        
 
2 An informance is an informative performance opportunity in which parents see their 
children perform and are given an overview or description of the skills learned during the 
process of creating the work. 
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integrating the arts, benefits of arts integration, and their use of the “studio habits of 

mind” (Hetland, Winner, Veenema, & Sheridan, 2007) as the theoretical support for arts 

integration. “Studio habits of mind” are eight characteristics types of critical thinking that 

art engenders. These characteristics came out of Lois Hetland’s work called the Harvard 

Project Zero’s Studio Thinking Framework. Arnold Aprill (2001) emphasizes that arts 

integration is a domain of knowledge that stands equal with other content areas. In 

advocating for a new curricular model, April suggest we move away from “core” subject 

areas to a conception of education as a “whole” in which art integration is a model of 

instruction. 

 Efland (2002) considers arts integration as a system for mapping knowledge. He 

argues that:  

works of art might serve as cognitive landmarks to orient learners as they 

weave their maps of knowledge and understanding. Such works can serve 

as places in the web of knowledge where paths of inquiry may cross, and 

where connecting links between domains become established. The maps 

of knowledge that individual learners develop for themselves should 

resemble the hypothetical map of the curriculum. (p. 164) 

These competing definitions and philosophical views of various approaches to arts 

integration serve as a signpost that research and scholarship in arts integration needs to 

continue. It is valuable to consider that in definitions and explanations of arts integration, 

the term “arts”  
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is used to refer to the practice of integrating any and/or all art forms including dance, 

music, theater, and visual art. When discussing arts integration, it is necessary to define 

the art form to which one is referring or integrating. In the succeeding sections and within 

this document, I refer to “art integration” to mean the integration of art and visual culture 

education. 

Who practices arts integration? Arts integration is practiced by educators, 

artists, and teaching-artists who wish to expand upon their teaching methodology in ways 

that support multiple types of learners and learning through/with/in the arts (Burnaford, 

Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 2007). Numerous non-profit and for-profit organizations 

across the United States have implemented various models and methods of arts 

integration, including programs like Changing Education through the Arts (a program 

that supports teachers in 13 schools in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area in 

developing arts integrated curricula, ArtsBridge (a California based program that bridges 

fine arts learning between University educators and students in K-2 settings), and Arts for 

Academic Achievement (a Minneapolis based program designed to improve student 

learning and improve teaching practices in non-arts areas of reading and science through 

enhanced arts learning). Additionally, there are many states that have implemented arts 

integration in their educational systems, including Mississippi’s Whole School Initiative 

(Tabereaux, 2002), North Carolina’s A+ Schools and South Carolina’s Visual and 

Performing Arts Framework (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 2007). These 

programs, and many more like them, are an out growth of the dissatisfaction with and 

concerns about “structural, conceptual, and philosophical notions that are connected to 
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curricular movements in schools” (Burnaford, Brown, Doherty & McLaughlin, 2007, p. 

1). In part because arts integration emerges from such broad and diverse paradigms, 

many practitioners of arts integration, many models, and many programs struggle to 

articulate the defining character and quality of their work, but all hold in common the 

concept of collaboration. 

The role of collaboration in art integration. So challenging is clarifying art 

integration that after seven years investing in working with arts integration, the non-profit 

Arts Integration Solutions (AIS), an organization (with whom I have worked for six 

years) whose mission is to “transform the education system by bringing the practice of 

arts integration to every child, in every classroom, every day; helping them succeed in 

math, science, literacy… and life.” (AIS training guide, 2012, p. 1) have moved beyond 

definitions. Focusing their efforts on empowering educators to use arts integration within 

their classroom practice this organization provides professional development through 

workshops, trainings, and school partnerships. In their work with educators, they have 

developed a cyclical, iterative model to illustrate the process of arts integration. (AIS 

training guide, 2012, p. 4). Within this cyclical process the role of collaboration is 

paramount, as for many arts integration practitioners, integration centers around a 

collaborative teaching model that celebrates the knowledge different educators bring to 

their work with students. Through the use of collaboration, the pedagogical structures and 

practices used to support learners are enlarged. Moreover, these structures begin with and 

honor the educator’s current practice while recognizing their desire to better meet the 

needs of their students. 
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Contextualizing the Pedagogies Utilized in the Study 

 Like truly good teaching where a teacher is using multiple resources that meet the 

needs of a diverse group of learners, I have pulled from these theories various aspects that 

support and inform the work in which I engaged with students. In the interests of clarity I 

will highlight a few of the distinctions within and among the pedagogies while noting 

aspects of the pedagogies that informed the study. Liberatory pedagogy and feminist 

pedagogy both focus on relationships of power (Friere 1970/1993; Hackman, 2005) but 

liberatory pedagogy, in its attempt to alter systemic oppression, invites students to 

become aware of the ways they are being educated so they can become agents of change, 

while feminist pedagogy focuses on classroom practice--how knowledge is constructed, 

the role power has in that construction, the implications these have on the experience of 

the learner (Shrewsbury, 1987) and the significant role of gender as we examine our 

experiences (Sandell, 1991). From feminist pedagogy, the focus on collaboration, 

discourse that raises awareness, empathy, and valuing the background and perspectives of 

the students within the study is derived (Sandell, 1991; Speirs, 1999). The desire to have 

students understand and question the way advertisements are made so they are 

empowered to critique the mass marketing machine that informs their daily world view 

stems from critical pedagogy (Tavin, 2003). Critical literacy informs my desire to foster 

empathy awareness through looking at, honoring and celebrating multiple perspectives, 

answers, and solutions to a problem. Constructivism, as a learning theory, underlies the 

methodology used to develop and support the way students in this study made meaning. 

It is based on a philosophical belief I hold and through which I operated in the study—
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that the meanings constructed by the learners are tied to the meaning they ascribe to what 

they are learning. Furthermore, I believe that learning is social and should involve 

students talking to each other and engaging with each other; that learning is contextual 

and we learn in relationship to our beliefs. It is through building on prior knowledge that 

significant learning occurs when learners have time to examine ideas, to play with them, 

to use them and to put them into practice. Visual culture pedagogy, which utilizes 

constructivist teaching as well, focuses on creating spaces for students to look at, 

deconstruct, and construct images as text and context. Finally, art integration supports 

constructivist learning because art integration supports the building of relationships 

between context, subject areas, and skill sets within the educational setting. Each of these 

pedagogies—liberatory pedagogy, critical pedagogy, feminist pedagogy, constructivism, 

visual culture, and art integration serve as the support threads on which the tapestry of the 

study is woven. Removing one would impact the entire construction as severely as would 

removing them all. 

Conclusion 

Curriculum and classrooms are spaces in which contemporary middle school 

students, confronted with a visually saturated and technologically mediated world, can 

begin to critically and reflectively address issues of power, and challenges they face and 

articulate their voice. The considerable scholarship that addressed visual culture and art 

education has not fully spoken to the specific needs of middle school students; their 

voices have not been acknowledged. This study strives to do so. 
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In the Arts and the Creation of Mind, Eisner (2002) notes, “those interested in 

enhancing the processes of education, both in and out of schools, have much to learn 

from the arts. Put simply, the arts can serve as a model for teaching the subjects we 

usually think of as academic” (p. 196). Much art integration research has focused 

primarily on the ways in which integration supports learning in other content areas; by 

examining the role of art integration to foster voice and to encourage collaboration 

between educators and students this study can begin to broaden the potential impact of 

this teaching approach. The act of integrating art and visual culture education, through a 

lens of social justice education that incorporates liberatory, feminist, and critical 

pedagogy fosters teachers in their efforts to support students in understanding that there 

are multiple solutions to problems, in developing an awareness of empathy, in celebrating 

and valuing their individual voice and perspective, and in becoming change agents.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

PREPARING TO WEAVE 

As a reminder, the broad purpose of my research was to examine how a socially 

relevant, meaningful integrated art curriculum that fostered a site for middle school 

students to deconstruct and reconstruct visual culture empowers them to have voice. My 

specific design was to teach three integrated curriculum units that married the content the 

teacher wished to teach with art and through that process create a curricular intervention 

for students to engage in art making. This research was designed to foster an examination 

of, and discourse on, the role of art integration in empowering teachers and students to 

critically investigate visual culture and art as a form of meaning-making. The questions 

guiding my research focused on the ways in which social empathy, semiotic pedagogy 

and art integration curriculum might be combined to explore visual culture in the 

classroom while fostering a safe space for students to take risks to deconstruct and 

reconstruct their identities, beliefs, and understandings of others and their world through 

art. Additionally, I hoped to discover strategies or tools that would empower teachers 

trained in disciplines other than art to use visual culture as an integrated curricular focus. 

The research paradigm, methods and design described in this chapter are consistent with 

these goals. 

In this chapter I position the research paradigm for the study, identify the research 

methodology and design, describe the participant selection process including brief 

profiles of the collaborating teachers, outline the research procedures, and outline my 

data collection and analysis approach. 
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Research Paradigm and Methodology 

My research design called for middle school students to investigate curriculum 

through a social justice lens that provided for deconstruction and reconstruction of visual 

culture through art making, for an examination of the potential for arts integration to 

serve as a springboard for co-constructed meaning making, and for teachers to 

collaborate together in an effort to discern the ways art integration supports critical 

literacy and empathy. From the broadest perspective, this project adopted 

interdisciplinary aspects of discourse analysis and semiotic theory within action research. 

Given that the primary theoretical tradition in which this study is located is social justice 

art education, the discourses around the curriculum, the participant discoveries, social 

empathy awareness, and comments can be described as the social discourses that enable 

and constrain the interpretations. To elaborate, the units of analysis for the study are the 

socially informed narratives of school curriculum, and engagements and activities in 

which the participants were occupied during the research. Given the emancipatory goals 

of action research and the positioning of visual culture as the vehicle through which 

participants engaged in discourses about power, the focus could be further narrowed to 

say that the study’s unit of analysis is the operation of visual culture arts integration in a 

public school setting. 

There are many ways to document the discourses that inform the relationships 

between students, teachers, and content. For the purposes of this study, I have organized 

data collection and analysis around an effort to identify moments, events, or actions at the 

study site that make visible or explicit the salience of social justice and visual culture art 
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education to students’ lives and the value of arts integration to teachers’ pedagogical 

practices. 

Qualitative research 

All types of qualitative research, according to Merriam and Simpson (2000) are 

based on “the key philosophical assumption that reality is constructed by individuals in 

interaction with the social worlds” (p. 97). This is echoed by Marshall and Rossman who 

note that “qualitative researchers are intrigued with the complexity of social interactions 

as expressed in daily life and with the meanings the participants themselves attribute to 

these interactions” (1999, p. 2). This is congruent with the constructivist aims of this 

study because qualitative researchers, following theories underlying art education, 

assume the learner to be an active agent and constructor of meaning. Additionally, 

qualitative research, like semiotic theory, engages an exploration of the shifting and 

continually changing landscape and interpretations of identity (Smith-Shank, 2004). 

Finally, qualitative research is “pragmatic, interpretive and grounded in the lived 

experiences of people” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 2) and therefore, like social 

justice education theory, involves recognition that not only are the realities we construct 

informed by the world in which we live but also by the way we interpret those 

experiences. Qualitative research and social justice education foster spaces for 

participants to find voice while critically reflecting on the problems they encounter and 

actively working to promote change in their communities (Dewhurst, 2011; Elliott, 

1991). 
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Numerous types of qualitative research exist but there are “habits of mind and 

heart” (Rossman & Rallis, 1998 cited in Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 2) that, despite 

common considerations and procedures for conduct, most qualitative researchers 

espouse. These habits of mind and heart are drawn from a set of eight characteristics that 

both qualitative research and researchers embody. “Qualitative research (a) is naturalistic, 

(b) draws on multiple methods that respect the humanity of the participants in the study, 

(c) is emergent and evolving, and (d) is interpretive. Qualitative researchers (e) view 

social worlds as holistic or seamless, (f) engage in systematic reflection on their own 

roles in the research, (g) are sensitive to their personal biographies and how these shape 

the study, and (h) rely on complex reasoning that moves dialectically between deduction 

and induction” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 2). 

Also informing this study are the postmodern critiques qualitative researchers 

have brought to the discussion. In fact, Denzin and Lincoln (1994) suggest that all 

research is interpretive, “guided by a set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how 

it should be understood and studied” (p. 13) and therefore has embedded issues of power. 

Marshall and Rossman (1999) elaborate on this challenge, noting the ways that social 

science research has “silenced many groups marginalized and oppressed in society by 

making them the passive object of inquiry” (p. 4). Thus for the goals of my study, which 

included fostering the development of critical literacy through social empathy, youth 

empowerment through a “power shift,” and examination of visual culture’s influences, 

qualitative research is effective. Because of its explicit emancipatory goals (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999), action research became the approach employed in this study. 
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Action Research 

According to Bridget Somekh (1995), action research “bridges the divide between 

research and practice” and serves as a vehicle to attend to the challenges within social 

science research of “bringing about actual improvements” in what we do (p. 340). It is 

this characteristic that makes action research different from other qualitative research 

approaches as those most concerned about a social situation being researched are directly 

involved. Action researcher and scholar John Elliott notes, “Action research integrates 

teaching and teacher development, curriculum development and evaluation, research and 

philosophical reflection, into a unified conception of a reflective educational practice” 

(1991, p. 54). This inclusive explanation demonstrates the interwoven and cyclical nature 

of action research. Most importantly, however, is the precondition that the researcher 

have a primary desire to instigate change in the situation (Elliott, 1991).  

Defining characteristics of action research include the subjective gaze or role of 

the “insider” (McNiff, Lomax & Whitehead, 1996, p. 14), the collaborative and 

participatory nature of the process, immediate applicability of findings to practice, and an 

emergent research design (Merriam & Simpson, 2000). According to Elliott (2009), a 

primary goal of action research is to unify the process of developing theory and practice 

through insight and change; this occurs through “reflecting in and on the actions taken” 

(p. 28) to realize that change. 

The origins of action research are attributed to Kurt Lewin, a social psychologist 

who wanted to understand and explain human behavior in ways that fostered 

improvement or change (Somekh & Nissen, 2011). In describing the set of beliefs that 
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undergird action research, Orpinas & Horne (2006) note that Lewin felt theoretical 

solutions should come from practical application (p. 6) and that these practical theories 

should be examined, reviewed, revised, and adapted (p. 58). From this desire to move 

away from traditional research paradigms that generalized across situations, populations, 

and theories, this approach examined specific situations from within. 

Within action research there have been, according to Kemmis and McTaggart 

(2000), four distinct “generations.” The first, originating in the United States in the 

1940s, applied action research to community action programs. A second generation, seen 

in the United Kingdom, was applied to the process of organizational development. 

Critical and emancipatory emphasis was given to the third generation of action research, 

coming primarily out of Australia and Europe. The fourth generation is one that has 

emerged between critical emancipatory action research and participatory action research 

within the large context of social movements (p. 560). 

Regardless of the “generation” a researcher is using, action research “generates 

knowledge about the interrelationship between human behavior and sociocultural 

situations rather than generalizable truths” (Somekh, 2008, para. 4). It has the goal of 

providing practical judgment in concrete situations wherein theories emerge from 

practice (Elliott, 1991). It is this generation of knowledge that demonstrates the unique 

feature of action research: a “spiral of self-reflective cycles” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 

2000, p. 563). This begins with a focus on a strategic solution to a specific problem 

(Bassey, 1986, p. 21). Once the researcher has established plans to instigate change, she 

acts and implements the change. Following this, the researcher assesses, monitors, and 
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gauges the impact of the change. The reflection process fosters a site for the researcher to 

determine new plans that cycle closer to a solution to the problem (Elliott, 1991; Kemmis 

& McTaggart, 2000; Somekh, 2008). These new plans are implemented, assessed, 

monitored and changed again, thus the iterative nature of the action. In this way, 

“theories are not validated independently and then applied to practice. They are validated 

through practice” (Elliott, p. 69).  In this process, participants authentically explore and 

research a situation through a framework of change (Somekh, para. 2). The research, 

specific to the participants and the context in which the research was implemented, and 

the lack of external and internal controls, are all limitations of this methodology.  

Out of the previously mentioned four generations of action research, various types 

or methods of action research emerged: among them are participatory, critical, and 

educational action researches. Participatory action research has its focus in a much more 

democratic process in which all participants have voice, share responsibility to determine 

the questions prompting the research, determine and dictate the methods employed, and 

ultimately present the findings in their own voice (Somekh, 1994). In this process, power 

relations are confronted and negotiated, thus usurping cultural hegemony especially when 

the collaboration is between a university education program and public school educators. 

Furthermore, this approach challenges some of the hierarchical structure of research and 

fosters collegiality (May & Diket, 1997) while celebrating the contributions and 

perspectives of all collaborators.  

Critical action research, influenced by Carr and Kemmis, refashions action 

research under the lens of Habermas’ critical theory (Somekh, 2008 para. 6). Because its 
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underlying goal is emancipation, it is a form of social justice advocacy (Somekh, 2008) 

that empowers practitioners and promotes social justice in power-laden systems and 

organizations like education (Carr and Kemmis, 2009). Carr and Kemmis further 

acknowledge that emancipatory action research is “ ‘political’ in the sense that the 

relationships between those involved and others affected are one in which questions of 

morality and justice – questions of ‘who gets what, when, how’ – are in the forefront of 

participants’ considerations” (p. 79). Therefore, critical action research when explored 

through a social justice framework has the potential to challenge our underlying 

assumptions and practices (Griffiths, 2009).  

Educational action research uses qualitative interpretation and reflection to 

investigate and provide solutions to questions that are personally germane and, at best, 

immediately applicable in the classroom (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). Precisely 

because educational action research fosters transfer of knowledge gained through 

investigation to practice, it is used by many researchers, who like myself, are in the 

classroom and wish to validate theories through practice. Moreover, action research 

offers tremendous potential to inform curricular theories for students as a systematic 

inquiry that, when shared, contributes to pedagogical practice and social improvement 

(Somekh, 2008; Stenhouse, cited in Noffke, 2009, p. 19) through dissemination and 

discourse. There is considerable informal dialogue happening in the classroom between 

teachers and students or teachers and teachers but this is rarely made public or shared. If 

it is shared, it may be through professional development with an administrator or a 

colleague. The sharing and making public of the discoveries and changes wrought 
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through educational action research are valuable and can contribute to pedagogical 

transformation. The connection of action research to philosophy and hermeneutics results 

in a method of transforming schools and academic cultures through examination and 

interpretation (Somekh, 2008).  

Research Design 

For my purposes, I wanted to engage students in deconstructing and 

reconstructing their visual culture through curricular integrations, and I wanted to 

investigate the supports teachers needed to integrate visual culture into their curriculum. 

Educational action research was an appropriate methodology to use for this study. In 

particular, the change I planned was to use visual culture and semiotics as the vehicles for 

heightened awareness of critical literacy. Once students had begun to make connections 

between their visual culture and their lived experiences, I asked how their voice might be 

revealed through their writing, verbal responses, and art making. Furthermore, as noted 

before, I questioned what supports teachers needed to feel confident integrating visual 

culture within their curriculum. These questions and aims were influenced by my 

perspective and in turn informed the setting chosen for the study, the participants, and the 

procedures implemented.  

In the next section I address the role of my subjectivity to and within the study, 

describe the study setting and the reasons for its selection, discuss the selection of teacher 

participants and student participants, and address the research procedures undertaken.  
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Governing Gaze 

 According to Somekh (1994), “researchers bring to the process of inquiry their 

own prior knowledge, values and beliefs, and … these, as much as any research data, 

construct their research outcomes” (p. 358). As a middle school educator, a parent, and a 

facilitator of teacher professional development, I see the daily struggles students and 

educators contend with as they strive to build meaningful, relevant curriculum. These 

roles are not just who I am but closely influence my governing gaze (Goswami, Lewis, 

Rutherford, & Waff, 2009) or the way my life experiences inform the perspective from 

which I see teaching, researching, and the data collection process. Rutherford elaborates 

on the concept of governing gaze by acknowledging that while our perspectives are the 

lens through which we interpret and experience the world, we must alter our gaze to see 

the needs of students (or in this case, the participants in the study) through their lived 

experiences and cultural perspectives, not our own. This concept extends to our 

classroom practices where many of us teach as we were educated, unless we make a 

concerted effort to do otherwise. Taking into account my governing gaze and an 

awareness of being open to the perspectives of the participants, this study is informed by 

my personal belief in the transformative power of art education, my work as an arts 

integration specialist, and my experience with middle school students. 

Study Setting  

Exploring curriculum, arts integration, and middle school students’ visual culture 

necessitates an immersion into the world of school and students. Therefore, I conducted a 

semester-long study within a public sector middle school. Observations, curriculum 
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interventions, and collaborative meetings took place during the fall semester of the 2012-

2013 school year beginning September 6th and concluding December 20th, during the last 

week of the semester.  During this time, I was on site a minimum of twice a week for no 

less than five hours each day.  

The middle school site selected for this research is located in a large urban school 

district within the Southwestern region of the United States. The school typifies the racial 

and socioeconomic differences within the region and had been implementing arts 

integration practices over a period of five years preceding this study. For this reporting, I 

have renamed the site Desert Willow Middle School.  

Desert Willow Middle School was selected for this research for several reasons. 

First and foremost, middle school was selected as the focal age because this period is 

noted as a time when young people are beginning to forge and craft their own identities 

(Hinchey, 2004) and articulating their thoughts and beliefs. Secondly, as a middle school 

educator I am not only comfortable with middle school students, but I relish their 

perspectives. Third, as noted before, I had worked at Desert Willow Middle School prior 

to the study and was familiar with the site, the educators, the community, and the district. 

Finally, middle school was selected because, as Alison Cook-Sather acknowledges, 

student voice is a fundamental characteristic of democratic education and change in 

teacher practice must be a collaborative effort involving students (2002, 2006).  

Second, as noted above, Desert Willow Middle School teachers and 

administrators had been trying for a number of years to build a culture and climate of arts 

integration but in that process had not focused on social justice or visual culture 
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education. This observation came from personal experience. As a former arts integration 

specialist at the school, I had seen two approaches to arts integration occurring upon my 

arrival. These were the subservient approach (Bresler, 1995) in which the arts are used in 

“crafty” ways to fill time and the “social integration” approach in which arts integration 

was a method to invite parent participation through performances. Working 

conscientiously over a period of two years, through increased professional development, 

curriculum revision, and intense collaboration, I had seen the arts integration approach at 

Desert Willow Middle School move to a “complementary” approach in which the arts are 

integrated in a manner that supplements other content knowledge (Bresler, 1995). While 

this was a move in the right direction, it was still problematic since the role of arts 

integration as “co-equal” and one in which the arts parallel the content and foster critical 

thinking (Bresler, 1995) was not occurring, much less “substantive” (Marshall, 2010) arts 

integration. 

Participants 

Teacher participants. Of particular interest in selecting this site was the 

willingness of, and ability to work collaboratively with, teachers who shared an interest 

in furthering their own arts integration practice through the inclusion of social justice. 

Moreover, because I had shared with these educators my commitment to examine the 

ways in which visual culture arts integration informed students’ work, and since they had 

expressed interest in empowering students in this manner, the site was selected. The three 

educators teaching the 6th grade Gifted and Talented Education (GATE) cohort at Desert 

Willow Middle School were apprised of the study and were invited to participate. Finally, 
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as a former district employee and a former colleague, the teachers were comfortable 

allowing me access to their classrooms and students, a fact that I anticipated would create 

a more open, collaborative climate for our work together. 

Teacher profiles. Mrs. James, the language arts teacher, had been teaching for 13 

years. Originally teaching language arts in the regular sixth grade team, Mrs. James had 

become GATE certified and had been teaching language arts and social studies for the 

past six years. Mrs. Lowen began her teaching career working with preschool students in 

private settings. She moved to public middle school as a language arts teacher four years 

before this study began. The academic year of this study, Mrs. Lowen had been moved 

from regular 6th grade classes to teaching language arts on the GATE team.  Mrs. Green, 

the math teacher, had been teaching in public schools for more than 25 years at the time 

of this study. She had been teaching GATE math and science for eleven years prior to the 

study. Mrs. James and Mrs. Green had been a teaching team for six years prior to the 

study. Due to the influx of a large number of sixth grade GATE students to the school 

site, Mrs. Lowen was added to the team and the teachers were, at the time of the study, in 

the process of juggling and maneuvering course assignments to ensure each was teaching 

to her strengths. 

Student participants. The student participants were selected by virtue of being 

enrolled at Desert Willow Middle School in the 6th grade GATE cohort. Of the 86 

students enrolled in the cohort, all received the curricular instruction and engaged in the 

three units that I taught over the course of the semester, however, only those students 

who assented and whose parents consented were included in the data collection. Of the 
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86 students (40 female and 46 male) enrolled in the 6th grade GATE cohort, 42 

volunteered to participate. Of the 42 students who volunteered, 21 were female and 21 

were male. Twenty-nine participants were Caucasian, eight identified as Hispanic, four 

were African-American, and one was Asian American. The students represented a range 

of learning styles and cognitive strengths. Some participants had enrolled in GATE 

classes as fifth graders or third graders, while others had been continuously enrolled in 

GATE since the end of Kindergarten. 

There was such a large number of students enrolled in 6th grade at this middle 

school that it was clear I could not work with students enrolled in the non-GATE courses. 

Additionally, due to scheduling requirements, students enrolled in a particular language 

arts class might then be dispersed to three different math classes. There was, therefore, no 

way to ensure a student who participated in the study in language arts class would be able 

to participate in social studies or another content area. Because of my limited time on site 

and the structure of the teaching teams, the GATE cohort was selected for the study. I 

would be able to work with all students in their various content classes because they were 

in self-contained GATE and had classes only with the three teachers involved in the 

study. Of course, these students, regardless of their affiliation with GATE education, 

were a varied and diverse group of learners whose needs mirror those of other students 

enrolled in the middle school. 

I employed the best practices toward participant selection as outlined by 

Cresswell (1998). Specifically, I shared the goal of the research with student participants 

prior to beginning the project. Participation was voluntary and participants were informed 
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of their right to withdraw at any time. I assured all participants of confidentiality and that 

their participation or lack thereof would in no way impact their grades. In order to 

maintain that confidentiality, the teachers were not informed which students assented and 

had parental consent, nor were they apprised of students who had abstained. Finally, each 

student participant within the study was given a pseudonym.  

Research Procedures 

The overall study design was emergent; however, frameworks and levels of 

participation that informed the procedures were determined early on. These frameworks 

included collaboration, curricular engagement, journaling, and art making. Within each 

framework, I would systematically apply elements of action research as means of 

empowering student voice, fostering a space for critical literacy through the use of a 

social justice visual culture curriculum that was integrated into the students’ other content 

instruction. This meant keeping the cycles of action research – planning, acting and 

observing, reflecting, revising the plan, acting and observing, etc. – foremost in the 

process. 

  The collaborative nature of the methodology is one of the characteristics that 

attracted me to action research. As I worked collaboratively with the teacher participants 

it was agreed we would meet regularly throughout the study. At the initial collaborative 

meeting, the first of 13 such meetings, we discussed the study, the goals of the research, 

and the possible ways we could collaborate together. As noted before, there had been a 

model of arts integration employed at the school. It was one in which the teaching artist 

or arts integration specialist, my role for two years, came into the classroom and worked 
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with students with varying degrees of collaboration or team-teaching efforts with the 

teacher. Knowing this, I felt it even more important to stress the participatory nature of 

the study. Given that I believe education is more powerful when teachers collaborate 

together, I invited teachers to participate in the study who would enter it with a 

collaborative intent. Valuing the teachers’ experience, contributions, and ideas further 

informed the collaborative perspective in which we engaged.  

Based on the content and discussion in the collaborative meetings, curricular 

engagements were designed to simultaneously address my research questions and the 

needs of the teachers. This meant that in collaboration and conversation with the teacher 

a unit would be sketched out that met the needs of the research question and the teacher’s 

content. Once a plan had been mapped out, I would develop an overview that ensured the 

teacher’s needs were being met and that the social justice nature of the curriculum was 

upheld. Following this, I would design all the integrative teaching methods and 

pedagogical strategies to meet the objectives and goals of the unit. The extent of 

collaboration within the actual teaching varied based on the teacher participant and the 

lesson being taught, but for the most part, I would teach the art aspects of the curriculum 

while the teacher participant would step in and teach any particular content connections 

that needed reinforcing.  

Over the course of four months there were 22 student contact sessions in which 

visual journals were created and three curricular units were taught. Visual journals were 

created during the month of September and served two purposes -- as a forum to begin to 

know the students and as a measure to ground the students in the act of creating. This 
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grounding was achieved through individually created hand-bound books of blank paper 

in which study notes, ideas, visual images, and thoughts could be held. This initial 

engagement took place over the first four visits in each teacher participant’s classroom.  

It became clear during this initial engagement that deep, rigorous arts integration 

would be difficult to achieve when I was working with a different educator each time I 

was on site, which precipitated a change in teaching structure. Rather than rotate from 

classroom and educator A to B to C, we determined that greater arts integration and 

continuity for students would be achieved if I worked with one educator creating and 

developing an arts integration unit that would take place over a period of several weeks. 

When that unit was at a natural closure point, I then moved on to work with another 

teacher participant.  

There were three collaborative integrated units in the study: the Visual Culture 

and Cultural Studies unit spanned three and half weeks in October and was taught in 

social studies class, the Persuasive Power of Environmental and Ecological Art unit took 

place in language arts class and spanned the month of November, and the Fibonacci and 

Art unit took place in math class and occurred during the month of December. Because 

the students, by virtue of being in a cohort, all had the same teacher for a content area, 

(e.g. Mrs. James for social studies), all students participated in each unit if they were in 

attendance at school on the days I was on site. Each of these curricular units will be 

examined in the chapter to follow. In other words, all 86 students (42 of whom were 

participants in this study) were in all three teachers’ classrooms and participated in all 

three lessons.  
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In each curricular unit, art making was an underlying framework. Art teaches 

children to imagine (Eisner, 2002) and provides opportunities for people to learn about 

and “understand aspects of the world that they could not gain access to through other 

means” (Freedman, 2003, p. xi), to “make use of images and ideas to re-imagine one’s 

own life experiences” (Gude, 2008, p. 101), and to “show compassion and empathy 

towards peers, families and communities” (Burton, Horowitz, & Abeles, 2000, p. 254). In 

these ways, art making became an integral research procedure. 

Data Collection 

In much the same way that there are multiple methods of qualitative research and 

ways to design a study there are also multiple types of data collection, each of which is 

influenced by the researcher, situation being researched, and the methodology employed. 

Patton (2002) notes that in qualitative research, researchers are required by the constructs 

of validity and reliability to see the world as it truly is, rather than how the researcher 

imagines it to be. When describing qualitative analysis as one in which acute attention to 

detail and context and nuance promote greater depth in the research, he highlights the 

“importance of such qualitative approaches as participant observation, in-depth 

interviewing and detailed description” (p.52). It is such diverse collection of 

documentation that fosters triangulation of the data.  

Cresswell (1998) identifies the data collection circle as one in which “a series of 

interrelated activities aimed at gathering good information to answer emerging research 

questions” takes place (p. 110). Furthermore, Patton (2002) acknowledges that, “in action 

research [as opposed to other methods], design and data collection tend to be more 
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informal, the people in the situation are often directly involved in gathering the 

information and then studying themselves, and the results are used internally to attack 

specific problems within a group, organization or community” (p. 221). He elaborates 

that the measurement against which one judges the quality of action research is the 

feeling engendered in the participants about the process as well as the feasibility of the 

solutions generated. These were, among other considerations, used in ensuring the quality 

of data collection with my research. 

Creswell (1998) characterizes other considerations in developing a sound 

qualitative study. Those that are specific to data collection include: a) data collection 

procedures that are rigorous and involve multiple forms of data, b) acknowledging 

assumptions and characteristics of qualitative research including the researcher as a data 

collection instrument, and c) employing a rigorous approach to data collection (pp. 20-

21). These characteristics guided my data collection. I collected data through participant 

observation and reflective journaling, student visual journaling, interviews, collaborative 

meetings, artwork, and photographs. These multiple forms of data collection served to 

provide a rich, diversified, and holistic view of middle school students’ deconstruction 

and reconstruction of visual culture through a framework of social justice and critical 

literacy art education. 

Participant Observation and Reflective Journaling 

Participant observation and reflective journaling were used as the grounding 

points of the data collection. The bulk of the study consisted of me being visibly present 

within the teaching context, either as a visiting art educator or speaking with participants 
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in activities and discussion. I was engaged in directed instruction, guided instruction, or 

casual conversation with the student participants as well as responded to inquiries from 

members of the Desert Willow Middle School community, including teachers, 

administrators, and parents. Participant observations were recorded through extensive 

field notes taken daily. My clipboard and pen became constant companions. Immediately 

following my participation in teaching or interactions with student participants, I 

responded to a series of questions while clarifying my quick field notes. In my reflective 

journal, herein referred to as PI reflective journal, a narrative was constructed through 

which classroom experiences, discussions, student participant voices, and challenges 

were described. The questions that guided my reflective journaling process are included 

in Appendix A. 

Student Visual Journaling 

 Student participants were invited to use their visual journal as a place to record 

and reflect on their learning. There were numerous instances during the teaching and 

implementation of the three curriculum units when I encouraged them to write, draw, 

reflect or respond in their visual journals. And students, upon arrival to the classroom 

would retrieve their journals for use during our collaborative work time. My original 

intention in the creation of the visual journal was for them be personal and a place in 

which students would create even when I was not on site. Because of numerous factors, 

which will be addressed in later chapters, this did not occur. 
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Interviews 

Patton (2002) identifies three approaches to collecting qualitative data -- informal 

conversational interviews, a more generalized interview, and a standardized open-ended 

interview. Participants took part in numerous conversational interviews throughout the 

course of the curriculum units. These are recorded in the researcher’s reflective journal. 

Additionally, three in-depth, face-to-face group interviews with student participants 

occurred during the course of the research. These interviews emerged as necessary during 

the course of the Visual Culture and Social Studies unit, which was our lengthiest 

engagement. The multiple aspects to that intervention necessitated clarification, and in an 

effort to ensure that students’ voices were accurately represented, a series of open-ended 

questions were constructed. These questions are included in Appendix B. The three 

teachers were informally interviewed following the study conclusion in January 2013.  

Collaborative Meetings 

As I was engaged in the roles of researcher and teacher, the collaborative 

meetings were fundamentally important to me in ensuring equity of voice and integrity of 

the action research process. The three teachers and I met regularly over the four months 

to assess, monitor, and gauge the impact of the curriculum on students, to analyze those 

changes, and make decisions about new methods or practices that needed to be 

implemented in the cycle of change. As the classroom teachers were with the students 

daily and had worked with them and known them for a month prior to the inception of the 

study, they offered unique and valuable insights into the curriculum, the student 

participants, and the integration process in which we were engaged. Immediately 
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following each collaborative meeting, in much the same manner as the participant 

observation, I recorded notes through reflective journaling, using a set of questions as 

guide (Appendix C). The collaborative meetings with teachers journal is referred to as 

“CTM reflective journal” in this document. 

Artwork and Photographs 

 The creation of artwork was an integral aspect of the study and, for the student 

participants, an opportunity to demonstrate their understanding and critique of visual 

culture through a tangible act of making. In the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit, 

students created sketches of their advertisements and smaller, colored pencil drawings of 

their subverted advertisements. The artwork created in the Persuasive Power of 

Environmental and Ecological Art unit included sketches, collaborative installations, and 

the photographic documentation of those installations by the students. Because the 

Fibonacci and Art unit invited students to explore media that was new to them, there 

were numerous small works created in preparation for their final compositions. All 

artwork was collected and photographed for the data analysis process.  

