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ABSTRACT 

 

In this case study I document a group of youth, ages thirteen to fifteen, as they 

investigate and explore social justice issues and personal beliefs in order to 

create a community service learning project. Ideas are presented through the 

introduction of activist art and also by the viewing of recordings of a variety of 

perspectives on social justice issues and community involvement from a diverse 

population. The vehicle of inquiry in the study is the production of a visual 

journal in which thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and ideas will be examined and 

considered through art making.   A review of literature related to the benefits of 

artmaking and individual storytelling, teaching social justice issues, and the 

influence of visual culture provide insight and foundation for the 

study.  Qualitative research methods are incorporated to determine the 

effectiveness of connecting the making of art to the instigation of community 

involvement. The data collected and interpreted to inform the conclusions are 

interviews, discussions, and visual and written responses by the participants in 

the study.  The conclusions may be used in either a classroom or community art 

forum and contribute to the foundational body of knowledge that asserts that 

art making and critical thinking are necessary components of contributing to 

today’s society. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The Story behind the Project 

 

As a new graduate student at the University of Arizona in the Art and 

Visual Culture Education (AVCE), Division. I was asked to be a TA for a general 

education course for non-art majors, ARE 130 – Exploring Art and Visual 

Culture. I gratefully accepted, even though I had no idea what I was getting into. 

Was I qualified to do this? I must have been, since I was asked. I soon realized 

that I absolutely could do this. Not only was I able, but I loved it. I thoroughly 

enjoyed the interaction with the young adult students in my classes. I was 

surprised by their willingness to trust and accept me in return. This was an 

experience that changed my life and affirmed my decision to take the path of 

teaching. 

One assignment that was required of the students was keeping a visual 

journal. Most had not ever kept a journal; all claimed not to have art making 

abilities. This was not the only challenge for the non-art students, the other being 

the open-endedness of the project. I would supply the prompt and they would 

supply the response, which could mean almost anything, but included their 

personal viewpoint and input and had to contain a visual component. The 

students were very accustomed to restating the “right” answer because of their 

history with classes where there was only one acceptable response, and having 

no single good answer left them uneasy and slightly confused. This was shown 
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in the first few visual journal entries that were sparse both visually and literally, 

and responses to the prompts showed a minimum of personal input. As this 

assignment continued, the entries as a whole progressed in the use of materials 

and depth of answers.  The students actually started to enjoy the journal 

activities. By the end of the semester almost all stated their appreciation for the 

journal project, indicating that they found it very useful in defining aspects of 

their lives and that they would like to continue to journal beyond our time 

together.  In some cases, the use of a visual journal brought clarity and meaning. 

In others, it was a reflection of self and brought an awareness that was lacking 

thus far in the students’ lives. 

For the visual journal, I had planned out the prompts that I would give to 

the students each week. Then one young woman’s response to the prompt, “What 

is a social justice issue that is close to your heart?” convinced me to revise my 

list.  We had started this particular class with a discussion of the definition of 

social justice. There were a number of views, but the class came to some 

agreement that the concept of social justice is that it is the struggle for all people 

to have an equal opportunity to participate, benefit, and succeed in society. 

When answering this prompt, the students brought a number of issues to light; 

among them were racism, same sex marriage, and environmental concerns. 

There was one response that took me aback. The writer claimed to not be a 

feminist, but wanted equality for women. This response underlined to me how 

society still resonates negatively with the terms feminism or feminist. Not only 

do I consider myself a feminist, but I believe that feminist politics are highly 
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relevant to all people.   I reflected on what bell hooks had written in her book 

Feminism is for Everyone, that the misunderstanding of the mission and the word 

feminism comes from the definition set out by the “patriarchal mass media” 

(2001, p. 1). I thought that the students needed another, different prompt from 

the one that I had originally planned. And so, the next subject that they were 

asked to consider was, “Are you a feminist?” They were directed to research the 

definition and consider how and in what ways they identified – or didn’t – with 

the term or the movement. 

Elizabeth Garber wrote that one of the challenges in facilitating critical 

thinking skills when prompting students to reflect upon social justice issues 

within their communities is to move from “the warm and fuzzy comfort of 

learning about our communities or art from many cultures to learning about 

how value systems and socio- economic structure are reflected in them” (2004, 

p. 12). To add to this statement, I believe that many people are comfortable with 

their belief systems and feel that these don’t need revising or even critical 

reflection. I would argue that because of this outlook – either conscious or 

unconscious – there is a need for teaching and facilitating skills that use both 

art and visual culture to help the students that we teach to examine their view 

of community, society, and the world in which they all participate and live.  

An example of this need can be seen in the resulting visual and written 

responses answering the “feminist” journal prompt. Some were more thoughtful 

than others, but most students took the time necessary to research the term and 

reflect how it impacts their life or the lives of those close to them. I was pleased 
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to discover that many of my male students identified with feminism.  Other 

students, both male and female, were rather cavalier, as if the topic, “Are you a 

Feminist?” was something that was obviously true and did not require any extra 

contemplation. Then there were several students that did not appear to have 

researched the topic at all and continued with an opinion that was learned 

through other methods, such as life experiences and from people whose value 

systems influenced their own. One wrote that he would like to return to the 

attitudes of the 1950s because today’s women are scandalous.  

Because of my experience facilitating this exercise, I wanted to continue to 

engage students using this method for my Master of Arts thesis.   I thought that 

if I could facilitate change and mindfulness that led to empowerment and 

confidence at a college level, how would a similar project impact individuals in 

more challenging situations or at differing maturity levels? With this in mind, I 

began my project.  

Research Questions 

 

 My primary question in initiating this study is: How and in what ways is a 

community-based art workshop for teens effective in building personal 

empowerment and community involvement? This question has the following 

secondary ones: 

1. What are some ways in which teens and young adults perceive 

themselves and their communities? 

2. How does art and visual culture inform these perceptions? 



 
 

13 
 

3. In what ways do the specific activities of this course/class/workshop 

assist in the clarification of individual and community identity? 

4. What are the effects that link directly to these art making activities?  

5. What can be learned by the instructor/facilitator that might be effective in 

other community art situations?  

 

Study (workshop) Overview 

 

What are the purposes of the study? 

The word “democracy” is often used in AVCE studies, as one of the focal 

points or objectives of the program at the University of Arizona is to encourage 

every voice. We study the manner in which knowledge is transferred or obtained, 

the power involved in acquiring knowledge, and the history that is associated 

with this power. We strive to make not only the acquisition of knowledge more 

equitable, but to encourage the critical thinking processes that precede and 

encourage this. We work to help bring about democratic involvement from both 

our students and our communities. According to Henry Giroux, the enemy of 

democracy is not difference but bigotry. He states the obvious,  

What are we to make of a society that turns to prison construction as a 

way of reviving its slagging economy, that constructs social policies which 

increasingly portray youth, especially youth marginalized because of their 

color and class, as a generation of suspects? What are we to make of a 

social order whose priorities suggest to poor, urban youth of color that it 

is easier for them to be sent to jail than to be given a decent education? 
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What is the lesson to be learned when a society invests more in prisons 

than in those public institutions that educate young people to become 

critical and productive citizens? (2003, p. 559) 

Society – via “a commercialized culture in which consumerism is the only value 

through which they [youth] can define their individual and collective identities” 

(Giroux, 2003, p. 555) – and programs (movies, commercials, and the like) that 

show youth in a negative light - have placed many members of the group he 

describes as “youth marginalized by their color or class” in a no-win situation.  I 

believe this to include other groups also – poor whites, LBGTQ identified 

individuals, women – anyone who is not able to achieve the “epitome” pictured 

in the constant, idealized visual imagery.  From speaking with a variety of youth, 

I believe that they feel they do not have a voice (I’ve repeatedly heard from youth 

with whom I’ve worked, “who cares?”) or a choice (“it’s just the way it is”). I want 

to help change this; I want to help facilitate a situation that illustrates to the 

participants that they do matter, that they can have a voice in their own lives, 

and that they do have choices, potential, and hope. 

From this constant and massive amount of media culture and the fact that 

these messages are used as a platform to build identity, one may ask the 

question, where do I fit in? How do I fit in? With these statements, I feel that I 

need to start with the very basis of the problem: how an individual feels about 

and perceives him or herself and his or her identity. 

With Giroux’s statements in mind along with the experience of keeping a 

visual journal with my ARE 130 students, this study is the facilitation of two 
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workshops; one of six weeks and a second for twelve weeks in length for teens, 

ages 13-18. I challenged the participants on how they see themselves and their 

world through topics such as feminism and stereotyping. They then reflected 

upon these conversations in a journal. What they had limited words for can be 

illustrated through the use of art making.    

The Project 

In this study I looked at and documented the keeping of a visual journal 

focused on identity and social change in individuals aged 13 to 18 years of age. 

The data was collected through a six-week course at a public library and a 

twelve-week after school Service Learning Club at a charter school with 6th, 7th, 

and 8th grade students in a Southern Arizona city. I recruited participants at the 

public library using several copies of an advertising poster (Appendix C). 

Participants at the middle school were recruited through the use of another 

recruitment poster (Appendix H), a presentation at a Back-to-School Night, an 

informational handout (Appendix I), and staff recommendations encouraging 

students to participate in order to help complete their service learning 

requirements.  Course projects that were used to facilitate individual exploration 

of identity and place were visual journaling, designing a social justice campaign 

to address a community issue, and using social media in the form of a blog, 

Facebook, and/or YouTube videos. The study’s main activity-based project was 

that of keeping a visual journal. I provided the following description to the 

participants:  
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Visual journaling is a tool employed by anyone to help define thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences. There are many benefits in keeping a visual 

journal. Your life is a journey and during the journey, there are things that 

might need further investigation or definition – things that inspire you and 

make you curious to know more; something you saw or experienced. Or 

maybe a reoccurring thought or dream. There could a problem that doesn’t 

seem to resolve itself or an unjust situation that concerns you. A visual 

journal is a tool that allows you the freedom to explore and discover with 

both words and images. And even if you do not consider yourself an artist, 

you can be while working in your journal. 

This journal project ran the full length of each course, with weekly prompts and 

voluntary discussions.   

The participants’ use of a visual journal not only helped process concepts 

of community and personal identity, but was used to plan and implement a 

project that connected them with their community through service. We did not 

focus on the principles of design or other more formal art teachings, but on 

expression of concepts and ideas through art making.  

This visual journal project has five prompts that encourage the 

participants to think about identity and the participants’ connection to each 

other and their surroundings. These are as follows: 

1. Words that describe me: “I Am . . .” 

2. What kind of human being do I want to be? 

3. What is a social justice issue close to my heart? 
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4. If I could change the world (starting with my community) – I would 

do/be this 

5. Five things that I can do now to get where I want to be 

After these five prompts, the participants at the public library had 

completed the workshop. However, after these prompts were answered by the 

participants of the after school Service Learning Club, they then had an 

additional three that were self-generated and focused on their personal service 

learning project. All prompts were expected to be addressed using both visual 

and written methods. 

To assist with the visual aspect of the journal a variety of techniques were 

introduced, including collage, watercolor and acrylic paints, colored pencil, and 

mixed media. There was an openness to these activities that had the potential to 

expand to include other techniques and materials depending on what a 

particular participant was trying to accomplish.  

Another aspect of the project is the critique. Members of the study 

presented their journal entries in a group setting. The goal of the critique is to 

have participants learn to present and explain their ideas, then to be able to 

constructively discuss these with other group members. This is a confidence 

building exercise for the student artist. For the group members responding, it is 

a way to learn to look closely, process, and critically think and speak about what 

the artist is presenting.  

At the workshop’s conclusion, there will be an exhibit in which 

participants will present their journals and their community projects for friends 
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and family members. The purpose of this presentation is to not only have the 

participants demonstrate their work and their accomplishments to others, but 

to also continue the empowering process that comes with the trepidation of 

exposing something personal and the feeling of accomplishment that comes with 

doing so.  

How and in what ways will this benefit participating youth?  

What am I hoping that the participants bring away from the experience? 

What is my priority? Is the primary goal the power of artmaking or the power of 

critical thinking? Or is my focus on social justice and community/individual 

involvement? As I contemplate addressing these questions, I recall an article by 

Rita Irwin, “Becoming A/R/Tography,” in which she wrote of an “in-between 

space of becoming” (2013, p. 199), referring to the rhizomatic theory that Gilles 

Deleuze and Félix Guattari explored in their book A Thousand Plateaus. She 

wrote, “imagining the past and future in the present sense of becoming. . . . is at 

once one project and a multiplicity of projects intersecting with possibilities” (p. 

199). One could replace the word “project(s)” with thought(s), action(s), or any 

number of other words. Through Irwin’s work, I have formulated the benefits of 

this project, as it sets into motion opportunities and ideas that will contribute to 

the “becoming” of the participants. 