The territory of visual culture is one in which multiple levels exist 

simultaneously. A site where the everyday visual experience is informed by the meanings 

produced as images, words, ideas and experiences overlap and inform one another 

(Rogoff, 1998). I believe it is imperative to engage the everyday lived experience of 

students in education; to enlarge their understanding of the ways in which visual culture 

layers meaning onto and around them. Their voices and experiences must be present, as 

education is a site through which we gain (in)sight into ourselves, make meaning 
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(Stephens, 1994) and “engage and entertain ideas and images…reimagine one’s own life 

experiences…investigate and represent” (Gude, 2008, p. 101) ourselves and our world, 

none of which can happen if educators neglect to make a space for students to be fully 

present in the classroom, which should and does extend beyond the walls of the 

classroom.  

Artwork and photographs produced by student participants during the study were 

displayed in an exhibition held at the University of Arizona Lionel Rombach Gallery for 

three weeks following the conclusion of the study. Educators in general, and art 

educators, in particular, often express to students that making art is an important practice 

of communicating our views and sharing them with others. However, we often neglect to 

create opportunities for those views and images to be visible beyond the confines of the 

classroom or the school campus. I realized early in the study design process that if I 

wanted to honor student voice and artistic expression, the artwork they created needed an 

arena in which to be seen. Therefore, I applied for an exhibition space within the larger 

University art community. This exhibition showcased their artwork, honored their voice 

and celebrated their reconstruction of visual culture. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred through a praxis paradigm during the action research 

process. In this way, the cycle of change was informed and new data collection and 

analysis occurred. Specifically, in my reflective journaling, the guiding questions were 

designed to elicit reflections and analysis of the action research cycle and the data 

collection process in light of the research questions. 
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At the conclusion of the data collection process, data analysis shifted to one in 

which the students’ visual journals, curriculum artifacts, collaborative meeting notes and 

reflections, and artwork were reviewed for overarching themes as well as any 

contradictory evidence. The data were explored holistically in terms of the research 

questions to determine if patterns, themes and major coding categories could be arrived at 

through inductive analysis. Inductive analysis allows for the categorization of data to 

emerge after data collection and analysis, rather than imposing or projecting the themes 

before the process (Patton, 2002). Ensuring that the analysis was grounded in the research 

questions, I analyzed data to find emergent patterns and themes. My reflective journals 

became the foundation for the narrative into which the themes that emerged were woven. 

Critical literacy connections, demonstration of student voice, development of social 

empathy awareness, teachers’ voices, and pedagogical structures that fostered student 

voice were the themes that emerged.  

A comparative analysis of the findings from the participant data and the reflective 

journal entries was also set against the research questions and the conceptual framework 

of the study. After reviewing the data, compelling details, insightful moments of both 

researcher and teachers, and student voices and artworks were isolated and highlighted to 

demonstrate the observations, discourses, and exchanges that represented most fully the 

unit of analysis for the study – visual culture arts integration and the ways in which 

students’ voices grew while social empathy awareness was fostered.  

Patton (2002) also states that “triangulation is ideal” and leads to “cross-data 
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validity checks” (p. 247). The various types of data collected through observation and 

artifact analysis—including photographs, student written reflections, interviews, artwork, 

sketches, classroom artifacts, and the visual journals—allowed for triangulation of the 

data. 

Verification 

 In action research, theories emerge from practice (Elliott, 1991) and ultimately 

aim to change a particular situation. The goals of this study were to learn from the 

experiences of 6th grade GATE students at Desert Willow Middle School as they engaged 

in examining and reconstructing visual culture, to create a space for their voices to be 

heard, and to offer integrated artmaking as a strategy or tool for synthesizing their new 

knowledge. More far-reaching, however, is my desire to empower educators in art 

education and other fields to find ways to integrate visual culture into their curriculum, to 

foster social empathy with middle school students, and to create a space for those voices 

to be heard. In keeping with these aims, I asked three art educators to serve as external 

reviewers. These three educators, all (at the time of this writing) having more than five 

years experience as art educators, currently teach art in either an elementary, middle, or 

high school. Each reviewer was provided with an overview of the curriculum unit they 

were reviewing, images of student work, and research questions. They were asked to 

analyze, in writing, the student work and the themes they found emerging. Their reviews 

provided an additional lens through which the study data were analyzed. 
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Limitations 

The findings stated in this research are only representative of students who were 

enrolled in 6th grade GATE at Desert Willow Middle School. The data were not intended 

to be applied to all students who participate or have participated in arts integration 

curriculum, but rather the insight, voices, and images of the students offer perspective 

into the world of students engaged in deconstruction and reconstruction of visual culture 

through an art integration pedagogy. 

This action research study was conducted during a limited period of time. The 

research was conducted during a four-month period September through December 2012 

in one middle school. The sample size was limited to those students enrolled in the fall 

semester of the 2012-13 school year at Desert Willow Middle School.  

My Role and Audience 

 To not acknowledge my subjective role in the research, the data collection, and 

the analysis process would be unconscionable. Every aspect of the study, the process, and 

the reporting is tempered through my eyes, my experiences, and my roles as teacher and 

arts integration specialist. I have attempted, through the reporting of this study, to not 

only acknowledge my role of power, but to question it and, through the data, demonstrate 

relevance of the pedagogical strategies and structures in which the student participants, 

the teacher participants, and I engaged. My audience includes my colleagues in higher 

education, colleagues within the field of art and visual culture education, and teachers 

who have an interest in arts integration but are not yet comfortable embarking on that 



  
 

 
 

97 

journey. In so doing, I wish to build a bridge between the worlds of K-12 education and 

higher education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

WOVEN WORDS 
 

The act of weaving is a richly visual and tactile experience that has a long history. 

There are many ways to describe weaving but at its heart, weaving is the interlacing of 

two perpendicular sets of threads to create fabric or cloth. The technical terms for these 

two sets of threads are warp (the vertical threads) and weft (the horizontal threads). In 

most woven cloth, one can see the warp and weft evenly. However, tapestry weaving is a 

particular kind of weaving in which the supportive warp threads are hidden or completely 

covered by the image created using the weft threads. I am a tapestry weaver and the 

distinction between weaving and tapestry weaving is an important one to me. I believe 

that when I create a tapestry I paint pictures with thread.  

Tapestry weaving, like action research, requires weavers to simultaneously keep a 

mental image in mind of their end goal while addressing particular challenges in the daily 

practice of the studio work. Determining when to use the techniques of tabby weave or 

basket weave, where to dovetail two colors together or when to use a series of knotted 

and three dimensional weaving techniques to provide texture to the surface of the image 

are all considerations that must be repeatedly addressed throughout the process. In the 

same way that one creates a weaving, I attempt in this chapter to weave together the 

various threads of weft on the metaphorical loom I previously dressed in chapters two 

and three.  

This action research study was focused around ways a curriculum could be 

created that would afford students an opportunity to begin to become critical thinkers, to 
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examine their visual culture, to determine how it influences them and to reconstruct and 

voice their opinions of culture through art making. I begin by outlining the overall picture 

of the three curricular interventions. In the following three chapters I weave together a 

picture of the study, the curriculum, and the data analysis. The reoccurring threads that 

add rhythm and balance to the composition include deconstruction of visual culture, 

evidence of student voice, indications of critical literacy, and development of youth 

empowerment. The weft threads of the individual curricular interventions are interlaced 

to create the overall picture of the analysis.  

Overview  

In teaching, one often has an intended goal but the classroom community, school 

climate, cultural climate and even geographic locale influence the path to achieving that 

goal. This study mirrors that and was therefore designed to organically explore the 

research questions in a fluid manner. I began by establishing an open environment of 

discourse with students and teachers through the creation of visual journals that would 

serve as the place in which ideas, thoughts, reflections and artwork would be housed. 

Because the goal of my curriculum was to provide a place for students to begin 

examining their view of visual culture and the way it informs and impacts their reading of 

the world, I was clear that the curriculum interventions needed to begin here. But I was 

hesitant to just come into their classroom environment and immediately begin 

deconstructing their visual culture for fear of putting them on the defensive. I wondered 

how I could build a sense of connection to the students, get to know them and begin to 

build an environment where we could critically examine our visual culture together. 
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Because examining visual culture often includes a critique of culture and consumerism, a 

teacher can easily alienate students by criticizing their visual culture and what is 

important to them. Therefore, rather than jumping in and establishing myself as an 

authority figure, we began by creating visual journals as a way for me to get to know the 

students and for them to get to know me. After creating the visual journals, the teachers 

and I collaborated on the first curricular integration in which students explored their 

visual culture, which is the focal point of this chapter. In this investigation, using 

advertising, multimedia and photography, students examined the way art is used to 

reinforce, construct, deconstruct, challenge and reinterpret gender roles and norms. 

Following this students created artwork that demonstrated their awareness and increased 

understanding of the role of visual culture as mediator. The second curricular integration, 

discussed in chapter five, was one in which I capitalized on an increased awareness of 

visual culture, and through the framework of social empathy, invited students to explore 

environmental and ecological artists. We investigated the multiple ways in which 

environmental and ecological artists use the power of persuasion to incite, sway, inform, 

and/or critique culture. Then students created collaborative environmental/ecological 

installations designed to persuade. Some students challenged notions of consumption, 

while others invited awareness of our treatment of the environment. Other groups 

advocated for more ethical treatment of animals, while still others challenged our current 

food production practices. The installations were documented through photography and 

writing and then dismantled, returning the environmental settings back to their original 

state (although in some cases, the setting was cleaner as a result of the installation 
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process). The final curriculum investigation, addressed in chapter six, integrated 

fractions, Renaissance mathematician Leonardo Fibonacci’s work, and art history. In this 

unit, students investigated the way math, science and art are intertwined, and they 

researched media practices new to them in which they created and composed their own 

Fibonacci inspired artworks. In this and the next two chapters, I explore each of these 

investigations in depth. As I deconstruct the ways in which students clarified voice 

through deconstruction of visual culture, developed an awareness of social empathy 

through collaborative and integrated pedagogical structures, and articulated their own 

visions within their artmaking, I construct the tapestry that resulted from our work 

together. 

Visual Journals 

Our first two days together we constructed visual journals that would serve as the 

repository of ideas, thoughts, images, feelings, and connections students were making. I 

had originally intended to teach one kind of handmade book and have everyone 

distinguish individual journals through the painting and elaboration of the cover. Yet in 

our initial collaborative meeting, Mrs. Green off-handedly asked about the construction 

of the books and if students would have a choice of the type of book to create. My first 

response was that in order to make life as easy as possible I would demonstrate only one 

book. This derived from numerous bookmaking demonstrations and teaching experiences 

where I had encountered the challenges of trying to simultaneously teach various 

construction strategies to multiple learners. However, driving home that afternoon, her 

question played over and over in my head like an old 45 on a record player whose needle 



  
 

 
 

102 

is stuck. Certainly, I acknowledged to myself, they would never know that they had not 

had a choice, but I would. I could not, in good faith, begin a study that examined student 

voice and choice when I was unwilling to give them choice because it meant more 

logistical challenges for me. Hence, all 86 students were given four book-binding options 

from which to choose. They could create an accordion book, a flutter book (which is a 

variation on the accordion wherein the pages, attached to each other, are not attached to 

the book spine. Rather, the signature is only attached to the front and back covers), a flag 

book (which uses an accordion spine onto which smaller pages resembling flags are 

glued. The pages extend out in opposing directions when the spine is pulled taught), or a 

simple pamphlet binding in which the signature is attached with a stitch.  

Due to this change, rather than taking one class period to construct our books, we 

required four exciting, chaotic and loud days to accomplish this task. Interestingly, the 

time afforded me an opportunity to come to a significant insight that altered the way in 

which the teachers and I had planned to work. As was true for the duration of the study, I 

was on site for an average of two days each week. Each day on site I taught all students 

enrolled in the 6th grade Gifted and Talented Education cohort -- three classes of students 

(totaling 86). These students were on a block schedule meaning slightly longer class 

periods of one hour and ten minutes each. This was a considerable advantage as an art 

educator, giving us more time to work together. In the process of creating the visual 

journals I was rotating daily from one teacher’s classroom to another, moving all the 

bookmaking supplies, the in-progress books and myself from place to place on a cart. 

This structure was by design and the plan was for me to try to connect the content 
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integration in a more fluid manner where intrusion into the teacher’s classroom was 

minimized. Rather than working exclusively with one teacher two days a week for a 

period of weeks, I would rotate and work with each teacher every week and half. 

However, during the visual journal creation, it became clear that students were starting to 

see my visits as “special” time. I would arrive and hear students saying, “Yeah, Miss 

Darden is here to make art.” Certainly feeling a rush of pleasure at their excitement I 

would smile, but inside, there was a subtle sensation of alarm. While this enthusiasm was 

great and clearly positive, it also indicated that the value and weight of the integration of 

the content with the art had the potential to become obscured. If student participants’ 

perception was that when I was there we made art and it was not connected to the content 

or curriculum learned during the time I was not on site, how might the effectiveness of 

the arts integration be impacted?  

Expressing my concern during the next collaborative meeting with the teachers, 

we determined that to remedy this misperception, I would work to develop an integrated 

unit in concert with each teacher individually, rather than with all teachers 

simultaneously. I would collaborate with that educator for the duration of the unit, 

regardless of the length, and when that unit had drawn to a close, I would then move on 

to working with another teacher.  

Visual Culture and Cultural Studies 

I had proposed in my research paperwork to begin the integration by constructing 

an investigation into and deconstruction of gender roles in visual culture. Mrs. James 

expressed an interest in working with me on this, as she was about to begin teaching a 
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unit on culture in her social studies classes. It would dovetail perfectly she 

enthusiastically declared.  

To help contextualize the visual culture unit and its intentions, I examined the 

state-mandated social studies standards Mrs. James would be addressing and the content 

she planned to introduce and teach in the week prior to my working with the students on 

this unit. Within the state curricular standards, 6th graders investigate “World history 

from its earliest cultures through the Enlightenment, including the early cultures of the 

Americas” (azed.gov, 2006). Mrs. James had students working collaboratively using their 

textbook to examine ancient cultures and distinguish various elements of culture (her 

terminology) within and among the cultural traditions and history. These were 

demonstrated in a visual quilt and through in-class presentations. While one of the 

elements of culture is religious practices and material culture objects associated with 

religion, other aspects of culture she hoped they would investigate included language, 

aesthetics, social institutions, arts and literature, as well as economic structures. Yet in 

their weeklong investigation, students primarily focused on religion. Mrs. James was 

frustrated by this “short –sightedness” and wanted students to “demonstrate an awareness 

that culture is demonstrated through and by various communities, of which religious 

communities are only one part” (CTM reflective journal3, 10/14/12).  

In our email and phone correspondence, as Mrs. James expressed her underlying 

concerns about the unit and some of the unanticipated issues that had arisen for her, her 

                                                        
 
3 This refers to the collaborative teacher meetings that were recorded in a reflective 
journal.  
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frustration was palpable. For example, when she had asked students to identify their 

culture, most students said, “I am an American.” Mrs. James expressed to students that 

America is a vast place with many different cultures and that there are many different 

kinds of culture. When she questioned what made culture different in Tucson than 

elsewhere, she ruefully reported that none of the students could discriminate more deeply 

than the “I am an American” statement. She acknowledged that, even following a week 

of “examining culture through experiences and group discussion,” most students simply 

stated that their culture was “American” (CTM reflective journal, 10/8/12). 

In a subsequent phone conversation, Mrs. James’ concern was growing. She noted 

that she wanted them to “understand their culture” and rather than saying “I don’t have a 

culture, I’m just American,” to become aware of the ways their culture informs others, 

their perceptions of others, as well as their own identities. Finally, she stated, “If they 

cannot see any culture beyond their own, how can they begin to acknowledge diversity?” 

(CTM reflective journal, 10/14/12) It was this question, and my research question, which 

became the cornerstone of the unit design. In what ways might deconstructing visual 

culture support students in coming to an awareness of the multiple ways culture 

manifests? How would students’ understanding be changed or enlarged by exploring the 

interlacing of gender roles and the construction of culture in the fabric of their lived 

experience? How did they see gender roles woven into, informed by and constructed 

through media? But even more fundamental than these questions, I wondered how did 

students define “culture”? 
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The questions noted above, which prompted this collaboration, demonstrate the 

unique way that action research efficaciously interfaces within schools, supports the 

needs of teachers, and fosters a site for inquiry. Mrs. James, like many educators, wanted 

to know if what she was doing would meet the needs of her students (Goswami, Lewis, 

Rutherford, & Waff, 2009) and if she was preparing them for the complex, contemporary 

world in which they are living. For some teachers, students can seem like “aliens in the 

classroom” (Green & Bigum, 1993 cited in Bigum and Rowan, 2009) and finding the 

right ways to get through to them can be a daunting task but one that can potentially be 

overcome when we “acknowledge that we can no longer even pretend to be in the 

business of providing students with one particular set of skills which will equip them” but 

focus instead on supporting students in developing the “kinds of dispositions that will 

enable them to acquire and demonstrate whatever skills are demanded of them in their 

future work, personal and social lives” (Bigum & Rowan, p. 132). Focusing on these 

dispositions became a key to the pedagogical strategies employed in this collaborative 

unit. 

Defining our visual culture. 

Recognizing the challenge of defining culture – our own, visual, ethnic, religious, 

or material – I decided that my first day with students addressing the Visual Culture and 

Social Studies integration unit I would begin by asking students to define visual culture in 

writing. In each class, there was a very strong dichotomy between the majority of 

students who felt they had no idea what visual culture meant and thus wrote “I don’t 

know” in their journals compared with those few who had developed a rather nuanced 
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awareness of culture. For example, Alex defined visual culture as “any way of 

representing how one lives using visual techniques like writings, visual art or even 

miming” (visual journal, 10/16/12) and Greg believed visual culture was “what type of 

art or books you like. It can also be what films/TV shows you enjoy watching and 

possibly even what types of performances you like watching or what toys you like 

playing with” (visual journal, 10/16/12). This demonstrates the challenges of defining 

culture and the ways in which media, lived experience and material culture can all be 

indicated as visual culture.  

After giving students a few moments to individually record their definitions, I 

then asked them to work collaboratively in table groups to reach consensus on beliefs or 

ideas about visual culture listed on a handout. They were directed to circle phrases that 

met the definition of visual culture for everyone in the group. Of the 16 phrases or word 

groupings on the handout, 11 were things (i.e. shopping malls, magazine advertisements, 

grocery stores, etc.) and five were potential actions that are taken with things (e.g., things 

that are made by human hands, objects and ideas that shape our identity, etc.) (Appendix 

D: Handout VC1). The requirement that the entire group be in agreement in order for the 

word grouping to be circled created an intense classroom setting as very few tables came 

easily to agreement. For example, one table of young men argued heatedly about whether 

shopping malls were part of visual culture (PI reflective journal4, 10/16/12). One student 

argued that, “they [shopping malls] were buildings and as architecture were all different 

                                                        
 
4 This refers to my journal in which engagements and experiences with the students 
were recorded and reflected upon. 
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so they had to be visual culture” (PI reflective journal, 10/16/12). Another foursome was 

evenly divided in their opinions. Hank and Jesus argued that video arcades and music 

videos were part of visual culture while Keith and Adam adamantly opposed this view 

noting that they were music and places, not artworks.  

Interestingly, the differentiation between the things that make up visual culture on 

the handout and the actions taken with those things also created space for dialogue. In 

Hank, Jesus, Keith, and Adam’s group the idea that visual culture “changes our beliefs” 

(Handout VC1) was loudly contested. Hank felt this was true and Keith disagreed. Hank 

articulated his thinking by shouting over Keith that for example in the case of voting, 

“advertisements or stuff on TV may change your mind about who to vote for” (PI 

reflective journal, 10/16/12). When Keith challenged him by saying how is “changing our 

beliefs visual” (PI reflective journal, 10/16/12), Hank gave the example of the much 

contested poster created by Shepard Fairey that was prominently used during President 

Obama’s 2008 election campaign. It is interesting to note that this student was 

commenting on just one example of the countless objects of material culture that 

academics have acknowledged can be “charged with meaning for their makers and 

consumers – demonstrating political leanings, [in this specific case] jubilation over the 

election of the first African-American President…and belief that individuals could effect 

change politically and socially” (Kramer, 2012, p. 1). With the opportunity to share and 

voice their opinions and beliefs about visual culture, students are engaging in dialogue, 

thinking critically about their past experiences and creating new schema to use in 

examining visual culture. They are engaged in an examination of visual culture through 
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which they are “understanding cultural practices as ideology, social power, and 

constructed forms of knowledge” (Keifer-Boyd, Amburgy and Knight, 2007, p. 19). 

 Embedded in the process of these discussions were pedagogical strategies to help 

students clarify voice, including writing and collaborative work in small groups that 

fosters discussion. These are not new strategies but are perhaps not used enough to 

provide a forum for students to come to their own voice. For example, despite a week’s 

investigation into the concept of culture with Mrs. James, when students began defining 

visual culture from their own individualized perspectives there had been no classroom 

discussion of visual culture specifically, nor had students defined culture for themselves, 

either in writing or their own language. Asking students to begin with a definition created 

a space for them to clarify what they had learned. They had to determine how and if they 

wanted to assume those definitions or if they wanted to enlarge upon them. By having 

word groupings and phrases to use as discussion prompts or starters, I allowed students to 

clarify their own thinking, rather than focusing on trying to develop a category or create a 

definition. This supported them in the discussion process. Rather than beginning with the 

all-too-familiar set of blank stares around the table that sometimes disintegrates into a 

conversation about what happened at lunch, these middle school students had a place to 

begin their discussion – a place that allowed each of them to agree, disagree or voice their 

beliefs without feeling that the dispute was with their peers, but more precisely was with 

a set of words on a paper.  

Following the small group discussion prompted by Visual Culture handout 1, the 

entire class engaged in a quick debriefing of the process. I wanted them to become aware 
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of their metacognition and, on my part, I hoped to demonstrate that the act or process of 

defining visual culture is a challenging one that does not always result in completely 

shared meanings (S. Parsons, 2002). This lack of shared meaning is informed, in part, 

because culture itself has shifted over time and is no longer seen as a “process – the 

intellectual and spiritual cultivation of an individual or social group” but has transformed 

from the quality of individuals or communities to the materiality or “the outcome of such 

cultivations” (Rampley, 2007, p. 6). As students answered my question “Was that 

difficult?” I noted that many of them had the flushed look of one who has been engaged 

fully and excitedly in a challenging task. Four of the eight tables echoed response to my 

question with a resounding “Yes!” 

Darden: “Why?” 

Spoken by a few students simultaneously: “Because we disagreed.” 

Darden: “What do you think created the disagreement?” 

Hank: “Because we were raised in different environments so we see different 

things as visual culture.” 

This was accompanied by nodded agreement by students. (PI reflective journal, 

10/16/12). 

After having students attempt to define visual culture, I wanted them to begin to 

become aware of the ways in which images inscribe or resist cultural values (S. Parsons, 

2002). They could parrot the elements of culture categories that Mrs. James had given 

them but when I asked them to apply these categories to a visual image, they were 

unable. Offering them an opportunity to apply their growing knowledge of culture to the 



  
 

 
 

111 

visual, I also wanted to demonstrate the breadth of visual culture which “includes all 

manifestations of cultural life that are significantly expressed through visual aspects and 

interpreted through individual or shared experiences (Carson & Pajackskowska, 2001, 

cited in Keifer-Boyd, Amburgy, & Knight, 2007, p. 19). Since most student participants 

agreed that visual culture was “artworks made by famous people” (VC Handout 1), I 

began with images from art history and moved to showing images that reflected more 

popular cultural influences. These included Empress Theodora and Her Retinue, a 

Byzantine mosaic image circa 550 A.D., Trumbull’s 1817 painting of the signing of the 

Declaration of Independence, Dorothea Lange’s 1936 photograph titled Migrant Mother, 

an image of Linda Carter as Wonder Woman during the 1970’s, a photograph of the 

1980’s fictional Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and an image of a host of Ipod’s™ in 

varying sizes that comprise a large heart. Within the World History strand, students are, 

among other objectives, expected to describe religious traditions that “shape culture, 

analyze the impact of cultural and scientific contributions of ancient civilizations on later 

civilizations, and describe the impact of new ways of thinking that foster changes in 

society” (azed.gov, 2006). These objectives dovetail nicely with visual culture because it 

is through imagery and artwork that one can see the parallels and influences of culture. 

According to S. Parsons, “In an increasingly visual world, art history offers students 

important critical tools for engaging with images and cultural issues. It asks: How do 

images function? In what ways do they inscribe/resist cultural values? How do they 

function in the cultural politics of vision? Who gets represented, by whom and to whose 

ends?” (2002, n.p.).  
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This line of visual inquiry allowed us to dialogue about how we share some 

constructions and meanings of aspects of visual culture while bringing awareness to the 

extent our individual interpretations dramatically impact both how and what we 

categorize or classify as visual culture. For example, when the image of Linda Carter as 

Wonder Woman was projected many students identified her as a superhero. They were 

able to distinguish her as Wonder Woman because of her accouterments – the lasso of 

truth, her outfit that visually represents the American flag, and gold wristbands that 

deflect bullets – but none of the students knew the name of the female actress dressed as 

the character Wonder Woman. Brenda, reflecting her own visual culture, suggested the 

image was of recording artist Katy Perry. I discovered, after this exchange, that Katy 

Perry, dressed as Wonder Woman had been featured on the cover of Vanity Fair 

magazine in June 2011 (PI reflective journal, 10/16/12). When I asked Mrs. James if she 

knew the name of the actress, she acknowledged that she did; I allowed to the students 

that because both Mrs. James and I knew her name, had watched the Wonder Woman® 

television show in the late 1970’s in which Linda Carter acted and portrayed the 

superhero, we therefore had a shared visual culture but that we could not say we shared 

visual culture just because of this one example. The students, I stated, shared parts of 

visual culture with us, but not others as evidenced in their ability to identify and decode 

the visual symbols associated with the character Wonder Woman but only some of those 

symbols. To this comment Alex replied, “So you’re saying we share it but we don’t? That 

is confusing” (PI reflective journal, 10/16/12). I agreed it was and suggested that perhaps 

we should attempt to research further into this shared and yet, unique, concept of visual 
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culture. I invited students to bring in images or objects of their visual culture to share 

with their peers. This gave students an opportunity to practically apply their newly 

developing understanding of visual culture as well as a chance for us to further build 

community through learning about one another. Examples of what they classified as their 

visual culture were vast. They ranged from pictures of the boy band One Direction, to a 

candle with the Virgin de Guadalupe on the front, sports equipment, mp3 players, and 

even a photograph of a pet Bantam chicken. Students, through sharing their artifacts and 

material visual culture objects of importance to them, engendered an increased awareness 

of the ways in which visual culture permeates, informs, and shapes our lives. In this 

exercise, students who earlier did not know what visual culture was at all, now began to 

express their understanding of the concept of visual culture as “bigger than I thought” 

(Alex, visual journal) and comprised of “almost everything” (Marcy, visual journal). 

The changing visual culture of Coca-Cola™. Hoping to build on our previous 

day’s investigation, to push students further into an examination of consumer culture, and 

to demonstrate the pure fun of rich, critical inquiry, I showed students two Coca-Cola™ 

commercials. Steinberg states, “critical thinking about consumer culture is 

important…since consumerism largely shapes the products, styles and human interactions 

in contemporary culture” (2004, p. 109). Were students aware of how consumerism not 

only shaped their interactions but depicted societal changes? How does the fact that we 

are more aware than ever of the semiotic nature of media inform and influence our 

understanding of visual culture? I could talk to and lecture the students but I knew from 

personal experience that would not work. The lessons from my own education and life 
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experience that I have held onto the longest are the ones in which I was most engaged. 

Commercials – often short, funny and filled with innuendo, pun, and metaphor – are great 

pedagogical tools that engage students in their learning. 

 First, I showed them the brief 1979 Coco-Cola™ television commercial in which 

a beaten down Charles Edward “Mean Joe” Green, a former NFL player for the 

Pittsburgh Steelers, is offered a cold, refreshing Coca-Cola™ by a young adoring fan. 

The limping “Mean Joe” at first refuses the drink but eventually takes the Coke and 

chugs it. Suddenly, upbeat music playing in the background, Green breaks into a broad 

grin, and in thanks, turns to the kid saying “Hey Kid, Catch” as he tosses his jersey to the 

young fan. Growing up a fan of the Pittsburgh Steelers, I fondly recall the commercial 

and the way I felt touched by the sweetness of the gestures—both the young boy’s and 

Green’s. I wanted students to find an entry into critically evaluating the commercials and 

potentially their own responses to them. Hinchey (2004), in discussing questioning 

strategies and middle school students, states, “critical thinking questions challenge young 

adolescents to think creatively, divergently, intuitively, deductively and hypothetically. 

These questions encourage students to draw inferences based on their understandings and 

to make new applications of previously learned information” (p. 93). Capitalizing on 

ways to support my students in drawing inferences and having a conception of how what 

is present informs our inferences, I invited students to adapt a literacy strategy in which 
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they noted the evidence and inferences they found in the visual text. Using a T-chart5, 

students were at first uncertain how to apply this strategy (normally used in text analysis 

in writing class) to a non-static visual text, but within moments, they embraced the 

process and made rich connections. I have noted a sample of evidence and inferences 

from six children in two groups here. 

 Evidence Inference 

Mary, Veronica 
and April 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

After the man drank the 
coke the man’s mood 
and facial expressions 
change. 

When you drink coke 
you smile 

Mr. Green is “best 
ever” and boy gave him 
Coke. 

Little boy is a fan. 

Mr. Green is a football 
player. 

He is wearing football 
equipment, at a football 
stadium, could hear 
crowd noises. 

Brenda, Cameron, 
Janice, and Marcy 

He drank it all The player liked Coke 

The Coke bottle and the 
boys clothes are old, 
plus the song never 
plays anymore 

It’s in OLD times 

Figure 1: Coke commercial evidence and inference chart 
 
While still another group thought it was “OLD [student emphasis] because the image was 

“not as clear [or had the] quality” they believed a newer commercial would have had (VC 

group T-Chart, 10/18/12). Both Mrs. James and I were very excited by the deep, 

thoughtful readings in which the students were engaged.  

                                                        
 
5 A T-chart is a two column graphic organizer that resembles a capital “T” in which 
students list two types of information. In this case, inferences and the evidence that 
supports that inference.  
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Next, without any advance comments or scaffolding support, I shared a more 

recent Coke commercial that is a parody of the “Mean Joe” Green commercial. This 

commercial reflects Duncum’s (2002) caution that much of our “so-called postmodern 

images…refer to each other rather than anything beyond other images” (p. 15). In this 

version, Troy Polamalu, a current (at the time of this writing) Pittsburgh Steelers football 

player, is offered a Coke Zero™ by a young male fan. As Polamalu grasps the soft drink 

to quench his thirst, two men who self-identify as “Coke Brand Managers” run in, 

grabbing the drink from Polamalu while commenting that they want to protect their brand 

name. As the brand managers walk away, one fearfully turns to the other and, referring to 

Polamalu, asks, “Is he coming?” When there is an affirmative moan, the first brand 

manager says, “I will meet you in the car” and runs off, leaving the remaining brand 

manager holding the drink. Polamalu, grabbing the drink, tackles the gentleman to the 

floor. Polamalu stands up and drinks down the beverage. As the young, dejected-faced 

fan turns to walk off, Polamalu reaches down, ripping off the brand managers’ business 

shirt, and says, “Hey Kid, Catch” as he tosses the shirt to the young fan. My students 

laughed and giggled as the commercial parody came to a conclusion.  

Due to my desire to be the “reflective, critical thinking middle grades teacher 

[that] views knowledge through the lens of inquiry and data gathering, a lens [in which] 

content knowledge [is viewed] as the evidence, hints, suggestions, probes or data students 

discover in the pursuit of a solution to a problem,” I wanted to mine the students’ “two 

bottomless pools of knowledge – students’ perceptions of their world and content 

knowledge” (Hinchey, p. 95). I wanted to engage the students in a study of the “socio-
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economic and political functions of imagery” (Duncum, 2002, p. 19) without inflicting 

my perspective, opinion or beliefs on them. I inquired about their perspectives on the 

commercials. A group of boys noted that the “awesome” guy in the second commercial 

was Troy Polamalu, a current football player and so it had to be “newer.” Furthermore, 

Hank noted, “Coke Zero was a new type of sugar free Coke [which] also suggested it was 

newer.” Jacqueline noted that the first commercial was “sugary sweet like Coke” and that 

the Polamalu commercial was “much funnier” (PI reflective journal, 10/18/12) than the 

Green commercial.  

I was excited that students were now verbally supporting their inferences with 

evidence from the visual text; I wanted to invite them to continue doing so in their table 

groups. I wondered what they might discover in working together through dialogue and 

discourse about the two commercials. Passing out large butcher paper that covered the 

tables, I invited them to compare and contrast the visual content and messages of the two 

commercials. As they created Venn diagrams (Figure 2), students engaged in intense 

critical analysis of the way they saw changes in visual culture presented in the two 

commercials. For example, one group of students noted that both men in the commercials 

were not actors, but athletes of color and that the child fan was Caucasian (VC Venn 

Diagram Group 2, 10/18/12). They inquired aloud if their peers at other tables thought 

this was purposeful on the part of the commercial creators. This kind of movement 

beyond the surface comparisons of the two commercials to a richer reading indicates the 

value of taking class time to spend in collaborative investigations where students talk, 

share their understandings and through that process inform and enlarge each other’s 
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perspectives. Buckingham and Sefton-Green, as cited in Duncum (2002), have found that 

adolescents need social interaction and “chit-chat” to make sense of imagery. This 

classroom transformation from the “emphasis on teachers covering material, getting 

through curriculum and transferring knowledge from their minds into the vacuous minds 

of students who must perform well on standardized tests” (Hinchey, 2004, p. 92) to one 

in which students are engaged in active creation of meaning, problem and solution 

posing, and critical analysis of authentic understanding was fantastic. I stood amidst these 

young people, holding my breath, as I watched them go deeper. Would the scaffolded 

structure, the open-ended questions, and their interest in the content get them there? 

 

Figure 2: Coke commercial Venn diagram. Student collaborative artifact 10/18/12. 
 

As the cacophony of the classroom rose during their table dialogue and the larger 

class discussion, I relished the noise. Students were leaning over tables, wagging their 

fingers in each other’s faces, and raising their voices to be heard over the din. Their 

excitement was palpable. I watched a feat, which most middle school educators marvel at 
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-- all students were engaged in the process of articulating their ideas and the connections 

made through deconstructing these commercials. Mrs. James commented that she had not 

seen them so focused and engaged before; I was glad to hear this. Her comment 

represents the central challenge for even the most dedicated educator as they too succumb 

to the demands placed upon them in the midst of the “accountability movement” 

sweeping through our schools. Focusing more and more on test preparation or content 

delivery, we are not really achieving our end goal but rather, “the result of this 

pursuit…brings us not more well-prepared, but passive students, less able to deal 

effectively with a highly complex, interdisciplinary, intercultural, mediated social world” 

(Flores-Koulish, 2006, p. 239). Teachers want engaged students, who are prepared for the 

world in which we live. Constructivist curricula which encourages collaboration and 

discourse creates spaces for students to move from their passive role to active 

construction of meaning. 

To conclude our comparison and contrast, I asked student to share out loud with 

the entire class discoveries their tables made that indicated ways they saw visual culture 

changing between 1970 and 2009. Students noted that the two commercials showed 

changes in fashion, violence and marketing. Before I address each of these developing 

areas of awareness, I must acknowledge that I once again found myself surprised by the 

astute observations of the students. Their comments served as reminder of the powerfully 

internalized yet erroneous beliefs I, by virtue of being a product of the American 

educational system, hold about children -- despite my desire to do otherwise. These 

beliefs include the notion that children, because they are younger than their teachers, 
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need adults to model deep critical thinking and that children are often unaware of the 

larger social and cultural machines working in their worlds, and the supposition that 

children are not inclined to recognize their own desensitization to the violent images that 

surround them. 

The change in fashion evidenced between the two commercials is relatively 

subtle, in large part because one character in each commercial is wearing football apparel 

which has not undergone significant changes during the time span between the 

commercials. Certainly, the fact that the earlier commercial is older is indicated by the 

grainy texture of the images (which students acknowledged in their note taking) but 

students noted the fact that even though both boys appeared to be similarly dressed, the 

haircut in the Green commercial was one we would not see today and would associate 

with the past. Their awareness of marketing language was demonstrated by their ability to 

define what a “brand manager” does. Hank, a leader in his table’s discussion, noted that 

maybe when the first commercial was shown people did not know who brand managers 

were and what they did but now “everyone” knows (I took this to mean that the Polamalu 

commercial was funnier in his opinion because he believed we share the common 

knowledge of the role a brand manager plays and could then participate in the parody). I 

shared with the students that when I was in 6th grade I would not have known what a 

brand manager was or what it meant to manage a brand. The fact that this language is 

included in the commercial and these 6th graders had the knowledge also serves as 

evidence of the way in which economic aspects of marketing have become transparent – 

or in the case of the Polamalu commercial – overt.  
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Finally, despite the violence of Polamalu tackling the brand managers having 

been a major focus of conversation when I had shared these same commercials with a 

group of educators, I did not anticipate students addressing it at all. Their laughter and 

pleasure at the humor in the commercial led me to initially assume that they had all 

become completely desensitized to the violence they see daily. However, to my surprise, 

Janice, a very quiet young lady, invited the class to address this by saying the second 

commercial was “more like what we see on T.V. now.” Many students nodded and 

shared their verbal agreement with her assessment. This demonstrated for me the ways in 

which critical media literacy creates a space for students to begin “disrupting 

media/corporate constructs that have a tremendous influence on what they consume and 

experience in their everyday world” (Chung & Kirby, 2009, p. 38).  

Throughout the day I found myself gazing around the room with a renewed sense 

of hope; I was reminded of Freire’s claim that an act of violence results when we are 

prevented from engaging in the process of inquiry (Freire, 1970/1993). This loud, 

boisterous room of students physically, cognitively and emotionally enjoying their 

learning served as a personal exclamation point on Freire’s statement. 

Exploring Visual Culture, Feminist Pedagogy and Art History  

One aspect of the backlash of national standardized curriculum, elimination of 

bilingual education in many states and the limitations placed on what public schools can 

teach is that researchers in higher education are noticing that “many incoming college 

students’ knowledge regarding social diversity, their ability to employ critical thinking 

skills, and to inquire openly into viewpoints outside the mainstream” are limited (Larson, 
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2005, p. 135). Exploring these issues and building these skills in middle school offers 

students a safe place in which to recognize diversity, to practice thinking critically and in 

that process to see numerous viewpoints which contribute to their preparation for higher 

education. Feminist pedagogy is a tool that can be used to deconstruct and make meaning 

of the inequalities that are present in U.S. society (Garber, 1992, 2005; Larson, 2005; 

McCall, 1994). Wishing to create a “radical classroom” (S. Parsons, 2002, para. 2) 

environment through which students were invited to go further into their deconstruction 

of visual culture but one in which I did not put students on the defensive, I knew I needed 

to find a way for us to develop a shared language that originated from their perspectives 

and experiences and started where they were (Nordlund, Speirs & Stewart, 2010). I 

shared that I wanted us to examine a series of images from visual culture while talking 

about what we knew and how we knew it. Students were excited to “test” their visual 

culture knowledge and became avid participants in the reading of the images so much so 

that the classroom became very boisterous. Students were shown a variety of images 

from the Starbucks logo (without text), an iconic image of Marilyn Monroe dressed in a 

white halter dress leaning forward on a bench, an image of the Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtles (TMNT), the Wal-Mart Sun logo (without any text), and an image of a young 

Christopher Reeve as Superman. They diligently engaged in over 40 minutes of 

discussion to deconstruct these symbols and images, noting what they knew and how they 

had come to know it. For example, April reveled in being able to share her knowledge of 

the TMNT. She articulated two of their names (Leonardo and Michelangelo), where they 

lived (underground in the sewers) and along with a large number of students, she knew 
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pizza was their favorite food. When I asked why they loved pizza, no one could tell me 

why. Veronica said, “it relates to something, I know, but I can’t remember.” Jesus 

clarified by stating, “they didn’t go out of the sewers so they had to order food for 

delivery and that’s why they like pizza.” Another student noted that turtles like tomatoes 

and the TMNT are turtles; therefore, since tomatoes are on pizza they must like pizza. 

Laurence noted that their shells are rounded like the shape of pizza so maybe that is why 

they enjoy pizza. Someone said the TMNT’s liked pizza because they were assassins. At 

this comment Aaron shot out of his seat and pacing, informed the group that “actually, a 

more accurate reason they carry weapons is because they were Samurai.” I asked him 

what he meant. He continued, “Assassins who failed to protect someone important 

became outcasts and since they lived in the sewer, they were outcasts.” This was a proud 

moment for Aaron who rarely talked out loud in class. Finally, after much discourse, 

Cynthia said perhaps they liked pizza because the TMNT were named after Renaissance 

artists and pizza is associated with Italy. To this statement there was a collective “right,” 

“Oh, yeah,” “I didn’t know that” and other kinds of exclamations (PI reflective journal, 

10/25/12). Students inquired of Cynthia which artists they were named after. She knew 

that Raphael was also an artist but could not recall the last one. When I volunteered 

Donatello there was an exclamation of “yes” around the room. I asked who knew 

anything about these four artists. Most students knew Leonardo was after da Vinci who 

painted the Mona Lisa. A few knew that Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel and 

created a famous sculpture of Jesus with Mary. Very few had any real prior knowledge of 

Raphael or Donatello other than the fact that they had “sort of” heard their names because 
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of the TMNT show. Students were engaged in a very important aspect of social justice 

education: content mastery. Content mastery, according to Hackman (2005), includes 

factual information, historical contextualization and a macro-to-micro content analysis. 

Contextualizing the historical importance of the appropriation of Renaissance masters 

into popular children’s culture was a valuable component of our investigation that shed a 

new light on the ways in which the visual, historical, social, economic, and religious 

aspects of culture are interwoven. 

Data collection through field notes was intense as the students rapidly fired their 

words and ideas about the five images we examined; while I could write an extensive 

passage about each image they examined, this excerpt is meant to demonstrate the broad 

range of knowledge students brought to the discussion, the depth of commitment they had 

in their participation, as well as the value being heard carried for them. Our discussion of 

these images took longer than I anticipated but I felt it imperative and necessary to value 

their voices, to let them share their thoughts and discoveries with each other. I could have 

lectured to the students about the way art history informs and is present in visual culture, 

thereby—through the well-worn “transmission” model—filling their heads with my 

knowledge but this would have been the antithesis of my desires. Moreover, from a very 

selfish standpoint, I would have missed out on enlarging my knowledge base. While I 

knew the origin of the TMNT names I had absolutely no idea that the TMNT lived in the 

sewer, were considered outcasts and loved pizza. Nor did I have a full awareness of the 

variety of visual culture influences or experiences these specific students had.  
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In the remaining fifteen minutes of our time together that day, I invited students to 

find two magazine advertisements from the large selection of magazines available. My 

directions to the students were that one advertisement should have a male predominantly 

featured while the other should predominantly feature a female. After each student 

selected their two advertisements, they were asked to record the ads’ inferences and 

evidence in their visual journals—or what they knew about the ad and how they knew it. 

This was brief and I asked them to store the advertisements in their visual journals for 

later. We would, I assured them, be using both the advertisements and their findings in 

the coming days of our study. 

Print advertisements. One of my original intentions, before beginning the study, 

was to find a way for students to develop an awareness of the ways in which gender roles 

are manifest through visual culture.  However, I did not state that overtly at any time. 

And as discussed earlier, when Mrs. James and I first began to have collaborative 

conversations about the unit, it became clear that before students could deconstruct and 

examine gender roles in visual culture they needed to know what visual culture meant to 

each of them individually, how it operates within society, and the ways in which it has 

the power to influence them. It is valuable to reveal that as the study proceeded, I found 

myself wanting to find a way for students to also translate their awareness of the 

changing semiotic nature of visual culture through multimedia, art history, material 

culture objects and print advertisements. Yet again, I thought it best if students 

themselves came to an awareness of the way media and advertising use and mark gender 

to construct the fabric of our visual culture rather than me telling them it did so.  
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On our fourth day exploring visual culture, I began the day’s inquiry by asking 

students to help construct a list of the visual elements, principles of design and artistic 

tools with which they were familiar. Once we had a shared vocabulary for our looking, I 

told them I wanted them to start applying those concepts to the print advertisements I 

would share with them. I wanted them to look specifically for the ways the visual 

elements, principles of design, and tools of the artist were used to convey content and 

meaning in the imagery. In my effort to demonstrate the way visual culture changes over 

time, I again selected advertisements from a period of thirty years but to keep with my 

desire to start where the students are, I used two perfume advertisements for our group 

discussion that featured a musician and an actor with whom I believed the students would 

be familiar. One print advertisement promoted the new perfume created for musician 

Mary J. Blige titled “My Life” (figure 3) while the other (figure 4) featured actor Paul 

Walker advertising Davidoff’s newest men’s cologne “Cool.” It was an intentional choice 

to have students deconstruct advertisements that prominently featured individuals of each 

gender. 

I wish to share the students’ classroom dialogue surrounding these two 

advertisements. Rather than note each speaker, I share their voices in a visual way that 

attempts to resemble the swift, overlapping spoken nature in which it was first 

experienced. Comments, concerns, and conclusions I came to as a result of the students’ 

words are discussed afterward. 
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Figure 3: Print advertisement for Mary J. Blige “My Life” fragrance. 
 
She’s famous. So like if you walk past you will stop and look./  
 It is eyecatching and that is why they used her/  
 
it’s a close up picture with a gold, bright color/ 
 the gold color is to go with her hair/ NO, it’s her perfume, the one 

created by Mary/     she’s a pretty lady who looks 
rich. It’s a rich house with a chandelier/     the 
person is big in the image to catch our eye  /she’s saying my life is 
luxurious/ 

 maybe people that like her music will buy the perfume/ 
 I think the text is in cursive so the light on the dark pops 

out like the perfume/ 
   The feeling that you get from that is that if you put it on you might 
live  there/ 

…she’s wearing a diamond necklace. That, the dress and the text all 
inform. I mean it says ‘Strong, Confident, Enduring.’ This perfume makes you 
feel more confident/ 

…in a word to describe it is elegant/ 
Well, famous people are used to sell ads/ 

…could be that if I am not a rich person and I want to be wealthy or feel better 
about myself I will wear this. 
 
(PI reflective journal, 10/25/2012) 
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Figure 4: Print advertisement for Davidoff’s Cool Water fragrance for men. 
 
 
 Since it’s outside on the beach there’s lots of blue and the color makes you 
feel calm.  

The cologne bottle has water or liquid in it like the water behind it/  
     So the gold in the last ad is now blue here in 
this ad/  

Also, the text ‘cool water’ means you’re at the beach and 
taking a cold dip/  

He’s pretty manly and has muscles/ 
The text says ‘Power of Cool’ – He’s COOL. Maybe if 
you’re a guy and you want to be cool then you will buy this 
and you’ll be too./ 

I think it’s saying ‘refreshing’—and the blocky text and faded color of the 
text are awesome.       He’s quite attractive/ 

  Blue is strong and masculine, like him/ 
His eyes are the same color as the water and the bottle so we look at all of it/   
  It’s at the beach and he went swimming. Water is dripping off him 
so we see the water and the perfume together/ 

The ‘Power of Cool’ seems to be a catch phrase like in McDonald’s ads 
that say ‘I’m lovin’ it’/  

The ad looks like it would smell – maybe ocean breeze, tropical beach/  
This doesn’t just attract women, I think men can think I will smell like that if I 
wear that cologne/ 

The product he is selling is cologne but he is selling that he 
is ‘buff’ too.” 

(PI reflective journal, 10/25/2012). 
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These exchanges further demonstrate how necessary it is for youth to discourse or 

dialogue and through/in/within/around that action gain insight into their beliefs, ideas, 

and voices. As students actively participate in an ongoing intentional process of critical 

thinking and group investment, they learn to mutually respect one another (Williams-

Boyd, 2004), to listen to one another, to hear one another, and to find their own voice in 

the process of listening and reflecting. Fostering a space for student voice to be heard, 

clarified, articulated, and expressed is necessary if we want students to be able to assert 

power, to resist the attempts by marketers, media, education, politics and other larger 

social structures to sway and influence them. This also necessitates recognizing that 

empowerment is a relational process and not just the outcome of one engagement or 

experience, one lesson or activity; we can create an educational space that is inclusive, 

participatory, and framed by critical thinking (Williams-Boyd, 2004) if we work together 

-- student, teacher and researcher -- in a cooperative, student centered reciprocal 

relationship of teaching and learning.  
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Figure 5: McDonald’s™ print advertisement from the 1970’s. 
 

Teacher voice and student voice. Having deconstructed two advertisements 

together as a whole class and hoping to continue fostering a space for students to 

communicate their thinking, I encouraged students to work together to deconstruct a 

1970’s McDonald’s print advertisement. This proved to be an experience in which the 

struggles between teacher voice and student voice became clearly delineated; in the 

process of students sharing their interpretations of the ad (seen above as figure 5) the 

conflict between the articulation of student voice and the necessity for students to follow 

a set of classroom norms (some overt and some covert) came to light. For example, when 

students’ shouting out without raising hands came to a peak, I reassured Mrs. James that I 

was completely comfortable with their rambunctiousness because I saw it as an outcome 
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of their excitement and interest in sharing their thoughts and ideas. I wanted to know 

what they thought even if it meant the way in which they shared those thoughts got a bit 

passionate. Responding to the McDonald’s ad demonstrated to me that sometimes 

students need to articulate their thoughts out loud in order to know what they think. At 

times those thoughts can appear to be extraneous or unconnected to the learning goals; 

however, if we suspend our teaching structures, their apparently free-floating and 

unconnected thoughts are completely connected and do make sense. For example, when a 

student raised his hand and shared information about having recently heard that 

McDonald’s hamburgers are only 15% beef and the remainder consists of “pink filler,” a 

whole host of student comments arose. This comment could have been a potential starting 

point for students to connect their lived experience to what we were deconstructing (a 

McDonald’s ad) but instead was met with a collective groan from students, in part 

because it was viewed as off-topic. A few moments later, when Christian raised his hand 

and said, “Can I share a story?” I encouraged him to do so all the while wondering if this 

“story” might send us off on an unforeseen and potentially unrelated trajectory. His story, 

like the comment of the student that started off our discussion, was both pertinent and 

interesting. He shared that a year or so ago he had gotten McDonald’s food to go. 

Recently, while cleaning out the car, he found a French fry from that visit and it still 

looked “fresh.” This made him wonder (building off the other student’s comment) what 

they put in their fries if they can still look good one year later. Around the room 

comments rose up and students voiced their own thoughts about this statement – “what 
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does that mean we are putting into our body?” “I don’t care, they taste good so I would 

still eat them,” and other such comments (PI reflective journal, 10/25/12). 

I encouraged students to continue to share their comments about the 

advertisement. These included “She is tired and the kid massaging her shoulders tells 

this. The man with the food in the bag is helping her out.” “I think she’s a housekeeper 

and today didn’t have to do all the chores”; “The ‘M’ in McDonalds is used over and 

over again---all the burgers, McRib, McAngus, they do that….I just noticed this.” For 

this student, his dawning awareness indicated his understanding that the McDonald’s 

“M” still looked the same today, more than 30 years later, reinforcing the longevity of the 

brand. This led Kristianne to comment on the text by stating, “the text means the wife has 

been working and she is tired and did not want to cook. It is easy to get and delicious to 

eat.” Noreen echoed Kristianne’s comments and Brad argued, “the tablecloth is bright 

yellow, the same color as the logo. Maybe they did that in Photoshop,” to which Karl 

responded, “they didn’t have Photoshop. And I want to say that they look fancy and have 

a nice house. The kid [in the lower left of the image] is reaching for the bag like reaching 

for the parents” (PI reflective journal, 10/25/12). I celebrated their insights with nods, 

encouragement of the quality critical work they had been doing; I invited them to spend 

time over the course of the next few days “reading” print, billboard, and television ads as 

we would be soon creating our own advertisement. This elicited a considerable number of 

whoops and “yeah’s” as students made their way out of the classroom.  

In my belief that the power-laden interactions of schooling must be challenged I 

found myself struggling. The model that most of us were educated in and which we 
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repeat -- one in which unquestioningly quiet and attentive students wait in their seats with 

pencils at the ready and minds to be filled by teachers who have determined how and 

what will be learned without any student input -- must be extinguished. Teachers, 

researchers, parents, and students must advocate for schools to “discover what keeps 

students from learning, determine how these impediments can be removed, and help all 

students to achieve academic success” (Williams-Boyd, 2004, p. 208). I agree with these 

goals and was working with teachers who I knew personally also agreed with them. 

However, being an invited guest into others’ classrooms, I found myself noticing 

moments when my teaching style and philosophy differed from that of the teacher with 

whom I was collaborating. How might our differences inform the process of critical 

thinking, development of student voice and youth empowerment – concepts that lay at the 

heart of our shared goals? 

During passing period, I shared with Mrs. James my delight at students’ 

participation and engagement. When she expressed concern over their lack of classroom 

discipline, I assured her I was fine with it because I saw they were critically and 

consistently invested in the process. This exchange indicated to me one of the unintended 

manifestations of my research. Having worked with Mrs. James as a collaborator, co-

facilitator, and colleague prior to this experience, I knew her as a relaxed and convivial 

educator. Yet, as a guest in Mrs. James’ classroom and a teacher myself, it was possible 

that my role as researcher carried with it power I had not considered or intended. 

Expressing that day and in the ensuing days that I was comfortable with the student’s 

behaviors perhaps alleviated her concerns but did little, I think, to address her true 
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concern and one which I only recognized after the study was over. I neglected to consider 

the feeling that many teachers when being observed have, in much the same way parents 

do, that the actions and reactions, behaviors and at times words of our students reflect on 

us as the authority figure in the room.  

Gender roles in advertising. I began our next session with a review of the 

exciting and rigorous work in which students had been occupied. I found myself wanting 

to impress upon them the value of the work they had been doing, in part, because every 

day as I arrived they commented on how much fun they were having. I guess, in a way, I 

felt a need to assure myself that just because we were having all this “fun” we were still 

working hard. I asked students to take out the print advertisements they had selected the 

previous week and look at them with fresh eyes. Was there anything, I wondered, given 

our work deconstructing the print ads that they wanted to add to their notes? After 

students individually annotated the inferences they made as they looked at the 

advertisements, I had them work in table groups answering two sets of questions that 

would foster a dialogue of comparison and contrast. The questions from set A were 1) 

What message or meaning do you get from the advertisements? and 2) What does the 

advertiser do that helps them convey their point/message or meaning? The questions from 

set B were 1) What visual tools have the advertisers used to engage the viewer (color, 

texture, pattern, line, shape, etc.) and 2) What might we understand about the roles of 

men and women based on the advertisements we’ve looked at in class? Why?  

Some of the student responses to the question “What message or meaning do you 

get from the advertisement?” included Ramon’s, “The message that I got is that this 



  
 

 
 

135 

toothpaste [Colgate] works well to give you a healthy mouth.” To the question “What 

does the advertiser do that helps them convey their point/message or meaning?” Raul 

said, “The advertiser uses persuasive words, they get famous or pretty people to advertise 

it, and it uses colors that the reader would be interested in. It also uses big font that 

catches the eye for readers.” While Tiana thought, “Just because a very famous person is 

advertising [the product] people would think this guy used it [so] I’ll use it too” (PI 

reflective journal, 10/30/2012). 

Jesus addressed the visual elements and principles of design by noting the 

predominant colors of black, white and red as well as the size and compositional element 

of the image in which the figure is large and shown very close up. He further responded 

to the question about gender roles by writing, “I understand that [the]man is famous and 

that he uses this perfume to make him smell better so people want to use it. [Referring to 

Figure 6] It also tells me that this woman is so eager to taste the wine that she’s biting the 

bottle, which tells me she thinks it tastes really good” (PI reflective journal, 10/30/2012). 

These responses highlight that despite being unfamiliar with the product, a viewers 

reading of visual text is informed by knowledge of art tools, techniques and composition 

but they may not critically analyze the ways in which those visual markers are used to 

inform gender representations. 
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Figure 6: Print advertisement for Fragoli Strawberry liquer. 
 

Students next made charts that delineated what product their ads were for and 

which gender was used to sell or market the product. When all students had compiled 

their findings as a table, we first created a set of categories into which the advertisements 

might be sorted. Then we created entire class charts that categorized the advertisements. I 

have compiled all three charts into one (figure 7 below). When looking at this chart, 

student whole group comments demonstrated an increasing awareness of the types of 

products that marketers gear toward female consumers and those that are targeted toward 

males. Moreover, students began to inquire into reasons why certain kinds of 

advertisements were featured in particular magazines. For example, Alex, referring to a 

popular sports magazine stated, “In this magazine, most of the ads have lots of text and 

men in them.” (PI reflective journal, 10/30/2012). Noreen responded to this by noting that 
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when she was looking for advertisements in the magazines Vanity Fair, Elle and Vogue 

she had a very difficult time finding an advertisement with a male featured prominently. 

These are representative of the kinds of comments students made as they worked 

collaboratively to categorize their advertisements. 

Students had also been invited to answer questions in writing with their table 

groups. These questions were designed to get students talking and included 1) What 

conclusions does your group come to regarding your tally? 2) Why do you think some 

categories have lots of checks while others have few? 3) Do you think other groups will 

also mark those categories with lots of checks as well? Why or why not? And finally, 4) 

What comments would you like to make? One goal of these questions was to determine 

the conclusions their group came to regarding the tally and force them to keep a record. I 

have noticed that students will talk and come to wonderful conclusions in their groups, 

yet when asked to share them will sit quietly mute as if they did not discuss anything. 

This strategy of asking questions and prompting one group response alleviates some of 

the pressure on those who might be shy to speak or were not completely paying attention 

to the discussion. Being aware that there is an accountability measure may incite greater 

participation.  
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Categories  Ad with Male Ad with Female 
 Might 

include… 
Class 
#1 

Class 
#2 

Class 
#3 

Class 
#1 
 

Class 
#2 

Class 
#3 

Community Fundraising 
Cancer 
awareness 
Helping 
others 

0 0 1 0 2 0 

Fashion Clothes/Sho
es 
Jewelry 
Handbags 

5 6 6 11 11 10 

Entertainm
ent 

Movies/TV 
Music 
Sports 

11 9 13 1 0 3 

Personal 
hygiene 

Makeup 
Cologne 
Perfume 

8 6 7 16 11 15 

Food/Drink Milk/Juice 
Soda/Sports 
Drinks 
Fast 
Food/Restau
rants 

0 5 4 2 4 3 

Technology Computers 
Laptops/Tab
lets 
Cellphones 

3 4 5 0 4 1 

Transporta
tion 

Cars 
Trucks 
Bikes 

5 4 2 0 1 0 

Lodging Hotels 
Houses 

1 1 2 0 2 0 

Household 
Cleaning 
Products 

mop 0 0 0 0 0 1 

        
Figure 7: All three classes categorizations combined into one chart. 
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Some of the group comments included, “When looking at movie ads there aren’t 

very many movie ads because they are usually seen on TV,” “Women are in more well 

known ads (fashion, personal hygiene) and are wearing some kind of makeup or some 

other kind of personal enhancer” (PI reflective journal, 10/30/2012). The discussion that 

ensued as students began to see their numbers tallied as a whole was rich and exciting for 

all of us. As students saw the tallies mount on the board showing that women were 

featured in marketing for fashion and personal hygiene products while men were almost 

exclusively featured in entertainment, technology and home improvement product 

marketing, they became highly charged and critical.  

Next, we examined how categories could be broken down into products and that 

the products are known as brand names. For example, the category of fashion products 

may include shoes, shirts, pants, hats, and dresses, among other items. A brand of 

clothing could be Juicy Couture or Abercrombie & Fitch. Once we had walked through 

taking a category down to a brand, I asked them to pick one and create a quick sketch of 

an advertisement for that particular brand and/or product. It was thrilling. Students were 

loudly talking to each other, editing and revising their works based on comments and 

conversations shared in their table groups. For example, one young man wanted to create 

a McDonald’s ad. Below is the dialogue between him and the young lady sitting next to 

him. 

Boy: I want to make a McDonald’s ad. 

Girl: What product are you making it about? 
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Boy: I don’t know. I like the new McAngus® burger. Or maybe I will make it 

about the McRib®. 

Girl: Who eats the McAngus®? Are they the same people who eat a McRib®? 

What kind of people will you use in your ad? 

Boy: I am not going to use people. I am going to show the product really large, 

like it’s this [and he gestures to fill a majority of his paper] and looks super good 

and better tasting than it could be. 

Girl: So people will want to eat it? 

Girl: Oh…and don’t forget the pickles they always look so good in the pictures. 

Boy: Yeah, but not when they come on the sandwich. 

Students carried on these kinds of dialogues as they supported each other in 

problem-solving and decision-making for their advertisements. After about fifteen 

minutes of sketching time, as I walked around, I noticed that many students were 

beginning to subvert their advertisements without any prompting on my part. I asked 

them if I could show them something else I thought was “pretty interesting” about artists 

responding to advertisements. The resounding excitement led me to jump right in to 

sharing a series of subverted advertisements rather than waiting for our next session as 

planned. Subvertizing is a term used to refer to advertisements that are created to 

comment on a company, brand, or product by an entity other than the corporation who 

owns the rights to that company, brand or product. Subvertizers, also known as “culture 

jammers” (Lasn, 1999, p. 131) imitate the appearance of an advertisement but alter the 

meaning and content, often through slight, but powerful text changes. 
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Because McDonald’s advertisements had been a part of our earlier deconstruction 

process, I used two McDonald’s ads this day (figures 8 and 9). The sophisticated 

deconstruction of the students was tremendous. I stood there just bursting with delight at 

their ability to look so carefully, to consider the way the meaning of the text and image 

were interwoven into their responses. I began by showing the students the first 

advertisement (figure 8) and refrained from commenting myself. Excerpts of their 

dialogue are listed below the image. 

 
 

Figure 8: McDonald’s advertisement. 
 

Students immediately began talking as Jesus noted, “I’ve seen that 

advertisement”; other students commented generally on how good the Egg McMuffin® 

tastes, “that makes me hungry,” “is it almost lunch time?” and other statements indicating 

that they found it an enticing image that conjured up visions of eating. Skyler focused on 

the image of the breakfast sandwich in the ad and commented that in his experience, 

“they don’t look like that at all. They are not really that big and they don’t look that tasty 

when you get them.” There was a collective groan as his comment brought the classroom 

to the realization that perhaps he was correct. One student focused on how the colors used 
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contrasted with each other creating a sense of tension with the red background. Mary 

acknowledged that the yellow of the egg was the same color as the text and that she 

thought this was intentional.  

Quickly, however the conversation turned from the way the marketers and 

creators used the visual elements and principles of design in the advertisement to the 

underlying content and meaning. When a student questioned whether we really have that 

many taste buds [10,000 as the ad claims] Veronica said, “perhaps the tag line has more 

to do with the fact that it is big enough to fill you up and you’d be satisfied.” To this 

Gene said he thought the phrase meant, “it has lots of flavor, I mean tons and we would 

need all 10,000 taste buds to handle the flavor.” Janice said, “I disagree, I think it means 

it tastes so good all your taste buds would be active if you eat it.” John concluded the 

analysis by stating, “the Egg McMuffin® is enlarged so we will want to buy it because it 

is not that big in real life and so we don’t need all those taste buds for a small sandwich.”  

Now that they had deconstructed the advertisement, I told them I wanted to share 

another ad with them that was a form of commenting on advertising called subvertizing. I 

defined the word “subvert” on the board and asked them to consider if they had any 

examples from their own lives of something that “undermined the power or authority” of 

another. Most students were stumped at this question. After giving them a few minutes to 

think, I disclosed that I would show them what I meant. I displayed figure 9 on the screen 

and said nothing as they quietly looked. One student said, “Hey, it’s the one you just 

showed us.” I continued to be silent. Another student said, “It is NOT. Look at the 

words.” Shaun said, “‘use’ has been replaced with ‘Kill’!” At this there was a wave of 
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murmuring as students talked among themselves about the advertisement. I heard a lot of 

“that is photo-shopped” and comments that it was “cut and paste.” I acquiesced that it 

might be photo-shopped but rather than analyze how it was made, I was interested in 

hearing what they thought it meant and how it made them feel. 

 
Figure 9: Subvertized ad commenting on McDonald’s. Creator unknown 

 

Mary, normally quite reserved and one who raises her hand and waits to be called upon, 

shouted out, “McDonald’s Egg McMuffins are horrible!” Arthur said, “They kill all your 

taste buds not because it is terrible tasting but because it tastes so, so good that it 

overwhelms them with all that good taste and they die.” To this interesting response, 

Bryan suggested that, “really, what happens is all the people eat this and they are killed 

by the fat.” At this, Shaun finally couldn’t resist any longer. Jumping up he said, 

“No…look at the bottom by the golden arches. It says ‘I’m sick of it.’ That is supposed to 

change the ‘I’m lovin it’ tag line.” At this comment Mary, April, and Laurence all said 

“so you get sick from eating it.”  
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This was the kind of dialogue and classroom engagement I want in all classrooms. 

These students were totally focused and time was flying by as we worked together to 

think analytically and evaluate the underlying or hidden messages within these 

advertisements. I was exhausted and exhilarated all at the same time; exhausted from 

trying to take notes so fast that I thought my hand might fall off, exhilarated by the depth 

of the cognition in which these sixth graders had been engaged. I thanked them for a 

great day and asked them what they thought we might be doing during our next session 

together. A whole host of students shouted out “Making our own subvertized ads!” I 

laughed and smiling said, “How ever did you know?” I heard students talking with each 

other on their way out of the classroom saying that this was “news to them” and “why 

haven’t we seen these before?” Other students were animatedly discussing which 

products or brands they wanted to subvert and why. Mrs. James turned to me after they 

left, and with a huge smile on her face, said, “I can’t wait to see what they do now!” 

Youth Empowerment Through the Act of Making 

 As we began our final day together in Mrs. James’ class, I anticipated interesting 

advertisements but these students demonstrated that their ability to think outside the box, 

to translate what they had learned into their artmaking, and to reconstruct their visual 

culture was far beyond what I could have imagined. Students came in excited and 

energized to begin drawing right away. I wanted to offer them a few other examples to 

consider so we spent the first ten minutes of class looking at other subverted images and 

briefly deconstructing them. One of the realities of having gone through this process was 

that students’ ability to deconstruct and critique the images in front of them occurred 
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much more rapidly than in the beginning of the unit. The more practice they had, the 

better, more rigorous their critique became. However, putting these cognitive experiences 

into art making practice proved to be a demanding task for many students.  

 Idea generation occurred in two distinct ways. For some students, they knew 

immediately what they wanted to create and were so committed to that idea they did not 

deviate despite their peers’ comments or questions (which had the potential to support the 

artist in creating a more critical subverted advertisement). The other group of students 

needed to verbally process and talk about their ideas with their tablemates to come up 

with a plan. Just like in the advertisement creation process the session before, here 

students supported one another through the metacognitive process by asking pointed 

questions – “Why would you think that?” “What does that say if you use that color?” 

“Should your text be larger?” “Are you putting that on the diagonal?” Their peers became 

their teachers and Mrs. James and I reverted to the roles of facilitator and occasional 

sounding board.  

 As students created their subverted advertisements, the range of understanding 

and application of content to the goal of creating a subverted advertisement, or usurping 

power and authority, varied. I saw many students visually altering their ideas or 

compositions and applying much of what they’d learned in the earlier stages of the visual 

culture unit. They changed gender roles within the advertisement (figure 10), created 

imagery that was dominant and text that was subservient (figure 11), and altered scale 

and began showing people in disembodied ways that they had seen them depicted (figure 

12). While these images visually demonstrate a nuanced understanding of artistic tools 
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and compositional choices that impact the reading of the visual text, it was clear that 

challenging the mainstream advertising practices to which they had been acculturated 

was difficult. 

    

Figure 10: Artwork created by Robert.  Figure 11: Artwork created by Noreen. 
 

 

Figure 12: Artwork created by April. 
 

While some focused on the visual markers of advertisements, the majority of 

students really embraced the process and found various ways to subvert their product or 
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the brand image. For example, in Mary’s ad (figure 13) she commented on the potential 

problems with drinking diet soda instead of water. The text in the image states, “Why 

drink water when you can drink diet-Coke….AKA poison.”  

  

    

Figure 13: Artwork created by Mary.  Figure 14: Artwork created by Joseph. 

In figure 14, Joseph wanted to invite viewers to change our perspectives of who plays 

football. He titles the image, “Girls like football too!” Given the rise in the popular media 

of young women fighting to play football in little leagues, sports clubs and on high school 

teams, it would seem that this advertisement is not tremendously revolutionary, but the 

fact that a 6th grade boy thought it needed to be stated perhaps indicates that the 

perception of who plays football is still very much a gendered one.  

 Certainly there were a few students who seemed to miss the point of subverting a 

message completely (figure 15) and just had fun playing with scale and compositional 

elements but these were the exception, not the rule. For the majority of these students, the 

opportunity to reconstruct their understandings of the world through visual means was 

one of great freedom and experimentation. For example, Greg discussed his curiosity 
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about why makeup was made for women. “Why isn’t it designed for men? They wear it 

all the time on TV and stuff.” Following his line of thinking he created an advertisement 

that would sell colored chapstick to men and do so in a way that would empower men to 

feel good about their purchase of the product (figure 16). Hank argued that men should be 

on the cover of fashion magazines and therefore created an image of “Coverguy” (figure 

17) with his well-defined abdominal muscles (the student referred to these as his “six 

pack”), a bar code for scanning, and special features noted on the cover including “the 

newest fashion” and a story titled “that guy is smexy6.”  

  

 

Figure 15: A collaboration between Eliza and another student. 
 

                                                        
 
6 This student is referring to the popular slang term combining smart and sexy used 
in settings where “sexy” is not deemed appropriate, like school. 
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Figure 16: Artwork created by Greg. Figure 17: Artwork created by Hank. 

Here this student was attempting to subvert the location of a male figure (on the cover of 

a fashion magazine) but doing so in a very traditional way – that of a male figure who is 

well muscled and considered to be above average in attractiveness and meeting the 

currently held belief that to be attractive, a man must be “buff”. These two examples 

demonstrate one of the potential benefits to students’ critical literacy and youth 

empowerment in this experience. Through the process of articulating their thoughts and 

beliefs, both in the creation process and later in verbal self-reflection and critique of each 

other’s artworks, it is possible for students to start seeing the ways in which their ideas 

have been codified by the visual culture to which they have been exposed and in which 

they have taken part. 