But, what does this mean? What is “becoming”? A rhizome, according to 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) has a number of facets, one of which is the lack of 

hierarchy. Along with this idea is one of deterritorialization and 

reterritorialization.  From this viewpoint, all participants (and I count myself as 
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a part of this group) of the study may be sources of information, experiences, 

and understandings. These ideas “deterritorialize” whomever accepts them, to 

then “reterritorialize” the map of that person’s already existing information, 

experiences, and understandings. There is no priority, status, nor power of these 

ideas over any of the others. When the participants plug all that this workshop 

exposes them to in terms of both overt, concrete information and discovered 

knowledge gained from the other participants or gleaned from the activities into 

the foundational knowledge that they have acquired thus far in life, it is then 

available to be retrieved and used as the person requires. On this premise, my 

role is to provide information and offer support.  In this my goal was to encourage 

the in-between spaces of becoming through the visual journal project that 

disrupted, defined, and redefined each participant’s conceptions of their identity 

and/or their surroundings. The bonus of changing or adding to a thought 

process in this manner could be that it continues into other parts of the 

individual’s consciousness; that not only has my curriculum the potential to 

change the way someone perceives themselves, it has the potential to influence 

how an individual comprehends their world and their place in it.  

To continue with the idea put forth by Irwin in the question of what “does 

this art education practice set in motion do?” (Irwin, 2013, p. 200), like all 

interactions, I believe it creates multiple outcomes. “The arts, in the broadest 

sense of the word (including dance, drama, music, poetry, storytelling, visual 

arts), [offer] moments of encounters, a shifting of consciousness, an opportunity 

to consider other ways of knowing our world” (p. 201). In this instance, I hope 
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that the participants gained appreciation for another form of communication 

that may assist them in other aspects of life and an awareness and consideration 

that there is more than one viewpoint in almost every situation.   

Becoming is constant and ever changing; it is always happening, with or 

without intervention from the arts. As discussed above from Giroux’s 

observations, what our youth are in the process of becoming, especially those 

who may be in negative circumstances beyond their control, may not be 

beneficial to them or to our society. To be able to interrupt this trajectory, to 

introduce new ways of seeing and teach to these in-between spaces of becoming, 

was my objective.   

My part in this process of teaching to the in-between spaces of becoming 

excites me. When I wrote earlier about my experience with ARE 130 and said it 

was life changing, it was. There have been other events in my life while 

interacting with art and students that have influenced my personal in-between 

spaces. These interactions and the building of relationships with the people I 

teach are immensely rewarding on a number of levels; they not only give 

immeasurable meaning to my life – the idea of “doing something” – they connect 

me to people – other artists, art educators, and students. Being a part of a 

community in this way affirms that I, too, have a place. I like to view myself and 

my peers as “life history researchers with deep roots in meaning making systems 

that honor the many and diverse ways of knowing – personal, narrative, 

embodied, artistic, aesthetic – that stand outside sanctioned intellectual 

frameworks” (Cole & Knowles, 2008, p. 55). 
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There is a great amount of literature that reinforces the value of teaching 

art education, both in and out of school, and that enumerates the topics that 

these teachings encompass. It is my intention to be able to add to and strengthen 

this body of knowledge with my observations and findings 

Perspectives of the Study 

 

The following are aspects of this study that were introduced to the 

participants through the workshop by engaging in visual journaling and art 

viewing, listening to others’ points of view, and investigating issues that affect 

their lives. These are the lenses I used to consider and address my research 

questions. 

Art 

I have a profound regard for the power of art in its many forms. There are 

infinite possibilities for reflection, growth, and understanding when using art 

making and critical analysis as a vehicle for discovery and inquiry. I have used 

art to examine numerous situations in my own life and continue to use it as a 

process of consideration, seeing, and reviewing information. Many pro-art 

education authors have listed the numerous benefits of participation in the arts. 

As one such author, Rita Irwin, wrote, the arts offer “moments of encounters, a 

shifting of consciousness, an opportunity to consider other ways of knowing our 

world” and these encounters have a direct link to positive participation and 

school attendance, building self-esteem, and adding excitement to learning 

(2013, p. 201). 
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Visual Culture 

Visual culture plays a major role in our lives and in those of students. 

What we see often becomes incorporated into our belief systems and how we see 

the world. Kevin Tavin put it like this, “Visual qualities, as perceived, exert their 

force on personal and social experiences in everyday life” (2010, p. 435).  This 

happens no matter our awareness. The teaching of visual culture is to teach how 

to critically question and interpret the world around us. Though writing of art 

and art education and not specifically visual culture, Ronald Neperud said that, 

“the social contexts of the creation and valuing of art have been raised as 

legitimate issues in art education….The meaning of art is dependent on and 

intertwined with the context of society” (1995, para. 32, 33). I would argue that 

this applies also to the critical study of visual culture; it is not just the content 

that holds meaning but numerous other conditions that influence the reading of 

our surroundings. In today’s visual world, I believe that our students need to be 

taught to slow down and think about what they are seeing as opposed to 

accepting images with no thought to the meaning, or sub-meaning, of what is 

being viewed or how these images influence their behavior, perspectives, and 

choices. 

Teaching how to critically assess their visual input has the potential to 

produce students who are not only more aware but are “self-reflexive—setting 

themselves and their world in question—and have a deep concern for the lives of 

others” (Tavin, 2010, p. 435). As I conducted this study, this was my goal and 
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hope. This is also why I consider the teaching of how to de- and re-construct 

visual culture to be of utmost importance.  

Social Justice 

Social justice education and pedagogy are the foundational ideas 

supporting this study. For the purpose of this project, I define social justice 

issues broadly to include the subjects of equality in the realm of feminism, 

multiculturalism, racism, and disability rights. In addition, I have also included 

issues involving the environment and sustainable living practices, social and 

community structure and construction, and the distribution of power and 

resources.   Though this may be perceived as a giant task, my focus in working 

with the youth in this study was centered on the introduction, and not an in-

depth analysis, of the topics listed. 

Eric Gutstein wrote in a 2003 article about teaching for social justice in 

math that there are three necessary principles in facilitating activities that teach 

to social justice issues. The first of these is to help students have a deeper 

understanding of their lives and the sociopolitical aspects of their world. With 

this understanding, the students discover how and in what ways they are able 

to contribute positively to the issues they face. “As students begin to address 

questions that have meaning in their lives, they begin to understand the forces 

and institutions that shape their world and to pose their own questions” (p. 

40).  Secondly, he lists personal empowerment, or agency, as a necessary 

component. This is a belief that the students have both the power and the 

confidence needed to positively affect their surroundings “as people who can 
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make a difference in the world, as ones who are makers of history” (p. 40). His 

last principle in facilitating social justice education is to help students build 

positive social and cultural identities.  

Though this article was aimed toward those teaching math, these aspects 

and their focus are also applicable in the exploration and the examination of art, 

material and visual culture, history, and stereotypes. There is correspondingly 

the potential to help students deconstruct their previously held opinions and 

views. This deconstruction may have contributed to the students’ rebuilding of 

a world in which they can choose to reject or accept any former beliefs. Elizabeth 

Garber states that students should learn, as a part of social justice education, 

“anti-discrimination pedagogies, where race, class, gender, age, abilities, 

nationality, cultural background, religion, and other factors that predefine 

people are explored consistently” (2004, p. 9).  She goes on to say that these 

should be “explored as changing and diverse perspectives, not as a fixed set of 

attributes typifying all people of a certain group at all times” (p. 9). With ongoing 

introductions and conversations about meaning in my study, I hoped to build 

and reinforce Garber’s recommendations. 

The topics of my concerns in this arena have been centered on questions 

of equality. What makes one more or less equal to anyone else? Who decides? 

What influences these decisions or preconceptions? And, how is one able to 

influence positive change?   These thoughts and questions became my platform 

for facilitating learning in a community art setting.  
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Storytelling 

 As an artist and an art educator, I use stories to add meaning to my work. 

This is not unique – I believe that most artists tell stories through their 

work.  And many educators do as well; stories are one way that humans make 

sense of the world. Stories, or narratives, work by creating common foundations 

that can be used to form connections within ourselves or in our relationships 

with our surroundings or the people in our lives. In one of the very first art 

education classes that I took as an undergraduate, the instructor asked the class 

to bring in a piece of material culture from our own lives – something that told a 

story about us – to share with the rest of the class. This was our second class 

and the exercise was used not only as an introduction to the idea of both material 

culture and the breadth of the realms of art and visual culture, but as a way to 

form connections and break down barriers between the students in the class. 

This was the beginning of being able to see one another as more than the physical 

representations of our bodies but as relatable individuals that may share some 

commonalities. On another level, it was also an exercise in identity. One had to 

ask, “What – out of all the stuff I own – do I want to present to the class that 

represents who I am now?” At that point in my life, I was married, and had been 

for eighteen years. Prior to going back to school, my life and identity as a wife 

and mother was a big part of who I was. So, this part of my identity was captured 

in the outfit that I wore when I was married in Las Vegas in 1990. It was white, 

with shoulder pads and sparkly gold and blue trim and looked very ‘80s. We all 

got a laugh from how dated it was. By using storytelling in this manner, personal 
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meaning was shared and the boundaries between student and personal 

identities of the people in this class were crossed and explored. 

 Everything and everyone has a story: a smell, a sound, a thing, a piece of 

art, an advertisement from childhood, a song can bring about images and 

feelings and experiences from another time. The stories from our daily lives 

become the tapestry of who we are at present, who we are becoming, and where 

we have been; they are a building of identity. But in what manner do we tell our 

stories? Henry Giroux begins Chapter 1 of his book Border Crossings with 

observations on meaning and language. “Language in all of its complexity 

becomes central not only in the production of meaning and social identities but 

also as a constructive condition for human agency” (2005, p. 11). He writes that 

language is used in the creation of social and historical meaning, that “it is in 

the domain of language that the traces of a theoretical and political journey begin 

to emerge as a part of a broader attempt to engage meaning as a form of social 

memory . . . in the relationship between the self and others” (p. 11). As such, 

language and its variety of meaning has its uses. To give deeper meaning or to 

clarify what is intended by the written and spoken word, other less articulate 

methods are required. These, like my material culture example above, add to 

what is expressed in words. These methods, including the viewing and making 

of art, communicate in a deeper, more visceral manner. From experiencing 

meaning presented in more than one way, a person can more fully say, “I get it 

– I understand.”  
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Research Method 

This qualitative case study will be analyzed using the variety of viewpoints 

generated by the participants for gaining insight into the possible benefits of 

using a visual journal to, visually and with the use of language, clarify thoughts 

and other issues.   This research method goes beyond and builds upon the 

written and the spoken word, with the researcher looking at art making as a 

system of communication between the artist and her or his perceived world. It is 

also research that “seeks not to prove or disprove, but rather to create movement, 

to displace, to pull apart and allow for resettlement” (Rolling, 2011, p. 99). 

Though the study is a group case study, there is an emphasis on individual 

opinions, thoughts, and concerns that will focus on democratic input. The data 

collected will be participant generated artworks and written documentation of 

any projects, photographs, and video, as well as researcher notes. There are 

three perspectives of analysis in the study: individual, group, and researcher. 

One aspect of evaluation of this study will be accomplished through individual 

and group interviews with participating youth. The information gleaned from 

these interviews were then compared and triangulated with other data collected 

to assure the most concise conclusions possible.  Interviews will be casual, but 

will be centered on the following questions: 

How did making art help you explain your answer to the prompt? 

What have you learned about yourself that you didn’t already know? 
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What did you learn in general that you didn’t know before? 

How will you use the methods learned in this workshop in other aspects of 

your life? 

The following are questions I will contemplate during the inquiry and coding 

process: 

1. What are my understandings of the participants’ meaning? I will critically 

assess their expressions of the visual journal prompts and other verbal, 

written, or illustrated interpretations of their experiences.  

2. Do my interpretations agree or disagree with the interpretations of the 

participants? In what ways?  

3. Are there any identifiable social, cultural, or stereotypical links or 

assumptions made? What are they? 

4. Are these connections recognized by the participants? For example, when 

stereotyping, does the participant then realize that they were using a 

stereotype? When does this realization take place, if at all?   

5. When asked about these connections, does the participant acknowledge 

them?  

6. In what ways does the participant feel that they have gained knowledge 

or insight through these activities?  

7. What is the artistic evidence that knowledge or insight has been gained? 

8. Is there other evidence that supports the achievement of knowledge by 

the participant through the activities in this workshop?  
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Outline of Thesis Chapters 

This rest of this document will be presented in the following way: 

In Chapter 2 I will delve deeper into the benefits of art making, storytelling, 

and the visual journal, the influence of visual culture, and the importance of 

teaching social justice issues by exploring current research. The connections 

with these topics to this study will be assessed, reviewed, and compared, 

highlighting the value and providing context for this research. 

 In Chapter 3 I will explain more fully the research methodology and the 

analytical tools I will be using, the composition and structure of the workshop, 

and the collection of data. I will also introduce the participants and the settings.  

 Chapter 4 will be a presentation of data and the conclusions made through 

this research study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

As noted in the abstract, a review of literature related to artmaking and 

individual storytelling, teaching social justice issues, and the influence of visual 

culture toward the building of a visual journal and community involvement are 

the basis of both this study and the literature review. In preparing for this task, 

I have come to understand the multiple overlaps that these topics share. As I 

reviewed the information that I have found, I realized that some texts can be 

considered in more than one of the aforementioned categories. However, I wanted 

to both analyze and support ideas in a way that informs this study and builds 

upon the reviewed knowledge. Ideas taken from the research presented in these 

articles are placed in groupings to meet this goal. The below illustration is a 

visual that I have made and used to see the structure of what I am trying to 

accomplish.     