The artwork in Figures 18 and 19 demonstrates further this struggle to create new 

messages that subvert power while further perpetuating beliefs about gender roles. In 

figure 18, Bryan wanted to indicate that “men are not the only ones who like 

motorcycles” (PI reflective journal, 11/8/12), thereby creating an artwork in which a 
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female sits astride this particular form of transportation. However, by adding the word 

“EVEN” before the tag line and presenting the female in a pink outfit, he has reinforced 

visual and textual codes about women. Had the tag line to his advertisement stated “My 

wife has one” and the female was presented in a less gendered color (e.g. black), the 

meaning within the visual text may have been potentially less gender biased.  

 

Figure 18: Artwork created by Bryan. 
 
However, when I inquired about the creation of the ad I was informed that the use of pink 

signaled for the student that it was subverting the role of those who typically rode a 

motorcycle and “without it, you would think it’s any guy riding it since there is nothing 

else to tell you it’s a female” (PI reflective journal, 11/8/12). In figure 19, KariAnne 

created her interpretation of a yogurt ad that is targeted specifically towards men but does 

so in a way that indicates, again a very gender stereotypical and heteronormative attitude. 

This ad is designed based on a private conversation she overheard her parents having in 

which her mother jokingly commented to her father that if she knew how much gas he 
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produced, she might not have married him. The text reads “You use this you get the 

ladies! (and less gas).” To the right of the couple walking down the aisle are the words 

“(40 years later and I’m still happy. YAY! Activiaaa!!)” What is not clear by the text is 

who is speaking the words regarding being happily married for 40 years. KariAnne felt 

she was subverting gender roles because there are “only women” used to sell this 

particular brand of yogurt” that is designed to support digestive health, but in subverting 

one aspect of gender roles, she reinforces others. In his article Popular Culture and the 

Pleasures of Transgression, Duncum (2002) notes that, 

 popular culture is a rational expression of widely-shared social assumptions. In a 

consumer economy, the dominant message of mass culture is to consume, though 

many other mainstream messages about class, gender, ethnicity, and so on are 

also embedded, all of which has the effect of reinforcing social inequalities. (cited 

in Barnard, 1988, p. 233). 

This is clearly indicated in these representative artworks discussed here. Duncum further 

argues that many art educators, in an effort to rationally “deconstruct” popular culture, 

are taking away the pleasure and transgressive nature of popular culture. I would respond 

that in this experience, the pleasure that students expressed as they were engaged in the 

process of critically and creatively responding and reconstructing their popular culture 

through this unit fostered an opportunity for youth empowerment – a site for students to 

articulate, clarify and communicate their voice -- through the act of making art. 
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Figure 19: KariAnne's yogurt advertisement. 
Interviews 

Finally, because I realized in the last few days of the visual culture unit that the 

majority of the student voice was mediated by me, I held a series of small group 

interviews with participants. I chose to conduct small group interviews with each class. In 

each class, half of those participating in data collection were randomly selected. All 

student participants’ names were placed in a cup and the number withdrawn was exactly 

half of those within that class who assented and consented to participate in data 

collection. In these small group interviews, I asked three questions: 1) As we look at your 

advertisement, can you talk about the decisions you made? 2) In what ways did looking 

at, discussing, and making an advertisement alter or change your understanding of 

advertisements? and 3) Do you think visual culture influences the way you see others, 

yourself or the world? If so, how? 
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 The small group interviews demonstrated the challenges of deconstructing visual 

culture. This deconstruction does not occur in a vacuum and every choice made implies 

an underlying belief or assumption. For example, when referring to her “Jackie-in-the-

box” advertisement (figure 20), Jacqueline noted that “Jack-in-the-Box® appeals to 

males so she created an advertisement for a female audience.” I asked her why she 

thought the advertisements for this fast-food company appealed to males and she 

responded that “almost all the Fast Food’s have a man as their symbol – Ronald 

McDonald®, Burger King®, Carl’s Jr®, Kentucky Fried Chicken®, and Hardees®.” A 

peer pointed out that “Wendy’s® has a girl” to which Jacqueline responded, “Yeah, one 

girl.” In her mind, creating an advertisement that showed a female 

character/spokesperson for a fast food chain that typically used a male 

character/spokesperson subverted the meaning. However, she then continued to discuss 

why she chose to depict the female in a “business suit because Jack is shown usually in a 

pin-striped business suit, but she has a skirt on.” Here again, there is this conflict between 

what is perceived to be gendered and that which becomes internalized and, as yet, 

unquestioned. Selecting a “business suit” in which the female character is attired 

reinforces stereotypes about women needing to dress like men to be taken seriously and 

yet maintaining a skirt to be seen as feminine. 
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Figure 20: Artwork created by Jacqueline. 
 

Most students preferred, in these interviews to talk about their understanding of visual 

culture rather than describing their advertisements. Arthur and Cynthia were exceptions. 

Arthur spent a considerable amount of time describing his use of blue in his 

advertisement for a Bugatti automobile because he felt it was “a masculine” color and 

that "males are more interested in cars than females.” He created his advertisement on the 

diagonal because “you said that those are more interesting kinds of lines.” Finally Arthur 

noted that he targeted his ad to “millionaires since it is a 2 million dollar car.” His 

classmate Cynthia connected numerous aspects of the unit to her advertisement (figure 

21). She created an advertisement that questioned the prevailing visual culture that she 

herself had been seeing.  
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Figure 21: Artwork created by Cynthia. 
 

She started by discussing that her advertisement showed “women Olympic champions 

because you don’t see them a lot in magazines” and continued: 

“I chose a swimmer because I am a swimmer myself, and you don’t necessarily 

have to be tall to be a swimmer, but anyway, um….what else was I going to say? 

Colors, I chose blue and red because of the Olympics and the U.S.A. and their 

dark blue cap. I put it in Sports Illustrated. and I chose this layout because I saw it 

in a magazine that showed an article about Michael Phelps.” (Interview A 

transcript, 11/13/2012). 

In describing her advertisement (figure 22), Eleanor said “my advertisement is portraying 

that even men can cook delicious Chicken Noodle Soup.” The image shows a man 

wearing an apron, standing with his back toward the viewer, cooking soup on a stove. 

Next to the man larger than he is, stands a rather Warholesque soup can. What is 
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interesting about this image, is that Eleanor, after describing her image, further articulates 

her views about the ways in which visual culture influences how we see others by stating:  

“Sometimes, visual culture can be misleading. Like clothing, I guess. If the person 

you are looking at is wearing big glasses and is wearing really long baggy pants 

and their shirt is tucked in then you think that he is kind of nerdy and you might 

not want to be around him. You could go up to him and he could not be like that 

at all.” (Interview B transcript, 11/13/12). 

She does not recognize that her advertisement perpetuates gender biased thinking that is 

just as misleading as judging how one may respond to a person based on their clothing. 

These moments were illuminating and frustrating. I saw students making connections and 

critically considering their views but not being aware of a disconnect between their 

thinking and their art making. 

 

 

Figure 22: Artwork created by Eleanor. 
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Limitations 

There were three significant limitations in the visual culture unit: these included 

the decision to not teach art in terms of media or technique, the role my underlying goals 

to support social empathy in contrast to typical classroom norms, and the challenge to 

create spaces for students’ voices to be recorded in ways that were not influenced by me. 

First, the fact that technical skill and media instruction were not the foci of the unit is a 

limitation and could be considered by some to indicate less value in the teaching of art. 

There may be some who would consider that art was not taught in this unit. It was not 

possible, given our time constraints to focus on teaching specific sets of skills in terms of 

material handling, technique or artistic tools and that was not my stated aim. However, I 

feel this limitation is also a strength in the study. I was interested in the students’ 

expressing their ideas and thoughts, not necessarily having them use the colored pencils 

in a particular manner or having a drawing lesson. I wanted students to feel free to create 

without the expectation that they do so in response to a particular standard of technique 

or media usage. While those are very important skills within art education, they were not 

the focus of this unit or the study.  

Secondly, a significant limitation in this unit was the unexamined tension that 

arose between the typical classroom norms and expectations and my teaching approach. 

Students were used to a particular structure, routine, and management style in which they 

were expected and encouraged to raise hands before speaking out, to wait to be called 

upon, to conform to traditional norms of a well-structured, teacher-centered classroom. In 

the study and my teaching process, I celebrated the students’ engagement and outspoken 
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behaviors; this created a tension for both Mrs. James and the students. I was aware of 

Mrs. James’ concern but do not believe I understood it fully during the course of the 

study. The students’ and teachers’ tension around this issue only came to light as a 

possible limitation in the data analysis process.  

To clarify, my experiences in the classroom suggest that when students are 

shouting out answers and trying to be heard, they are invested in their own learning, but 

for many educators, this creates a disruptive environment to the learning process. I 

perceived Mrs. James to be uncomfortable with this, not because the students were 

engaged, but because of the fact that I was a guest; the potential concern I believe it 

engendered was that another educator (or the principal), walking by or entering the 

classroom might perceive it to be a lack of effective teaching and management on her 

part.  

The classroom environment changed significantly between the beginning of the 

study and the end of the visual culture unit. The students, in the beginning of the study, 

were reserved and held back, waiting for me to call on them. In essence, the majority of 

classroom management decisions teachers implement often are believed to foster social 

empathy—listening to another, waiting your turn, being polite and considerate—but their 

perpetuation of teacher voice over student voice can have the opposite effect. As we 

moved through the deconstruction process, students began to ignore the classroom norm 

of raising hands in their efforts to be heard. While I found this positive, there is the reality 

that my welcoming this behavior possibly precluded the quiet, more reserved voices from 

being heard or potentially silenced those who need more processing time. 
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 The third most prominent limitation was the capturing of student voice. As noted 

above, I held a series of small group interviews in my desire to honor student voice. To 

clarify, I had taken extensive notes each day during our interactions together but as a note 

taker and researcher involved in the study, my perceptions tinged the notes I chose to 

record or not record. While it is not possible to remove my perspective completely, nor 

would it be action research if I did, I, nevertheless, wanted to hear student voice. The 

small group interviews used a series of three prepared questions and the student voices 

are interspersed throughout the narrative in statements, yet the fact that these group 

interviews occurred following the culmination of the unit is a limitation that must be 

acknowledged. In my analysis of the interview transcripts, I realized that perhaps students 

commented on and responded to what they thought I felt was important and valuable 

based on what I taught, rather than what they found important and valuable. The 

examples discussed above demonstrate this and are a limitation to inviting student voice. 

Were I to do the study again, I would have students engage in conversations with each 

other about their art making processes, thoughts, and results without an adult moderating 

the interview. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

INTERWOVEN GOALS 

Originally, I had hoped that the second curriculum integration experience would 

derive from issues of importance or areas of concern determined by the students that 

might lead to a greater development of social empathy awareness. I anticipated that 

following an examination of gender roles in advertising that a brainstorming session in 

which students noted what they wanted to investigate would take place. In my office, far 

removed from the students, I had envisioned students inviting examination of diversity 

issues, bullying or other “hot” topics. This was not to be.  

I was scheduled to work next with the 6th grade GATE English teacher, Mrs. 

Lowen, and as we began our first collaborative conversation, the pressure she was under 

to “cover” material in preparation for benchmark testing was evident. Her stress was 

intense. As I tried to gain purchase on the slippery ground of collaboration, she let me 

know we had a fixed period of time in which to achieve the curriculum integration and if 

I could not achieve it in that time, we might need to not work together. I asked her to talk 

with me about what she needed to achieve. What would she be teaching if I were not with 

her? She acknowledged that teaching students persuasive writing was the next item on 

her curriculum map. As we continued to talk, it became evident that another pressure was 

impacting Mrs. Lowen. As a new teacher to the 6th grade GATE team, Mrs. Lowen had 

not only been charged with completely revising her entire curriculum to meet the more 

rigorous demands of the students, but she had also been tasked with teaching one period 
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of science. This new endeavor, while exciting and “fun” for her, did little to alleviate the 

frenetic pace of preparation, teaching, and grading in which she was embroiled.  

Encouraged by her willingness, in the face of these many stressors, I readily 

stated that I was certain there was a way for us to work together, to integrate persuasive 

writing and art. I left our conversation with a list of the essential questions and enduring 

understandings taught in the district’s Energy and Environmental Science Kit (Appendix 

E) as well as a handout on persuasive writing techniques that students would be expected 

to know and use.  

The Power of Persuasion through Environmental and Ecological Art 

 Driving home that afternoon, the threads of our conversation played in my head. 

How might I help students write persuasively while learning about art and connecting art 

to their science standards? As with every teacher-collaboration in which I engaged, I felt 

the momentary fear I would not be able to achieve truly substantive arts integration 

(Marshall, 2010) where both art and the other content area are treated with equal 

importance and care. This fear was coupled with my disappointment at not being able to 

proceed as originally planned with an investigation into social empathy. I felt frustrated. 

It was November and I had yet to find a way to overtly integrate the concept of social 

empathy into the curriculum. As I zigzagged back and forth with my thoughts, I realized 

that this opportunity might more accurately reflect the reality of the classroom teacher, as 

well as the action research process; if I could turn my focus away from what I had hoped 

for and instead concentrate on ways to teach art while supporting Mrs. Lowen and the 

students, perhaps I would find a different way to embed social empathy. 
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Students had begun exploring issues of energy and environmental science through 

looking at alternative energy sources, food production and stability, water conservation 

issues, and concepts of climate change. I asked Mrs. Lowen to clarify her goals in terms 

of persuasion and she let me know that “students needed writing practice. They are not 

especially adept at writing a paragraph with a topic sentence that uses inferences and 

evidence” (PI reflective journal, 11/13/2012). I listened to this with a bit of dismay. We 

had just spent weeks examining our inferences and linking them to evidence in visual 

texts. Were students not translating or applying what they had learned in the Visual 

Culture and Cultural Studies unit to their work in other classes? Was there some other 

issue of which I was unaware that precluded them from putting their important thoughts 

down in writing? How could I capitalize on Mrs. Lowen’s teaching goal and help 

students continue exploring visual culture? I recalled my pleasure at watching them 

deconstruct and dialogue about the print advertisements. Their criticism, insights, and 

level of critical thinking had increased with each opportunity to practice articulating their 

thoughts. Mrs. Lowen stated that “being able to develop a valid argument” was a major 

focus of persuasive writing. I wondered if, capitalizing on what we had accomplished 

with Mrs. James, I could push them further to acknowledge opposing viewpoints in an 

empathetic, respectful way. 

Andy Goldsworthy and The University Art Museum 

I knew I needed to bridge the science research, the essential questions that guided 

the quarter’s science lessons, and also find a way for the students to practice being 

persuasive. I began the unit with only the first day planned and decided that I would 
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completely embrace the action research methodology in this curricular engagement, 

allowing each day’s events and reflections to inform the decisions made for subsequent 

days. I first invited students to pair share what “art in or about the environment might 

look like.” Students defined it as “art using the environment,” “art used by things form 

our environment like twigs and leaves,” and “beauty in nature” (PI reflective journal, 

11/27/2012). I expressed how I wanted to share one artist’s way of making art in or about 

the environment. In one of our early conversations, Mrs. Lowen had talked about her use 

of a writing method called Image Grammar. In this method, students learn to use 

descriptive words to paint a mental picture for the reader. World-renowned artist Andy 

Goldsworthy, like most artists, conveys a picture or idea using images. I gave students at 

each table an 8-½ X 11” enlargement of a photograph documenting one of eight different 

Goldsworthy works.  

Each table was invited to look closely and respond to the following questions: a) 

what do you read or infer from the image? and b) how do you believe the artist 

constructed or created the work of art? After students had time to talk, I projected each 

photograph onto the overhead so the entire class would see the works; the groups who 

analyzed that image presented their findings. I did not give the students roles within their 

table groups, but did encourage them to select a spokesperson. Student spokespersons 

were intensely engaged in sharing their ideas and conclusions with each other while 

student listeners became engrossed in sharing their perceptions and readings of the 

artworks as they were displayed for all to see. During this discourse, students focused 

primarily on the construction of the artworks or the photographic image. For example, 
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one group referring to figure 23 asked, “which way are we supposed to look at this? 

Which is top and which is bottom?”  

 

   Figure 23: ©Andy Goldsworthy. The Big Freeze (Icicle 4), Dumfries, 2003, photograph 
credit: Albion Gallery. http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2005/jan/16/art 

 
 
I encouraged them to decide if that question needed to be answered in order to address 

the other questions. Focusing students on their metacognition encourages them to become 

more aware of their thinking processes and more critical of the kinds of questions that 

support them in their critical thinking journey (Weil, 2004a). This group of students, 

clearly feeling that their question did need to be answered, continued their discussion by 

noting that, “the shadow has to be on the bottom so that is the top” and flipped the image 

over to reference the above orientation. I was impressed by their tenacity. The questions 

that interested and engaged them offered insight into how they think and why they are 

thinking the way they are thinking. Highlighting their inquiry was their extensive focus 

on the manner in which the artist affixed the icicles to the rock or if perhaps the rock and 

icicles occurred naturally and the artist simply took the photograph.  

Other groups moved to considering messages embedded in or communicated 

through the artwork, including (in reference to figure 24), “We see these feathers 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2005/jan/16/art
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symbolize a path to achieve a solution to a problem.” A group in another class 

commented on the material nature of the same artwork noting that the space between the 

line of feathers was important, while a group in the third class noted that what was most 

significant to them was that all the feathers were touching.  

 

Figure 24: ©Andy Goldsworthy. Feathers plucked from dead heron, 1982, photographic 
documentation of artwork. 

http://www.goldsworthy.cc.gla.ac.uk/image/?id=ag_02148&t=1 
 

 
Some students tried to find ways to frame their understanding of this new artwork 

with the visual culture with which they were most familiar. For example, referring to 

figure 25, one group commented, “this looks like the lines on the side of the Monster™ 

drink can,” while a group in another class felt it represented “cats claws on the moon” (PI 

reflective journal, 11/27/2012). Evident in this process was their struggle to make 

meaning of what they were looking at in relationship to the knowledge schema that 

already existed for them.  

http://www.goldsworthy.cc.gla.ac.uk/image/?id=ag_02148&t=1
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Figure 25: ©Andy Goldsworthy. Yellow and dark, 1986, photographic documentation of artwork. 
http://www.goldsworthy.cc.gla.ac.uk/image/?id=ag_03715&t=1 

 

 The most outspoken groups were those who addressed figure 26. These students’ 

debate at first focused on the material and construction of the form. “Were the rocks 

placed around the tree?” Or was there a “coffin-like” form inside which the artist 

“shoved” the tree? They switched back and forth between meanings and materials as they 

continued along the death theme by stating that, “the tree is not living and has no 

growth.” This final comment led a group member to comment that perhaps the “tree isn’t 

a tree at all but a metal sculpture of a tree” (PI reflective journal, 11/27/12).  

http://www.goldsworthy.cc.gla.ac.uk/image/?id=ag_03715&t=1
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Figure 26: ©Andy Goldsworthy. Dead elm, 2006, photographic documentation of artwork. 

http://graememitchell.com/blog/andy-goldsworthys-sculpture 
 

In introducing the work of Goldsworthy to the students, I could have easily begun 

by showing them an extensive PowerPoint presentation of his work while giving a lecture 

on his process, materials, and meanings. However, providing students an opportunity to 

look at the works, think about the ways in which they were constructed and interpret the 

images based on their own knowledge and experiences affirmed for them their skills and 

abilities as critical thinkers and art interpreters. Moreover, it created a space for critical 

reflection. Critical reflection creates a site where we gauge and contrast our values and 

beliefs against what we see, who we believe we are, and that which we are not (Horn, 

2004). Creating a forum through which students could dialogue with each other, argue 

their perspective and justify it with their lived experience and what they saw in the image 

allowed them to weave together their own interpretations, not mine. And these 

interpretations were rich. For example, when referring to figure 27, Jesus wrote “I think 

its [sic] made of reeds weaved ]sic] together. I think it means unity because it shows the 

land meeting the water and the sky and that the reads [sic] are weaved [sic] together.” 

http://graememitchell.com/blog/andy-goldsworthys-sculpture
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Figure 27: ©Andy Goldsworthy. Before the Mirror, 1987, photographic documentation of artwork. 
http://www.umma.umich.edu/view/past/2003-goldsworthy.html 

 
 

After exploring all the images, students were invited to comment on the number 

of artists who had created these works. They were surprised to learn that it was only one 

artist, Andy Goldsworthy. Moreover, prior to this lesson, not a single student had ever 

heard of or seen the artwork of Goldsworthy. I was excited to be able to introduce these 

young people to a new artist and art form. Goldsworthy’s work – beautiful, timeless, and 

poignant in its fleeting nature – provided a fertile ground for discussion and dialogue. At 

the end of the day Mrs. Lowen commented on how rare and refreshing it was for her, as 

an educator, to be able to share “anything new with the students” given the nature of 

technology, the internet, and social media today. 

Wanting students to see Goldsworthy at work and to have greater insight into his 

process, I showed an excerpt from the film Rivers and Tides. The film shows 

Goldsworthy at work in a variety of different settings and discussing his artistic process. 

The typically boisterous students were mostly quiet and focused. I heard a few whispered 

http://www.umma.umich.edu/view/past/2003-goldsworthy.html
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comments of “hush, so I can hear him” and that’s “so beautiful” and “inspiring.” After 

about 15 minutes of watching Goldsworthy work to attach icicles to a rock through which 

shines the rising sun, to create an oculus form from driftwood inside a tide-pool area that 

he watches float away, and to attempt to stack slate and rock to create a “cairn,” students 

were invited to share their thoughts in their visual journals. Below are some excerpts 

from their journals: 

 I think the artist was purposely putting blank spots [in the work] to show that the 

earth is breaking apart and there is little nature left. (Eliza, visual journal) 

I think that the fact that it is temporary is kind of interesting because he always 

spends so much time and effort on his work but it’s cool that it can’t go into a 

museum. Maybe he thinks that he is borrowing it from nature and he gives it 

back. (Robert, visual journal) 

I think Andy intended for nature to help him make his work more beautiful. 

Reasons for this are how he finds unintended beauty in things like the way the 

[sun]light hits his artwork. Also, I like how he scenes [sic] his artwork in certain 

spots that he knows will look good. (Jesus, visual journal) 

Mother nature actually helps Andy Goldsworthy with his work because at times, 

he finds unexpected things. Like when he built the [sculpture in the] salmon hole, 

the tide wasn't in and mother nature practically gives him resources [by using the 

water to move the form]. (Ramon, visual journal) 

Andy Goldsworthy counts on nature to make his art more butiful [sic]. I believe 

this because even as nature distroys [sic] what he has created he thinks of his next 
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peice [sic] of artwork and how he can make it more butiful [sic]. This alows [sic] 

him to move on and let nature make the art more butiful [sic] instead of being 

depresed [sic] about the lost art. (Jacqueline, visual journal) 

These comments are indicative of the developing critical literacy in which students were 

engaged. For example, Eliza immediately interprets the content embedded in the work as 

a criticism of humanity’s impact on the land. Robert, in addressing that Goldsworthy is 

“borrowing it from nature,” acknowledges the temporary quality of Goldsworthy’s art 

and assigns meaning to that temporality. Jesus, in perceiving Goldsworthy’s process as 

one where he “scenes” his creations, is comparing it to his prior knowledge of the way a 

set designer creates a scene within a movie or an art director creates a magazine 

illustration. Both Ramon and Jacqueline highlight Goldsworthy’s relationship with the 

environment as a source of inspiration and as an actor within the process of the artwork’s 

life. In these written words, students are bringing their experience in deconstructing 

visual culture to bear on their interpretations of Goldsworthy’s work and constructing 

deeper relevance for their knowledge 

To build their skills of persuasion and integrate Mrs. Lowen’s stated needs for her 

students to write more, I concluded our day by asking students to take a few moments 

and write a letter to the local University museum encouraging that museum to bring 

Goldsworthy to town. They needed to, I cautioned, use specific evidence about 

Goldsworthy’s work to support their argument. These brief persuasive paragraphs created 

another site in which students could articulate voice. Below are selected excerpts from 

their writings. 
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You should bring Andy Goldsworthy here because his artwork is amazing and he 

can teach us some of his tricks. He allways [sic] has nature destroy his work and 

he always uses nature in his work. To make his work he uses nothing but his 

hands and nature. You should bring him here. (Jack, visual journal) 

If you brought AG [Andy Goldsworthy] to Tucson, AZ and he did a work of art, 

that would be amazing. Personally, I really like his work and would enjoy seeing 

one of his works with my own eyes. I’m sure I’m not the only one that enjoys his 

work and style. It would be worth your time and money. He is famous. (Greg, 

visual journal) 

Andy Goldsworthy is building his artwork purposely in precarious places so that 

nature will enhance the beauty of his art by unexpected results. The visual effect 

is amazing. (Hank, visual journal) 

I left the site energized, excited and captivated by the students’ willingness to 

work, their enthusiasm for learning and their ability to stretch themselves. And, I left 

feeling worried. I was to return in two days and build on this lesson. What, I wondered 

could I do that would bridge their newfound knowledge with my still present desire to 

foster a space for social empathy awareness? Mrs. Lowen’s excitement at the end of the 

day had been encouraging yet our collaborative relationship was not the two-way 

interchange I had hoped. It was clear that in her inexperience surrounding art, coupled 

with the pressure of the new curricular aspects she had been charged with teaching that 

she was relishing the fact that the study was my idea and therefore, the curriculum was 

entirely in my hands.  
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Investigating Contemporary Artists 

I did what most teachers do in this situation. I went home and began culling 

through my resources, strategies, and tools in the hopes of a kernel of inspiration. Having 

taught a Survey of Contemporary Art course at the University in the semester prior to the 

study implementation, one of the resources I thumbed through was my listing of course 

images. The artwork of Chris Jordan had generated a considerable dialogue among my 

students in higher education. How might his work be interpreted or perceived by 6th 

graders? As I considered this question, I reread “Social Empathy as a Framework for 

Adolescent Empowerment” by M. Alex Wagaman (2011). In discussing the ways in 

which empowerment is defined, Wagaman notes that empathy can occur individually, 

interrelationaly, or within a community. He states, “Empowerment is the process by 

which adolescents develop the social consciousness and skills necessary to envision 

social change and understand their role in that change” (p. 284). I determined that using 

contemporary art could create a community and interrelational locus for such social 

consciousness to develop; examining and deconstructing materials, content, and 

meanings associated with contemporary ecological art would support this goal 

I selected eight artists that I identified as environmental or ecological artists. 

These artists do not necessarily classify themselves in this way, nor have they expressed a 

desire to be categorized. These particular artists and artworks span a period of 

approximately thirty years. I selected one or two representative images of the work of 

each of the following artists to show to students: Agnes Denes, Nele Avecedo, Chris 

Jordan, Fritz Haeg, Ruth Wallen, Sam Easterson, Grant Manier, and the Institute for 
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Figuring. Accompanying each image was a paragraph or two of background information 

about the artist or the work and questions to guide and support students in their inquiry 

(please see Appendix F for these artist handouts). 

As students came into class, the artist images, information and questions were on 

their tables. Each table had materials of one artist to look at and no other table in the 

room shared that artist. I asked students to read the background information at the table 

and discuss it. In my planning however, I neglected to have a copy of the handout for 

each person. Instead I just had one per table. This served to create a logistical challenge, 

as in this classroom, like most in the district, overcrowding of students is common. There 

were 32 students seated around eight tables and it was difficult for students to hear a 

member of their group reading the background information over the noise of others also 

reading. Despite some power struggles and issues with determining who would read, 

students were committed and worked to stay focused on what their tablemates were 

saying. This focus occurred, I believe because they were unfamiliar with the artists and 

artworks; they had found Goldsworthy’s work so interesting and wanted to know what 

new work I was introducing to them. 

After a period of time in which students had looked at and discussed the artwork, 

and answered the questions posed, I invited students to share their conclusions and 

answers with the entire class. In the first class their comments were not as deep as I had 

hoped. Students simply read their answers to the questions I had posed, deviated from the 

subject at hand to talk about other ideas, or addressed the material nature of the work in 

unusual ways. Seasoned educators know that the first time we teach a lesson it can be 



  
 

 
 

174 

lacking and in the way students respond or don’t respond to our questions and prompts, 

we see all the things we should do differently. In general, the second and successive 

classes that are taught the same lesson seem to “get it” better but really what has 

happened is the teacher has refined the strategies and tools necessary to meet the 

students’ needs. That cycle was never more evident than this day in the Power of 

Persuasion unit.  

As the group discussing the work of Easterson began, their spokesperson jumped 

up and read off the answers to the questions; I realized I had neglected to mention that 

each group should give a synopsis before addressing the questions so their peers would 

have some background with which to understand the artist’s work and the group’s 

answers. Easterson wants to highlight the public awareness of animals and plants in their 

natural surroundings so he straps tiny helmet-mounted video cameras onto the animals. 

Despite not sharing that background information with everyone else, this group used the 

background knowledge to inform their own reading of the work. As the group briefly 

discussed their perception of Easterson’s work they noted that the wolf in figure 28 is “ a 

white wolf and looks mad.”  

 

 Figure 28: ©Sam Easterson. Animal Cams (still from “wolf cam”), 2011, photograph. 
http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2012/04/01/arts/01WILDLIFE1.html 

http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2012/04/01/arts/01WILDLIFE1.html


  
 

 
 

175 

With figure 29 they noted, “It’s as if we are seeing from the animal’s point of view of 

living on a farm.” At the discussion of the camera strapped to the duck a very heated 

dialogue about hunting ensued. In this debate there was conversation about hunters, 

hunting licenses and “people wildly shooting animals without proper reasons.” I was 

surprised by the vehemence with which they addressed the issue of hunting and as we 

moved the discourse to the next artist, I pointed out that they were doing exactly what I 

believed Easterson wanted them to do—voice issues that impact the voiceless.   

 

 Figure 29: ©Sam Easterson. Animal Cams (still from “duck cam”), 2012, video. 
http://www.mmoca.org/exhibitions-collection/exhibits/animal-cams 

 
It was clear from the interactions and responses made by this first group that my 

lack of structured framework impacted their communication with each other and, for 

some groups, potentially, the way they analyzed the artists and the background 

information given. For example, when the group that had Grant Manier’s work talked 

they did not share any background information given on the paper, nor did they connect 

that background information to their reading of the work at all (unlike the group who 

analyzed Easterson’s work above). In Manier, an artist who has autism, I perceived the 

relationship of his lived experience to be intimately tied to the work he creates. When I 

http://www.mmoca.org/exhibitions-collection/exhibits/animal-cams
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asked the group presenting his work how might the fact that he “needed” to tear the paper 

impact our understanding of it, there were a variety of responses including “it doesn't,” 

“it’s still environmental art because he is using recycled materials,” and “everyone makes 

art for a reason—his is just because he like to tear paper” (PI reflective journal, 

11/29/2012). Their responses indicated two things: first, my assumption that after reading 

the background information the students would, like I did, connect his disability to the 

artwork he created. This background information was influenced by my interpretation 

and view of what would be important or of interest to the students. Secondly, I had an 

unexpressed desire that they would question the information given them. 

Evidence that student awareness and critical literacy understanding can be 

informed by the language we use was demonstrated when students examined the work of 

Brazilian artist Nele Azevedo (Figure 30). The piece that they were investigating, created 

on the release of the Impact of Global Climate Change report and sponsored by the 

World Wildlife Fund, consisted of 1000 small frozen ice sculptures of humans that had 

been placed on the steps of the Berlin concert hall and allowed to melt. When the words 

“climate change” were spoken by one of their peers, a number of students asked, “what is 

climate change?” This was an opportunity for me to realize that not everyone knew or 

shared the vocabulary I was using. I had taken it for granted they knew based on their 

past science studies. Students shared their definitions and, in so doing, offered each other 

potential ways to understand climate change. 
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Figure 30: ©Nele Azevedo. Melting Men, 2009, ice sculpture. 
http://osocio.org/message/1000_ice_sculptures_melted_under_the_berlin_sun/ 

 
This lack of shared knowledge was very evident when this first class began 

discussing the Institute for Figuring’s coral reef installation (Figure 31). The Institute for 

Figuring is a collaborative project created by sisters Margaret and Christine Wertheim 

who use hyperbolic geometry to create complex crocheted forms that are meant to 

reference coral reefs in need of protection. Students immediately suggested that steel 

would have been the better material to use. I wondered, based on this comment, if 

students understood the process of coral formation. They did not. One student, Noreen 

said, “the crocheted coral reef took a long time to make and lots of people worked 

together, just like a real coral reef takes a long time and lots of organisms die in the 

process.” She continued by noting that steel would be harder to destroy than a real coral 

reef but also harder to manipulate (PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012). Her comments 

highlighted her growing awareness of the way materials impact or inform the artwork. By 

bringing her background knowledge of coral production, she offered a more informed 

interpretation of the work and the artists’ intentions. 

http://osocio.org/message/1000_ice_sculptures_melted_under_the_berlin_sun/
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Figure 31: ©The Institute for Figuring. Smithsonian Community Coral Reef, 2010-2011, crocheted 
mixed media fiber. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/remembertobreathe/5980073842/ 
 

The last group discussed Agnes Denes’ Wheatfield (Figure 32). They believed “it 

would be prettier if it were corn.” When I inquired if they felt it spoke to food production 

at all, they suggested, “some people need wheat in their diet which was why she made it” 

(PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012). All of a sudden the students were discussing people’s 

dietary restrictions and the fact that not everyone could eat wheat. A few students thought 

the image was photo shopped because the Statue of Liberty is such a common image. In 

my notes for the day I wrote:  

I felt myself getting frustrated with their lack of awareness and wanted more from 

them than they were prepared to give. I know that isn’t fair to them but I really 

was frustrated and a bit edgy with them. Trying to move the discussion forward, I 

became more focused on teaching than in eliciting a specific set of knowledge; I 

gave them some help by asking questions to promote a deeper discussion about 

the irony of this work being planted in New York City and the amazing number of 

people who were and are impacted by food insecurity. At this point, the 

realization came over me that if I had demonstrated this in advance they would’ve 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/remembertobreathe/5980073842/
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had a better understanding of my expectations for the discussion. (PI reflective 

journal, 11/29/2012). 

The realization that I had not modeled for them how to discuss or even enter into the 

work, coupled with my feelings about the earlier classroom discussions, prompted me to 

alter my plan for the classes for the remainder of the day. After students briefly examined 

the artwork at their tables, we engaged in a whole class guided discussion of Agnes 

Denes’ Wheatfield. I had taken her work out of the possible images students were 

investigating in their table groups.  

 

Figure 32: ©Agnes Denes. Wheatfield, 1982, photographic documentation of installation. 
www.agnesdenesstudio.com 

 
Terry Barrett (2003) offers a set of principles for interpreting art, two of which 

guided our discussion that day. These included the statement that “artworks are always 

about something” and that “the critical activities of describing, analyzing, interpreting, 

judging, and theorizing about works of art are interrelated and interdependent” (p. 198). I 

asked students to first look – just look at the image and not say anything. After a moment, 

I invited them to begin describing what they saw. Students discussed the fact that the 

http://www.agnesdenesstudio.com/
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Statue of Liberty led them to believe the artwork was located in New York City. I 

confirmed this. Students engaged in discussion trying to determine what the golden 

yellow substance was in the foreground of the image. When a student guessed it was 

wheat or grass of some sort, I shared that the work was created in 1982 when the artist 

planted a two-acre field of wheat in a vacant lot in downtown Manhattan that was near 

the World Trade Center. I further noted that the artist had invested time and resources in 

preparing the ground for planting, removing construction debris, collecting trash, pulling 

weeds, installing an irrigation system and adding topsoil to the lot. I asked students to 

compare this work with that of Goldsworthy. Jacqueline noted that “this work isn’t meant 

to go away, it is meant to stay.” I inquired further about her comment, noting that the 

wheat would be cut down, and she said, “her work stays because it symbolizes something 

but Goldsworthy’s work is designs in scenery.” Kris noted that “Goldsworthy just had a 

different purpose for his work” and that “he was interested in how it looked to him while 

Agnes wanted to create an artwork that would help people.” Brenda continued by noting 

that, “Goldsworthy’s work was all natural and this one used machinery, so that was a big 

difference” (PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012).  

To my statement that Denes collected the 1,000 pounds of wheat yielded by the 

harvest and, as part of the “International Art Show for the End of World Hunger,” sent it 

to 28 cities around the globe in to be symbolically planted, one student commented that 

“food can be planted anywhere.” Shaun contradicted him by noting that, “it is important 

that it was planted in the city because it is a bigger population and they have more to 

feed.” Chris inquired, “how is giving wheat away art?” to which Cynthia suggested that, 
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“it might be significant that there is this big wheat field in a city where space isn’t wide 

open and available” (PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012).  

How might our interpretation of the work change if this was in Kansas or North 

Dakota, I inquired? Joseph argued that, “it is less normal for it to be in New York than in 

Kansas or North Dakota.” While Arthur suggested that, “wheat growing in New York 

confronted the stereotype of where crops grow.” Jojo said, “it would be generic in a 

different place. In a huge industrialized city there isn’t much outdoorsy [sic] stuff ” (PI 

reflective journal, 11/29/2012). 

Because no one had yet commented on the fact that it had been sited next to the 

World Trade Center, I asked why students thought the artist chose that place in New 

York City. Laurence said, “because food, crops, electronics, everything is traded there.” 

RJ noted that, “the Twin Towers were a tourist attraction before so people would pay 

more attention to the wheat field.” This led to a discussion about who controls the prices 

of food, the fact that gas prices impact the price of food and that all of this is influenced 

by production and demand. Joe Kincheloe notes that as we develop educational tools and 

supports that address the cultural revolution of the contemporary, school changes and it is 

not a place for information transfer so much as “a hermeneutical site; a place where 

meaning is made and where understanding and interpretation are engendered” (2004b, p. 

103). This day’s engagements created a space for students to generate their own 

interpretations of the works we examined through talking, looking, and critically 

analyzing the art. 
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Having engaged in this guided discussion, I asked students to look again at their 

artwork images and using the two principles from Barrett, to interpret them. This time, 

when groups presented their artist and artwork to the class, the discourse that ensued was 

similar to the deconstruction of Denes’ Wheatfield.  

 

Figure 33: ©Chris Jordan. Midway: Message from the Gyre, 2009- Current, photography. 
http://www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/midway/#CF000313%2018x24 

 
I noticed that the work of Chris Jordan elicited the most audible and emotional 

responses of all the artworks examined. Students commented that it made them sad and 

they were not excited to look at the images but, nonetheless, it had the majority of 

students looking, talking and engaging in discussion for the first time all day about the 

powerful persuasive nature of the work. Jordan has an extensive body of work but the 

students were shown photographs from the Midway: Message from the Gyre (2009-

Current) series (Figure 33). Jordan notes, “on Midway Atoll, a remote cluster of islands 

more than 2000 miles from the nearest continent, the detritus of our mass consumption 

surfaces in an astonishing place: inside the stomachs of thousands of dead baby 

albatrosses” (2011, n.p.). Students’ writings noted that Jordan uses his media of 

http://www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/midway/#CF000313%2018x24
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“photography to persuade us to recycle more and think about where our waste goes” and 

that “when we see trash in the baby bird’s [sic] body it convinces people that we need to 

keep trash out of the water.” Hank noted that Jordan is “acknowledging and disputing,” to 

which the entire class erupted in “yeah!” “Oh, right!” and other affirmations. I stood there 

a bit disoriented until Mrs. Lowen, broadly smiling, noted that this was the language she 

had taught students in their persuasive writing lessons. I invited Hank to clarify his 

thoughts and he said, “Jordan is acknowledging the other and disputing it by showing the 

perspective or side of the birds.” As the class discussion ensued, students noted that 

Jordan was trying to catch our attention with the photographs and that he was using 

animals because we love them. “The emotion is powerful and we feel guilty and will stop 

throwing out our trash,” concluded Cameron (PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012). 

Kincheloe states, “the smarter our questions to children become and the more we 

take time to listen to them, the better we understand the sophistication of their efforts to 

seek self-direction and construct a unique identity” (2004b, p. 103). I highlight the 

difference between what occurred with the first class and the other classes to comment on 

the ways in which my role as facilitator and guide asking “smarter” questions created a 

space for deeper critical thinking and student voice.  

Tying together the concepts of persuasion and the artists we had examined, I 

began our next session together asking students to help distinguish, based on their 

experiences, the differences between an environmental and an ecological artist. Students 

brainstormed at their tables and as a large group came to the conclusion that an 

“environmental artist makes art from or about the environment” while an ecological artist 
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“wants to communicate with the viewer, to create a space for discussion or change.” 

Students determined that ecological artists would be the more persuasive of the two. To 

reinforce the differences, I asked students to consider the artists they had seen throughout 

previous days discussions. I encouraged them to select one they felt was successful as an 

ecological artist and write about it.  

Sam Easterson is an ecological artist because of the message he tries to convey 

through his photography. I believe that his goal is to trigger discussion and show 

the humans of the world the natural world and the life of many different animals. 

(Greg, 11/29/2012) 

Water pollution is bad for animals. Humans can stop putting plastic or garbage 

into the water and Chris Jordan is showing that we can harm something or 

someone [when we pollute]. (Marcy, 11/29/2012) 

Margaret and Christine Wertheim showed that coral reefs are in GREAT danger. 

Climate change, over fishing, and water pollution are endangering them greatly. If 

we don’t [do] something about this coral reefs will be extinct. (Shaun, 

11/29/2012). 

People need to recycle. A lot of recyclable [sic] end up in the ocean and land. 

Which causes land and water pollution. So you can help me and Chris [Jordan] 

get the word out and help me recycle. (Cameron, 11/29/2012). 

The act of looking at and interpreting art serves as an important bridge to creating and 

making. The act of inquiring into art theories, practices and contexts used by artists is a 

form of research (Sullivan, 2005) that supports learners in the construction of personal, 
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sensory, and artistic knowing (Eisner, 2002) that can be demonstrated through art 

making.  

Becoming Activist Artists 

In an effort to create a space for discourse or to incite change, I invited students to 

become activist artists -- to become ecological artists that would persuade their viewers 

about an issue of environmental concern to the students by creating collaborative 

installations. Students were self-organized into small groups and asked to sketch and 

brainstorm ideas for an ecological installation that they would like to create on the school 

campus. The parameters that bounded the assignment included that they needed to have 

sketched and brainstormed fully their ideas, including materials, location, and message 

prior to the installation. Students would have one class period to install, document and 

de-install their artwork. The final requirement was that their installation must, naturally, 

occur on the school campus and could not in any way cause permanent damage to the 

site.  

Listening to each other. Their ideas were fertile. Students worked very hard. 

And, working in collaborative artistic groups was tremendously challenging for these 

young people, more than when they were discussing the work of artists in previous 

classes. There were times when feelings got hurt, opinions were not valued, and ideas 

were quashed. Mrs. Lowen and I watched as students, in their excitement, struggled to 

communicate with one another without stepping on each other’s ideas. As we watched, 

Mrs. Lowen and I discussed if we needed to step in and move some students around. We 

agreed to let them work through their differences but be alert to offer supportive advice, 
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ask questions, and provide encouragement should they encounter difficulties that could 

not be resolved. Rather than directing students in any particular way, I hoped that 

students, through these actions would grow as communicators and collaborators. For 

example, one group wanted to create an installation that commented on fishing. Two of 

the students wanted to use fishing line and real live fish in a small container of water. As 

they talked through their idea, Brad suggested that he could “whittle” a hook “out of 

wood” that would “turn in on itself” so “you can’t catch a fish.” Frank wanted to use “an 

empty water bottle to serve as a buoy” but Brad vetoed that option because he felt that it 

would “look like trash in the water.” Bryan agreed by saying, “empty water bottles are 

already used as buoys so it would be in the water anyway” (PI reflective journal, 

11/30/2012). As Frank, visibly hurt and angered by the dismissal of his idea, struggled to 

communicate with his peers, I cautiously stepped in. Inquiring if there was any way to set 

the original idea aside for a moment and brainstorm at least two others, I hoped to 

encourage them to keep talking. Bryan and Brad both felt their idea was “awesome” and 

no other idea “could be better” but they grudgingly agreed to come up with two other 

ideas as a group. I left them to talk for a few minutes. When I returned, they had 

developed an idea that used Frank’s original “water bottle buoy” plan and added oil or 

another substance that would indicate an area of water that had been polluted. These three 

young men had worked together to resolve their issues and found ways to listen and 

validate each other’s ideas. That was a more valuable lesson than if we had moved Frank 

to another group. 
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Honoring students’ process. In contrast to Brad’s group, Aaron’s group was 

physically, emotionally and verbally engaged with each other through the act of arguing 

and celebrated that this was their process. When I approached them to check in, Aaron 

thrust his sketchbook at me and said, “LOOK at THIS drawing!” Emphatically shoving 

his sketchbook into my hands, he again said “LOOK at the drawing – it’s all there!” I 

asked him to discuss their plans with me as he walked me through the drawing. This 

group also was focused on water pollution but wanted to use a stuffed animal wrapped in 

plastic (so it wouldn’t get ruined) and submerge it in dirty molasses-filled water to 

comment on water issues. As he presented their ideas, he acknowledged, “We have to 

fight to keep on task.” Sebastian heartily agreed and said, “Yep, that’s the way we work” 

(PI reflective journal, 11/30/2012). And they were accurate. In the installation of their 

artwork, they argued, loudly disagreed, and physically moved one another around. In 

fact, their physical engagements impeded their abilities to photograph their artwork and 

they neglected to take a photograph of the duck in the molasses/murky water (see figures 

34a and b). 

 

Figure 34a: Duck submerged in clear water. 
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Figure 34b: Sebastian about to pour in the molasses. 
 

Incorporating visual culture. A number of groups bridged their visual culture 

awareness from the earlier Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit with their activist 

artist selves. They devised ways to use images and symbols from visual culture as tools to 

communicate with their viewers. For example, Greg and Alex’s group made a very 

detailed plan to cut away the grass on the sports field to reflect a large (approximately 3 

feet by 3 feet by 3 feet) triangular recycling logo. The students planned to fill in the area 

from which the grass had been removed with trash the collected from the school grounds. 

This plan included both their process and the visual image they wished to reference in 

their installation (see figures 35a and b). They determined rather than cutting away the 

grass, they would depress it with their shoes, creating a temporary change to the sports 

field. This group in particular adhered very carefully to their sketch, ensuring that the 

visual culture reference of the triangular recycling logo was visible. 
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Figure 35a: Installation plan and sketch 

 

Figure 35b: Completed installation of Recycling logo made from trash. 
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Mary and April found inspiration for their installation piece from their lived 

experience and surroundings. They recognized that all around campus there was “a ton of 

empty water bottles because everyone drinks the water and throws them away.” Wanting 

to comment on consumer and visual culture, they drew a sketch for their water bottle 

installation. Their plan included the following statement:  

We are going to stack 16 water bottles to make it look like one giant water bottle 

and use the blue wrapper from the water bottles to make it look like it is floating 

in water. The message is water pollution and we are using recycling as a crutch. 

(group notes, 11/30/2012).  

When they began discussing how they would get their materials, April suggested they 

“drink a lot of water between now and then.” At this statement Mary said, “Why don’t we 

ask the teachers if we can collect the empty bottles from their recycle bins.” This 

solution, everyone agreed, made more sense so they weren’t “spending money” and 

“creating waste” to make a piece about recycling and “not wasting stuff.” Their 

completed work is recorded in figure 36. 

 

Figure 36: Water conservation and recycling installation 
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Another group used the contemporary group LMFAO’s popular song lyrics 

“Everyday I’m Shuffling” as the basis for their performative installation piece. They 

planned to “sing and dance” across the lawn to create a video message titled, “Everyday, 

I’m Littering…” In this “public service announcement,” one young man would 

repeatedly litter by “missing the trash can” and an onlooker would “pick up after him” 

while the tag line “Everyday, I’m Littering…” was repeatedly sung. Then the litterbug 

would once again walk by and toss his litter into the trashcan, this time getting the trash 

in the receptacle. The onlooker, using a multi-part “hand-shake,” would congratulate the 

litterbug for his “new attitude.” Not only did these artists create a very detailed “script” 

for their video but the performance of it took repeated “takes” replete with a director who 

would snap his arms together like a clapperboard used in movie making.  

Holding fast to their voices. Some groups immediately agreed upon an idea and 

refused to waver from it. The group who created figure 37 was very influenced by 

Goldsworthy’s work and since their message was about “loving and caring for the earth” 

they wanted to create a heart with living flowers in the center and a second heart further 

away with stones in the center. When I asked why they were designing the installation 

with two hearts, they looked at me with exasperation and said, “one is living and one is 

dead.” I asked if they saw the two hearts as separate or somehow connected by meaning. 

When the said they were opposing ends of the same idea, I asked if there was any way to 

show that visually. They problem-solved for a few minutes and were convinced they had 

reached the optimum solution. When they began the creation of their installation, they 
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made significant revisions in terms of the way the materials were used to demonstrate 

“our connection to the land” (PI reflective journal, 11/30/2012). 

 

Figure 37: Goldsworthy-inspired environmental art installation. 
 
 The young men in another group wanted to comment on the smoke and pollution 

that come from our local mining operations. In this group in particular, personality 

differences did not arise until the day installation began. I stood outside and listened as 

for more than ten minutes the two young men argued about the materials to be used (pine 

needles and rocks) to create the image. Once this decision had been made, each wanted to 

be in charge of the design and when the first young man would achieve his desired look 

and back away, the second young man would step in, rearrange the materials (albeit only 

slightly) to achieve his vision and their dance would repeat. The third group member 

patiently waited for the other two and offered them both verbal support until they finally 

came to an agreement that the image reflected their creative visions; when they agreed, 

this third member took a photograph (Figure 38). 
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Figure 38: Fumes KILL Flowers 
 

Students, through this particular arts integration engagement, had an opportunity 

to become activist artists and engage in what art educator Carol Jeffers (2009) calls an 

“art education of empathy that integrates caring, cognitive growth, and sociocultural 

awareness” (p. 1) while feeling empowered to comment on and propose changes within 

their worlds. One group, for example, envisioned an installation they titled “Pollyhouse” 

that explored human encroachment on wildlife habitats. 

 Our message is that humans are invading animals [sic] habitats. Our piece will 

show that humans are in animals [sic] habitat. The piece is a birdhouse with a 

blond polly [sic] pocket inside instead of a bird. The bird will be near the 

birdhouse looking in disgust. 

(Sketch/design notes, 11/29/2012)  

The group visually worked out how best to convey their message through the placement 

of the “Pollyhouse” in different locations on campus. By altering the distance between 

the bird and the Polly Pocket doll (figure 39a, 39b, and 39c) they addressed both the 
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tension they hoped to create for the viewer and the intense emotion they believed the bird 

would express. 

   

Figure 39a: Pollyhouse in the garden area. 
 

 

Figure 39b: Pollyhouse suspended from a tree. 
 

 

Figure 39c: Polly confronted by “disgusted” bird. 
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Supporting each other. Student development of empathy was evidenced in the 

ways in which students offered one another supportive feedback. Julissa, Charissa, and 

Cynthia brainstormed an ecological “intervention” that would highlight the “plight” of 

the butterfly on the middle school campus. Lantana, a flowery shrub that grows 

abundantly in the Sonoran desert area, is a common attractor of butterflies. Because the 

plants on campus often were trampled by careless middle school students or had their 

flowers picked for hair adornments these young ladies planned to build student awareness 

of the impact these actions had on the necessary pollinators. When they arrived at their 

site, both Julissa and Cynthia immediately began moving their paper butterflies from one 

bush to another and leading the other to “put that there,” “move this over there,” and 

“clean up that trash there.” They found a composition that pleased them and took a 

photograph (figure 40a), then repeated the process two or three more times. Charissa, a 

very shy young lady with a speech impediment, stood quietly off to the side watching 

Julissa and Cynthia directing each other. Suddenly, Cynthia, demonstrating an “ethic of 

care” (Noddings, 1984) recognized that Charissa was not joining in; approaching her, 

Cynthia asked if everything was ok. Charissa, nodding, said, “I am just waiting until you 

two are done.” Neither Cynthia nor Julissa realized that their quick verbal processing, 

where they often spoke over one another, had been one in which Charissa was excluded. 

The two young ladies turned to Charissa and said, “You tell us where you want things.” 

A space had been created for Charissa to voice her perspective. As an observer, I was 

intrigued by the fact that Charissa removed the cautionary signage from the installation 

and created an image that depicted a divided area; I wondered if this indicated her 
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feelings of being separated through the process (figure 40b) (PI Reflective journal, 

11/30/2012).  

 

Figure 40a: Julissa and Cynthia’s installation photograph. 
Signage reads: “To pick a flower is to take a butterfly’s food” 

 

 
Figure 40b: Charissa’s alteration of the installation and her photograph. 

 
Reflecting and Connecting Through Writing 

Through their artmaking students were engaged in becoming “scholar-

practitioners who possess knowledge, know how to acquire knowledge, have the skills 

that promote the effective processing of knowledge, and have the courage to use the 

knowledge to promote social justice, caring and democratic participation for themselves 
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and others” (Horn, 2004, p. 211). The opportunity to reflect on their learning, the 

challenges they experienced, and the insights gained proved another opening to connect 

to social empathy awareness. Having deconstructed their installations and returned the 

site, in most cases, to a cleaner state that when they began the day, students were invited 

to ponder, in writing, questions for reflection. Selected answers for each question are 

noted here. 

How did studying ecological and environmental artists support you in this 

process? 

That artists are making these amazing sculptures out of nature all by 

themselves and trying to send out the message that they really care about 

the problems. 

We tried really hard to find something people would discuss and be like “I 

don’t know what that is,” not like, “Oh, that’s a swordfish in water that 

says to stop water pollution and that fish are fragile.” I got that from the 

lady that put the crops in New York because the class took a long time to 

figure out why she did that. 

Seeing other people’s art and talking about it helped because some of the 

artists [sic] art had to do with pollution and so that’s how we got our idea 

for doing pollution. 

That in order to show life’s pain we must let the people visualize it 

through art, 

I learned from the artists to try to be creative but get the message out, 
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What was most challenging about the process? Was it working with others, 

making the art, etc.? 

It is really hard to experement [sic] and look for what you want and what 

you don’t want/taking the photos was hard and positioning the peices [sic] 

so it would fit in both the picture. 

Teamwork. It was hard working as a team. 

Putting the “bird” in position so it would glare at a polly pocket[sic] 

without one of them falling was challenging. 

The most challenging thing was it never worked out as planned. 

I thought we weren’t going to be able to pull it off. 

I learned that it is not easy to disagree with the people that you are 

working with. 

I learned that I’m a hypocrit [sic]. 

What do you feel you learned from being an ecological artist?  

I learned that ecological art is not as simple as it seems. 

I learned how to convey an important message through art without many 

written words. 

I learned that making ecological art is kind of tough considering that while 

makeing [sic] the art, at the same time, the earth is trying to kill your art. 

I learned you have to think outside the box. 



  
 

 
 

199 

As an ecological artist, I learned that I have probably done some damage 

to the environment not knowing that it hurts it. It worries me that if I 

didn’t know many others don’t know either. 

I learned the environment really is in trouble. When we colected [sic] trash 

we couldn’t walk 2 feet with out seeing a piese [sic] of trash. 

I learned it is tricky to tell your message. 

I learned it’s hard to change people’s opinions in the way of art. 

I learned that environmental artists are hard workers and have a lot of fun. 

As an ecological artist I learned it can be very beautiful. 

I learned that there are more problems in the world then [sic] I thought. 

I learned that you can be persuasive with pictures. 

 This experience was a catalyst for students to see themselves as individuals with 

agency and voice in their school community while working together and being socially 

engaged. It was easy to tell that students were having a great time, evidenced through 

their smiles and laughter. As we walked around campus and their friends in other classes 

or grades (who were at lunch or passing in the halls) inquired about what they were 

doing, they would gleefully say “we’re making art” and “this is class!” It was their 

poignant comments that demonstrated the value they attributed to working with each 

other. 

Building was fun because you get dirty and [I] was with my friends and 

makeing [sic] art with the environment. 

I thought it was fun because it was fun to create it and put it together. 
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Everything was fun because I was [sic] worked with my friends and 

Darden Bradshaw (Otherwise known as Ms. Amazing). 

It was fun because I find working in a group very enjoyable. 

It was fun gathering the materials because we had to look and I got to chat 

with my friends the entire time I did it. 

One student expressed that she did not have fun and simply saw it as “more work for a 

grade” but even this student recognized that her attitude and perspective impacted her 

experience by concluding her written comments with “I could’ve made it fun for myself, 

but I didn’t. Sorry.” Student perception of value in the experience were indicated through 

their comments about working and learning in a location other than their tables within the 

classroom. 

It was fun to be outside 

It was fun to be outside with my friends because we could be in the warm 

sun and we didn’t have to stress over the artwork and we could be happy 

and silly while doing our work. 

It was fun to scavenge for stuff and get graded for getting my hands a little 

dirty and to hop around… 

Alex commented that “The only part I didn’t enjoy was the gross factor of [the] rotting 

[smell/feel] while handling the trash.” Interestingly, this aspect of the process became, for 

Ramon, “the funnest [sic] part of this project was to pick up litter and throwing it away 

when we were done. I liked doing this because it helps my community and that I don’t 

feel like a litter-bug since I usually do litter on accident.” Other student comments 
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demonstrated the value they attributed to seeing their artistic visions realized. 

What was fun was making the waves out of the water bottle wrappers. It 

was the most fun because when we put them on the ‘water bottle’ it looked 

like actual waves. 

It was fun to put it all together and take the picture. 

The most fun part was working together to take the most best [sic] picture 

we could. (Best time of the year so far) Thanks! Coolest time EVA [sic]!! 

The fun parts were coming up [with] these ideas for our sculpture and 

collecting our items and putting it together because we got to share these 

great ideas and put it all together... 

What was fun was seeing the results because it was amazing. 

When I returned to the site the next week to begin working with the final educator, Mrs. 

Lowen stopped me in the hall to let me know that in the days following the ecological 

installations, students had attended an evening meeting of the Parent Teacher Student 

Association (PTSA) and had argued to the PTSA that there was “too much trash for the 

janitors to keep up” so they were suggesting a “bimonthly school wide clean up day”. 

The PTA unanimously agreed and this was implemented (PI reflective journal, 

12/04/2012). Mrs. Lowen’s excitement at the fact that the students owned their roles as 

activist artists and began transferring their power as change agents beyond the work in 

the classroom was gratifying. 
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Limitations 
 
 There were again limitations within this unit. These include the need to have all 

students create, photograph and take down their installations within a very short period of 

time, the inability to share the final works within and across the classes, and the inability 

to critically analyze each other’s works. First, this was the shortest curriculum 

intervention, lasting only five days. The logistics of the installation day were 

complicated. We had limited time as students had another class. Also there were three or 

four adults to work with and support eight to ten different installation groups working on 

the entire school campus. There had been considerable concerns about the students 

“running all over campus” without supervision. Therefore, Mrs. Lowen, parent 

volunteers, and I tried to gauge where each group wanted to create their installation and 

group them together accordingly so each of us was responsible for a section of campus, 

rather than the whole. This meant that as one group was installing their piece, two or 

three other groups were required to wait and everyone had to be conscious of time to 

ensure they did not cut into another group’s time. This was not ideal but we were able to 

make it work. 

 I had hoped to watch the process and decision-making within the groups as they 

engaged in their installation process. Due to our need to break each class into larger 

groups to be with an adult, I was only fortunate to be a “voyeur” into about 12 of the 28 

small groups. I observed their process of creation, installation, photography and de-

installation. For the remaining 16 groups I gained access to their process through their 

writing, documentation, and notes made by the other adult observers. 
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 The limitation of time also impacted the sharing of the installations within and 

among the classes. Because Mrs. Lowen was unable to devote more time after all 

students had composed, photographed and dismantled their installations, student 

reflection took place in a brief writing reflection and very short classroom discussion that 

could not accommodate all voices being shared. Moreover, students did not see their 

documented works as I immediately moved to the final curriculum integration with the 

math educator, Mrs. Green. One more day would have allowed students to see their peers 

work through the documentation. Ideally, we would have had time for students to venture 

out in small groups with an adult facilitator, create their installation, and then have the 

remainder of the students experience the installations in person. However, even without 

this they still would have benefitted from seeing the work others created prior to the 

exhibition. 

 Finally, a limitation that is again, I believe, also a strength, is that the focus of our 

work together was not technical skill but rather idea expression. I wanted students to have 

as much voice in the process as possible so I did not advise or suggest ways to 

manipulate the materials to create their installations nor did I teach photographic 

techniques. I did not take any photographs of the ecological installation artworks; all 

photographs were taken by students themselves. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

FIBONACCI AND ART 

The final art integration lesson took place with Mrs. Green, the math teacher, 

during the month of December. Before I address the intended goal of the math and art 

integration lesson, one that—like the two lessons before—was in flux as we engaged in 

the collaboration and teaching processes, I wish to point out that there were three 

significant differences between this unit and the other two. The first significant difference 

was in the types of data collected. In this final unit, due to the manner in which it was 

taught, field notes were not taken. I continued to reflect through the journaling process 

following interactions with students but student comments and voices were not collected 

to the same extent. Therefore this narrative, unlike the other two, is not interspersed with 

student comments. A second significant difference is the kind of critical thinking 

experiences in which students engaged. The focus of this unit was in the creation of 

individual artworks and students were engaged in problem-solving and decision-making 

but that did not occur through classroom-based discussions. Rather, students engaged in 

the critical and creative task of revising and editing their work to clarify meaning. The 

process was one that invited more reflective practice, a different aspect of critical 

thinking. Finally, the collaborative focus moved from the student to the teachers. By this 

I mean that unlike the other units, there was very little collaborative or group processing 

and working among the students. Each student was engaged in creating their own artwork 

that reflected their own voice. However, in this unit the educators, Mrs. Green and I, 

spent much more time in the collaborative planning process than happened with the other 
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teachers. Perhaps this was because Mrs. Green and I had a familiarity with working 

together and a longer history, perhaps it was a result of a greater emphasis I placed on the 

collaborative process. I am not certain. Also, because of the collaborative planning in 

which we engaged, I believe Mrs. Green had a greater sense of ownership in the lesson 

and therefore felt comfortable to step in to share her content knowledge numerous times 

throughout the unit. As I discuss the curriculum and the teaching process in the narrative 

below, I use the term “we” to indicate a decision that was collaboratively determined.  

Planning  

 In mid-November, a few weeks before I would be working in her class, I sat down 

with Mrs. Green during a planning period. We began to discuss the issues, concerns, and 

ideas she had for our collaboration. Mrs. Green was clear about the areas of math she 

would like to focus on integrating – including fractions, helping students develop a 

greater experience with number sense, reinforcement of arithmetic, and concepts 

associated with fractions. For example, she wanted students to understand “why, when 

you multiply by a fraction, does the number end up smaller” (CTM reflective journal 

11/13/2012). She then shared her hope that we would be able to integrate the Ron Clark 

“Excellent 11” qualities within the lesson. 

 The philosophies of contemporary educator Ron Clark served as a support pillar 

underscoring much of Mrs. Green’s efforts to create a positive learning climate. Ron 

Clark, as a new educator in a struggling school in Harlem, New York, had found a 

method of success within his work. He created a set of 55 rules that he deemed essential 

to success in his classroom and, after a year implementing them and bringing student test 
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scores up dramatically, he wrote a book about this experience titled, “the Essential 55.” 

That book led to a Teacher of the Year award, spots on Oprah Winfrey, a movie, and 

eventually, enough corporate sponsorship to found and start his school, the Ron Clark 

Academy. Mrs. Green had attended professional development workshops at the Ron 

Clark Academy numerous times, had read both of his books, and structured much of the 

classroom management and classroom environment she wished to create around these 

books which reflected Clark’s philosophical approach to education and teaching. The 

“Excellent Eleven” are eleven qualities that Clark believed successful students held in 

common; these became the basis for his second book. These qualities are creativity, 

enthusiasm, reflection, common sense, resilience, appreciation, balance, compassion, 

adventure, humor, and confidence. 

 Mrs. Green had been incorporating the “Excellent 11” throughout the semester 

and shared that by the time I began working with her, the students would have just 

completed watching the film The Sound of Music. As they were watching, they had been 

tasked with finding examples of each of the above listed qualities in one or more of the 

characters in the movie or depicted in a scene. The handout that students worked with is 

included in Appendix G. This offered them another opportunity to discover the ways in 

which these character traits impact and inform our relationships with others. Mrs. Green 

communicated to me that she had hopes we would be able to include the “Excellent 

Eleven” somehow in the integration. I left that first meeting wondering how I might 

integrate fractions and art in a way that students could express their ideas about the 

“Excellent Eleven.” Even just writing it now makes my head swim as I consider what an 
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enormous task we took on. In hindsight, perhaps the decision to try to integrate too many 

concepts became the greatest limitation in this unit. Certainly integrating into and with a 

teacher’s curriculum is one of the exciting challenges of collaboration but, as is revealed 

in this chapter, in order for the integration to be successful, all collaborators have to be 

willing to compromise and stretch themselves. 

 During the next collaborative conversation we had, Mrs. Green and I discussed 

the challenge of teaching fractions and art in such a way that “substantive” integration 

could result. Substantive art integration, as noted before, is “an art education that is better 

connected to the concepts and ideas behind art and art practice, and to areas of inquiry 

outside of art…it is built on broad and deep connections” (Marshall, 2006, p. 17). In our 

discussion, Mrs. Green commented on a lesson I had taught two years prior in another 

math teacher’s classroom. In this lesson students examined the ways in which concepts 

from Renaissance mathematician Leonardo Fibonacci had been demonstrated throughout 

art and art history (CTM Reflective journal, 11/27/12). 

 Originally, this lesson had been designed to integrate with seventh grade math 

standards and required a period of seven days during which students explored the ways in 

which the Fibonacci sequence and the “Golden Proportion” were present in art; solved 

the equations that Fibonacci himself posed; and using graph paper, rulers, and protractors 

created a visual map of the Fibonacci sequence. Their lesson concluded with students 

creating an artwork that demonstrated or incorporated the Golden Proportion into the 

composition. I knew that we would not have time to achieve all of this and stated so. 

Additionally, Mrs. Green’s noted curricular need was that the focus be on fractions as 
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students were scheduled to take a benchmark test the penultimate day of the semester. 

 In hopes of revising the Fibonacci lesson to address Mrs. Green’s curricular needs 

and the research questions that were guiding the study, we continued to talk. It was in the 

process of our third collaborative meeting that Mrs. Green emphatically said, “I want 

them to learn the art history but I really want them [the students] to make art” (CTM 

Reflective journal, 11/27/2012). Of course, I too, wanted them to make art. I was 

struggling with how to integrate art making with fractions and an interpretation of the 

“Excellent Eleven.” I suggested that perhaps this unit, unlike the two prior, could focus 

on teaching the students about art media and process while offering them choice in how 

they used their media. We agreed upon this aspect of the lesson but still were unable to 

resolve the fractions piece. The more we talked, the clearer it became that we were trying 

to do too much. Mrs. Green ultimately expressed that she was more interested in students 

incorporating the “Excellent Eleven” within their study of the Fibonacci sequence than in 

addressing fractions. She would teach that aspect of the curriculum without our art 

integration collaboration; this made the task ahead more manageable given our time 

constraints, resources, and experience. The struggle we encountered to navigate the 

integrated curriculum serves as a practical example of the reversal of the ways in which 

curriculum selection and the “politics of knowledge” (Krug & Cohen-Evron, 2000, p. 

261) often highlight more scientific content matter over art. Arguing that it is “necessary 

to develop continuously and carefully a ‘philosophy of experience’ and to scrutinize 

predefined outcomes and teacher-proof curriculum,” Krug and Cohen-Evron invite 

educators to reconceptualize the ways in which curriculum is theorized and practiced. 
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Recognizing that curriculum is value laden and informs the ways in which teachers use it, 

I celebrated the opportunity to support students in thinking differently about concepts or 

ideas through the various lenses of math, art history, and art creation. 

After addressing the curricular issues, Mrs. Green and I had to take into 

consideration one logistical issue that had the potential to substantially impact the 

students learning. Because of a complication with Mrs. Lowen’s schedule, I would be 

working with Mrs. Green for one day, moving back to Mrs. Lowen’s class to complete 

the Power of Persuasion unit, and then coming back to Mrs. Green’s classroom a week 

later. We would need to structure the unit in such a way that the learning accomplished 

that day would not need to be immediately reinforced. We set about creating the structure 

for students to explore media, learn about Fibonacci, and through artmaking, create a 

composition that integrated a personally motivating character trait from the “Excellent 

Eleven.” 

Exploring Media and Process 

 I determined in consultation with Mrs. Green that our first day together should be 

a “studio” day. I would establish four different media centers within the classroom and 

we would have students rotate through them. Each learner would have about 15 minutes 

to simply play with, and begin to get familiar with, the art medium or the process at that 

station. This was designed to offer students an exposure to art media and methods so that 

when it came time for them to create their own compositions they would have the prior 

knowledge to determine what might best communicate their intentions. Also, since they 

would have an opportunity to examine the ways in which the Fibonacci sequence and the 
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Golden Proportion had been used by other artists in the second day of the unit, they 

would be able to look at the art historical images and make determinations about their 

own artistic process having already had exposure to the media. 

 I created four studio stations: subtractive drawing with scratchboard, relief 

printmaking with linoleum blocks, oil pastel and watercolor resist, and positive and 

negative space using Japanese Notan7. There was a fifth station in which students could 

marbleize paper using the non-toxic shaving cream and food coloring marbling method. 

This fifth studio experience was designed as a back up or an opportunity for students who 

finished early to investigate another process. Each studio station was set up with all the 

materials necessary to create a small artwork or composition using that particular media. 

Descriptive directions (see Appendix H for the specific directions) were on tent cards at 

each table to ensure that students or parent volunteers (Mrs. Green had arranged for three 

parent volunteers to come and help) who had questions during the process would have 

support. The parent volunteers and Mrs. Green spent about forty-five minutes before the 

students arrived learning the techniques or playing with the art media, thereby ensuring 

they could help students who might have questions during the day. 

 As the first class of students arrived, their excitement to create was obvious. They 

looked around and saw the tables, gathered across the four work areas covered with art 

materials, and immediately gravitated toward a particular table, moving chairs from one 

area to another and generally overcrowding some studios. Throughout the study, students 

                                                        
 
7 Japanese Notan is a term used to describe a composition in which light and dark 
values or positive and negative forms are balanced.  
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had expressed excitement about my presence but in this case, their interest was clearly 

not with me, but the art materials. Mrs. Green calmly but firmly encouraged them that we 

needed eight students at each studio station. Once all the students had a place to sit, I 

demonstrated each process or art medium to the entire class, reminding the students that 

this was all about play and experimentation.  

 The rotations were approximately 15 minutes long. After the timer dinged, Mrs. 

Green would call out and if the parent volunteers gave the “ok” that the studio stations 

were clean, students would rotate to another media. Students dutifully ensured they 

explored each studio but it was clear early on that some children just gravitated toward 

particular ones. The relief printmaking was popular; because it was the most time 

consuming, I was engaged the entire time teaching students the process and how to safely 

use the tools, and was unable to take any field notes.   