     

Figure 1. My Project Elements Visual 
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Adding Meaning through Artmaking and Art Education  

One of my passions in life is making art. It was this passion that led me to 

seek an education in this field. When registering for my first semester as an 

undergrad, I was directed to pick an emphasis. As much as I love the making of 

art and the creative processes it involves, I equally love the sharing of it. I believe 

that almost everyone is influenced by art – it is a part of the human condition 

(Dissanayake, 2013). I also believe that to express oneself through artmaking is 

not only liberating and fun but insightful and should be available to all who want 

to participate: yes, this means I believe anyone can be an artist. We see visual 

representations, images, of life all around us. Through artmaking, we learn to 

communicate and respond to them. As individuals, we all have stories to tell, 

and making art is one way to do this. 

When asked by my adviser which I would pick, studio art or art education, 

I couldn’t decide. I finally asked if I could possibly do both. I felt that one was for 

my personal enrichment and the other was something that I could share. Though 

this could easily fit the description of either path, for me, making art is something 

I do for myself and teaching is something I do to share the artmaking experience 

with others. When the answer from her was “yes,” that I could indeed do both, I 

was thrilled, and so began a journey that leads me to this place. This choice, to 

make art and to teach art, became the starting point of my experience in art 

education. I have chosen to begin here in the literature review. The following will 
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address questions as to how to add meaning to art making, and why I have 

included it as an important aspect to my project. 

 My first formal studio classes began in art school. Many of these classes 

dealt with the technical aspects of creating art — few taught art beyond these 

and some instructors assumed that the students were already familiar with 

materials and processes and handed out assignments that we would then 

execute to the best of our abilities. Class time was used to carry out these tasks. 

As a rather free thinking student, this served me well; it meant that I could 

basically do anything, within the parameters of the assignment, once I got to 

know my medium. This was a time of experimentation but with very little 

direction. The instructors used what I like to call a “sink or swim” method of 

teaching. For instance, in painting we were not taught to mix colors, clean 

brushes, or stretch and prime canvases. We were not told that our fees included 

canvas and gesso. Many of these classes also fell short in the area of meaning. 

It was obvious that our professors had little to no experience in actual teaching, 

though they were informative when asked direct questions. One of the problems 

that I (and my fellow students) often wrestled with was the idea of what to make. 

Most of us were adept at reproducing images, but there was a feeling that these 

held no depth. Why paint an image of a chair just to do it? What does it mean? 

It was surprising, then, that I learned more about art and its concepts through 

my art education and art history courses. One class in particular, a beginning 

art education class, introduced the concept of “big ideas.” This aspect was what 

had been missing in my studio classes — the notion of content and meaning. 
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 I begin this review with ideas from an article by Sydney Walker (2004), 

“Understanding the Artmaking Process: Reflective Practice,” and one by Teresa 

Roberts (2005), “Teaching Real Artmaking,” in which she shows support for 

Walker’s ideas. Walker, in her article, asks two significant questions: “what is it 

that artists do when they create artworks? and, in particular, how do artists 

pursue meaning?” (2004, p. 7). These are necessary questions to contemplate 

when making or teaching art. But, are all artists’ methods the same? As Walker 

addresses these questions, she responds by writing of studying practicing artists’ 

methods as a productive model for student learning and cites how other 

educators also support the idea of using these procedures to add meaning to 

their students’ work. One such teacher is Teresa Roberts, who, in her article, 

cites a document by David Galenson, in which he reveals insights into 100 

painters’ lives, from the late 19th century to the late 20th century. Roberts found, 

after reading about the artists and their artmaking methods, that the artists’ 

“working practices were . . . strikingly similar” (2005. p. 43). One way to 

comprehend an artist’s methods is to consider this description by Donald Schön, 

who suggests that artmaking is "a reflective conversation with the materials of a 

situation” (Walker, 2004, p. 6).  To add to this is Walker’s theory of the artmaking 

process, that the artist’s starting point is in what she calls “A Big Idea or 

Artmaking Problem” (p. 9). This idea or problem can involve questions the artist 

is trying to answer, a theme, or another issue. Some examples of Big Ideas are 

power, relationships, and identity. This starting point is then influenced by the 
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maker’s personal experience, knowledge, boundaries, and connections. Walker 

illustrates her ideas in the diagram below: 

 

Figure 2. Walker’s Artmaking Process (2004, p. 7) 

Through my own personal experiences, I consider that some things that may be 

missing from the above diagram are the actual processes and outcomes of the 

Big Idea. Roberts (2005) notes that Big Ideas do not have solutions or answers, 

but are topics of inquiry. The diagram shows only the beginning — the process 

and the end result is not yet known. Here is where Schön’s thesis about reflective 

conversation begins. The artist explores, using personal references and 

connections, the different aspects of creating that inform the Big Idea. This 

exploration (or conversation) can be done during both the planning of an artwork 

and its execution. Along the way the artist decides how and in what ways to 

produce a work that illustrates these ideas and discoveries. This process could 

be what both Walker and Roberts name the “delay in closure” (Roberts, 2005; 

Walker, 2004). Walker describes this process as a “constant conceptual 

reevaluation and reformulation” and notes that, “final solutions were often 

forestalled” (p. 9). The benefit of this practice is the open-endedness of the 

project. Since the importance here is encouraging an awareness of the process, 
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these reevaluations have the ability to lead to multiple possible resolutions. 

Roberts says in her article that an art instructor, “armed with a conceptual 

knowledge of the [this] art process . . . can confidently explain to students that 

continual exploration, reformulation, and problem solving are inherent parts of 

the artmaking process” (p. 44). In order to emphasize this process, deliberate 

and conscious reflective practices are required. These could be in the form of 

critiques or keeping notes about what has been accomplished and what has yet 

to be achieved or problems that have been encountered. This way, the artist can 

contemplate any concerns alone or can easily explain the issue to someone else 

for additional input. 

Walker’s and Roberts’ thoughts are a starting point for students to explore 

Big Ideas through artmaking, and may be a model to help students problem solve 

in other areas of life where the direction is known, but the way to proceed is 

unclear.  This plan for the contemplation of any problem or idea for producing 

artwork is basic and leaves room for experimentation. Though each student is 

an individual and brings his or her own personality to a project, the outline is 

the same. I developed the process below from the influence of my own practice 

together with both Walker’s and Robert’s insight on the subject (see figure 3):  

1. What is the Big Idea? What is it that is being communicated? 

2. What personal experiences/viewpoints influence this topic?  

3. How are these ideas to be illustrated?  

4. What materials are going to be used? In what way? 



 
 

36 
 

5. Do these ideas and materials illustrate what is trying to be communicated? 

6. What needs adjustment?  

7. Repeat any step as necessary 

With this these ideas in mind and that artmaking can be about “meaning 

making that has both personal and larger social consequences” (Walker, 2004, 

p. 12), Ideally, students will be able to see the connections that their past 

experiences and knowledge bring to their present lives and how to use this 

knowledge in solving problems or issues that affect them and their communities 

now.          

 

Figure 3. Art making process created by this researcher 

Adding Meaning through Teaching Social Justice Issues  

One question that may have been vaguely suggested in the previous 

section is that of why make art in the first place? In addition to my own reasons 

that were outlined in the introduction to this chapter, there are many, possibly 
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enough for another complete study or review of literature, for contemplating the 

why of making art. These could be discussed at length with quite possibly no 

steadfast resolution. To make this question relevant to the study at hand, I have 

chosen to ask it in this way: Why make art in conjunction with social justice 

issues? This positioning ties in with the above concept of Big Ideas and forms 

the second foundational idea of my study.   

 Before addressing the question as to why make art with social justice in 

mind, I must first discuss the definition of what it means to link social justice to 

an art practice. The term social justice has become widely used as a central point 

of explanation for actions concerning a variety of topics such as feminism and 

critical race theory and has been used interchangeably with terms such as 

multiculturalism, diversity, and inclusion (Laundreman & MacDonald-Dennis, 

2013). I believe that social justice is an overarching expression in which the 

above topics and terms can be included, with the focal point being that of 

achieving, or at least working toward, a more equality-based society. To further 

define social justice, I refer to a document written by Lee Ann Bell and Dipti 

Desai, who list the following: 

In our view, for practices to be accurately termed “social justice” they 

should: enable people to develop the critical analytic tools necessary to 

understand oppression and their own socialization within oppressive 

systems, and to develop a sense of agency and capacity to interrupt and 
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change oppressive patterns and behaviors in themselves and in the 

institutions and communities of which they are a part. (2011, p. 287) 

They continue to say that the arts are “a particularly potent way to activate 

imagination and a broader understanding of injustice, its consequences, and the 

range of alternative possibilities” (p. 287). With this in mind, one does not have 

to look far to confirm this statement’s truthfulness, for the arts have been used 

for centuries. From cave art to the Renaissance to the present, making, 

participating in and viewing art have been used as a form of communication, 

aesthetics, and expression. What are some of the qualities that the arts possess 

that have the potential to empower the participant? How are they used to 

encourage an interruption of current belief systems and affect change? As stated 

above, the arts can activate the imagination. This activation can transport the 

imaginer to many places: of possibility, of memory, of history. It can lead to a 

realm where anything can happen. The arts can also reflect and confront a many 

layered reality with the possibility of inducing conversations as precursors to 

positive, informed action. They have a way of illustrating what “we have learned 

to see and provide new lenses for looking at the world and ourselves in relation 

to it” (p. 288). In doing so, the arts have the ability to inspire transformation in 

people, and therefore in places and circumstances.  They have the ability to show 

narratives of a variety of people and situations, as “the arts play a vital role in 

making visible the stories, voices, and experiences of people who are rendered 

invisible by structures of dominance” (p. 288) 
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 Along with knowing what utilizing art in its varied forms has the potential 

to accomplish, there are two other things to consider. One is exposure to social 

justice topics. Another is learning a way to critically view and question these 

topics. This leads to my next foundational idea concerning this study. 

Adding Meaning through Studying the Influences of Visual Culture 

To help and define visual culture as a means of contemplation and a way 

to critically look at the world we live in, I believe the meaning should swell to 

include that of popular culture as a collective of shared experience. With this 

mutual understanding we are able to begin conversations about how images are 

constructed and what the intended, and underlying, meanings are. In a lecture, 

Kevin Tavin said,  

Life in contemporary times is, of course, mediated. Through a swirl of 

imagery, through screens, television, internet, through medical imaging 

devices, cameras, satellite images, through newspapers . . . magazines, 

digital documents and a host of other multimedia devices that enhance 

our sight, represent our ideas, and help human beings see and be seen. 

And attempting to understand this cultural condition, its symbolic and 

material manifestations and its effect on our ontology . . . how it helps to 

shape and mold our being and how we understand who we are for me is 

the product of our visual culture. (2014, n.p.) 

These images that Tavin refers to may be taken in subconsciously and 

without notice or the focus may be trained on certain input and absorbed 
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consciously. I would argue that most images are filtered through what we have 

come to believe is daily life and are accepted at the subconscious level, without 

thought to whether they reflect any great meaning or message. “These texts play 

a significant role in the symbolic and material milieu of contemporary society by 

shaping, and often limiting, perceptions of reality and constructing a normative 

‘vision’ of the world” (Tavin, 2003, p. 21). Studying visual culture is about 

observing this influence: being aware of how images shape our perceptions and 

understandings. According to Tavin, this is an important part of visual culture, 

that it is “a cultural condition where the human condition is profoundly affected 

one way or the other by images [and] new technologies” (2014, n.p.) and can 

greatly influence “looking and various practices of seeing, showing, and picturing 

how we see the world, how we see ourselves, [and] how we picture ourselves 

consciously or unconsciously in it” (2014, n.p.).   

   When introducing the concept of visual culture to students, by teaching 

them how to see in new ways and examine belief systems, we as art educators 

are participating in critical pedagogy. By the very nature of this way of teaching, 

we will organically arrive at the discussion of social justice issues. Both social 

justice and visual culture are better understood through the practices of critical 

pedagogy, which, according to Tavin, is defined as being: 

rooted in a democratic ethos that attends to the practices of teaching and 

learning and focuses on lived experiences with the intention to disrupt, 

contest, and transform systems of oppression. Accordingly, critical 
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pedagogy focuses on classrooms as well as other sites — especially the 

terrain of popular culture — as places of production and exchange. (2003, 

p. 198) 

In using popular culture as a beginning point of discussion or 

contemplation, I believe that students will be more receptive because of the 

familiar subject matter; they are being introduced to new ideas through 

something as comfortable as a well-worn jacket. And, like a jacket does, some of 

these ideas have been covered up and are in need of being revealed. Paul 

Duncum said that the primary goal in studying visual culture is “critical 

understanding and empowerment - not artistic expression” but these are, “best 

developed through an emphasis on image-making where students have some 

freedom to explore meaning” (2002, p.6).   