 

Figure 41: Students working at the Scratchboard studio. After they had scratched off the image, 
many went back in with crayons to add color to their compositions. 

 



  
 

 
 

212 

Each class was an hour and 15 minutes long, which allowed a brief overview and 

demonstration of the studio stations. Then we worked with four rotations of students 

before we began the cycle again with the next class. This procedure was repeated for 

three classes. Without the parent volunteers, the day would have been completely 

unmanageable. With their assistance the chaos was kept to a dull roar and everyone found 

media, techniques or processes that kept them engaged. By the end of the day, the 

counters of the room were covered with more than 300 small artworks.  

 

Figure 42: Students working at the watercolor resist studio. 
 

As I drove home that evening, I realized that the challenge now before me was to 

find a way to build a cognitive and expressive bridge between the ways in which 

mathematics had influenced and informed art history (through the Fibonacci sequence) 

and the creative process in which I hoped these individual artists would engage. And, I 

also had to help them consider the ways symbols and images might represent their 

personal interpretations of the character traits examined in the “Excellent Eleven.” I was 

excited by the complexity of the undertaking; I was enthusiastic about the potential of art 

integration to serve as a vehicle for students to communicate their voices. 
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Leonardo Fibonacci and Art History 
 
 Leonardo Fibonacci, a Renaissance mathematician, is credited with generating a 

sequence of numbers that are believed by many to be divinely inspired, in part because 

these numbers appear in nature: in many types of plant petals, in the way shoots grow out 

at an axil (a point where the leaf juts out of the main stem of a plant), in cauliflower, 

pinecones, and even in the shell of snails. The sequence is 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 

89, 144, 233,… Mathematically, each number is the sum of the previous two numbers. 

Divide any number in the Fibonacci sequence by the previous number and the answer 

approximates 1.61803. This is called Phi (named after the Greek sculptor Phidias) and is 

an irrational number. And if this irrational number is graphically represented when 

overlaid on a rectangle it appears to be an infinite spiral, as demonstrated in figure 43. 

Phi, the number 1.618, is often called the Golden Ratio, the Golden Mean, or the Golden 

Proportion. When Luca Pacioli, a Renaissance geometer, rediscovered the use of the 

number Phi and its relationship to the Fibonacci sequence he wrote a treatise titled Divina 

Proportione, which was illustrated by Leonardo da Vinci. Many Renaissance artists used 

the Golden Rectangle (another name for the Golden Proportion) to determine the 

proportions of compositions (Dunlap, 1997). 
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Figure 43: Visual demonstrating the Golden Rectangle. 
 
 In my excitement to share the work of Fibonacci, Pacioli, and the numerous artists 

in whose work the Golden Proportion could be found, I reverted to a teaching practice I 

thought I had obliterated from my tool box: the lengthy lecture. My PowerPoint 

presentation had more than 60 slides. I knew it was a lot of content to address so I created 

a very detailed handout that students could use to take notes. However, when I realized 

the night before the lesson that the handout was four pages long, I thought it might be 

better to adapt it. Instead of recognizing that my excitement was clouding my judgment, I 

divided the four-page handout into four, one-page handouts (included as Appendix I). My 

planning notes indicated that I hoped each person at the table (students sat in table groups 

of four) could have a different handout and be listening for particular information. Then 

when the lecture was done, all four students could share their notes with each other in a 

jigsaw fashion.  

 Early on it became clear that as interested as the students were in the concepts, the 

ideas and the visuals, the handout was not supporting their comprehension. I believe this 

aspect of the unit would have been more successful had I stopped every few moments 
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and had them engage in a think-pair-share experience, in which I asked a question and 

had them draw a response, or had, as in the case of the Power of Persuasion unit, given 

students images to deconstruct, compare, and contrast at their tables in small groups. 

Wanting them to make meaning of what they were learning, I had left space on the 

handouts for students to draw or sketch their understanding of the ideas or information, 

but when I examined their handouts, I could tell that I had neglected to slow down 

enough for them to do so; there are images drawn in the first one or two sections but the 

majority of the handouts are blank. Hindsight provided me with an opportunity to 

examine, once again, the ways in which my teaching practice reverted to a teacher-

centered classroom rather than the student-centered one I desired to create. 

 The moments where Mrs. Green stepped in were perhaps some of the clearest for 

the students. After students determined the algorithm for the Fibonacci sequence, and 

competed with each other to determine the first eleven numbers in the sequence, it 

became very clear that I was more conversant with the art history than with the process 

for teaching how to determine a ratio. Mrs. Green recognized the students’ confusion (in 

large part because ratios had not yet been addressed in the 6th grade curriculum map) and 

gave an impromptu guided-demonstration so that the students understood how 

mathematicians determined the Golden Proportion. Once students understood and could 

see the Golden Proportion demonstrated in an artwork from history, their interest in 

looking at the art and trying to find the Golden Rectangle resulted in a very lively class. 

We spent the remainder of class with students running up and pointing out the aspects of 
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the Golden Proportion they saw in the artworks. When the bell rang, Alex said, “I can’t 

believe we have to go. This is so cool” (PI reflective journal, 12/11/2012).  

 Alex’s comment offered me a bit of hope that students’ lack of apparent 

connection in the beginning of the lesson had been more about the teaching structures I 

had employed, not the content we were sharing with the students. Reflection is a 

powerful tool and in this case, I believe that more collaboration and discourse among 

students would have better supported them in their knowledge acquisition as well as 

created a space for students to engage in peer teaching. I was focused on quantity—of 

images, of words, of time – not on the quality of the questions I was asking, the critical 

thinking in which the students were engaged, or the time we spent looking deeply and 

carefully. That day we did not discuss all the PowerPoint images in any of the three 

classes. I was scheduled to be back in two days and could not return sooner. We only had 

three days that I would be with the students before school was dismissed for winter break, 

and we knew students would need all three days to create their artworks. I felt married to 

the PowerPoint images and wanted the students to see them. As I was looking at my 

calendar and trying to figure out how to carve out more time, Mrs. Green said, “If you 

send me notes and help me, I can finish the art history lecture” (PI reflective journal, 

12/11/2012). I recognized that she was uncomfortable; her willingness to push herself 

was commendable. I made sure she had the resources needed to feel empowered. The 

next afternoon, I received a wonderful email in which she relayed her talking points and 

shared the students’ excitement for the art creation to come. This had the advantage of 

offering Mrs. Green an opportunity to step outside her comfort zone and teach art history. 
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The disadvantage was that I did not get to hear the connections, questions, and comments 

students made as they interpreted the artworks. 

Fibonacci Fractured: Artwork Creation 
 
 In our final collaborative meeting Mrs. Green and I had agreed we would 

integrate the Fibonacci piece but alter our original plan to have students measure and cut 

paper squares that would physically represent the numbers in the sequence (i.e. 1, 1, 2, 3, 

5, 8, 13, …). As we talked, we realized that this would take much longer than the time we 

had allotted. We therefore determined that students would work on pre-cut paper squares 

that represented the Fibonacci sequence. We enlarged the squares to make them more 

manageable for the students – the square that represented the 1 in the sequence would be 

two inches by two inches; the square that represented the 2 in the sequence would be four 

inches by four inches and so on.  

 After a brief overview of the goals of the art making experience, students had an 

opportunity to see Mrs. Green’s example. In this experience, I invited students to offer 

their suggestions as to which character trait from the “Excellent Eleven” she had used 

before she verbally shared her process and meanings. After students offered their 

interpretations, Mrs. Green stated that she addressed the character trait “balance” and did 

a verbal think-aloud in which she modeled for students her process, the artistic choices 

she made, and the reasoning behind the symbols in her example. For example, she used 

an image of concentric rings to represent her marriage and her children. These rings were 

interwoven but visually balanced by their use of color. Each color was symbolically 

important to Mrs. Green and connected to someone she loved. Her comments addressed 
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how in recently celebrating her wedding anniversary, she felt she had finally come to a 

place of finding balance between her work life and her personal life. This demonstrated 

the ways in which meanings can be dynamic and fluid (Krug & Cohen-Evron, 2000) and 

“where culture and personal experience interact” (Eisner, 2002, p. 17). Because Mrs. 

Green’s meanings were not explicit to everyone, students came to an awareness that their 

interpretations of her artwork – in much the same way they had interpreted the ecological 

artists – was informed by their background knowledge, understanding of the language 

used, and personal connection to the process of making.  

Next, students were invited to select one of the “Excellent Eleven” character traits 

and, if they desired sketch out ideas or symbols within their visual journals that reflected, 

represented, or somehow denoted that particular character trait. I did not check student’s 

sketches or inquire about their designs to ensure that they were visually communicating 

or symbolizing their ideas before composing their artworks. I recognize that many artists 

work in a more organic and intuitive fashion, some without sketching before beginning; 

my motivation for giving them time to sketch was to offer students choice in their process 

while providing parameters within which many artists work. Some students felt more 

comfortable creating a sketch first and using that as a jumping off point. 

 For the next three days, students arrived and, like in the atelier, got their materials 

and set to work. The four art media/technique studio stations were set up each day and 

students could move around the room freely using the media. Their focus was on creating 

a multi-part composition from two 2”X 2” squares, one 4”X 4” square, one 6” x 6” 

square, and (if they wanted to) one 10” x 10” square that when combined together 
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visually represented the Golden Rectangle. To clarify, when the Fibonacci sequence is 

translated to a two-dimensional graphic image, each number becomes a part of the larger 

whole. This means that the numeral one (the first number in the sequence), can be drawn 

as a one inch by one inch square. The algorithm to the sequence is to add the first number 

to the next. Therefore, visually another one inch by one-inch square is placed on top of 

the first one. Of course, one plus one equals two, therefore, immediately to the right of 

the two stacked one-inch squares, a two by two inch square can be drawn. When added 

together one plus two equals three, therefore a three by three inch square is the next 

graphic representation. These squares therefore equate to the numbers in the sequence 

(again, reference image 43). Mrs. Green and I felt one by one inch squares would be too 

small for students to work with, therefore, we doubled the size of the squares in their 

image, hence they each worked with two, two-by-two inch squares vice one-by-one inch 

squares and so forth. The imagery on the artwork was each student’s interpretation of the 

“Excellent Eleven” character trait she or he selected.  

Challenges With the Process 

Students could select their media but needed to use particular materials based on 

the process or technique they chose. For instance, if a student wanted to make their 4” x 

4” square a print, they could use a 4” x 4” block of linoleum, or could cut their block 

down into a smaller square. If they were creating an image with watercolor and oil pastel 

resist on the 10” x 10” square, they needed a piece of watercolor paper that size, as using 

copy paper or construction paper would not hold up under the watercolor. Additionally, 

since students were not measuring and cutting the squares themselves, and because Mrs. 
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Green wanted students to understand that their Golden Rectangle was proportional, 

students had to know the dimensions of the watercolor paper, scratchboard paper, or 

linoleum block that needed to be cut to correspond to that particular section of their 

artwork. Students quickly began doing their math in preparation for having their paper or 

scratchboard cut when they realized that if they could not tell me the dimensions they 

needed, I would send them back to their tables to figure it out. 

Challenges Within the Studio 

Unlike many other studio classes that I have taught, I was unable to fully move 

around the room. The relief printmaking involved cutting linoleum blocks with sharp 

tools. Ideally, we would have used Soft-Kut®, a softer, easier to carve linoleum-like 

product, but linoleum was more within my budget. Linoleum requires more hand strength 

and control than Soft-Kut®, and was, therefore, a challenge for many students requiring 

my near constant attention during the course of our studio time together. Adding to the 

fact that the linoleum was difficult to carve, we had a limited amount. There was enough 

for each student to have one 4” x 4” square. Students could use both sides of the block if 

they did not carve very deeply but for some, even two opportunities were not enough. 

When Aaron carved through his block and the additional one I gave him, he asked for a 

third. I reluctantly told him that I did not have anymore; I suggested he find a way to 

adapt the attempted blocks to meet his artistic needs. At this, he broke down in tears. In 

that moment, I realized how important this composition was to him and just how 

frustrating the process of creating his linoleum print had been. He was taxed to a breaking 

point and required a few moments of time away from the class to compose himself.  
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When he returned to work, he was unwilling to try to adapt his earlier linoleum blocks 

and made a decision to move to working with another medium. I recognized his personal 

investment in the work he was doing—his ideas, his imagination, and his emotions. He 

persevered and, on another day, made the decision to again work with linoleum.  One of 

his peers gave up their square so that Aaron could create what he envisioned. His 

evocative composition is figure 44.   

 

Figure 44: Aaron’s composition 

Each square is linked to another through color, shape or line. In the composition, the 

smallest square on the bottom shows a spiral that references a conch shell. The square 

above the colorful spiral has a small pencil drawn image of the Golden Rectangle with a 

spiral drawn in blue on top of the rectangle. The third section of his print (which is 

created using his linoleum block) shows a large blue star motif with a small, cheerio-like 

form in the center of the star. His fourth section, created in oil pastel and watercolor 

resist, again references the Golden Rectangle hovering between a large circular black 

form and the blue-violet area to the right. Above this, he has transitioned the Golden 
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Rectangle into two rectangles that are inset with triangles. On top of these two rectangles 

are three stars. Finally a larger star extends off the edge of the composition. His last 

square, in contrast to the other squares, uses predominantly red and one small brushstroke 

of blue on the far right hand top corner. These visual images and use of forms 

demonstrate Aaron’s connections to the content and his own lexicon of symbols that 

referenced the selected character trait. 

Another challenge within the studio classroom was in offering constructive 

feedback to students. I prefer to have the flexibility to move around and to check in with 

students, to see their work in progress and be able to respond, ask questions, and provide 

support in their process. In this case, students had to come to me if they had questions or 

concerns. I appreciated that they were flexible and willing to do this so that I could 

ensure we had as few safety issues as possible with the linoleum cutting, but it was not 

the most student-centered method of creating a supportive learning environment. There 

were some students who were struggling but would not ask me for help. I was pleased to 

see a few of these students reaching out, working with their peers, and asking for 

feedback and support. For some students, this support resulted in compositions that bore 

similarities but still reflected the unique aspects of the creator (see figures 45a and 45b, 

completed by two students working together). 
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Figure 45a: Student work with puzzle motif.  Figure 45b: Student work with puzzle motif. 

Challenges With Composition 

Most students embraced the creation process but encountered complications when 

they began composing their Golden Rectangle. Figure 46a represents just one of the rich 

compositions where the piecing together of the Golden Rectangle was not achieved 

completely. In order to create the visual image of the rectangle in which the spiral 

overlaps, the two smallest squares have to be in the center of the composition, as in figure 

46b. Had the artist in Figure 46a placed the largest square on the left hand side of the 

composition, the Golden Rectangle would be complete. The reason this is true is that the 

two smallest squares (which represent the first two numbers in the sequence) are located 

in the center of the composition.  

   

Figure 46a: Student work example.  Figure 46b: Student work example. 
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Telling a story 

 

Figure 47: Teddy’s interpretation of “Common sense” 
 

Students embraced the task of interpreting the “Excellent Eleven” in a variety of 

ways. Teddy’s artwork (figure 47) demonstrates his visual interpretation of common 

sense. Mrs. Green’s movie viewing handout (which students used as a reference when 

selecting their “Excellent Eleven”) notes “Common Sense: sound practical judgment; 

normal native intelligence” (see Appendix G). In this artwork, a flower droops, in need of 

water. After receiving a sprinkling of water from a watering can, the flower– visually 

brighter and bolder in the use of color, absorbs sunlight and air. It is revived and, in the 

bottom image, stands erect. Teddy was very conscientious in the creation of the images, 

ensuring that, like a comic strip or other linear visual narrative, his imagery was repeated. 
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The leaf on the printed image of the tall flower shows that Teddy, in his planning, 

neglected to transfer the leaf to the other side of the flower stem in anticipation of the 

image being reversed through the printmaking process. 

Eleanor responded to the character trait of “Balance: an even amount of work and 

play, relaxation and responsibility, family and friends, etc.” (see Appendix G) through a 

visual narrative. A large number of students worked abstractly in the creation of their 

artworks. Fewer, like Eleanor, used representational imagery. Interpreting the kinds of 

balance she tries to achieve in her own life, Eleanor symbolizes a healthy diet, peaceable 

relationships, and her enjoyment for astronomy and marine life. She concluded her visual 

narrative with the largest image signifying a strong, firmly rooted tree that has very 

evenly divided upper branches. Her work is shown in figure 48. 

 

Figure 48: Eleanor’s interpretation of “Balance” 

Cohesiveness Through Design 

 Many students struggled to communicate their understanding of an “Excellent 

Eleven” character trait. In analyzing their work it is clear, however, that despite and often 
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because of their repetitive use of symbols and other elements, a sense of cohesion was 

created in the compositions. Alex’s work interpreted “Creativity: the ability to go above 

and beyond traditional ideas, rules, patterns, relationships, and to create meaningful new 

ideas, methods, and interpretations” (see Appendix G). However, after Alex began his 

work (figure 49) he realized that the moving arrow symbol could be transformed into a 

curvilinear form that resembled a ribbon or letters, or that it could be tightly curled to 

create a spiral (PI reflective journal, 12/13/2012). As he played with the media and 

responded through the critical reflective process of creating, the smaller pieces that make 

up the whole spoke to each other and began a visual dialogue.  

 

Figure 49: Alex’s interpretation of “Creativity” 
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Cynthia’s artwork (figure 50) demonstrates a more overt and intentional, 

conscious choice to repeat elements and motifs throughout the composition. She began 

with the character trait of “Enthusiasm: eagerness, zeal, passion, devotion, positive 

excitement” (Appendix G). Cynthia articulated early in her process that she chose 

“Enthusiasm” because she had recently learned in church that it “meant God-within” (PI 

reflective journal, 12/13/2012). She felt that this was a representation of “how we all have 

the same things in us but are different” (PI reflective journal, 12/13/2012). The ribbon-

like form that is carried throughout the composition visually demonstrates her thought of 

this connecting thread between people. The small blue bubble-like forms are also 

repeated and serve to draw the viewer’s eye through the work. 

 

Figure 50: Cynthia’s interpretation of “Enthusiasm” 
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Arthur’s composition also demonstrates a clear visual unity (figure 51). Arthur 

never revealed which of the “Excellent Eleven” character traits he was interpreting but he 

did reveal, through his artwork and actions, his frustration with the interpretations others 

made of his work. Arthur had worked intensely, creating an image that demonstrated a 

sense of clear organizational structure. He began with the small double helix representing 

DNA and the uniqueness of individuality (PI reflective journal, 11/17/2013) and then 

began responding to that with a spiral form that encompassed the entire work. The spiral 

begins in the upper right hand corner in a colorful rainbow, extends through the pencil 

drawn 4” x 4” square which is “inspired by the Mobius strip because it never ends,” and 

concludes on the left hand side of the composition with a dark black line that cycles in on 

itself, resulting in the series of interconnected triangular forms that visually recede in 

space. This work, like many of the others, is visually complex and was one of which the 

artist was very proud, evidenced by his demonstration of the work to almost everyone in 

his class on the final day of studio work. However, the influence of other people on a 

young artist’s perception of their work was demonstrated in the last fifteen minutes of the 

unit. Arthur, who throughout the course of the study had verbally doubted his artistic 

ability was proudly sharing his work when another peer criticized him. The result of 

Arthur’s feelings about that criticism included the hurried addition of the word “Fail!” on 

his composition. I heard the criticism, and Arthur’s vociferous response, but did not see 

Arthur adding the word. After class had dismissed, I was flipping through the artworks 

and saw the critical text. When I exclaimed out loud, I was informed by a parent 

volunteer that she “saw it happen and he [Arthur] was so mad at him [the student who 
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criticized Arthur’s artwork] that he [Arthur] wrote that on there” (PI reflective journal, 

12/18/2012). That one word indicated to me the tenuousness of Arthurs’s newfound 

confidence in his creative abilities and the profound power of one persons words on 

another. 

  

 

Figure 51: Arthur’s completed artwork. 
 

Unity Through Media 

Some artists, as I indicated earlier, found a medium that they responded to and 

worked intensely with it. Jojo’s work (figure 52) demonstrates an affinity for 

scratchboard and was the primary medium in which he created his work. 

 

Figure 52: Artwork by Jojo 
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In Francis’ case, his entire artwork was composed using scratchboard and line (figure 

53). The stark contrast of the black and white appealed to Francis because it “makes it 

hard to tell which way it is moving” (PI reflective journal, 12/17/2012). This is most 

evident when comparing the two sections in which color was not used at all against the 

two sections in which crayon was overlaid after the India ink had been scratched away. 

For Francis, the Mobius strip that had been recently shown in class was a motif that 

represented the concept of “Adventure: an exciting or very unusual experience; 

participation in exciting undertakings or enterprises; the spirit of adventure; a bold, 

usually risk undertaking; hazardous action of uncertain outcome” (Appendix G). 

 

Figure 53: Francis’ interpretation of “Adventure” 

Tiana (figure 54) enjoyed working with watercolor and other than experimenting 

briefly with printmaking (the green circular form in the lower right hand corner of the 

composition) worked exclusively with that medium. The repetition of deep, intense color 

is enhanced by the repeated use of the watercolor resist process.  
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Figure 54: Artwork by Tiana. 
 

Fibonacci and Voice 

Greg created a very effective visual image that represented his understanding of 

Fibonacci, his love for music and the way he felt about himself while playing his musical 

instrument (visual journal, 12/13/2012), and his newfound interest in printmaking in 

which he interpreted “Confidence: belief in oneself and one’s own power or abilities; 

self-confidence; self-reliance; assurance” (Appendix G). This image, in much the same 

way he worked with his collaborative group in planning their ecological art piece (the 

recycling logo made out of trash, created in the grass), reflects Greg’s ability to 

conceptualize an idea before beginning. The image in his sketchbook where Greg 

planned out each and every detail of the completed composition is reflected in his final 

composition shown in figure 55. 
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Figure 55: Greg’s “Appreciation” for music. 
 
The focus on student voice through art making, evidenced by means of choice in 

symbols, narrative, and media, and the development of reflective, critical practice in the 

creation process were strengths of this integrative unit. Students engaged in a “deeper and 

broader approach to thinking” (Marshall, 2006, p. 18) in their art making while 

discovering their own potential to communicate through non-literal, qualitative means 

(Eisner, 2002). The embedding of choice impacted the willingness and diligence of work 

invested by students. Eisner acknowledges that often the best “predictor” that a student 

will voluntarily engage in an act is one though which they have choice (2002, p. 203). In 
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this unit, more than in the other two units of the study, students directed their own art 

making through the choices they made.  

Limitations 

 As I noted in the introduction to this chapter, there were significant differences in 

this unit. While those differences do not necessarily equate to limitations, there are 

certainly connections between those differences and the limitations of this unit. These 

restrictions include the limited presence of student voice through written or documented 

speech and the impact that time had on the work. Student voice is present in the students’ 

artwork but because their voices are only recorded through my reflections and not 

through notes taken while teaching, my interpretations of their voice are more subjective 

than in the other units and informed by my role, my background, and my power as the 

researcher in the study. This limitation could have been lessened, while still addressing 

the inability to collect extensive field notes, if students had written an artist statement to 

accompany their work. I neglected to have them do this. I believe if I had not felt such 

time pressure, perhaps I would have come to this realization within a time frame in which 

students could reflect on their work and their creation process. The second limitation, 

time, was one through which I experienced significantly more pressure in the 

implementation of this unit. The semester was drawing to a close, as was the study. These 

realities coupled with the normal tasks Mrs. Green needed to accomplish before students’ 

grades could be compiled, including benchmark testing, impacted the sense of timing 

within the unit.  
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 As the study came to its conclusion I prepared for a much longed for winter break.  

Driving home that last day, I ruminated on the ways in which being back in the classroom 

had reminded me of the pleasure of working with middle school students. Their open, 

inquisitive questions, their critical and forthright statements, and their humor had 

renewed my love for teaching art. I had cherished the opportunity to collaborate, to plan 

and to bounce ideas off another educator each week, to learn from them, and to navigate 

our shared journey. Recognizing that I had amassed more questions than I had anticipated 

having, collected more data than I had imagined possible, and discovered more than I 

could have envisioned four months before, I set my sights on translating those questions, 

that data and those discoveries into a document that would add to art and visual culture 

education scholarship on middle school students and the role of arts integration for 

teaching. Those conclusions, a discussion of the significance of the findings and the 

potential implications for future research are all addressed in the next, and final chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

WEAVING IN THE ENDS 

 

Reach me with more than words from textbooks—but words from the soul and 

the mind connected to the heart. What got you to teach me? Wasn’t it to reach 

me?....Relate to me, debate with me, respect me. Stop neglecting me.  

 (Moise, 2001, cited in Cook-Sather & Schultz, 2001, p. 1) 

 

As student and author Lenelle Moise so eloquently notes, teaching is a remarkable 

opportunity for adults to connect with and to students, to reach out to them, to share our 

passions, to excite them to find their own passions, and to create a safe space in which 

courageous acts of learning can occur. The genesis of this study derived primarily from 

my own search for ways to connect with and reach students through the curricula that I 

taught, to find ways to build relationships with students in which power inequities were 

lessened, and to find strategies that fostered the development and articulation of their 

voices. Social justice art education is a site of connection, empowerment, and hope—for 

both students and teachers. Visual culture art integration is a pedagogical model that 

opens spaces for students to critically and creatively deconstruct and reconstruct the 

visuality that surrounds them through multiple curricular lenses; it involves strategies that 

foster a site for students to clarify their voices and in so doing, critically engage and 

reflect on visual images that act as powerful aesthetic agents. Visual culture art 
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integration creates an arena where discourse and collaboration between and among 

students and teachers mirror the reality of the interconnected world in which we live and 

foster development of social empathy. In this chapter, I begin by briefly summarizing the 

study, including the reiteration of the research questions, methodology, participants, and 

types of data collected. Next, I note some of the actions I took that created a safe space 

for student learning and questioning. Using the research questions as guidelines, I 

articulate what I learned during the course of the study and the process of data analysis as 

well as the implications of these findings. Finally, I conclude this chapter with a 

discussion about my possible future research.  

Research Questions and Summary of Study 

Seeking to gain insight into the perspectives and voices of adolescents while 

determining what arts integration pedagogies stimulate students to examine visual 

culture, articulate voice, and question power relationships that perpetuate social 

inequities, I undertook a four-month action research study in a public middle school 

where I collaborated with three non-art educators to create and teach a series of social 

justice art integration units. Integrated art making, examination of the visual culture 

inundating students’ lives, and concepts of youth empowerment served as transgressive 

pedagogical practices that bridged relationships between learning in art and learning in 

other curricular areas.  

My goal in undertaking this study was fostering student voice through co-creation 

and dialogue, empowering the non-arts educator, and making a space for teacher 

collaboration. The questions that prompted the research were: 
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1) How might semiotic pedagogy and arts integration curriculum be 

combined to explore visual culture in the classroom? How might these 

methods support students in examining and deconstructing visual 

culture and thereby empower middle school students to find voice 

through/while reconstructing visual culture? 

2) In what ways could social empathy, as it is used in the counseling field, 

help create a safe space where students could take risks to deconstruct 

and reconstruct their identities, beliefs, understandings of others and 

their world?, and 

3) What strategies or tools would empower teachers, trained in disciplines 

other than art, to use visual culture as an integrated curricular focus?  

Examining, deconstructing and reconstructing visual culture to explore the way it 

informed thinking and action was the curricular focus. Using integrated art making in the 

subject areas of math, science, language arts and social studies to provide a forum for 

students to make meaning and sense of their world provided the pedagogical support. 

Informing the study were the concepts of social empathy (Wagaman, 2011), critical 

literacy, and art education pedagogies for social justice (Anderson, 2010; Dewhurt, 2011; 

Duncum, 2011, Garber, 2005). Exploring teacher-student, student-student, and 

curriculum-student relationships provided perspective on power struggles in middle 

school education. Giving students an opportunity to intimately examine the images 

surrounding their lives allowed them to individually determine which aspects of their 

lived experience to critically examine and deconstruct.  
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The potential of action research was celebrated in this study. The research 

questions asked, pedagogical structures employed, responses of the learners, and 

subjectivities of the researcher influenced and informed the iterative nature of the 

process—to locate answers to the research questions within the cycle of learners’ change, 

as well as the curricular changes that came about as a result of the learners’ changes. Like 

teaching, this action research study was informed by the classroom community, the 

school climate, and the educational structures in place. I began by establishing an open 

environment of discourse with students and teachers. After creating visual journals that 

would serve as the place in which ideas, thoughts, reflections and artwork would be 

housed, the Social Studies teacher and I collaborated on the first curricular integration in 

which students explored their visual culture. In this investigation, using advertising, 

multimedia, and photography, students examined the way art is used to reinforce, 

construct, deconstruct, challenge, and reinterpret gender roles and norms. This resulted in 

student-created artworks that demonstrated students’ awareness and increased 

understanding of the role of visual culture as a mediator. The second curricular 

integration was one in which, working with the Language Arts teacher, I capitalized on 

the students’ increased awareness of visual culture, and through the framework of social 

empathy, invited them to explore environmental and ecological artists. Students 

investigated and used the power of art to persuade, incite, critique, sway, and/or inform 

their viewers about an issue through the creation of collaborative 

environmental/ecological installations sited on the school campus. The final curriculum 

investigation integrated the work of Renaissance mathematician Leonardo Fibonacci and 
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art historical imagery that incorporated compositional elements of the Golden Rectangle. 

As students investigated the way math and art were interconnected and intertwined, they 

researched media practices new to them in which they created and composed their own 

Fibonacci-inspired artworks. Students welcomed the freedom and personal power in the 

units. 

Throughout the study, primary data collection tools were student and researcher 

journals, both reflective and visual; students’ artworks; photographs of students artworks, 

students processes and collaborative group work; and interviews with students and 

collaborating teachers. Data analysis was informed by a praxis paradigm—as information 

was gathered and analyzed it provided new insights and knowledge that informed new 

decisions to be made. Data coding themes included critical literacy connections, 

demonstration of student voice, and development of social empathy awareness, as well as 

pedagogical structures that fostered student voice.  

The Impact of Creating a Safe Space 

Before addressing the first research question about ways in which semiotic 

pedagogy and art integration make it possible for students to deconstruct their identities, 

beliefs, and understandings, a safe environment for questioning and discourse had to be 

established. I have always known and believed that we have to be safe in order to learn. 

In a naïve way, I took for granted that in my own teaching, I create such a space. 

However, in the course of the study, I learned that as a visitor and researcher within other 

teachers’ classrooms I had to consciously create a safe space for students to take risks. I 

had to be aware of the teacher actions I employed and keep a painstaking focus on 
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creating a student-centered classroom. In this study, my actions directly impacted 

students’ willingness and desire to engage in the work we were undertaking, as well as 

the resulting data. Examining the data after the conclusion of the study, I realized that 

before I could address the ways in which my research questions had been addressed, I 

needed to acknowledge the manner in which I created a space that was supportive, 

invited risk-taking in learning, and challenged complacency.  

First I allowed time for students to become familiar with me and for me to get to 

know the community of learners in a non-threatening, but challenging art making process 

of visual journal creation. During the journal creation, students’ discomfort with me 

quickly dissipated and they began articulating their artistic vision and knowledge. For 

example, on day two of the journal creation process, Cynthia proudly shared her journal 

cover with me and discussed that she was creating “abstract art” (PI reflective journal, 

9/11/2012). Not only did this time allow us an opportunity to come to the beginnings of a 

mutual understanding, it also created a space for students to begin to see me as a teacher 

with different ways of working and teaching methods than their primary educators.  

Beyond allowing time for us to get to know one another, starting where the 

students were afforded me, like other feminist pedagogues, an opportunity to create a safe 

space for them to find their own paths. In the visual culture unit, it became clear that 

defining visual culture was a challenge and would need to be addressed before students 

could begin to see the multiple lenses of culture. Therefore, we began our investigation 

there—with the students’ visual culture. I used images and aspects of visual culture that I 

had heard them reference so that the more abstract idea of visual culture had the potential 
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to be more easily concretized. In the creation of their subverted advertisements I did not 

criticize their works despite the fact that many students were still reinforcing gender 

stereotypes. Instead, I celebrated the areas in which they were thinking critically, 

supporting one another and demonstrating growth and progress in clarifying their voice. I 

met them where they were and focused on the gains they were making, rather than 

pointing out what we had not yet achieved in our work together.   

 Other aspects of beginning where the students were occurred during the 

ecological art and the Fibonacci units. In the ecological art unit, I did not draw undue 

attention to some students’ lack of knowledge about the construction of coral reefs, the 

function of the World Trade Center, and other gaps in their knowledge bases. Throughout 

our time together there were multiple instances when some students did not share 

foundational knowledge with their peers. In part, our transitory society necessarily 

impacts this, but more importantly this process demonstrates that we do not know what 

we do not know until, in the process of working with others, we discover our lack of 

awareness. I know I am less likely to become defensive in learning new knowledge if I 

am guided gently through that discovery rather than criticized for lack of knowledge that 

someone believes I should already have. I tried to adhere to this philosophy in my work 

with the students. And in the Fibonacci and Art unit, while all students were taught a 

variety of media and encouraged to play and experiment, there was no assumption that all 

students had experience with the media or would gravitate more toward one than another. 

Ultimately, the focus was not on developing tremendous practice with a particular 

technique, but on using technique to communicate their voices. By reiterating to students 



  
 

 
 

242 

that the priority was communicating their ideas and using the media that they felt best 

achieved this goal, students could push themselves to grow artistically at their own pace. 

One major aspect of creating a safe space for our learning was that I did not focus 

on “getting it right.” These students demonstrated numerous times that they had been 

inculcated, through their prior educational experiences, to be aware of a teacher’s 

expectation that students should provide the “correct answer.” One example of this was 

demonstrated in the interviews concluding the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit. 

During his interview, as Arthur described his subverted advertisement, he repeatedly 

asked, “that was what you wanted, right?” or made statements that indicated he worked to 

be correct as in his statement describing the composition of his advertisement. Arthur 

said, “like when you said marketers use a larger image to draw the viewer’s attentions so 

I have used a larger image. That is correct, right?” (interview transcript). In order to 

conceptually reinforce that there was not a single right or wrong answer to the work we 

were doing, I did not focus on their misconceptions or lack of knowledge but instead used 

numerous collaborative strategies to create a space where art became a site for learning 

and exploring ways in which knowledge is produced, not in achieving one correct answer 

that ensures the perfect outcome. For example, in the visual culture unit, the act of 

attempting to define visual culture demonstrated to the students that there are multiple 

definitions. Hank’s comment about the complexity of this process reinforced for students 

that our definitions and beliefs about visual culture are informed by who we are and our 

background experiences, as well as our perceptions. Numerous times throughout the 

study I reviewed and highlighted the multiplicity of answers and ideas we came to 
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through the large group discussion format.  This occurred in all three curricular units 

where a viewer’s reception and background informed the “intended” message. 

My desire for students to find their voices extended to how readily I shared, or did 

not share, my voice or opinions. There were two significant instances of withholding my 

opinion that I believe impacted the ways in which student voice was fostered. Because I 

wanted students to clarify and discover their voices without the influence and subjective 

power of my authority, I was hyper-vigilant about not giving them my opinions or 

beliefs. I also was aware that I could easily shut down the discussion if my views were in 

opposition to theirs. This reticence on my part was a tremendous challenge for students. 

In fact, during the initial stages of the visual culture unit, my reluctance to give students 

my answer resulted in a heated confrontation with Jojo, when he informed me that as the 

teacher, I was supposed to give him the “correct” answer and my refusal to do so 

indicated that I was “not a very good teacher” (PI reflective journal). This exchange was 

so raw that Mrs. James commented upon it in my final interview with her months later. 