According to figures quoted in the 2011 film Miss Representation (Newsom, 

2015), American teenagers spend 31 hours a week watching television, 17 hours 

a week listening to music, three hours a week watching movies, 10 hours a week 

on-line, and four looking at magazines. These figures work out to be 

approximately 9 hours and 30 minutes a day.  This is a lot of exposure to both 

visual and popular culture and underlines my presumption that the broad arena 

of visual culture is relatable, comfortable, and something that students share 

with their peers, making it all the more important to deconstruct. To reduce any 

resistance or feelings that the students themselves are being criticized, as 

opposed to the culture they relate to, Kerry Freedman made this observation, 
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“Teaching visual culture involves open instruction in which knowledge is 

conceived of as free and, although expertise is valued, the privilege of knowing is 

available to all” (2003, p. 39). 

Another question that needs to be answered is, why is it important to 

discuss visual culture? Why is it important that these discussions lead to 

addressing social justice issues?  My own response is that if change is going to 

happen in any realm of oppression, privilege, power, or politics, it will have to 

begin with an understanding of the challenges that all groups face. We need to 

teach the students in our care to question what they see before they accept it, to 

make those questions meaningful and relevant, and to pursue the answers. 

When students claim or “reclaim their voices as part of a process of 

empowerment, not as a means to acquire personal power over people or goods, 

but by learning how to resist oppressive power that subjugates or exploits 

themselves or other people” (Garber, 2004, p. 6), they gain confidence and 

knowledge. With this gain of voice, perhaps there will be a transformation that 

will change the world for the better. 

 

Storytelling and Artmaking: The Visual Journal 

 The passage below is from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 

referencing his “banking” theory of negative teacher/student relationships in 

education, in which students are receptacles for the teacher’s “all-knowing” 

information; the teacher gives knowledge and the students receive it.  
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The more students work at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less 

they develop the critical consciousness which would result from their 

intervention in the world as transformers of that world. The more 

completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they 

tend simply to adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of 

reality deposited in them. (2005, p. 72)  

I would like to take Freire’s theory a step further and include the influence of 

popular culture in the stead of teacher. Popular culture, through various means, 

tends to speak with an authority that doesn’t invite question. Freire posed an 

alternative: 

Whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits creative power, 

problem-posing education involves a constant unveiling of reality. The 

former attempts to maintain the submersion of consciousness; the latter 

strives for the emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in 

reality. (p. 81) 

One idea to break the cycle of banking education and move toward one of 

problem-posing and solving is to encourage students to become storytellers. 

Since “our students' lived experience is the foundation for their learning” 

(Deniston-Trochta, 2003, p. 104), and human beings are naturally storytellers, 

it is a place to start in their exploration of themselves, their communities, and 

the world. Henry Giroux, by way of Loyce Caruthers, a professor that examined 

how teachers’ stories influenced their perspective about their students, said that,  
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a critical approach to storytelling challenges the ways knowledge is 

constructed, illuminates the relationship between knowledge and power, 

and redefines what is personal and political so that we learn to rewrite the 

dialectical connection between what we learn and how we come to define 

our history, experience, and language. Key concepts for the use of stories 

are voice, inquiry, and personal knowledge. (Caruthers, 2006, p. 664) 

Stories are told and absorbed daily, both for personal use and use by the 

media.   A media example might be a commercial shown about the latest 

electronic device and how much fun and stylish are those who own it. The 

message is that anyone can be just as stylish as the people that are displayed; 

anyone can have fun and friends, go places and wear trendy clothes — but, the 

device is necessary for this to be achieved. Stories exist everywhere. They justify 

our actions and beliefs. Not only do narratives, or stories, help us to make sense 

of our lives, but they also provide a way to imagine something differently. The 

big draw in the commercial example above is its use to create a scenario that 

has not come to pass; it invites people into a reality where it is possible to imagine 

a life different from the one being lived. This use of imagination along with 

storytelling can benefit students to help them understand their identities, their 

experiences, and how the world and their communities function. They learn what 

is acceptable (according to the visual culture they are exposed to) — what to 

wear, what to own, what to think, what to be seen doing — and how, or if, they 

fit it. These lessons from visual (popular) culture are powerful and often accepted 

without question. We, as educators, must present strategies to students that are 
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equally powerful. We need to teach, like Paulo Freire states above, a “problem-

posing education [that] involves a constant unveiling of reality” (2005, p. 81). In 

teaching these real-life skills, we are helping students to navigate a life beyond 

the classroom, something that may have a lasting effect on the way they make 

decisions in the future. My aim with this project is to highlight that “The 

paradigm of storytelling emphasizes the importance of the personal in learning 

that is lasting” (Deniston-Trochta, 2003, p. 105). Not only do our personal stories 

teach us about ourselves and shed light on matters that have been hidden, but 

the stories of others can help us learn compassion, empathy, and understanding; 

they can also bring inspiration. Focusing on the deconstruction of common 

narratives and telling stories that illuminate an issue that before had been 

invisible can help students in “perceiving the relationality of privilege and 

oppression . . . to the kinds of stories that are given voice through history and 

those that are not” (Bell & Desai, 2011, p. 288). 

Pablo Picasso said that, “Painting is just another way of keeping a diary" 

(Picasso, n.d.). One thread in this review is that of visual culture and its power 

to impact the way people and circumstances are seen and how people see. 

Because the visual is so powerful and because “pictures speak volumes . . . we 

can read pictures and ‘write pictures’ in satisfying and meaningful ways that run 

parallel to the way we read and write words” (Olshansky, 2014, p. 121), I have 

chosen to use the visual journal as a tool in creating art, exploring self, and 

discerning social justice issues. Grace Deniston-Trochta, in her article “The 

Meaning of Storytelling as Pedagogy,” advocates for “the importance of 
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autobiography and interactive journaling in the education process” (2003, p. 

107). Along with Bell and Desai and their assertion that, “the arts can play a 

unique role in highlighting the embodied nature of historical inquiry” in the 

understanding of oppression, (2011, p. 288) and Elizabeth Garber’s view of art 

education as “focused not only on the relationship between culture and the arts, 

but on social change and social justice” (2014, p. 6), having students use a 

journal in this way seems a natural choice. 

To my surprise, there are very few professional articles addressing the use 

of visual journals. Maybe this absence is because the use of visual journals is 

such a commonplace and logical choice for the deliberation of the topics 

pertaining to social justice? Maybe this method is taken for granted in the art 

education community because sketchbooks have a history of being used as a 

planning and reflection tool? For whatever reason, I have included non-

traditional sources for this portion of the review in addition to academic ones. 

With this clarification, I would like to start with a resource that I found helpful, 

a website. Michael Bell is the owner and producer of a site called “Visual 

Journaling,” as well as a teacher involved in the introduction of visual journals 

to his students. He has documented some of his students talking about their 

visual journals and what it means to them. There are such comments as, "visual 

journaling helps you to fuel ideas in your head"; “it's really personal . . . nobody's 

telling you what to draw or how to draw it, you can draw whatever you want"; 

"visual journaling is about copying down as much as you can about yourself . . 

. how you feel . . . denial and depression and dealing with friends and school" 
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(Bell, 2006, n.p.).   On his site he has a place titled “workshop”; if one were to 

click on it, it would bring you to an archive of student videos where the students 

talk about their experiences with keeping a visual journal. On one of the videos 

a student named “Danny” shares his journal. He speaks about how he has used 

his journal and how he feels about a situation in his own life by sharing a 

personal entry from his visual journal about how he feels the world is coercing 

him to behave in a certain way by "force feeding" him medication. The written 

entry in his journal is accompanied by an illustration where the medication is 

pictured as a huge pill that has an evil, angry face. These comments show the 

value of the visual journal to the students who participated.   

In a visual journal, the text has the ability to add meaning to the image, 

or vice versa: “almost always the combination of text and image together moves  . 

. . beyond what each alone can convey (Olshansky, 2014, p. 120). Visual journals 

have meaning beyond images and words, though. The use of a visual journal can 

increase confidence and self-esteem for students who learn visually or struggle 

with verbal learning (Olshansky, 2008, p. 14), since “the universal language of 

pictures is also the “first language” of all children [people]” (Olshansky, 2008, p. 

13).  I believe that using a visual journal will also increase the confidence and 

self-esteem for most people participating in this practice. Artist Juliana Coles, 

who names her work as an “extreme visual journal,” writes on the homepage of 

her site that her journals are something that houses a person’s vulnerability, a 

“soul filling place” and an “extension of self” (2015, n.p.).  She continues with a 

description of how visual journaling helps with documenting “rites of passage 
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and growth and give[s] name and meaning to them by deciphering their clues 

and symbols” (n.p.).   Because these are an extension of self, these inanimate 

objects “ask for our compassion as we reach into our internal primordial ooze 

and pull out signs of life so that we may tell our stories through words and 

images” (Coles, 2015, n.p.). If I am successful in relaying these observations to 

students, they may be willing to open up and try to use the tools mentioned here 

to their benefit. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the benefits of artmaking and individual 

storytelling, how popular and visual culture informs belief systems, and how the 

contemplation and the discussion of these issues have the potential to change 

individuals and, ultimately, society.  We see visual representations of life all 

around us. Through using as an impetus the concept of the Big Idea, artmaking 

has the potential to be more individual and meaningful. Visual journals may 

provide a platform for students to give their personal stories depth and 

significance and to “activate imagination and a broader understanding of 

injustice, its consequences, and the range of alternative possibilities” (Bell and 

Desai, 2011, p. 287). 

In my next chapter, I will be sharing details about how the study was 

implemented by discussing the places that the workshop was held and 

introducing the individuals that participated. I will also relay the contents of our 

meetings and will include quotes, comments, and artworks. These and other 
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details about the methodology, as well as strengths and limitations of the study, 

will be included, along with presentation of the data.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

DISCUSSION OF METHODOLOGY AND PRESENTATION OF DATA 

For the active portion of my study, that of facilitating the workshop, I had been 

originally planned to hold a six week class at a local library branch. There were 

a number of reasons that I considered this workshop to be of only partial 

success. One in particular, the lack of data due to the lack of participation, led 

me to organize a second workshop that was held at a charter school serving 

middle school students. These workshops will be discussed in this 

chapter.  Before doing so, I will explore methodology and reintroduce my 

research question. Then I will discuss the details of the workshops: how they 

were structured and who participated. In the final section of the chapter, I will 

present the data collected.    

Methodology 

As stated in Chapter One, my interest in this study sprouted from a 

teaching experience with college students and my belief in the benefit of using 

visual journals to assist in the realization of identity, an understanding of place, 

and the clarification of topics. I also have an interest in social justice issues and 

using art not only as an empowerment tool, but as one way to understand and 

communicate the variety of issues that affect our society.   
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Research questions 

 For this study, my primary research question is: How and in what ways is 

a community-based art workshop for teens effective in building personal 

empowerment and community involvement?  Along with this question, there are 

a number of sub-questions. They are, as follows: 

 What are some ways in which teens and young adults perceive 

themselves and their communities? 

 How does art and visual culture inform these perceptions? 

 In what ways do the specific activities of this workshop assist in the 

clarification of individual and community identity? 

To address these questions, I decided to design a case study that is informed by 

qualitative data, using the individual and unique thoughts, feelings, and 

opinions of the participants. Though the aforementioned questions drove my 

study, I have remained open, throughout the study, to other questions and topics 

that may come up during the process of analysis.  

Why Case Study Research? 

To collect qualitative data is to collect a viewpoint of someone, an 

expression of that person’s thoughts, feelings, and/or experiences. Case study 

methodology, a qualitative form of research, is supported by a constructivist 

paradigm in which the creation of reality is one that is built through a variety of 

viewpoints (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Hays, 2004; Mason, 2002). This lends validity 

to case studies. As a researcher, a fuller picture is constructed when there is 
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more than one perspective represented. This social construction of reality 

through a single case study has the potential to connect us not only to each 

other through a shared experience, but also to a wider audience that may find 

value, comfort, or direction in a like circumstance.  

Ronald J. Pelias wrote of his reasons, through experience, of his support 

of qualitative research. Here is a partial list: 

 They tell of my connection to others, some with whom I enjoy a close 

relationship, some to whom I am a stranger. 

 I believe in the power of the single individual who speaks from the 

position of the “I” and who is willing to share what he or she 

understands as true.   

 I trust the case study, my own and others’, to provide a view of the 

individual who is situated within an historical and cultural context 

and who is draped with every utterance in ideology.    

 I see individuals who do so function as witnesses, as social agents, 

as interventionists, as the creators of alternative ways of being.   

 Our tales are a way of taking our turn. And we deserve a turn not 

because we are self-absorbed but we live amongst each other, 

working to make sense of our world, striving to have meaningful 

connections with others, and insisting on our right and 

responsibility to be relationally and politically present in the 

conversation. (2009, pp. 354-355) 
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The “why?” reason for qualitative research in the context of a case study 

is to present participants’ voices. But, there are other things to consider. For 

instance, what do I, as a researcher, bring to the study? I am not without my 

own stories or experiences. An awareness of my expectations and prejudices is 

a necessary component for it may “impact on our [my] choice of topics, 

approaches and analyses” (Cheek, 2008, pp. 20-21). Along with this 

mindfulness, there is also a consideration on what I choose to highlight or ignore. 

I must ask myself if I am giving a holistic view of the subject. If it is not possible 

to do so, then an acknowledgement of my awareness must also be recognized.   

Another consideration here is the questions that I am asking during the 

analysis portion of the study. Julianne Cheek recommends asking the following 

when writing qualitative questions to guide the analysis: if these are the 

questions to ask, what these questions do; if these questions might change over 

time, or whether there are other questions that could be, but are not being, asked 

(2008, p 21). She says that,  

This creates the possibility for a situation in which we continue to be 

buffeted in the spaces that the questions, rather than the answers, create. 

For it is the question that is asked which creates the possibilities for what 

answers can be given. Yet it is to the answers that our focus is inexorably 

drawn. (p. 21) 

With these thoughts in mind, I will continue on with another aspect of this 

methodology: what defines a case study? 
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What is a Case Study? 

 In order to design and conduct a case study, I needed to understand what 

this meant. What are the elements and components that make up a case 

study?  Why use this methodology? What is of interest to me concerning the use 

of a case study?  

One idea that appealed to me was that a case study is built on a 

constructivist paradigm. I understand that “constructivists claim that truth is 

relative and that it is dependent on one’s perspective. . . [and that truth] is built 

upon the premise of a social construction of reality” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 

545). This interested me because I am fascinated by the perspectives of others. I 

want to discover why someone sees things in a certain way and what has 

influenced this viewpoint. Continuing with this line of thought is the 

consideration that this method of research has the ability to “give a voice to the 

powerless and voiceless” (Tellis, 1997, p 2): it’s not that I believe the students 

that I have worked with are either, but with this comes the possibility of freedom 

to voice their views without the fear of negative consequences. I also liked the 

promise of “close collaboration between the researcher and the participant, while 

enabling participants to tell their stories” (Baxter & Jack, p. 545). The 

illustrations in their journals and their perspectives on a number of topics aided 

me in understanding the layers of their personal reality. This all adds up to a 

case study that has “no clear set of outcomes” (Tellis, 1997, p. 3). 
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The next question that I needed to answer was: How is a case study 

conducted? What are the steps? According to Weston Tellis it seems relatively 

simple.  His recommended procedure is:  

 Prepare for data collection 

 Distribute questionnaire 

 Conduct interviews 

 Analyze evidence 

 Develop conclusion 

 Form recommendations and implications based on evidence. (1997, p. 5) 

This not only seems simple, but very straightforward. However, I found this to 

be a basic outline with many sub-categories. For instance, before I could prepare 

for data collection, Tellis’s the first step, I had to write the curriculum, get IRB 

approval, and recruit participants. A modified version of the above list will be 

deliberated later in this chapter in the section where I discuss what both 

workshops I conducted have in common. 

 There are two more topics that I would like to explore in relation to 

conducting a case study. These are data collection and the analysis of that data. 

According to Tellis, there are “six sources of evidence for data collection in the 

case study protocol: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct 

observation, participant observation, and physical artifacts” (1997, p 4). The 

reasons for the many sources of data are numerous. One is that the data 

collected from a number of sources lends credence to the validity of the 
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information gathered and highlights “the details from the viewpoint of the 

participants” (p. 1). It also ensures “that the issue is not explored through one 

lens, but rather a variety of lenses which allows for multiple facets of the 

phenomenon to be revealed and understood” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544). My 

study contains all six of these sources, as I will explain below. 

 In this case study, my central research question, “How and in what ways 

is a community-based art workshop for teens effective in building personal 

empowerment and community involvement?” sets my focus on the analysis of 

the participants’ response to a voluntary program. The next step here would be 

to determine how to analyze all the collected data.  Baxter and Jack have 

delineated five techniques for analysis. They are pattern matching, linking data 

to propositions, explanation building, time-series analysis, logic models, and 

cross-case synthesis (2008, p. 555). As I continue with the examination of data, 

I will use pattern matching, linking data to propositions, and explanation 

building to set my conclusions. 

 As I explored what it means to conduct a case study, one of the most 

helpful viewpoints, and one that guides this presentation of data, is that of 

Baxter and Jack, who wrote,  

the researcher must ensure that the data are converged in an attempt to 

understand the overall case, not the various parts of the case, or the 

contributing factors that influence the case.... The goal of the report is to 

describe the study in such a comprehensive manner as to enable the 
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reader to feel as if they had been an active participant in the research and 

can determine whether or not the study findings could be applied to their 

own situation. (2008, p. 555) 

Along with a determination to present this case study in a manner in which the 

reader feels a part, I will discuss two more pertinent topics, that of this study’s 

strengths and limitations.  

Workshop Overview 

In this second section of this chapter, I will describe the workshops in reference 

to what they had in common.  

Workshop Curriculum 

 Though the time period was different for each workshop, the structure was 

the same. For the library site, I had two hours a week for six weeks and at the 

school, we met for an hour and fifteen minutes a week for ten weeks. For both 

situations, I would start the meeting with introductions of myself, and if there 

were new participants, of my study. I would collect any permission slips at this 

time and invite any comments or questions. I would then request that the 

students introduce themselves by sharing something: a favorite color, something 

that happened that day, or a current event that they had an interest in, for 

example. After that, except for the first meeting, we would discuss the last 

meeting’s journal prompt and how it was answered by the participants. Each 

student had the opportunity to share, but some chose not to. Then, I would 

present the topic of conversation for that day through watching a video. The 
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videos were, on average, about ten minutes long and included the following 

topics: young people addressing social justice issues, identity, social justice, and 

community activism. (For a complete list of videos and the corresponding links, 

see Appendix A) After a short dialogue about the video, I would then introduce 

the next visual journal prompt and studio time would commence.  

There were times when the discussion led us off schedule. An example of 

this is, on the first day of the middle school workshop an incident was in the 

news about a boy building a clock and bringing it to school. The boy was Muslim 

and got arrested for supposedly inciting a bomb scare. Since social justice was 

a part of the focus of the workshop, along with critical thinking, when the 

students presented this topic, I used it as an introduction for this workshop and 

an opening for future discussions. For studio time, each person received a 

sketchbook.1 After handing out the sketchbooks, I provided ideas for inspiration 

for when the participants went on to illustrate their own journals. Below are two 

entries that I did and brought to the classes to share with the students (Figure 

4).  Later in this chapter, when I write about the individual workshops, I present 

                                                           
1 These were given out on a first-come-first-served basis. In the future, 

after this experience and if I do something like this again, I would probably 

withhold the sketchbooks until the participants’ paperwork was turned in. Some 

students took a sketchbook and never came back for another class.  
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some of the work done by the participants, these will be accompanied by the 

corresponding journal prompt.    

          

Figure 4. My examples of journal pages 

I also provided a compilation of examples from the internet (this is located in 

Appendix B) and books that I have (see Dinino & Woods, 2006 and Harrison, 

1995, 2005 in the Reference section). In addition to the inspirational material, I 

provided crayons, colored pencils, watercolors, markers, glue, scissors, paint 

brushes and magazines. I also brought my own clean up gear and paper towels 

and cups for painting.              

From each workshop, I collected data in the forms of a pre-questionnaire, 

a post questionnaire qualitative interview, and the journal entries from each 

participant.   
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The First Workshop: The Library 

 It was a warm, sunny day in May 2015. I was en route to a meeting at a 

local library branch, where I was to be conducting research for my thesis. When 

thinking of a community venue for my workshop, I thought of places that 

people—including those under 18—frequented, that would have facilities like 

water and restrooms, and that was willing to work with someone not associated 

with their organization. I thought of places on the university campus or local 

bookstores that might welcome this sort of class and then realized the perfect 

place: the public library. To get started, I had sent out six letters to as many 

library branches, and had decided on one that served a neighborhood of 

underprivileged and transient people. It was near a pool and a daycare. The 

reason for my choice was that the library in that area assisted their neighborhood 

in a number of ways. It provided a place where kids could go and get homework 

help, use the computers, or join in an activity. I was meeting Nancy (there are 

no real names used for participants in this document in order to protect 

individuals’ privacy) to go over the details. I wanted to tell her more about my 

program and see what time slots she had available.  

 As we spoke, Nancy showed me the space that she thought would work for 

me. There were several four person tables, counter tops, and a sink in the room. 

The room was perfect. It was to the left of the sliding glass library entry doors, 

so anyone could see it as they walked in. The room was separated from the rest 

of the library by a glass wall and door, which provided both privacy and safety. 
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It was decided that I would have two hours every Monday morning from 10:00 

am until 12:00 noon for six weeks, beginning the first full week in June.   

Three weeks prior to the start of the workshop, I dropped off a number of 

recruitment posters (see Appendix C), flyers for people to take home, and a sign-

up sheet to be located at the librarians’ desk. I placed one of the posters on the 

entry door to the library, one on the door of the conference room where the 

workshop was to be held, and two more in the teen area, where I also placed the 

take home flyers. In the three weeks that followed, I dropped in to see if there 

was any interest. No one had signed up. The librarians said they would continue 

to promote it and list it on their branch web site. 

 On the morning of the first workshop, I arrived promptly at 10:00 am. The 

library didn’t open before this, so I couldn’t set up early. No one had signed up 

on the sheet that I had left at the desk, and since it was a Monday with no school 

in session, we were getting off to a slow start. I had with me my son, Adam, and 

my friend had brought her son, Brian. Both of the boys were 13 years old. 

Since I had planned and prepared for this, after fifteen minutes or so, I 

decided that we should just get started (see Figure 5). The first thing that I did 

was to explain to the boys what I was doing, that this workshop was a part of my 

research, and that I needed their permission to include any of their work or 

opinions in my final paper. I also mentioned that I needed parental permission 

in addition to their own. I then handed out the corresponding paperwork (see 

Appendices D and E). 
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Figure 5. Brian and Adam at the library workshop 

To get a baseline on their knowledge of the topics of this workshop, I 

handed out the pre-questionnaire, a copy of which is located in Appendix F. After 

they had completed this form, we did not discuss their answers. I wanted to 

introduce the topics throughout the workshop and then see what information 

was retained and learned through the post questionnaire interview. The 

questionnaire was short – only five questions – and gave me an idea of their 

understanding of concepts such as social justice and visual culture. Though 

Brain did not know what these terms meant, Adam had a limited understanding. 

Adam stated, about visual culture, that “It makes us who we are” and listed 

hairstyles, clothes and music as examples. About social justice, he said that it 

means that, “everyone has rights” but could only list racism as an issue. I also 
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wanted to get an idea if art had a place in their lives. On this topic, Adam wrote 

that he draws a lot and that it is a way to express himself, while Brian stated 

that he is good at building with clay or Legos.   

To start this first session, I introduced the artist JR by watching his TED 

talk: “Can Art Change the World? Using Art to Turn the World Inside Out” 

afterwards we reviewed his website. I chose this artist because he is vibrant and 

has unconventional ideas about art. He has documented these ideas in 

attention-grabbing videos and photographs that show people’s commonalities. 

In this particular TED talk he challenges the audience and viewers to change the 

world by photographing what they care about. This video has the same 

components of my workshop in the sense that art is used to communicate ideas 

and to bring about awareness.  As would be the case on the other days as well 

as that day, we discussed the video and what it meant to each participant. There 

were times when we got off topic as well as times that the boys made connections 

to the meanings of visual culture and social justice.  

As the weeks progressed, I had two other teens join in for one session each. 

Since they didn’t come back and no permission was granted, I collected no data 

from them. They did seem to enjoy the sessions they came to, as evidenced by 

comments such as, “this is cool” and “I like making art,” but for whatever reason, 

did not return. 

A major part of the workshop was the visual journal. After the prompt was 

introduced, the participants could choose how to illustrate their ideas and what 
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materials to use. For the first prompt, “words that describe me: I am…,” the boys 

chose bright colors and positive words like free, positive, and spicy. Both boys 

listed ideas that were influenced by visual culture. Adam chose the word 

“dragons” because not only did he have a dragon instead of a teddy bear when 

he was younger, his favorite video game has dragons in it. Brian loves comic 

books and so included “the Marvel Code” in his response. These are the colored 

dots, separated by lines, toward the bottom of his page, and include: will, greed, 

fear, anger, love, compassion, hope, death, and life (see Figures 6 and 7). 

         

Figure 6. Adam’s first journal page        Figure 7. Brian’s first journal page  

 When it came to the second prompt, about what kind of human being to 

be, Brian jumped right in. He thought that this was a fantasy list. “I thought you 

meant like building a person, not like traits. So I put in a lot of redonkulous 

stuff” (group discussion, June 8, 2015). Brian plays a lot of video games and 

treated this exercise like making a character in a game. He discovered this 
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misconception when Adam was talking about his journal, where he listed words 

such as peaceful, patient, and helpful.  Brian’s list included elf, griffin rider, and 

super strange monkey tail. Brian then amended his list by adding strength, takes 

action, and good with animals along with two more descriptors (see Figures 8 

and 9). 