She noted that this served as further evidence that students were used to teachers “giving 

them the answers” and that this renewed awareness would impact her future teaching 

relationships with students (CTM notes, 1/3/13). Another opportune moment occurred 

during the deconstruction of the Coke Commercials. As I showed the two commercials, 

I consciously waited for students to bring up or discuss their interpretation of the violence 

in the Troy Polamalu parody commercial. It was Janice sharing her views that prompted a 

lengthy class discussion about violence and how different cultures’ responses to the 

visual can change based on expectations, norms, and values. Had I shared my views and 
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sense of personal displeasure at the violence, my authority as the teacher might have 

shamed or squelched the voices of those numerous students who found humor in the 

commercial.   

 Under the premise of not voicing my opinions, I implemented different 

questioning strategies for eliciting student voice. First of all, I tried to create and pose 

questions for students that were open-ended but had enough guidance and support to keep 

ideas moving. These occurred in both verbal discussions and in the written work we did. 

In the case of the environmental and ecological art exploration, student handouts about 

the various artists began with very broad questions and as the students worked down the 

handout the focus of the questions narrowed. Sometimes these open-ended questioning 

strategies took significant time and required a clear and conscious monitoring of the 

discussion to ensure we did not get too far afield as originally happened in the students’ 

lack of discussion of the World Trade Towers when we were deconstructing the work of 

Agnes Denes. By reiterating or restating the questions I was asking and offering 

supportive questions that moved them from the obvious to the less obvious or the first, 

often surface response, to deeper more engaged thinking, student voice was fostered. In 

all my questioning, I was aware of my power and avoided an authoritative role when I 

did not reveal my thoughts, beliefs or opinions. Despite students initial frustrations at my 

refusal to voice my opinions, I found questioning to be a valuable tool for severing the 

invisible lines of power between teacher and student. 

 Furthermore, I engaged students in critical questioning, as advocated by 

Kincheloe (2004a), that fostered a space for students to seek self-direction and construct 
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their unique identities. Examples of this included the decisions that they were making in 

terms of their installation artworks including Bryan, Brad, and Frank’s dispute about the 

use of water bottles as buoys. In this experience, Frank vehemently wanted to hold onto 

his idea. Bryan and Brad were reluctant to let go of their contrasting idea. This created an 

impasse. I knew that they needed to work together. I also did not want to go in and dictate 

which idea would be used, thereby alienating the other idea and those who posed it. In 

asking them to generate two other ideas for their installation, a space was created for 

them to work together and maintain their authority and power within their collaborative 

working group. This occurred many times within their small groups and was a fruitful 

place for students to clarify their voices and stand up for their perspectives. A second 

example is the case of the young ladies who wanted to create a large, sculptural water 

bottle out of numerous water bottles to make a statement about our water consumption. 

They originally intended to “drink lots of water” (PI reflective journal). I was surprised 

and a bit dismayed that they wanted to create unnecessary waste to comment on waste 

but refrained from stating this, and after a few moments, a group member questioned the 

soundness of this action. Her questions led the group to collect recycled bottles for their 

work—a decision that each commented on with pride at the conclusion of their 

installation. By giving students space to come to their own decisions and solve their 

creative problems, they became empowered critical thinkers. 

 Throughout my teaching of these units, I continually questioned my actions and 

motives. Some of the evidence of this included the ways I adapted and changed 

procedures based on students and teachers needs. Before even meeting with the students, 
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I added multiple choices for visual journal creation. Early in the study, as I was 

confronted with the potential lack of effectiveness of arts integration when moving from 

class to class, I asked the teachers to allow us to shift the procedures in which I would be 

working with them. Additionally, the challenges and concerns that arose around students’ 

being required to raise their hands to participate in discussion and other actions that had 

the potential to reinforce traditional classroom norms and power inequalities prompted a 

continual query on my part. Was I furthering power inequalities? Did my behaviors and 

actions—attempts to change the power structures—create more challenges for the 

students? Even changing the structure of our investigation into the work of environmental 

and ecological artists was done to better support students in their inquiry. In some cases, 

the change occurred not from adding something but rather removing it. In the Fibonacci 

and Art unit, the removal of fractions from the areas to be integrated in the final 

curricular unit alleviated stress on the teacher and me while ensuring the focus on the 

integration remained narrow enough for students. These examples, coupled with the 

numerous daily choices I made in constructing the curricular experiences all indicate the 

importance of teacher actions in creating supportive learning communities. 

 The role of collaboration between myself and the other teachers had a profound 

impact on the classroom climate. This was one of the more significant teacher actions for 

me. While I had anticipated some challenges and rigors associated with collaboration, I 

had not necessarily anticipated the particular ways in which our collaboration would 

impact the study. Anytime people collaborate there are repercussions, however, having 

worked with these teachers, I began our collaborative journey with a set of expectations 
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based on our prior work together. My role as researcher, the teachers’ collaborative 

experiences, working with different content areas and in broken up time chunks 

throughout a period of four months, not to mention the particular cognitive, emotional 

and social needs of the students all impacted our collaboration.  

Throughout the study the realities of collaboration with teachers was both 

challenging and rewarding. There were numerous instances when we had moments of 

sheer joy and pleasure as our work elicited incredible insights—for us and for the 

students. At other times, as can be seen in the narrative, the study demonstrated the kinds 

of challenges that occur when different teaching styles and philosophies interact. The 

teachers and I had different motivations for what we were doing which also impacted our 

perceptions of the collaborative experiences. Student expectations of their teachers, me, 

the act of learning, and the role of educators in that process were also factors that 

impacted the classroom climate. Finally, the role of power was a crucial element in 

establishing an environment of safety, openness and mutuality in terms of our 

collaborative efforts. As a university-associated researcher, and an arts integration 

specialist with significant prior experience, I had to consider my statements and actions 

ensuring that I was investing in a truly reciprocal collaborative relationship, not one in 

which I usurped the power, role, and needs of the classroom educator. All of these factors 

affected the safe environment created and therefore impacted the potential for student 

learning. 

Beyond the above-noted teacher actions that supported the creation of a safe 

learning space, keeping our work together student-centered was of primary importance. 
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While there may have been others, I wish to discuss here four significant ways in which I 

consciously and repeatedly attempted to keep the learning student-centered.  These 

included freedom in art making, freedom in terms of content experimentation, 

incorporation of content that was relevant and interesting to students, and providing 

numerous strategies in which students could interact together. 

Freedom in artmaking is critical to creating a student-centered learning space. It 

was vital that students felt that they, and only they, had the autonomy to make decisions 

in regard to the art they were making. In the visual journal construction, students 

determined which type of journal to construct, the materials and colors used, the imagery 

or lack of imagery present in their covers and the ways in which they would use them. 

For example, when I would ask students to work in their visual journals, they did not 

have to work from front to back in a chronological manner. Many students chose to jump 

around their journals embedding content in a more fluid and self-determined process. 

Additionally, numerous students—despite having four different journal options from 

which to choose—created a multi-type journal. For instance, Eliza’s journal began as a 

“to-and-fro” accordion, transformed into a flag book, and then concluded as a standard 

accordion. The freedom to experiment with media extended to the material choices, site 

locations, and ways in which photography was used to document the collaborative 

environmental/ecological installations. And of course, in the Fibonacci-inspired artwork 

creation, after students played with and learned new media techniques to use, they had 

complete autonomy over which media they would ultimately use to create their 

compositions.  
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Experimentation with content was another area that I consciously chose to embed 

as a place to foster student-centered curricula. In the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies 

unit student selected the product or brand and logo that they wished to subvert. This was 

completely open-ended: as students would ask, “Can I use…” or “Can I create my ad 

about…” the answer was always “Yes!” In the Power of Persuasion unit students self-

selected their persuasive messages and the content with which they wanted to 

communicate those messages. This freedom meant that not a single student struggled to 

generate an idea. I stood amidst the cacophony of the students and celebrated their clear 

interest in the task. They immediately got to work answering questions I had posed to 

guide their process, engaging and arguing with each other, and designing their 

installations. While some groups had trouble determining which ideas to use or how to 

incorporate multiple ideas, they did not lack for ideas.  In the Fibonacci and Art unit, 

students, having spent the majority of the semester examining and exploring the Ron 

Clark “Excellent 11,” willingly engaged in using one of the character traits as the basis 

for their artwork. The challenge for most students came, however, when determining how 

best to visually demonstrate the qualities and nuances of that character trait. In this case, 

my refusal to give examples was frustrating for students, yet it opened a space for them to 

challenge themselves to design and determine the visual text that would best 

communicate their understanding of the characteristic, not mine. In this way, the freedom 

to experiment with content not only kept the curricula student-centered but empowered 

students to see themselves as generators of visual symbols, text, and imagery. 
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By incorporating what I believed to be interesting and relevant content to the 

students, I also kept the moments when I was transmitting knowledge, lecturing or 

providing background information on a particular topic student-centered.  For example, 

we deconstructed ads about products with which everyone was intimately familiar 

(McDonald’s™ and Coke™) or that focused on celebrities, products and recreational 

aspects of their world with which they were familiar (Paul Walker, football and Troy 

Polamolu). In the Power of Persuasion unit, despite having only one handout at each 

table, students were committed to investigating the ecological and environmental artists 

that were new to them because they were interested in the issues on which the artists were 

commenting. Furthermore, inviting students’ own experiences and research in terms of 

ecological and environmental issues also created a site for us to deconstruct content that 

was meaningful to them. Students self-selected research topics also factored into the 

kinds of persuasive messages and ideas they wanted to share with their viewing public. 

Their development of artwork that commented on and invited their interpretations and 

potential solutions to the environmental and ecological problems facing our society was 

rich and exciting. There were virtually no student disengagement or behavior issues that 

arose during our work together in the second curricular unit because they were interested 

in what they were doing. Finally, the students’ creation of visual symbols, both 

representational and abstract, that communicated a non-literal qualitative idea in the 

Fibonacci-inspired artwork allowed students to find personal significance and relevance 

in one of the Ron Clark “Excellent 11.” Through that process, the students’ 

internalization of that character trait was forever transformed. 
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 Using social interaction was a key to creating a student-centered site for learning. 

There were numerous opportunities for students to work together, to “chit-chat,” and to 

argue, opportunities that provided space for students to make sense of newly acquired 

knowledge and knowledge transformed by the incorporation of someone else’s 

perspective. These changes took place on students’ own terms, rather than the teacher’s. 

Students commented orally and in writing how much they appreciated the freedom within 

the units to select their group members, to work with friends, and to collaborate together.  

Not only did they comment on this favorably, but numerous students informed me that 

the work they did was “the best ever” (PI reflective journal).  

Moving the classroom experiences beyond traditional transmission models 

fostered social interaction. In the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit, the 

incorporation of multi-media was exciting for the students. Seeing the commercials and 

then working in table groups to deconstruct the commercials allowed students to process 

the information in multiple ways that supported their diverse learning needs. Moving 

class outside in the Power of Persuasion unit was thrilling for the students and they 

expressed this through their words and actions. For example, during the construction 

phase of the installation one group of students I was with was approached by some of 

their peers who were at lunch. The students not in our class inquired what was going on. 

Eleanor excitedly noted, “We are in class. We are creating an installation art piece.” To 

this, the students at lunch commented, “We never get to do anything fun like that.” 

Eleanor, now joined by April, Veronica, and Greg began explaining what they were 

doing in Language Arts class and how they felt about it. The language arts teacher and 



  
 

 
 

252 

other adult volunteers helping that day reported that this kind of exchange occurred with 

most groups as they moved about the school site. And, of course, also fundamental to 

creating a student-centered classroom was using the studio format in the Fibonacci and 

Art unit where students were encouraged students to move freely around the room, 

accessing the materials or space they needed to create. Students joined their peers and 

friends as they worked. They moved around soliciting advice and feedback from each 

other, they shared verbally what was frustrating or challenging, they provided support 

and guidance to each other in using the tools and techniques, and they applauded and 

celebrated each other’s gains and creative moments of discovery.  

Establishing an open, safe environment in which students communicated with one 

another, questions could be asked and answered, voices could be lifted, and risk-taking 

was supported through guidance and scaffolding were all necessary factors in creating a 

vibrant, learning community in which the research questions could begin to be explored. 

In the following sections, I individually consider how the outcomes of the study shed 

light on the research questions addressed in the study. 

Deconstruction Can Lead to Understanding 

One of the primary research questions I hoped to address was: How would using 

semiotic pedagogy and art integration in the exploration of visual culture create a safe 

space where students could take risks to deconstruct their identities, beliefs, and 

understandings of others and their world? Semiotic pedagogy and art integration were the 

tools and supports used to foster student engagement with and exploration of visual 

culture. Throughout the study, the more students engaged with signs, the more they 
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experienced them and the more their knowledge shifted. As meanings shifted they were 

clarified, discarded or reinforced. Student engagement with signs occurred through three 

primary modes—discourse, contextualization of knowledge and art making. I examine 

each separately here, noting specific instances that illuminate the ways in which semiotic 

pedagogy and art integration served as the site for student engagement to occur in 

response to this research question. 

Discourse—Verbal and Written 

 The primary mode of instruction and way in which I related to the students, 

students related to each other, and we all related to the content of instruction was through 

verbal discourse. This occurred through large classroom discussions, table group 

experiences, pair sharing, and even some discussions across tables and groups. 

Arguments between and among students were common. I did little to dissuade arguing—

much to the chagrin of those who found it offensive—because I perceived it as simply 

another way for students to clarify and articulate their understandings. As students 

argued, disagreed, voiced their differing views, and listened to one another, meanings 

shifted. For example, in the very beginning of the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies 

unit when Hank’s group was determining if shopping malls were a part of visual culture, 

their argument forced each group member to communicate his thinking and through 

verbal discourse, to defend and support his ideas with evidence. While it was challenging, 

at the end of the discussion, each student not only had a clearer, better articulated 

definition of visual culture that made sense to him, but they all had insight and 

perspective into the different way their peers saw visual culture. This is one outcome of 
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relevant and engaging education—students taking risks and in that process, learning 

about and from each other. 

 As noted, verbal discourse (prompted through questioning practices) was the 

cornerstone of the semiotic strategies in which I engaged. Numerous examples could be 

highlighted that demonstrate the role of verbal discourse in creating a space for students 

to take risks and to begin deconstructing how they know what they know; here I highlight 

only two examples. In the Power of Persuasion unit, when examining the work of Nele 

Azevedo, students engaged in verbal discourse around the topic of global climate change. 

Their lack of shared awareness about global climate change, the factors that support 

climate change, the results of climate change, and the ways in which it impacts various 

biomes was clear. Some students believed they understood but the act of verbally sharing 

that knowledge demonstrated to them the gaps in their understanding. For example, when 

Caleb noted that the artist had used ice because it would melt, he suggested that this was 

because the polar “ice caps melt and cause the seas to flood which overflows, killing 

humans” (PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012). This prompted a very heated debate in 

which Laurence and Jojo shared their knowledge of climate change. Jojo suggested that 

climate change occurs because “we drive our cars too much which damages the ozone 

and makes it even hotter which means that the polar ice caps are melting.”  To this, 

Laurence noted that “even if the polar ice caps completely melted, the sea level would 

stay the same because frozen water is larger and takes up more space than liquid water” 

(PI reflective journal, 11/29/2012). As these students discussed their views, other students 

joined in, noting what they had heard about climate change from other teachers and their 
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parents, on television, and in movies. This kind of discussion helped students begin to see 

the gaps in their knowledge about climate change in a subtle and safe way. As the teacher 

I was not singling out a student’s misconceptions or shaming them publicly for a lack of 

knowledge. Additionally, as students learned from their peers, they began to become 

aware of what they knew, how they had come to that knowledge, and the ways in which 

their visual culture informs acquisition of knowledge. 

A little later, in discussing the work of the Institute for Figuring, a similar 

discussion ensued regarding coral reefs. Few students understood the scientific way in 

which coral reefs are produced; when one student articulated this, it challenged the 

prevailing notion that the artists should have used something sturdier (like metal) to 

create their reef rather than fiber. After hearing the coral reef growth process, students 

came to a general consensus that the use of fiber by the artists was a “good” media choice 

because it was tenuous, delicate like a reef, and could be destroyed more easily than 

metal. As these two exchanges demonstrate, the process of discourse allowed students to 

become active constructors of their learning experiences. Semiotic pedagogy rejects the 

idea that there is a correct form of knowledge that teachers should be transmitting to the 

passive-receiver students (Cunningham & Smith-Shank, 1990) for an understanding there 

are possibilities for unlimited meanings to be made. 

 Sharing images from visual culture and the artwork of others and deconstructing 

the meanings within the artwork support semiotic pedagogy. Rather than hoping that 

students would make connections and focus on particular aspects of visual culture, I 

systematically guided the students to an awareness or discussion of the ways in which 
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visual culture informs, codifies, and challenges meaning. For instance, focusing on the 

way artists and marketers select particular colors, font sizes, locations, and imagery 

within advertisements for their communicative power highlighted for students the 

powerful role visual culture plays in selling products. Similarly, artists select particular 

media, forms, shapes, lines, and subject matter to convey content, meaning, and their 

messages. In both the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit and the Power of 

Persuasion unit, examining and deconstructing artwork served as a site for semiotic 

pedagogy. Semiotics, the study of signs and symbols in culture, provides a likely support 

for art integration because semiotics explores the way we question, interpret and make 

meaning from and with the signs and symbols in culture. As we engage with and 

experience signs the nature of meanings change (Chandler, 2007; Rose, 2001; Smith-

Shank, 2004) and the more our knowledge shifts. Having an opportunity to examine 

works of art, talk about them and discuss the shifting meanings associated with those 

signs empowers students. It supports them as they examine the meanings of the signs; 

furthermore, doing so within the context of the social conditions in which signs are 

created and received fosters critical thinking. 

Writing is not a new or necessarily revolutionary tool; however it can open up a 

space for students to engage with signs and reflect on meanings they associate with 

symbols (both written and visual) while offering teachers insight and awareness into 

students’ process. In the study, students engaged in written discourse individually in their 

journals, as pairs, and in their table groups. Their journals, while primarily intended to be 

visual, became a site for students to articulate their thoughts before sharing them with 
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others. For example, after examining the work of Andy Goldsworthy at their table 

groups, students individually wrote about what they saw as the connection between his 

materials and his meanings. Eliza wrote, “I think the artist was purposely putting blank 

spots [in the work] to show that the earth is breaking apart and there is little nature left.” 

Further, after seeing the video excerpt from the Rivers and Tides film, students 

individually engaged in writing persuasive letters to the University Art Museum noting 

their understanding of Goldsworthy’s work, why it should be displayed there, and the 

potential impact on the region should Goldsworthy come and create an installation 

artwork connected to the Sonoran Desert region. At the conclusion of the Power of 

Persuasion unit, students reflected in small groups on their role as activist artists, noting 

the impact this experience had on their beliefs. Following this discussion, students 

engaged in individual responses that chronicled their experiences as activist artists, the 

success of communicating and persuading their viewers, as well as the collaborative act 

of making art. Charissa noted, “Neli Azevedo showed me how we damage the 

environment, just like we tried to do [i.e., to show others in our artwork].” Her group 

member, Cynthia noted, “I applied Neli Azevedo’s melting ice sculpture. It shows a 

problem with Global Warming [sic]. I used her incorporating problems in the Butterfly 

installation with picking flowers.” The opportunity to reflect in writing provided students 

with another forum in which to clarify their voices and to discover the ways in which 

their process had been informed or transformed by their new knowledge and their actions.  
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Contextualization of Knowledge 

 As students engaged in looking at, talking about and critically examining 

imagery, they created spaces to understand cultural practices as constructs of ideology, 

power, and knowledge production. Students were provided four distinct ways to 

contextualize their knowledge. They were offered visual tools, supported in expanding 

their knowledge base, encouraged to consider the ways in which changes within culture 

occur, and challenged to explore the role of the artist in reinforcing, commenting upon or 

inciting change.  

 Using visual tools to categorize, classify, and help contextualize knowledge 

construction occurred in the study. In the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit, 

students examined advertisements and used the visual elements and principles of design 

as guiding criteria for their discussions. Looking closely and determining how artists and 

designers use these tools gave students insight into the ways in which the visual image is 

constructed to inform or persuade viewers. For instance, when students examined the 

various advertisements for McDonald’s food, they quickly noted the value of using color 

as a connecting visual that moved the viewer’s attention from image to text to image in 

an advertisement. In turn, students used this knowledge in the creation of their own 

advertisements at the end of the unit. Further, creating charts that examined gender roles 

in advertisements afforded a chance for students to begin to isolate the ways in which 

they see women and men depicted; building on these depictions, students began to 

analyze the implications of the roles men and women are inculcated to take on through 
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advertising. In examining the student’s artwork and their subverted advertisements, 

students attempted to comment on gender roles, albeit the results were often superficial. 

In the Power of Persuasion unit, looking at print and video artwork by 

environmental and ecological artists helped contextualize students’ knowledge of social 

science and economics (including the role of the World Trade Center as a symbol of 

economic power), environmental science (including issues of water pollution and global 

climate change), health and human welfare (including food production practices and crop 

distribution), and animal rights.  Engaging in the act of looking at artwork and trying to 

understand it – from their own prior knowledge base, as informed by their peers’ 

knowledge, and as informed by the didactic text accompanying the images – students’ 

understanding was enlarged. 

 In the Fibonacci and Art unit students engaged in examining and articulating the 

ways in which they saw the Golden Rectangle represented in artwork across time. This 

act of looking carefully, while perhaps obvious, fostered an opportunity for students to 

apply their new knowledge to a different context and in that process see that learning is 

not necessarily compartmentalized but overlaps. In this unit, and in the others, students 

began with a narrow focus. By this I mean that when learning about culture, before I 

began the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit, the majority of their investigations, 

talk, and research about culture led them to focus on the various ways in which religion is 

manifest or a marker of culture. They were, according to their teacher, unable to see the 

multidimensionality of culture and that being an American had many interpretations, 

definitions and constructs. Using the challenge of defining visual culture allowed them to 
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begin to contextualize the enormity of the category “culture” and reframe that abstract 

concept into the beginnings of concrete understandings.  

 Additionally, examining the ways in which visual culture is changed by and 

informed by society, economics, politics and other societal factors led students to a 

greater contextualization of knowledge. For example, taking time to have students 

compare and contrast changes in culture over time that were demonstrated visually 

through the Coke™ commercials created a space for discussion about the ways students 

saw social structures, economics, and marketing impacting the world. The changes 

students noted between the two commercials--in terms of fashion, awareness of the role 

of sound within marketing, the power of brand managers to control the public perception 

of a product, and the use of public figures to incite product loyalty—created another 

semiotic layer through which students could make sense of the commercial, specifically, 

and visual culture, generally. This contextualization of knowledge was also present in the 

Fibonacci and Art unit as students discussed the historical artworks they were shown. 

They were able to note and categorize the influences of math on art and art on math 

throughout the Renaissance. This knowledge supported them in using and abstracting 

mathematical concepts within their own artwork.  

 Finally, offering students a space to examine the role of artists in commenting on 

our world, or to explore the way artists challenge our practices and invite us to become 

agents of change created another place where content learning could be bridged. For 

example, when Hank noted that Chris Jordan was “acknowledging and disputing,” he was 

supporting his understanding of the visual with two terms he had learned in language arts 
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class and that he associated with persuasive writing. This application of language and 

meaning to looking at artwork reinforced how the visual is a text and that learning is 

interwoven and intertwined through various ways of making meaning. 

Artmaking 

 Artmaking served as a site for students to take what they had learned and begin to 

own it, to transform it into their own voice. In the Visual Culture and Cultural Studies 

unit, students first drew advertisements for products with which they identified. As they 

created their sketches, they were using techniques they had seen used by marketers, tools 

such as enlarging the figure to fill the picture plane, using bold and large font in the text, 

catching the reader’s attention with words like “free,” “sale,” or “new and improved.” 

When they began subverting these sketches into their completed advertisements, their 

focus was on visually communicating ideas versus making “beautiful” images. Many 

were diligent in editing and revising their ideas to get to a point of subverting the 

meanings typically associated with the brand or product. However, for most of these 

students, as they were attempting to subvert one aspect of meaning, they reinforced 

others. For example, in Noreen’s subverted ad for the new Ipod™, she did not comment 

on gender roles or the ubiquitous nature of the Ipod™ in our society. Rather she created 

an advertisement that sells a newer version of the electronic device in a visually 

stimulating way. When Robert created his advertisement for Monster Energy™ he made 

it a product specifically designed for women by switching the person in the advertisement 

from that of a male to a female.  However, he did not change the imagery to comment on 

the title “monster” or to play with the words in the title to connect the idea of “monster” 
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energy drinks being used by people who are doing too much to keep up their energy and 

stamina. Most students, like Robert and Jacqueline, changed the person depicted from 

male to female or vice versa but did not consider the ways in which their attempts at 

subversion were reinforcing ideas of power within and among gender roles. Their 

artworks demonstrate the deeply embedded nature of the visual culture messages we 

carry and the depth of the challenge in subverting them. While it would be possible to 

begin to challenge these notions were a teacher to return to this theme throughout the 

school year, in the case of this study, the limitation of having only one lesson focus on 

gender was evident. 

While students struggled to subvert the advertisements and to do so in a way that 

challenged stereotype and gender, they did not encounter these challenges to the same 

degree when making their environmental and ecological art works. In fact, for many, 

incorporating their visual culture and their new-found awareness of the ways in which 

visual culture informs us were demonstrated in the installations they created. This 

awareness was confirmed by how they used the visual as a semiotic tool and vehicle for 

communication. For example, in composing and designing their installations, many 

student groups incorporated what they had seen in the visual culture unit. One group 

knew that to create a larger water bottle sculpture that used multiple bottles would better 

comment on the issue of water conservation than just using one bottle. Some students 

created public service announcements or commercials and used popular, engaging music 

seen on television or in MTV videos, and still others highlighted the influence of other 

artists’ work on their installations. Joseph and Sam were very clear that they wanted to 
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create an installation in the style of Andy Goldsworthy and made choices that referenced 

what they knew about his work.  

The students, in their use of the visual elements, compositional choices, and 

principles of design that they had seen in the work of the Renaissance artists, again did 

not struggle as they had in the visual culture unit. In fact, students in their Fibonacci-

inspired artworks repeatedly and successfully used symbols, colors, lines, and form to 

communicate their visual interpretations of the character trait that they had chosen as 

reference. The fact that students struggled in challenging gender roles but not in creating 

installations that commented on environmental issues or abstractly representing character 

traits through an artwork merits reflection. Certainly it is possible that students struggled 

less with the environmental art unit because we, as a culture, have become very focused 

on the environment. Students may have more comfort with and greater prior knowledge 

of the issues surrounding environmental and ecological art than of the ways in which 

gender roles are inscribed and reinforced through visual culture. Additionally, students’ 

comfort level with art concepts and tools (including the visual elements and principles of 

design) may reflect the focus in art education classes. Their challenge to critically 

examine and confront stereotypes and gender indicates, perhaps, that within art education 

we are not giving these skills enough of a curricular focus. We need to invest in this 

quality of art education: one that supports students in not just deconstructing visual 

culture through talking, analyzing, and interpreting, but art education that ultimately 

encourages and celebrates students’ reconstruction of visual culture as a means of 

honoring their perspectives and voices. 
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Valuing Voice 

My second research question focused on the ways in which examination of visual 

culture through art integration strategies and pedagogies might foster or create a space for 

middle school students to begin articulating their voices. As a result of this study it is 

clear that for students to find voice, there should be an environment of empowerment that 

is participatory, inclusive and framed by critical thinking (Williams-Boyd, 2004). Art 

integration not only supports voice and critical thinking, but also by virtue of removing 

boundaries between content areas, art integration focuses students on collaboration and 

engaged learning that requires that they articulate their voices. Students in this study 

demonstrated very distinct ways that art integration supported the valuing of voice. These 

include coming to their own answers, removing the boundaries between content areas, 

fostering empathy awareness, and creating a collaborative environment in which critical 

thinking and multiple answers are valued and desired. 

Coming to Answers 

 Opportunities were created throughout the study for students to arrive at, 

discover, and celebrate their own answers. Not only did this process empower the 

students, but it gave teachers insight into students’ thinking processes and created a rich 

space for dialogue. As students were deconstructing advertisements and the commercials 

in large group discussions, they were sharing their own ideas. In that process, they 

clarified their thinking and began “owning” their voices. As they argued and listened to 

each other in discussing the environmental and ecological artists’ work, they were forced 

to come to their own conclusions, which empowered them to know that given time and 
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space, they can solve their problems. For example, one group of students was very 

frustrated at their attempts to determine which was the correct orientation of one of Andy 

Goldsworthy’s images. They wanted me to tell them which was the top and which was 

the bottom of the image. My refusal to do so and my encouragement that they could 

determine this forced them to use their store of past experiences, critical thinking tools, 

and each other to come to a conclusion. They looked at the image, turned it multiple 

ways, discussed their knowledge of gravity, and looked carefully for evidence in the 

image that might lead them to a conclusion. As they articulated their thinking and the 

evidence in the image that supported their inferences, they were excited and empowered. 

Having done the work themselves, their pride in the process was clear to the class as they 

shared their beliefs and supported those beliefs with direct links to the visual text. This 

information also came into play later as students were creating their installations. They 

were far more critical of their choices because they were thinking not just about how the 

work looked to them, but how a viewer might interpret their work. 

 Interpretation of work based on background knowledge helped students clarify 

their voices and supported them in seeing that voice is informed by experiences and the 

visual culture to which we are exposed. In looking at one Goldsworthy work, to one 

group feathers symbolized a metaphorical path, while to another group the space between 

the feathers was a metaphor for the interstices of life. For still another group, the fact that 

the artist had the feathers touching each other was interpreted as a visual manifestation of 

the way we are connected to each other. Each group was looking at and interpreting the 

exact same image but their visual culture, lived experiences, and personal connections 
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informed how they saw Goldsworthy’s work and the way they voiced the meanings that 

this particular work carried for them. In examining the work of Denes, Easterson, and 

Jordan, student discourse demonstrated their prior knowledge and the various ways such 

prior knowledge impacted meaning making. For example, the work of Sam Easterson 

brought up dialogue about food production. As one student commented on the value of 

hunting for food, another related that he raised pet chickens and would never hunt. This 

created a mild uproar of comments that focused on the need for meat as protein in human 

diets, the advantages and disadvantages of killing animals for consumption, the 

perspective of animals and their emotions, and of course, the desire for some to eat meat 

regardless of their feelings for animals. In this discussion, many students were clarifying 

their own thinking and their subsequent behavior.  

Some students refrained from actively engaging in the discussion. For them, 

having an opportunity to write provided them the necessary time and cognitive space to 

clarify their thoughts and come to realize the power that their voices and their insights 

have in who they become and how they act. In education, we encourage students to listen 

to teachers, to read from and even, at times, memorize textbooks, and to examine the 

work of “authority figures.” Students need to know that their words and verbal 

expressions are valued. Recognizing student voice as having some authority creates a 

space for students to find deeper relevance for their own knowledge. It also offers an 

opportunity for teachers and students to critically reflect on student voice and different 

student learning processes. For example, in the Fibonacci-inspired artworks, some 

students responded to the materials and the work they created in a fluid manner. Others, 



  
 

 
 

267 

like Alex, planned and sketched out ideas and held very carefully to that plan in the final 

work. Still others, like Shaun, responded conceptually to the “Excellent 11” and created 

visual representations of the characters while developing his own symbol system. The 

process of making art celebrated students’ divergent learning and creative paths while 

further supporting them in articulating their voice and perspective. Students 

acknowledged that the discussions were interesting and they learned a lot, but far and 

away, the comment most often made was that making art was “fun,” “interesting,” and 

“cool to say what I wanted to say.” 

Crossing Boundaries 

 Removing boundaries between content areas helps students find voice and 

articulate the interconnectedness of their worlds while developing agency. Since visual 

culture images often refer to each other, encouraging students to study visual culture 

supports them in developing an awareness of the ways in which content is intertwined 

and not compartmentalized. When Mrs. James approached me about finding ways to help 

integrate culture and visual culture, her major concern was the limited field of vision 

through which the students were looking. As mentioned above, the students’ focus had 

been primarily on religion and the material culture artifacts associated with religion. Art 

integration became a tool to help students discriminate between things and see the ways 

in which ideas and beliefs overlap or are carried through visual images. For example, 

when students began to realize that visual culture was an enormous category, they 

acknowledged that culture, education, science, and other areas of knowing are large as 

well. Gaining this awareness moved students from the unexamined acceptance of a 
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shared understanding of visual culture to one in which we share aspects and parts but do 

not necessarily interpret or understand a visual image in the same way as the person next 

to us.  

Using environmental and ecological artists as a springboard for an investigation 

into social justice issues, roles and actions through which artists persuade and act as 

activist’s empowered students to further formulate their voices. When looking at the 

work of Chris Jordan, students began to see that our personal and often perceived local 

actions have global impact—that our roles within a larger society affect people, animals, 

and the environment in ways we do not always know or cannot always anticipate. As they 

saw the truly interconnected nature of global humanity evidenced through the death and 

decay of the albatross, they translated this to the conversations in which they engaged 

about their own activist artwork.  

Empathy Awareness in Action 

Empathy, the act of being able to understand another person’s position and see 

into their experience, can be fostered. By beginning with an awareness of other living 

beings like animals and those who are voiceless, empathy has the potential to be 

transferred to peers and self. In the process of developing empathy awareness, individuals 

clarify their own voices. Empathy, at the crux of recognizing diversity and developing an 

awareness of the ways in which we share human experiences, encourages us space to see 

the person next to us as more like than unlike us. 

In the process of deconstructing artworks in the study, social empathy awareness 

seemed to occur more with animals than with people. Students’ ability to emote and 
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connect to the dead baby albatrosses in Chris Jordan’s work was almost unanimously 

expressed through their comments of concern for the loss of life and their articulation of 

the challenges that human actions have on these flightless birds. This connection to 

animals was further evidenced in the creation of the “Pollyhouse,” where the student 

artists hoped to encourage humans to consider how we are encroaching on animal 

habitats in our local environment. However, interestingly, issues raised in Agnes Denes’ 

work about food insecurity appeared less impactful to the students as there were far fewer 

comments (almost none) and the comments that were expressed showed more concern 

with the logistical nature of her work (how it was created, where it was located, what she 

did with the machinery she used to plow the field, etc). The same was true with the 

artwork of Nele Azevedo in which she examined global climate change. In this piece, the 

vision of human-like ice sculptures melting on the steps of a building had little emotional 

impact on the students, despite the fact that the implications of climate change are quite 

severe and these students will be among those most likely to have to deal in the future 

with the repercussions of our current actions.  

The students’ apparent ability to connect empathetically to animals with greater 

ease than humans is very interesting. I have ruminated on this finding and still have not 

come to a definitive conclusion. There are, however, signals the students gave in our 

work together that might serve as indicators for this outcome. These signals include the 

language students used about animals and the vulnerability of the subject matter (i.e., the 

animals) in the artwork. When students were presenting and sharing the work of Chris 

Jordan and Sam Easterson, the language they used was heavily laden with emotion. For 
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example, students, when talking about the baby albatrosses used the words “sad,” 

“dangerous,” “wicked,” “unkind,” and “poor babies.” When discussing the cameras 

mounted on the animals in Easterson’s work they noted, “the cameras are cool,” “we 

should know what animals experience,” and “what a neat idea to help us see what they 

[animals] see.” Yet when students presented the work of Nele Azevedo or Fritz Haeg, 

their language, less emotional and more reserved, included words such as “people should 

not drive as much [in reference to global climate change],” “getting groceries from your 

backyard and not the store saves you money [in reference to Fritz Haeg’s Edible 

Landscapes”], and “What’s the big deal…my mom just goes to the store and it takes less 

time” than growing one’s own food[also in reference to Haeg’s work] (PI reflective 

journal).  

When discussing the work of Chris Jordan and Sam Easterson students repeatedly 

noted that animals could not speak for themselves. The vulnerability of the subject of the 

artwork seems to have some bearing on the students’ empathy for the animal. Perhaps 

because the albatross on Midway, and the ducks, wolves, and cows in Easterson’s 

photographs cannot articulate their needs, responses, and outrage at what humans inflict 

on them, the students felt a responsibility to do so for the animals. Students did not 

articulate any vulnerability in food production, global climate change, or water resources 

(other than water pollution that impacted animals) yet interestingly, when discussing the 

work of Grant Manier, the autistic artist whose subject matter is generally associated with 

environmental issues, the students were quick to note that his artwork was cool because 

he “had to tear the paper” and “couldn’t control his need to tear” and therefore his 
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artwork “should be seen as more valuable because it took him more effort than planting a 

garden” (PI reflective journal). It is possible that students perception of his disability 

made him more vulnerable in their eyes (like the animals) and therefore they were less 

critical of his work than they had been of Haeg’s or Denes’.  

Another way that the data supports evidence of fostering empathy awareness 

during the study was in the ways in which students acted toward one another. There were 

empathetic expressions shown to others which were not anecdotal, but rather, a result of a 

concerted effort on my part to create a safe space for voice and, in that process, for 

students to hear each other. The response of Julia and Charissa to Cheyenne (discussed in 

chapter five) during the installation of their artwork indicates this growth. For some 

students, the influence of empathy came not through their reaching out to others but 

through the “owning” of their own voices and seeing their potential roles as contributors 

and peers. Connor spent the majority of his time during the Visual Culture and Cultural 

Studies unit refusing to work. When he did work, it was generally to disrupt others 

around him. As time passed and our class focus continued to be on each other, 

celebrating voice, and honoring difference, Connor changed. During the Power of 

Persuasion unit, rather than dictating the group interactions as he had done early in the 

Visual Culture and Cultural Studies unit, he became a leader that invited others’ ideas in 

their installation process. The Public Service Announcement that this group created 

appeared, at least from the outside, to be a true collaboration wherein each member 

listened to and respected each other. 
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In other groups, empathy was communicated via patience--patience with another 

group member’s process despite it being very different than one’s own process. One 

young man in the group of activist artists commenting on pollution and the effects of 

pollution on flowers was a prime example of this. During the installation process, as two 

group members argued back and forth both unwilling to let go of their vision, the third 

group member stayed calm and tried to support each young man in seeing the other’s 

perspective. Ultimately, his patience was the glue that held the collaboration together.  

Students demonstrated their growing empathy awareness through written critical 

reflection also. At the end of the Power of Persuasion unit, students were asked to reflect 

in writing on what it was like to be an activist artist, the way their process had been 

informed by the artwork they had seen, and what had been challenging or especially 

enjoyable about their collaborations. Students indicated that one of the most enjoyable 

aspects of working together was being with their friends. This same aspect was also 

reported to be the most difficult for many students as it required more listening and 

patience than they had anticipated. The awareness of the value of empathy was 

communicated not just in these reflective comments but in the students’ actions and 

interactions with each other. Their answers to the reflective questions I posed 

demonstrated their development of empathy for their environment and each other—in 

engaging in teamwork, listening to one another, and being flexible throughout the 

process. They also demonstrated empathy with themselves and how challenging the 

process had been for them as students and artists. One student even discussed how she 

had limited herself by “not allow[ing herself] to have fun” (PI reflective journal) and 
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offered an empathetic, less critical response for herself in future situations when she was 

uncomfortable. Students’ demonstration of empathy extended beyond themselves and 

their peers to taking action on behalf of their community as a whole. Not only did one 

group create a PSA about cleaning up after oneself, but following the Power of 

Persuasion unit, a group of students involved in the study went to the Parent Teacher 

Student Association to advocate for and secure bimonthly community clean-up days as 

the janitor “had too much to do on his own” (PI reflective journal). 

Collaboration Contributes to Voice 

Art integration and critical thinking both require learner participation. When 

people discuss the role of collaboration in art integration, they are typically referring to 

collaboration between and among teachers of different content or subject areas. This 

study indicates that collaboration, while valuable for teachers, is also an important tool 

for students that support them in clarifying voice. As students collaboratively worked at 

their table groups attempting to define visual culture, they supported their beliefs and 

ideas. Using textual evidence and inference in the Coke™ commercials, comparison and 

contrast of the commercials, and then gender categorization of the print ads, students 

clarified personal meaning and voice through the art integration process. 

Furthermore, as students crafted and created both individual and group 

installation artworks, they clarified their intended meanings to ensure that they were 

communicating those with others. In the creation of their advertisements (as discussed in 

chapter four), clarification of meaning took the form of conversations about the artworks 

and the ways in which the visual imagery in the advertisement imparted meanings and 
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ideas. In the installation process, for some this elucidation of meaning came in the design 

phase, as in the case of the water bottle installation sculpture where the student artists 

collected used water bottles instead of drinking lots of water; for others, the clarification 

of meaning came as they were photographing their installation and in the process of 

looking through the camera lens, realized that changes were necessary to more accurately 

communicate their message.  

Clearly, the students embraced efforts to communicate meanings but a primary 

contributing factor to supporting collaboration as a means to value voice was fostered by 

the space that I strove to create in which every voice was acknowledged and welcomed. 

When students comments about McDonald’s use of a pink filler for their hamburgers 

could have easily been admonished, I did not correct this seemingly tangential comment 

knowing that it could lead to, and in fact did lead to, a clarification of voice for that 

student and others. Like art integration, educational structures and strategies that support 

collaboration contribute to students valuing their voices and those of others. Moving 

beyond collaboration, a safe space to disagree, argue, challenge, and discover ideas must 

be nurtured for the educational structures and strategies to be their most successful and 

for students to come into their “own  

Critical Thinking Connects Learning 

 In the introductory chapter to this dissertation, I acknowledged the ways in which 

my limited experiences as a new teacher had previously impacted my views about 

curriculum. My experience supports that there is no one set of skills that can equip all 

students for the complex world in which they live, nor can any one curriculum or set of 
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teaching strategies that meets the needs of and supports all learners. However, art 

integration is a flexible teaching approach that uses multiple critical thinking strategies 

and various avenues of entry. Through pulling together seemingly divergent content 

areas, art integration reaches and connects with learners. In this study, I not only started 

where the students were but I repeatedly asked them to engage in the same type of 

learning task that supported and developed critical thinking in various scaffolded ways. 

For example, students determined evidence and inferences orally in analyzing 

advertisements, in writing about the Coke™ commercials, in examining and 

deconstructing the artworks of various environmental and ecological artists, in surveying 

the use of the Golden Rectangle throughout art history, and in interpreting their teacher’s 

artwork example of the Ron Clark “Excellent 11” characteristic balance. When students 

looked at images, they began by first analyzing them individually in their journals; 

following this they classified the images at their tables, and then, working as a whole 

class, they drew interpretations from their findings. I used various questioning prompts 

that fostered thinking and discourse, reinforcing that multiple answers exist to most of the 

challenging questions we encounter in life. I created opportunities like the visual culture 

handout, where students could disagree with concepts and questions, rather than with 

each other. When examining the artworks, students could disagree or challenge the artists 

(and by extension each other) in a removed, less threatening way than if they were 

critiquing or commenting on a peer’s artwork where personal feelings might come into 

play. Connecting the learning opportunities in the study to occasions to think critically 
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allowed students to develop their voices, to value the opinions and ideas of each other, 

and to broaden the often narrow perspective from which they approached their learning.  

We all want to be heard. We all want to be, as Theodore Zeldin notes, 

“acknowledged” (cited in Gabbay, 2012, n.p.). Teachers have an opportunity to 

demonstrate respect for the developing perspectives of students by valuing and ensuring 

space for them to share with each other while refining their voices within their 

educational communities. An important function of education is to support students in 

figuring out who we are in the world in which we live, determining what we want to say, 

and how we want to say it. Education is about empowering our learners; empowerment 

necessitates a space for voice. 

Using Visual Culture in Art Integration 

The third research question addressed in the dissertation research examined the 

ways in which teachers, trained in disciplines other than art, could use visual culture as an 

integrated curricular focus. I have to begin by acknowledging that of all the research 

questions, this one seemed to be the hardest to address and the one with the least concrete 

evidence supported by the data. At first I thought that none of the data supported any 

response to this question. As I reread my notes and spent time mulling over the data, I 

realized that the teachers were using visual culture (in various ways and without labeling 

it that) so that perhaps my research question should have been “How can art educators 

help teachers, trained in disciplines other than art, see how they already use visual culture 

as an integrated curricular focus, and support them to become more comfortable with that 

use?” What is addressed through the data is that teachers’ comfort level and willingness 
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to overtly and directly integrate visual culture increased when they felt supported and 

empowered in their own learning process. 

The Presence of Visual Culture  

 Because visual culture is ever-present in our daily lives, the teachers participating 

in this study did not see that they were already using it in their teaching. Perhaps, as in 

the case of Mrs. James, they do not term it visual culture, or in the cases of Mrs. Lowen 

and Mrs. Green, they feel ill equipped to say they are using visual culture, but they are. In 

this study, the teachers’ lack of labeling of visual culture coupled with their unfamiliarity 

with strategies and tools that support examination of visual culture were two factors 

impacting their integration of visual culture in their curricula. 

Mrs. James, the social studies teacher, came to me near the end of our work 

together in her classroom. Excitedly she took me aside and said, “I have to share with you 

what Mary and April were discussing yesterday after our film watching!” Mrs. James had 

students watch a film titled “the Lost Boys of Sudan.” In the film, students saw the way 

members of the American public engaged with these young men who had recently come 

to America. In one scene there is a discussion about customs and cultural norms. A young 

African-American girl asks one of the “lost boys” if he lived in a hut in the jungle. This is 

the statement that prompted a lively exchange in the classroom between Mary and April. 

April, whose father is from Madagascar, noted to Mary, “Yes, my father is always getting 

asked that stupid question.” Mary, whose parents are from Africa, said, “Yeah, my 

parents are asked if they lived in the forest. Who lives in the forest? Animals” (PI 

reflective journal). Mrs. James wanted to share this with me because to her it represented 
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the ways in which these two students were starting to connect their personal experiences 

to their learning in school and negotiating the nuances of culture, cultural identification, 

and meaning making. I celebrated this with Mrs. James and she remarked that “all this 

visual culture work” promoted thinking in new and exciting ways. It does. Yet what Mrs. 

James did not recognize is that she had been using and integrating visual culture all 

along—both with me in the unit, and before I had arrived. She had, as part of her 

curricular engagements, used a 1998 article in which former Green Bay Packer Reggie 

White, an ordained minister, had made an hour-long speech to Wisconsin lawmakers in 

which he made numerous offensive racist and homophobic remarks. Students had read 

the article and responded to it in writing, addressing the role of power he had as a football 

hero. Mrs. James had students read a 2012 article that examined gender roles for young 

women in Afghanistan and required students to find two internet news sources that 

addressed the plight of Malal Yousafzai, a 15-year old Afghan girl who had been shot in 

the head for advocating education for girls. Further, Mrs. James asked the students to 

explore the literary works of Jimmy Santiago Baca, a young man who writes about the 

changes he witnessed when his Hispanic mother was dating her Caucasian boyfriend. In 

his prose, Baca recounts the day that his mother left him and his siblings with his 

grandmother, choosing the boyfriend over her children, and the impact that this 

experience had on his acceptance, celebration of or lack of his cultural ties (PI reflective 

journal). Each of these learning experiences engaged aspects of visual culture and 

prompted discussions about culture and cultural heritage. And each of these was a 

learning experience Mrs. James had used before in her teaching practice.  
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In her language arts classes, Mrs. Lowen introduced a program model titled Image 

Grammar that used visual imagery to help students understand literary metaphor and 

descriptive writing. She had her students access visual culture to research the 

environmental issues of water pollution, food production, global warming, etc. and had 

students create visually engaging brochures that addressed their topics. In her math 

classes, Mrs. Green had students examine the film The Sound of Music as a way to 

engage in understanding and internalizing the Ron Clark “Excellent 11.” She had 

students keep moon journals in which they drew, categorized and classified the phases of 

the moon. These are but a few examples of the ways in which teachers were already 

integrating visual culture.  

Visual Culture Integration Does Not Require Special Skills 

Another thread woven into this third research question was the fact that visual 

culture can be accessed in multiple ways and used by educators with varying degrees of 

knowledge and expertise. By this I mean that we do not have to have all the foundational 

or background knowledge one might believe necessary to use visual culture as a site for 

curriculum integration. Let me elaborate. I knew the work of Chris Jordan, the Institute 

for Figuring, and Sam Easterson from previous work as an art educator. I had no prior 

knowledge of Fritz Haeg, Nele Azevedo, Ruth Wallen, Agnes Denes, or Grant Manier. 

As I researched the first three artists, both through an Internet search and using 

bibliographic information from Contemporary Art textbooks, I was introduced to the 

other five artists. In that process, I came to recognize that all these artists persuade us to 

consider our relationships to our environment--they each attempt to communicate through 
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their artwork in ways that will touch us, allow us to empathize with another living being, 

and our planet. I had to learn about their work and familiarize myself with their processes 

before I could teach the students. Examining visual culture and seeking out artists who 

comment on environmental issues was an investment on my part that involved learning 

about these artists and finding ways to scaffold that knowledge for students. These 

behaviors (extending one’s knowledge, seeking out new content connections, and 

becoming familiar with artists’ processes) are not necessarily unique to visual culture but 

they are hallmarks of good teaching. Each teacher involved in the study engaged in or 

talked about, in the future, pushing her comfort level to learn more about visual culture 

that may be tied to or informed by the particular content area in which she is teaching. 

Mrs. James, following our fourth week collaborating together, began using visual 

images to help support students’ understanding between visual culture, material culture 

and cultural studies. Students had been tasked with creating a “Book Bag Report.” This 

assignment had students selecting a novel to read set in a different culture than their own. 

As they were reading, they were to look for evidence of different aspects or elements of 

culture. Upon conclusion of reading the books, students were to select, or make, a bag 

that depicted scenes of importance from the book. The scenes were to incorporate seven 

objects representing the cultural connections the student discovered in the book. These 

material objects could be found or created. Mrs. James was using visual culture but did 

not feel confident about calling it visual culture. Yet, after the study had concluded, she 

said to me,  
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I learned about visual culture. At the beginning of the lesson, I was like the kids 

and would’ve said, ‘I sort of know’ what visual culture is. I now know better what 

visual culture is and can explain how an image works and the ways in which it 

impacts me (CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13).  

Her statement demonstrated one of the ways in which art integration collaborations can 

support educators, get them enthused about learning, reinvigorate their passions for 

teaching, and celebrate the valuable insight and knowledge each individual brings to 

collaborative work. 

Many teachers believe that to integrate visual culture requires training as an artist 

or art educator. Certainly, there are skills and information that an art educator brings to a 

lesson that another educator may not. However, not having prior training should not 

preclude one from teaching about and integrating art and visual culture content. At the 

end of the study, Mrs. Lowen acknowledged that she had been unaware of the work of 

Andy Goldsworthy or any of the other artists I used in the Power of Persuasion unit. She 

was very familiar with many of the issues addressed by these artists but did not know that 

visual artists were commenting on these topics. After having engaged in the entire unit, 

Mrs. Lowen said, “because the nature of what we did with the students did not require 

special art skills or knowledge,” she would “do this or parts of this [lesson] with 

students” in the future (CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). She further articulated, “I was 

inspired – to get out of the book! It is not fair to the kids to NOT do this kind of teaching” 

(CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). 
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Further evidence that one does not need a special degree to integrate art and visual 

culture into the curriculum is the way in which Mrs. Green handled the conclusion of the 

art history lesson in the Fibonacci and Art unit. Because we were running out of time, 

Mrs. Green concluded the teaching of the art history PowerPoint, despite expressing 

some significant discomfort on her part in doing so. At our final meeting she noted that 

having taught the art history lesson she would feel comfortable, in the future, sharing this 

aspect of visual culture and art history with students to engage them in learning about 

Fibonacci. She acknowledged, however, that she “would not feel comfortable teaching 

the mixed media work or the printmaking” but that “the graphing, the art history and the 

use of the compositional forms of the Golden Rectangle” were all lesson components she 

would integrate into her own teaching practice. In the final collaborative meeting, Mrs. 

Green noted, “I feel smarter! It was a good application lesson and now I can apply this 

knowledge to my teaching” (CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). Each of these teacher’s 

comments indicate the value of art integration for educators. The process of working with 

another educator broadens our knowledge base and provides us with a form of on-the-job 

professional development that stretches our teaching toolbox. Having worked with these 

teachers, I too am walking away with new skills and knowledge that I had previously not 

possessed.  

Artmaking Empowers Teachers  

The use of visual culture through art integration provided a site for the three 

teachers to engage in and make art themselves. They were empowered, as noted by Mrs. 

Lowen, to “use art again as it helps you come at the same thing from a different direction. 
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We have a deeper understanding and the different applications of the art with the content 

are important” (CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). It is valuable to consider that none of the 

art creation experiences in the three units required notable technical art making skills, 

with the exception perhaps of the printmaking. Because I focused on idea generation, 

communication and discourse, and critical thinking—not artistic merit, each teacher 

engaged in some aspect of the art making themselves. Mrs. James made a visual journal; 

Mrs. Lowen worked with students in their installations, offering support, advice and 

feedback; and Mrs. Green created an example to share with students that used 

scratchboard, oil pastel resist and printmaking processes. 

Throughout the study, teachers also commented on their feelings about making 

art. In the beginning of the study, each educator expressed a very real sense of discomfort 

and fear about making work. Yet, in the final collaborative meeting, Mrs. James notes, “I 

wished I could’ve done the Fibonacci artwork.” Mrs. Lowen said, “I felt like I had to 

hold back to let their artwork be theirs” and she continued to elaborate by noting the ways 

in which she wanted to offer more pointed and directed feedback to the students but had 

curbed herself. Mrs. Green acknowledged,  

I was not happy to create the example. I felt uncomfortable and really struggled 

with it but like George, I didn’t want to start, but once I did I felt a sense of 

connection to it [the artwork] and pride in what I was doing. (CTM reflective 

journal, 1/3/13)  

Teachers began to develop empathy for students and the kinds of different and 

uncomfortable tasks in which we often engage them. Mrs. Green continued to wonder 
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aloud about the possibility, should she do the unit again, of having students first make a 

small sculpture using scrap materials and detritus from their from lunch. Would doing so, 

she queried, before going outside to create the larger installation pieces, have engendered 

more consideration and time in their revision of work (CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). 

This analysis is indicative of the value of artmaking for the teachers, their connection to it 

as curricular integration, and their acknowledgement of artmaking as a form of meaning 

making. 

At the beginning of the study, the teachers with whom I worked overwhelmingly 

expressed both a willingness to learn and their insecurity and hesitation to integrate visual 

culture. Each of them was already using visual culture in their teaching practice and using 

it as a means of engaging their students. Offering supportive guidance and modeling of 

the ways that various teaching strategies and methods could be adapted to integrate art 

and visual culture provided teachers with a foundation. Once that foundation was in 

place, they felt empowered to further their own art integration journey—to integrate art 

and visual culture more consciously and more overtly into their curricula—and in turn, to 

support students in deconstructing their visual culture. Earlier, I addressed the ways in 

which I met the students where they were. The same was true for my relationships with 

the teachers. By acknowledging their fears, their strengths and knowledge, we embarked 

on a collaboration that benefited our students and fostered our mutual growth. 

Lessons Learned 

I have spent the majority of this narrative discussing what the students and 

teachers learned over our four-month collaboration, yet I would like to acknowledge the 
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profound gifts that I gained through the collaboration with the teachers. Having worked 

as an arts integration specialist over a period of years, I had numerous moments of 

learning and growth in those collaborative experiences with other educators. However, in 

this particular collaborative experience, perhaps because of the intensity and duration of 

our work together, I saw significant gains, both in my knowledge of their content areas 

and in my understanding of collaboration. I became a better listener. In focusing on the 

research questions and the integrity of the process, I allowed myself to be less controlling 

of the outcomes and more empathetic to the classroom teacher. Furthermore, by relying 

more on the teacher with whom I was collaborating for knowledge of their students’ 

process (as I was not tremendously familiar with the students) provided insight into the 

ways in which educators foster opportunities for students to have voice and choice. 

My work with these teachers reiterated the incredible dedication that teachers, all 

across the country, demonstrate to their students, families and communities. These 

teachers engaged in the research study with open hearts and minds. They willingly gave 

up their planning periods without any monetary reimbursement. They allowed another 

teacher to peek into and, at times, challenge their teaching practices; they were gracious 

despite the vulnerability they must have felt. They openly shared their insight into their 

students and spent countless hours meeting to address concerns, responded to emails and 

questions I posed, or engaged in problem-solving a challenge that arose. These three 

teachers extended and enlarged their lesson planning process (a generally solitary and 

autonomous practice) to include the ideas I espoused. They pushed themselves beyond 

their comfort zones—making art, expressing their vulnerability to their students and 
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colleagues, and reflecting on the entire process with candor and a sense of humor. 

Ultimately, these teachers, through their invitation into their worlds, provided a space in 

which the questions I asked about middle school students could be explored and probed.   

I began the study because I wanted to explore the ways that visual culture and art 

integration, embedded in social justice art education, might support students in the much 

needed and often overlooked aspects of critically and creatively deconstructing and 

reconstructing their visual culture. I discovered that students want, and are excited to 

learn how to engage in and challenge the visual culture that surrounds them. They want to 

have opportunities through their education to argue, discuss, and comment on the visual 

culture that is interwoven into their daily lived experiences. Students—when given an 

opportunity in a safe, supportive, challenging environment—develop empathy for, and 

express empathy to, each other. And they want to know and see demonstrated that their 

teachers value their opinions, perspectives and voices.  

Future Directions 

As most researchers undoubtedly do, I find myself concluding this dissertation 

research with significantly more questions than answers. These questions can be 

categorized into three areas—implications and questions about the process of the study, 

questions that arise from the work with the teachers, and questions that center on middle 

school students. Some of the questions that focus on the study and the study procedures 

include: How would the study results and data compare if the study were replicated in a 

different geographic location and with different middle school students? What might be 
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discovered if, instead of integrating across three classrooms and content areas, the study 

were conducted in one classroom for the entire four months?  

Questions that derived from the work with the teachers and their process include: 

What barriers are there for teachers to implementing art integration? Would the barriers 

that these three teachers acknowledged be the same for others? How can teachers be 

supported in overcoming the barriers to art integration and/or moving beyond them? In 

what ways do personalities, teaching experiences and expectations impact and inform the 

collaborative process? Even after engaging in the study and seeing the value of the work 

we did, each teacher continued to articulate their fears and uncertainties about working 

with and collaborating with others (excluding myself) in terms of art integration. How 

might one’s teaching experience, personality, collaboration style and communication 

skills impact these decisions? When I asked the teachers in this study if they would 

engage in further visual culture art integration with other educators, Mrs. Green said she 

would “have a hard time letting others in her room” (CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). She 

talked about experiences in the past where she had felt conflicts because visiting teachers 

allowed student behaviors with which she is uncomfortable and that are in direct conflict 

with her teaching philosophy. Mrs. Green continued by noting, “because we [Darden and 

Mrs. Green] share those same expectations of the students” and had worked together 

before, “I was OK with it.” She continued, “It becomes a matter of personality type and 

we share the same work ethic which impacts the situation” (CTM reflective journal, 

1/3/13). Mrs. James and Mrs. Lowen both expressed that it was important to work with 

an educator with teaching experience and good classroom management skills. Finally, 
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Mrs. James acknowledged the challenges in communication when two or more educators 

collaborate. She said, “working with you was easy as you had an understanding of where 

to go” with the curriculum which is not always the case with artists who are not teachers 

(CTM reflective journal, 1/3/13). This led me to question what actions, on the part of the 

researcher or art educator, make collaboration more workable? Is there a way to quantify 

these actions for others? What other supports, not yet addressed in the literature, can be 

put in place that will foster an environment in which educators are sustained to work 

through the challenges inherent in collaboration and art integration whilst in the process? 

And furthermore, how do definitions of art integration or practical experiences of art 

integration impact or inform educators’ willingness to collaborate? For these three 

educators, the fact that they originally felt ill-equipped to make art impacted their use of 

art within their classroom practices. Moreover, as they worked with students and were 

engaged in supporting students in rich art making experiences, they began, haltingly, to 

create their own artwork alongside students. What might they need to feel more 

comfortable? How can art educators, like myself, support non-art educators in developing 

their inner artist and growing their comfort in art making? And in what ways might 

personal growth in art education support them in their curricular integration practices? 

The questions which I now focus on, in terms of working with middle school 

students, still center around voice, authority, and power. First, I again reiterate that there 

is a shortage of research on student voice, specifically middle school student voice, in 

current academic literature and discourse. Educators and researchers, myself included, 

make judgments and statements about students, what students want, and what students 
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need but these statements are often tempered by the voice of the educator or researcher 

making the statement, not the student voice. This study is a place to begin hearing and 

acknowledging student voice. The barriers to working with students, as a vulnerable 

population, are worth overcoming to create a much-needed space for student voices to be 

heard. In this study, I defined student voice, but what does voice mean to students? This 

again reinforces the reality of power imbalances in education. Educators’ actions, as 

authority figures, have the potential to delimit student voice. What insights might we— 

as teachers, adults, and researchers—come to if we invited students to articulate and 

define “voice” for themselves?  And what “teacher” actions or behaviors do students 

perceive as fostering voice and choice? What strategies, teaching structures or actions 

support students in “owning” their voice, rather than, as in the case of some students in 

this study, trying to offer the answers that students believe teachers want to hear? And 

what can we, as educators learn—about ourselves, our actions, and our beliefs about 

teaching, students and learning—-that might preclude us from engaging in behaviors that 

limit student voice? Or at the very least, how might an awareness and acknowledgement 

of teachers potential to delimit student voices impact our teaching practices? These are 

among the questions that will fuel my future research and work. I am humbled and 

excited to have the opportunity to continue this journey of discovery. 
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APPENDIX A 

QUESTIONS TO GUIDE REFLECTION FOLLOWING STUDENT CONTACT 
SESSIONS 

 
 

1. Comment on classroom climate/engagement    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10  
(1 being lowest level of energy and interest to 10 being highest) 

 
 
 

2. Overview of the day: What happened—interesting actions by students, 
experiences I had, comments made by teachers, etc. How did what I had planned 
occur? What did I have to alter or change? Why? 

 
 

3. Discuss student demonstration of understanding or awareness of visual culture 
evidenced and/or demonstrated. (Give specifics) 

 
 

4. Discuss evidence of student reflection on artwork (drafting, editing, revising). 
 
 
 

5. Discuss evidence of bullying and stereotyping between and among students. 
 
 
 

6. Discuss evidence of empathy awareness development. 
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APPENDIX B 
VISUAL CULTURE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
Thank you for taking some time to answer a few questions about the Visual Culture 
and Cultural Studies unit. I am interested in hearing about your experience as a 
learner during this process. Please select your advertisement and take a few moments 
with it. I am going to ask you questions about the unit, the work we did together and 
your artwork. 
 
1) As you look at your advertisement, can you discuss the decisions you made in the 

creation process? 
2) In what ways did looking at, discussing, and making a subverted advertisement 

alter or change your understanding of advertisements? Why? 
3) Do you think visual culture influences the way you see others, yourself or the 

world? How? 



  
 

 
 

292 

APPENDIX C 
 QUESTIONS TO GUIDE REFLECTION FOLLOWING COLLABORATIVE 

TEACHER MEETINGS  
 

 
Collaborative Meeting #       Date: 
 
Name of Teacher(s) present: 
 
Climate/mood of teachers: 
 
Climate/mood of classroom: 
 
Concerns, questions, ideas, insights teachers expressed about the PROCESS: 
 
Concerns, questions, ideas, insights teachers expressed about the CONTENT: 
 
Concerns, questions, ideas, insights teachers expressed about STUDENT 
ENGAGEMENT: 
 
Concerns, questions, ideas, insights teachers expressed about STUDENT VOICE: 
 
Concerns, questions, ideas, insights teachers expressed about CURRICULUM: 
 
Concerns, questions, ideas, insights teacher expressed about ART INTEGRATION: 
 
 
Barriers to incorporating student voice (either that I noticed on the part of the teachers 
or that teachers noted themselves) 
 
Educational insights (through examination of students’ art making processed) that 
teachers noted or discussed. 
 
Awareness or discovery of student’s processing during reflective deconstruction of 
visual culture. 
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APPENDIX D 
VISUAL CULTURE HANDOUT 1 

 
Group member names: 
1 
2 
3 
4 
 
Please circle the phrases that represent your group’s belief or idea about visual culture. 
We think visual culture is… 
 

Technology we use everyday    Magazine advertisemetns 
 
 
Artwork made by famous     Books 
people like da Vinci and Van Gogh 
 

 
Shopping malls      Video arcades 

 
 
 

MTV and music videos     Reflects personal and social  
        freedoms 
 

 
Changes our beliefs     Fashion 
 
 
CD Covers       Artwork made in school 

     
 
Grocery stores Something we can see and 

touch 
 
 
Things made by human hands     Objects and ideas that shape  

our identity 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
After looking at the presentation, our ideas/definitions of visual culture now include: 
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APPENDIX E 
DISTRICT GRADE 6 ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE SUPPORT 

HANDOUT 
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APPENDIX F 

STUDENT HANDOUTS FROM POWER OF PERSUASION UNIT 

 



  
 

 
 

296 

 

 



  
 

 
 

297 

 

 



  
 

 
 

298 

 

 



  
 

 
 

299 

 

 



  
 

 
 

300 

 

 



  
 

 
 

301 

 

 



  
 

 
 

302 

 

 



  
 

 
 

303 



  
 

 
 

304 

 

 



  
 

 
 

305 

 

 



  
 

 
 

306 

 

 



  
 

 
 

307 

APPENDIX G 

RON CLARK “EXCELLENT 11” HANDOUT TO ACCOMPANY VIEWING OF 
THE SOUND OF MUSIC (CREATED BY MRS. GREEN) 
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APPENDIX H 
 

 DIRECTIONS TO ACCOMPANY STUDIO DAY IN FIBONACCI AND ART 
UNIT 

Relief Printmaking 
A relief printing plate is made when we cut away the 

surface of the linoleum plate leaving a raised area. The 
raised area is inked and pressed against paper thus 
transferring the image. Let’s create your own relief 

print! 
 

1. Draw onto the surface of the linoleum, creating 
your image. What you want to be the color of the 
paper (the white) is removed or cut away. Leave 
behind what you want to be the color of the ink 
(as this becomes the raised surface). 

 
2. Once your plate has been created, use the rubber 

brayer to evenly spread the ink across the surface 
of the plate. 

 
3. Place a piece of paper on the inked plate and rub 

gently across the back, transferring the ink to the 
paper. 

 
4. Allow the plate and the print to dry. 
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Positive and Negative Space 
Notan 

 
NOTAN is a Japanese word that means "dark-light". 
NOTAN as it relates to design is defined as the interaction 
between a positive and a negative space. Western culture 
tends to emphasize the positive aspect of design, with less 
emphasis on the negative (background) space. The Eastern 
culture from which NOTAN arose, seeks a more balanced 
view of the world, and of design as it relates to the world. 
One space is as important as another space to bring to the 
design. 
 

1) Take a piece of black paper 
2) Fold it in half once (either diagonal or rectangular) 
3) Draw first, or if you prefer, cut away shapes and 

forms. You want to use all the pieces!  
4) Consider balance and symmetry in the process of 

creating your positive and negative space. 
5) Glue your composition down onto colored paper. 
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Scratchboard 

Subtractive drawing with added color 
 
Lots of artists create gorgeous and evocative illustrations 
using a subtractive drawing method. Rather than adding 
lines to a blank page, they scrape away the black to reveal 
the white lines below. This is a very linear form of 
drawing. You are invited to play with scratchboard!  
 

1. Using the stylus, scratch away the black india ink 
covering to reveal the white paper below. As you 
work, try to think about how the lines you are laying 
down convey movement and form—not just outline. 

2. Don’t scrape/scratch too hard or too long in one place. 
Use gentle, even strokes of parallel (hatched) and 
perpendicular (cross-hatched) lines.  

3. When you are ready, use the oil pastels or crayons to 
add in color. Wipe off any excess with the tissue. 
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Oil Pastel and Watercolor Resist 

 
Based on the principle that oil and water do not mix, this 
resist technique is fun and so bright! 
 

1. Begin by drawing using only the dark oil pastels. You 
will want to press a nice dark, solid line!  

 
2. Paint with watercolor. Wherever you’ve got oil pastel, 

the watercolor will resist and not stay. It serves to 
create a beautiful design image. 

 
Remember to treat your tools right! “Wake-up” the colors 

before you paint by getting your brush wet and gently 
touching the first color, leaving a little pool of water. Wash 

your brush and repeat with the next color. The brush 
should always have a “good hair day.” If the bristles start 
to spread out (aka a “bad hair day”) it means you need to 

add more water. Do not jam the brush into the color. 
Tapping on a napkin is a good way to dry out a brush that 
is soggy or has picked up colors you don’t want from dirty 

water. 
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APPENDIX I 
FIBONACCI AND ART LECTURE HANDOUTS 

 

Fibonacci and the Golden Section in Nature, Art and Art 
History 

Handout A 
 Notes and Connections I Made Drawings/Sketches 
Plants, 
Pinecones, 
Sunflowers and 
Pineapples 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Phidias (circa 
490-430 BCE) 
 

 Greek sculptor 

 

 Most famous artwork is --      
because 
 

 
Middle Ages  Focus of art was on 

 

 Architecture used  
 
 

Rembrandt 
Van Rijn (1606-
1669) 

 Self Portrait 
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Fibonacci and the Golden Section in Nature, Art and Art 
History 

Handout B 
 

 Notes and Connections I Made Drawings/Sketches 
Plants, Pinecones, 
Sunflowers and 
Pineapples 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Egyptian suq  Cross section of the Great 
Pyramid results in  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Leonardo DaVinci 
(1451-1519) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 First used the term… 

 

 

 Vitruvian Man 

 

 

 Mona Lisa 
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Fibonacci and the Golden Section in Nature, Art and Art 
History 

Handout C 
 

 Notes and Connections 
I Made 

Drawing/Sketches 

Plants, Pinecones, Sunflowers and 
Pineapples 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pythagoras (560-480 BCE)   Greek geometer 

 

 Proved that the  
 
 
 

Renaissance artists 
Michelangelo (1475-1564) 
Raphael (1483-1530) 
 

 4 major 

breakthroughs in 

art were 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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Fibonacci and the Golden Section in Nature, Art and Art 
History 

Handout D 
 

 Notes and Connections I Made Drawings/Sketches 
Plants, Pinecones, 
Sunflowers and 
Pineapples 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Luca Pacioli (1445-
1514) 

 Renaissance geometer 

 

 Wrote a treatise titled:  

 

 

 

Joseph Mallord 
William Turner 
(1775-1851) 

 Various works show 

 

 

 

Seurat (1859-1891)  Pointillism means 

 

 Interest in math and science 
exhibited through 
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