          

Figure 8. Adam’s second journal page                   Figure 9.  Brian’s second journal page 

As we started on our third journal prompt, I introduced the concept of social 

justice through another TED talk, “What Does My Headscarf Mean to You?” 

presented by Yassmin Abdel-Magied. Not only is she a woman and Muslim, she 

is also a race car driver and an oil rig engineer amongst other identifiers. Her 

talk was about unconscious bias and how to become aware in order to identify, 

acknowledge, and mitigate against it. In order to do this, she advises, when 

entering a situation where all is new, pick the person least like you in the room 

to get to know. The boys and I had a lively discussion afterwards where they had 

https://www.ted.com/speakers/yassmin_abdel_magied
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a hard time recognizing any of their personal biases, saying at one point that 

they didn’t know if they had any. When it came to be studio time and they were 

answering the prompt about what social justice issue is most meaningful to each 

of them, Adam chose gay rights and Brian chose racism and equal rights. 

Because same sex marriage had been in the news and recognized in Arizona for 

less than a year at this time, and because some of Adam’s school friends 

identified as LGBTQ and he had advocated for gay rights, this was a natural 

choice. “Love is everywhere no matter what form it takes!!” his journal entry 

reads. Brian chose equal rights with Superman and Green Lantern as well as 

Wonder Woman and Storm having equal strength, in his DC comics versus 

Marvel comics illustration. He also chose racism, “If color doesn’t matter on cats 

or dogs it shouldn’t matter on us!!!” (see Figures 10 and 11).  

An interesting thing about the third prompt was the discussion that 

followed. Brian was visibly upset about Adam’s response to the social justice 

prompt about gay rights: his arms were crossed and his face was flushed, almost 

as if he were about to cry. He didn’t want to talk about it, however, and when 

asked what was wrong, he said, “nothing,” and then he blurted out that Adam 

was wrong and that “it’s not a social justice issue – it’s just not right!” (group 

discussion, June 22, 2015), referring to the issue that Adam had chosen. At this, 

Adam tried to defend himself, but Brian did not want to talk about it anymore. 

To diffuse the situation, I changed the topic to Brian’s superhero comparison.   
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           Figure 10. Adam’s third journal page                Figure 11. Brian’s third journal page 

This situation was difficult for me, and looking back, I don’t know what I would 

do differently. Brian’s background includes attending a private Southern Baptist, 

K-6 school. I believe a lot of his views stemmed from this. Also, because of Brain’s 

maturity level, I am not sure if could relate what he was thinking or feeling at 

this time, so questioning him would have made him more upset. At the same 

time, Adam’s feelings were hurt for the way that Brian was acting and the things 

that he had said. I think that changing the subject here was the most diplomatic 

way to take care of the situation, though Adam and I had a conversation about 

it later, after Brian had gone home, about tolerating others’ views. 

The next prompt invited responses to the statement, “if I could change the 

world (starting with my community) – I would do/be this.” For school, Adam had 

to take the city bus a few times for field trips. He said that he found the bus 

stops to be pretty disgusting – except for the ones downtown that were “decorated 

and stuff” (group discussion, June 29, 2015), referring to the stops that had been 
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planned by artists. He wanted to do something for the people who had to take 

the bus. He told us of people throwing trash all over, of drinks that got spilt so 

that the seats and the surrounding ground were sticky, and of older or disabled 

people who had no other transportation and had to sit or stand for long periods 

of time waiting in the mess for the city bus. He felt that these bus stops could 

also use some much needed some, like fresh paint or decorated trash cans (see 

Figure 12). In answer to the question of why this was a community or social 

justice issue, he said that if, “the city can’t take care of something, then the 

people who can, should” (group discussion). 

As for Brian, he again chose to go with a video game theme. In this 

instance, it was on line gaming bullies. He told us about playing games on line 

and how some people are really mean and say things that include swearing, 

calling people names, and putting other players down if they make mistakes. He 

wanted to figure out a way that this could be controlled. His idea was typing in 

a password to let the bully player know that what is being said is hurtful. If the 

bully doesn’t quit, the password initiates a warning response that signals this 

and the bully is kicked off line and out of the game (see Figure 13). 

The fifth and last journal response was to have Adam and Brian answer 

the statement: “five things I can do now to get where I want to be.” They answered 

this prompt with illustrations reproduced in Figures 14 and 15. 
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           Figure 12. Adam’s fourth journal page        Figure 13. Brian’s fourth journal page 

 When it came time to discuss what they had done, both boys said they 

didn’t really know what I wanted from them in this prompt; they thought that I 

was talking about, “what I want to be when I grow up type thing” (Adam, group 

discussion, July 6, 2015) when, in actuality, I wanted them to continue with 

their community service ideas and make a plan for how they would accomplish 

their plans if they had the chance to do so. The journal pages illustrate their 

future plans with phrases from Adam saying, “Be in plays” and “prepare to go to 

high school” and Brian listing the “Five things I can do to get to college: Draw, 

study for tests, help in the community, invent new things, be ready to learn.” 
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Figure14. Adam’s fifth journal page              Figure 15. Brian’s fifth journal page 

 

I conducted the post questionnaire as a separate interview between each 

of the students and me. There are seven questions that are aimed toward 

evaluating the impact that the workshop had on the participants (see Appendix 

G for the list of questions). Questions were asked about the role art plays in their 

lives and their experiences with the workshop, their interpretation of visual 

culture and social justice, and how they will interact with these issues in the 

future. The following quotes in this section are from this interview, conducted 

July 7, 2015. About viewing art, Adam said that the workshop helped him 

understand others’ viewpoints. He said, “Before I thought that art was just art. 

That it didn’t really mean anything. Now, I think about what the person who 

makes the art is trying to say.” Brian felt that nothing had changed with him as 

far as viewing or making art was concerned. However, Brian was surprised that 
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he had attended the entire workshop. He said, “I usually don’t keep things like 

this up.  The only thing I really stick with is playing video games.”   

As for their favorite part of the workshop, Adam stated that he enjoyed the 

discussions that he liked when he got to share his opinions and that, “everyone’s 

words count[ed]. Brian enjoyed the variety of art materials. When speaking about 

what was learned, Adam said, “That what we see can have a lot of different 

meanings.” He continued this thought when asked about visual culture, stating 

that, “it’s in fashion, the way you appear. It’s in games, it’s everywhere.” And 

because of this, “It affects my choices, what I make and how I do things.” Though 

Brian said that he didn’t believe that visual culture had any impact on his life, 

he did say that one of the things he learned was the meaning of social justice. 

When asked what he thought it meant, he said, “That people should be equal 

but aren’t treated equally and everyone needs to know this so that they can start 

treating people equally.” Their answers to what social justice issue concerns 

them the most followed this line of thinking. Adam said, “I think that people 

should have the same rights no matter if they are straight or gay. Or if they are 

white or shades of brown. Or rich or poor. Or religious.” Brian’s answer was very 

close to what Adam had to say. He said, “I think that people shouldn’t be racists 

or against someone because of their clothes or hair or skin color or religion.” This 

discussion was concluded with a final question that inquired about how the boys 

would participate with these issues in their future. Again, both boys’ answers 

were very similar. Adam said that he would, “Stand with my friends that need 
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help when bashing arrives” and Brian remarked that he would, “Call people out 

when they are being prejudiced.”  

After the conclusion of this workshop, I did not feel that there was enough 

data generated to complete my study. A friend of mine, Mary Lou, a principal at 

a charter school for middle school aged kids, had recently added a service 

learning requirement for eighth grade graduation. When I was talking with her 

about my project, she said that I could form an after school club using the 

curriculum that I had developed for this workshop at her school. She would 

encourage her students to sign up for it by counting the time spent after school 

with me as time toward their service learning requirement. This arrangement 

worked for both of us because of similar goals of community involvement. 

The Second Workshop: The Middle School 

As the beginning of the school year approached, Mary Lou and I had 

another conversation about an idea to help recruit students for the after school 

“Service Learning Club” workshop. She thought that I could present the 

workshop to both parents and students at the open house night. I thought that 

this was a great idea, so I prepared for that night. I had a table with art supplies 

and copies of the journal pages from the first workshop. I also had hand outs 

and a few posters that we (the office manager and I) hung around the school (see 

Appendix H and I). 
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When open house night came, everything went as planned and there were 

a number of parents and students interested. I took this to be a good sign and 

was excited to begin this second workshop. 

 About a week and a half later, I had my first session; three students 

showed up.  We met in one of the classrooms. This was equipped with a smart 

TV that we could watch videos on, desks, and a sink. As before, I introduced 

myself and my project and handed out both the pre-questionnaire and the 

permission paperwork (see appendices F, J, and K). I also followed the same 

schedule and watched the same videos. The only differences between this 

workshop and the last was the time period - one hour 15 minutes for the middle 

school as opposed to two hours at the library – and the length of time, which was 

extended from six weeks to ten. This cut into our studio time, so some of the 

students’ work had to be completed at home. Though more students showed up 

in the next session and everyone in the first two sessions brought home the 

paperwork, I got permission to use the data from only three students.  The after 

school service learning club attendance is shown in Table 1 below. As seen on 

this chart, the participants that handed in the permission paperwork are 

represented with complete names, the others with letters only. No data was 

collected from the latter. Without some sort of commitment on the part of the 

students, the result was that when boredom set in, they went to on to do other 

things. Though having more students attending made the workshop more 

dynamic as far as conversations and journaling were concerned, it also added 

confusion for the active participants. Activities that Danielle, Craig, and Ernie 
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were focusing on had a purpose and were building toward something; there were 

reasons why they were doing certain things. With the others who were only there 

occasionally and with no commitment, it was more of an amusement with no 

direction. Though my intentions were to involve anyone who wanted to be there, 

no matter what, the result of this was more chaos than productive learning. Like 

the handing out of sketchbooks mentioned prior, reconsideration of this point 

would be necessary if I were to conduct a study like this in the future. Of the 

three that had committed, all were 13 years old at the time of this study. 

Name Sep 

3 

Sep 

10 

Sep 
17 

Sep 
24 

Oct 
1 

Oct 
8 

Oct 
22 

Nov 
5 

Nov 
12 

Nov 
19 

Dec 
3 

  
  

Danielle X X X X X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 

Craig X X X X X X X X X X X 

Ernie X X X X X X X X X X X 

F 
 

X X 
        

G 
 

X 
 

X X X 
     

H 
 

X X X 
       

I 
 

X 
 

X 
       

J 
 

X X X X 
      

K 
 

X 
         

Table 1. Attendance chart for the service learning club 

The following highlights the participants’ answers on the pre-

questionnaire. All quotes have come from this form, handed out on the first day 

of the workshop, September 3, 2015. For the question that asked about what 

part “does art play in your life,” Craig said that he liked to doodle, while Danielle 

said, “I view art as a way to calm yourself and a way to express yourself or your 

personality through your artistic point of view.” Ernie wrote that, “art viewing 

seems to relax me” but that he didn’t “really draw that much.”   
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The next question asked about the meaning of visual culture. Craig 

thought that, “visual culture means what a culture makes art or music with” 

and Danielle said that she thought it meant, “seeing your culture through your 

eyes – like in art, writing, [and] pictures.” Ernie wrote that, “visual culture means 

a study of culture. People use their eyes to see and observe and study.” He said 

that, “Visual culture doesn’t really effect [sic] my life.” 

 

 

Figure 16. Danielle and Ernie during studio time 

As for social justice, this, according to Craig, “is working together to give 

justice.” Danielle answered this question with a vague and not fully 

comprehensible, “I think it means your life like the public. Like what you think 

of your life.” Ernie guessed that, “social justice might mean justice everywhere.” 

But when asked to give examples of social justice, Danielle didn’t know, Ernie 
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guessed that it was people being judgmental, and Craig, stated with certainty 

that it is unconscious bias. 

I will now present a sampling of Craig’s, Danielle’s, and Ernie’s visual 

journals. (see Figures 16 and 17 for visuals of studio time) Some of these were 

completed at home while others were finished at school. The first prompt asked 

for words that describe the participant.   

 

Figure 17. Craig enjoying music while working in his journal 

 

These journal responses are diverse and reflect their creators’ 

personalities. Craig (see Figure 17 and 18) thinks of himself as smart, funny, 

unique, helpful, and a friend and used pictures coupled with these words to 

convey this. Danielle’s is whimsical with a couple of quotes about life and lists 

of things she likes to do, such as, “read books, nap, eat, read, sleep, repeat” 

along with a large image of flowers and a potted plant (Figure 19). Ernie went a 
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different direction with a simple phrase, “I am a nature lover” (Figure 20) and a 

colored pencil illustration of a nest in a tree, hills, a path, and a sunset.  

For the second journal entry they had to contemplate what kind of human 

being they wanted to be. Danielle answered this prompt with a collage that shows 

her excitement for the future with phrases such as, “filled with great stories” and 

“this is your life” (see Figure 21) and another picture of flowers. 

          

Figure 18. Craig’s first journal page.                 Figure 19. Danielle’s first journal page.  

 

Figure 20. Ernie’s first journal page. 
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 Craig listed things like “nice,” “respectful,” and “taller” (see Figure 22). In 

what seems to be Ernie’s style, he did a colored pencil illustration that showed 

him on the top of a mountain, an arrow pointed at him, and a phrase that said, 

“Me, the environmentalist.” (see Figure 23) 

 

Figure 21. Danielle’s second journal page 

                   

Figure 22. Craig’s second journal entry           Figure 23. Ernie’s second journal entry 
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 With the third journal entries came social justice issues. Our discussions 

carried us to other topics such as environmental concerns and animal rights. 

We watched a video in which Zander Srodes tells how, when he was eleven years 

old, he discovered his love of sea turtles. To share this love, he gave school 

presentations and made an interactive sea turtle seminar for children. He later 

went on to write books on the subject. His talk is called “The Moment It Found 

Me” and his message to teens is that “you can make a difference.”               

                                                       

                 Figure 24. Ernie’s third journal entry     Figure 25. Craig’s third journal entry             

                                     

                                            Figure 26. Danielle’s third journal entry 
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This video, not shown to participants in the library workshop, supported the 

students’ expressed interests: when Danielle and Ernie wanted to explore animal 

rights and environmental issues, I encouraged it (see Figures 24 and 26). For 

this prompt, Craig chose hunger (see Figure 25) because, “It just doesn’t make 

sense why so many people don’t have food” (group discussion Sep 24, 2017).  

For the next prompt I asked the participants what they would do if they 

could change the world. The responses to this one were interesting in that both 

Craig and Ernie chose community gardens as their focal point. For Craig he 

wanted to raise “good and healthy food and then donate it” (group discussion, 

October 1, 2015) (see Figure 27). Ernie’s focus was a bit different. He wanted to 

teach people to grow foods in an environmentally friendly manner. He stated that 

the reasons behind this are that some plants take all the nutrients out of the soil 

and that some farms make land intolerable for native species – both plants and 

animals. He goes on to say the he thinks that, “everybody should get a grip on 

where their food comes from and help our planet” (group discussion, October 1, 

2015). In this instance, Danielle wanted to help homeless pets.  

                           

Figure 27. Craig’s fourth journal entry               Figure 28 Danielle’s fourth journal entry 
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Her collaged journal page had pictures of pets cut out of magazines and 

messages that said, “a gift of love,” “Life awaits you,” and “it’s not too late.” (see 

Figure 28) 

 Their next journal entry, “five things I can do now to get where I want to 

be,” was the one that the boys in the library workshop had misunderstood. This 

time, I made sure to not only explain the prompt, but to ask questions that would 

check for understanding. Danielle’s list included food and supply drives to 

donate to shelters, volunteering at the Humane Society or other organizations 

that served this need, and telling people about what she was doing. Craig’s entry 

showed a watermelon that had his five things written on its stripes (see Figure 

29), including volunteering and raising money. Ernie’s illustration was simply 

about helping out in a community garden: going to the garden, helping in the 

garden, and doing “what needs to be done.” 

 

Figure 29. Craig’s five things to get to where he wants to be. 

The next three journals entries were unique to the workshop conducted at 

the middle school. There were two reasons for this. First, in order to get their 
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service learning credit, they had to complete a project. The second reason was 

that there were more meetings at the school than there were at the library 

workshop. For these entries, the participants discussed what they wanted to do, 

since it was their choice. This collaboration was acceptable because the only 

stipulation I had put on this assignment was that they had to use it for planning 

their projects. They decided that the first of the three entries would be an 

introduction to what they were planning for their service learning project, the 

second one would describe what they needed to do (or did) to prepare for this 

project, and the last one would show what they had done.  

All three students participated in the first of the three journal entries. Both 

Danielle’s and Ernie’s choices were predictable. She chose volunteering at the 

Hermitage No Kill Cat Shelter and Ernie chose the community garden associated 

with their school. Danielle wrote on her journal page, “Hermitage No Kill Cat 

Shelter Volunteer” and was accompanied by a picture of a kitten. Ernie’s showed 

a picture of a person, he commented, “I don’t know how to draw people or faces” 

(class discussion Nov 5, 2017), welcoming others to a garden (see Figure 30). 

During discussion, Danielle and Craig thought that this person looked like a 

knight wearing armor.  

As for Craig, he chose something new. His mother is a speech therapist at 

a local elementary school, and he decided to help out at the school where she 

worked. He would be reading to kids, cutting things out that had been laminated, 

and doing other things that they needed help with. He illustrated these things in 

his last journal entry (see Figure 31). 
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Figure 30.  Ernie’s journal entry introducing his project 

 

 He planned to help out the three teachers that taught first grade. When he 

had shown us the first of the last three journal pages, a drawing of an old 

fashioned one room schoolhouse complete with red paint and a bell, (see Figure 

32) he had already set some dates that he could go to the school and help out. 

His mother’s school was in a different district and so the calendar was also 

different from the school he attended. This meant that there were some days that 

he had free when the elementary school was in session.  

Craig and Ernie did the second of the three entries, focused on what they 

needed to do to prepare for their volunteer work. Craig made an unassuming 

piece, showing that he needed to get organized, learn the ground rules, and ask 

questions.  
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Figure 31. Craig’s eighth journal entry             Figure 32. Craig’s sixth journal entry 

 

Ernie wrote in his journal that he needed to register, gather his tools, and 

work. He added minimal drawings to illustrate this list (see Figures 33 and 34). 

                          

Figure 33. Craig’s seventh journal entry              Figure 34. Ernie’s seventh journal entry 
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Craig was the only participant to complete all of the asked-for journal 

entries. He was also the only to complete his service learning project during our 

time together, so he told us a little bit of what happened. He said that the 

teachers had him making lots of copies and cutting out things for projects. He 

made a first-grade friend named Molly, who followed him around whenever he 

was in her classroom. He seemed rather embarrassed, but pleased, by this. Craig 

said that he had fun but didn’t know if teaching was for him because it was “too 

much work” and the kids were loud and “might drive me crazy” (class discussion 

December 3, 2017).  

Although both Danielle and Ernie did not complete their projects in the 

allotted time, they did go on to complete them during the spring semester. This 

was because Danielle needed someone to go with her to the Hermitage Cat 

Shelter. Their rules for volunteers indicate a minimum of at least sixteen years 

old to be unaccompanied by an adult. Ernie had to wait until the following 

February to help at the community gardens; he was reluctant to say why, and I 

didn’t insist.  

At the end of the workshop, I again conducted individual interviews with 

the three participants to collect the input on the post questionnaire (see 

Appendix G). The questionnaire was given to the students beforehand so that 

they could consider their answers. All quotes in this section were taken from 

those interviews conducted on December 3, 2015.  

When asked about making or viewing art, Craig said that before the 

workshop, he thought that art was only in museums. Now, he realizes that art 
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can be seen in many places. He said that, “Even comics can be art – and a lot of 

art can have different meanings. Comic books … are supposed to be fun, (but) 

there are messages like good versus evil.” Danielle said that she had always loved 

art, that she loves “to create things and to go to museums and art shows.” She 

felt that this workshop didn’t really influence her one way or the other, and that 

her opinion about both making art and viewing art stayed about the same. As 

for Ernie, he based his opinion of this question on his skills and said that he felt, 

“The same. I still can’t draw.” 

I then asked a more specific question about the ways they had they 

surprised themselves when making their visual journals. Both Danielle and 

Craig gave positive feedback. Craig reflected how hard it was to think about 

answering the questions in both a visual and a written way. He added that, “I 

really had to think.” Danielle said that she thought that she “should make more 

time to be creative [and that] this was really fun.” She also said that she “liked 

listening to music and looking at magazines to get ideas.”  To this question, Ernie 

responded with, “I really didn’t like the visual journal.” When I asked why, he 

again commented about his skill level, “I’m not artsy like that. My pictures don’t 

look good.” I asked him if he would still feel this way if no one looked at his work 

and if there was anything about the journal that he did like. He said that he 

would write in a journal again, he liked that part, but not draw.  

Craig’s and Ernie’s favorite part of the workshop were the videos that we 

watched. Craig said that these made him “think about stuff.” Ernie also enjoyed 
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that I let them pick out music and that he got to, “hang out with my friends.” 

Danielle’s favorite thing was working in her journal because it allowed her to 

make art. I went on to ask them if they had learned anything in the workshop. 

Craig said that he learned what the meanings were for social justice and service 

learning. According to Craig, social justice is, “when someone has a lot and other 

people don’t, but they should.” I asked him to give me an example of this and he 

said, “Like people being hungry. Most people I know have enough food – but, 

there are a lot of people who don’t.” He said that service learning is when a person 

helps out in the community.  As for Danielle and Ernie, both said that they were 

unsure. Ernie continued with this thought: “It was like school with homework 

and stuff.” 

The next question was about visual culture, what it means and if it affects 

their lives in any way. Again, two of the three had similar answers. Ernie felt that 

it didn’t affect him, but Craig and Danielle both thought that they were 

influenced by visual culture. Craig said, “I think it tells us who to be … like 

what’s cool to wear or haircuts or shows to watch.” Danielle took a more personal 

viewpoint. She said, 

I think it kind of puts pictures to our thoughts. Like when you have a 

question about how to be, you can look around and see how you’re 

supposed to do things. But, I don’t think I fit in a lot of those pictures – 

those girls and women are not like me… I’m short and Mexican. But I can 

still do things and go places like them. 
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 It was no surprise that when asked what social justice issue meant the 

most to each of the students, each answered with what they had personally been 

thinking about during the semester. Craig spoke of hunger. Danielle said, 

“Animals, definitely animals” and went on to defend her position by saying, “I 

think that social justice applies to everyone – including animals. They are living 

creatures and we should take care of them and protect them.” Ernie said that 

he, “want(s) to be an environmentalist. I know that is not exactly a social justice 

thing. But, how are we all going to live if we don’t start doing things differently? 

We all need clean water and clean air and clean food.”   

 My last question was about how they would participate with these 

particular social concerns in the future. Craig was unsure: he really liked helping 

out at the school where he volunteered and considered being a therapist or a 

teacher because, “teachers help people.”  Danielle told me of her plans to 

volunteer at the No Kill Cat Shelter, but wasn’t sure what would come after. “I 

don’t know what I’ll do – but I know I will do something.” Ernie had the most 

definite plans – to go to college and study sustainable living. 

I personally enjoyed preparing and teaching this workshop. For my next 

chapter, I will contemplate what significance this prior information holds. To do 

this, I will analyze the data, see the connections and put meaning to them.     
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CHAPTER 4 

 EXAMINATION OF RESULTS 

 

In Chapter Three, the data collected from this study was reviewed, 

summarized, and presented. My aim was to place the reader as another observer 

of this project. I now look toward meaning. How do the perspectives of the 

individuals in the study coalesce? What themes have emerged and how do these 

themes address my research question, or lead to more questions, or both? 

Chapter four will continue and complete this last leg of my journey. I will analyze 

and categorize naturally emergent themes, some unanticipated, related to my 

research question, discuss what implications these data may have, and consider 

the value of the study. My overall goal is to present and illustrate this one case 

study and its findings as it informs a larger body of knowledge and related topics 

through the representation of distinctive events and people. 

The knowledge generated by this case study has come about through 

individuals’ personal and unique experiences and is grounded by the data 

collected: through a written questionnaire, a post study interview, visual journal 

entries, recorded discussions, and personal observations and notes. These data 

produce an in-depth picture of this case study, its participants, and findings. 

The use of multiple sources not only lends context but strengthens the findings 

of this research in that it contributes to a multiple-lens interpretation and 

supports the authenticity of the participants’ voices. As I analyzed this data, I 

used pattern matching, linking data to propositions, and explanation building to 

set my conclusions.  
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Study Strengths and Limitations 

This study has a variety of strengths and weaknesses. A strength is that it 

is both collaborative and participatory, an aspect of the case study methodology. 

“Case studies . . . are designed to bring out the details from the viewpoint of the 

participants by using multiple sources of data” (Tellis, 1997, p. 1). In this study, 

the multiple sources included written questionnaires, discussions – both 

individual and group, students’ visual journals, and observation by the 

researcher. These means provide several avenues for participants’ individual 

expression and voice. Because of this, authentic data can be obtained by the 

researcher through the triangulation of the information (Baxter & Jack, 2008; 

Hays, 2004; Mason, 2002). 

The limitations of this study include the inexperience of the researcher, 

the small groups of participants, and the level of commitment of the participants. 

Though having a small group allowed each voice to be heard, it did not generate 

the varied amount of data anticipated. As for my inexperience, I believe at this 

point that a more streamlined and simpler study would have been easier to 

organize, regulate, and analyze, and still be effective. I tried to pack too much 

into this study. For example, there are two areas that were prohibitive. I 

originally wanted the students to use social media (video, blogs, Facebook) to 

further their goals in a social justice campaign. I also had planned to have a 

presentation/exhibition at the culmination of each workshop. Factors such as 

participants’ time, other commitments, and not finishing the assignments meant 
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that parts of the study as originally designed were not carried out. Another 

weakness in this area is that I did not have a relationship with the participants 

prior to the second workshop. Because of this, coupled with meeting only once 

a week, it took us longer to get to know and become comfortable with one 

another. I believe the impact of this to be a deficiency of in-depth and personal 

answers to questions posed at the beginning of the workshop.  

Research question 

Though mentioned in other places in this document, I list my primary 

research question again here to assist in the reading of this section of my paper 

and a reminder of its focus. It is: How and in what ways is a community-based 

art workshop for teens effective in building personal empowerment and 

community involvement?  I then ask myself: What are my goals? What am I 

trying to convey? And, were these methods successful? 

 So, what exactly was it that I wanted to achieve from facilitating this 

workshop? The bottom line here is that I wanted to create a curriculum that 

revealed ideas of visual culture and social justice issues to its participants in 

order to create not only an awareness of these topics, but a desire to initiate 

and/or participate in change. I wanted to show art as the powerful tool that it is: 

for planning, expressing and communicating ideas. And I wanted it to be 

entertaining and fun for the participants and for me. In what ways did I succeed?  
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Emerging Themes 

Ideas on Visual Culture  

The students were all engaged with visual culture. This was indicated in a 

number of ways. They were adept at finding things online. Most had cell phones 

that they not only carried with them, but were actively using to search for things 

or text friends. There was also an on-going excitement about Facebook. Craig 

was finally able to get his own page; everyone else already had one. I could see 

from his excitement and the conversations that the students had, that this had 

been long awaited. So, now Craig could join in because he had “friended” 

everyone and he could see his friend’s postings and could instant message them. 

They spoke of watching youtube videos and would have preferred this to just 

listening to music. They also had conversations about what was popular: movies, 

news, terms of speech, memes, what their favorite celebrities were doing, and 

gaming seemed to be the most popular topics. 

Student understanding of visual culture ranged from Adam’s “It makes us 

who we are,” “it’s in fashion, the way you appear. It’s in games, it’s everywhere,” 

and “it affects my choices, what I make and how I do things” (Adam, pre-

questionnaire, June 8, 2015 and post-questionnaire, July 7, 2015) to Danielle’s 

idea that, 

I think it kind of puts pictures to our thoughts. . . you can look around 

and see how you’re supposed to do things. But, I don’t think I fit in a lot 
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of those pictures – those girls and women are not like me… I’m short and 

Mexican. But I can still do things and go places like them. 

Even though she acknowledges that a likeness of her body shape and culture 

are not readily visible in the images that she is exposed to, she also says that she 

uses the things she does see as a guideline when making choices. In 

acknowledging that “those girls and women are not like me . . . . but I can still 

do and go places like them,” Danielle signals she understands and seems to 

accept this role. Both of these students understood visual culture as playing a 

central role in their lives.  However, a key factor in most writing on visual culture 

is getting people to comprehend the effects of visual culture on our lives. In the 

film “Miss Representation", a reason for educating people to have an awareness 

and utilize critical thinking is illustrated by the comment, “Everybody needs to 

learn what the media is all about. It's about how they want you to be somebody 

that you're not" (Newsom, 2015). Even though this is the point that I was trying 

to make, that critically thinking about what is being seen is necessary in today's 

world in order to make informed and conscious decisions, I’m not convinced that 

this point was received by the students. Yes, they acknowledged that images are 

everywhere and that these do influence them, but there was no indication that 

they thought that this was a bad or good thing. It was something that they 

seemed to accept and take for granted. I do not know if they processed the things 

they saw in a mindful way or they just absorbed it and went on. I also don’t know 

if they were capable, because of their age and maturity levels, to really imagine 

any negative consequences to what they are exposed to daily. 
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Tavin and Anderson assess that, “corporations [are] helping to construct 

a worldview where alternative images and ideas that critique and challenge the 

dominant culture are relegated to the fringes. The corporations that construct 

this sanitized perspective are the teachers of the new millennium” (2003, p. 22). 

Although Brian and Ernie stated that they didn’t feel influenced by visual 

culture, after reviewing some of Brian’s visual journal entries, it became obvious 

that visual culture has played a part in his life, even if he is not aware of it.  For 

example, several of Brian’s journal entries and his discussion topics revolved 

around Marvel comics and movies. He listed the Marvel code as words that 

described him and his identity (see Figure 7 below). 

 

Figure 7. Thumbnail of Brian’s first journal page  

Brian also used comics to illustrate a social justice issue that he felt strongly 

about, equality (see Figure 11). But, notice that although he illustrates that the 

two male superheroes are equal to each other as are the two female characters 

to each other; he does not say that a female is equal to a male. In his illustration, 

they are separated. Looking back, I wish I had noticed this detail when we were 

discussing unconscious bias and the participants could not think of an example 

and believed themselves to be free of this issue.  
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Figure 11. Thumbnail of Brian’s third journal page  

As for Ernie, he said that he is not affected by visual culture. If one were 

to look at his visual journal entries, there are no references to media of any sorts, 

music, or other popular culture (see Figure 20). This does not exclude Ernie from 

its influence, but it does mean that he didn’t use recognizable imagery from 

media sources as did others. This may indicate that Ernie was much focused on 

what he wanted to be/do when it came to the issue that he was passionate about. 

There were other indicators that he was just as engaged as his peers when it 

came to images, popular culture, and their influence. He possessed both a cell 

phone and a computer, on which he was a member of Facebook, watched 

youtube videos, and discussed related interests with his friends. Not only did he 

have comparable possessions and interests, he also dressed very much in the 

same style of baggy jeans, basketball shoes, and T-shirts with similar imagery 

as others his age at this school. 
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Figure 20. Ernie’s first journal page and thumbnail 

 Social Justice Issues  

The idea of equality is an important concept to understand and implement 

in order to become an aware and active member of society. I brought the topic of 

social justice into this workshop at a foundational level because I really believe 

that equality, like prejudice, can be taught. I know that some ideas that are 

communicated take repetition and visitation from several sources in order to 

take hold and synthesize into one’s life. “Knowledge emerges only through 

invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful 

inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other” 

(Freire, 2005, p. 72). And so, the goal here was not to make the participants 

experts on social justice or any issue related to it, but to create another layer 

toward becoming a person that accepts that equality should be an expectation, 

and not an exception, in society. “Social justice practices at their best should 

also awaken our senses and the ability to imagine alternatives that can sustain 

the collective work necessary to challenge entrenched patterns and institutions 

and build a different world” (Bell & Desai, 2011, p 287). And so, along with the 
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journal entries, the participants and I watched videos about stereotyping, 

judging people on appearances, and concepts of feminism. These were followed 

with some serious and not so serious discussions. 

During the discussions, a variety of topics were brought up – from 

stereotyping to quotas to helping the environment. I believe that these 

discussions focused the participants’ attention and showed them that they 

already knew a lot.  In addition to knowledge, they could also discern and deduce 

from the discussions and were able to engage in some topics that they just hadn’t 

thought about it before. For instance they were talking about the difference 

between girls’ and boys’ toys and noted that in Target and Wal-Mart that there 

were pink aisles for the girls filled with pink toys. They also spoke of the toys 

made for boys and how many of them came from movies and were about 

fighting.  Even though they had seen this many times, they finally realized that 

it was a ploy to sell things, as Craig noted when he exclaimed, “they just want 

you to buy something!” (Craig, discussion, Sep 24, 2015). 

To judge impact, there must be a starting place.  When the participants 

answered on the pre-questionnaire with what they thought of as the definition 

for social justice, I got partial and vague answers that contained components of 

social justice. For instance, Adam and Craig respectively characterized it by 

saying, “everyone has rights” and “working together to give justice.” Others didn’t 

know the meaning.  
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After some discussion, however, to a prompt asking about a social justice 

issue that was important to the artist, Brian very forcibly wrote on the top of a 

journal page. “If color doesn’t matter on cats or dogs it shouldn’t matter on us!!!” 

(spelling corrected; see Figure 11). This view, though simplistic, shows how Brian 

perceived the issue of racism. When speaking of this issue during the post 

questionnaire, he said, “That people should be equal but aren’t treated equally 

and everyone needs to know this so that they can start treating people equally. . 

. I think that people shouldn’t be racists or against someone because of their 

clothes or hair or skin color or religion” (post questionnaire, July 7, 2015).  

 

 

Figure 11. Thumbnail of Brian’s third journal page  

As for the social justice issues they chose to highlight in their journals, 

three out of five chose equality-based issues: gay rights, hunger, and racism. The 

other two chose ones that were socially conscious: animal rights and the 

environment. Danielle defended her position by saying, “I think that social justice 

applies to everyone – including animals. They are living creatures and we should 

take care of them and protect them.” Ernie said that he, “want[s] to be an 

environmentalist. I know that is not exactly a social justice thing. But, how are 

we all going to live if we don’t start doing things differently? We all need clean 

water and clean air and clean food.”  Ernie’s comment indicates he understood 

the difference between social and environmental justice.  



 
 

99 
 

Empowerment and a Desire to Initiate Change  

In the area of empowerment, all participants seemed to have a well-

developed identity. They spoke with confidence when involved in discussions, 

and, when illustrating their journals for prompt one, Words that describe me: I 

am…, used only positive words to describe themselves. However, in some group 

discussions, and this was most prevalent in workshop two where there were 

more people involved in some of the sessions, the students seemed reluctant to 

contradict other students and voice their own opinions. I believe this to be a 

common occurrence when working with this age group. As thirteen year olds, 

they often seemed hesitant to put themselves in a place that had the potential of 

inviting criticism from their peers. When talking about ideas for service learning, 

for example, even though I had made a list of ideas, the room was split into 

helping the hungry and helping animals. No one, except Ernie, seemed to want—

or at least took the initiative—to move off these ideas and consider something 

different. In the discussion that took place, everyone took the ideas of the first 

two people to talk. In reflecting back, I realize that I might have initiated the 

discussion by asking the participants to name their subject out loud in a round 

table fashion. Their hesitation, however, gave me the impression that they were 

not prepared to answer. I had asked the same question the week before and no 

one had decided what he or she wanted to focus on then. It could also have been 

that they were shy about voicing something out loud that they thought could be 

unacceptable or questionable to the group.  
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Even though this mentality was evident in group situations, on their own 

in their journals, through the questionnaires, and in small groups the 

participants expressed their uniqueness. Their interests also manifested as time 

went on and group two got smaller. By the end of the workshop, all participants 

seemed comfortable in voicing their own views and opinions. I believe that the 

various components of the workshop may have encouraged this increase in self-

assurance.  

With this confidence, what could also be labeled as empowerment, came 

ideas and some action in the form of discussion. In this study, as well as other 

situations, I believe that the outcome of feeling empowered is to have the 

confidence to make changes or to try something new. In Craig’s case, the 

planning of and participation in his service learning project, helping out at a 

local elementary school where his mother was a speech therapist. At his post 

questionnaire interview, he said that he really liked assisting at the school where 

he volunteered and considered being a therapist or a teacher because, “teachers 

help people.”   

However, requiring something of someone takes some of their freedom of 

choice away – and this means their power. Yes, they may choose how to complete 

the assignment – but, it remains an assignment. With that, I do believe that I 

started small with the two groups of young teenagers, just by getting them to 

consider social justice issues and delving into possibilities of what is conceivable 

for anyone, including those their own ages, to achieve, and without coercion. 

Though, “single service acts rarely promote a value for sustained social and civic 
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responsibility,” (Taylor & Ballengee-Morris, 2004, p. 10) it is my hope that this 

project planted seeds in each, individual consciousness that will continue to 

grow as they do. 

As they got more accomplished at knowing what community service 

entailed, and thought that they knew what was expected of them through their 

service learning assignment, it didn’t mean that they were ready to jump in and 

start solving the problems that they saw around them. As Danielle put it when 

she was discussing what she wanted to do at the cat shelter, “it’s good to start 

slow.” She said that she would volunteer and do what the shelter needed her to 

do and then go from there. I believe that this is a natural response, and a worthy 

plan, to an unfamiliar situation.  Participants seemed to gain confidence as the 

workshop continued. The following examples are from group discussions in the 

third and fourth weeks of the workshops. In response to the question of why 

cleaning bus stops was a community service or social justice issue, Adam said 

that if, “the city can’t take care of something, then the people who can, should”. 

And during the post questionnaire interview, when asked about how he would 

continue with the social justice issue close to his heart—gay rights—he said that 

he would, “stand with my friends that need help when bashing arrives.”  Brian 

had an equally self-assuredness in remarking that he would, “Call people out 

when they are being prejudiced.” Ernie’s voice also had added strength, 

“everybody should get a grip on where their food comes from and help our 

planet”. Though these answers point to more resolve than Danielle’s assertion to 
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“start slow”, this does not necessarily mean that that they will have as much 

confidence when dealing with a similar situation in reality. 

Art is Power  

When starting the workshop, I wanted to get an idea if art had a place in 

the participants’ lives.  All said that it did, that they liked going to art museums 

and making art, and that viewing art had a relaxing capability. Ernie was the 

only one who claimed to be uncomfortable about creating art. He said on his pre 

questionnaire that he “didn’t really draw much.” Throughout the workshop, he 

was insistent about his lack of drawing abilities, saying that he didn’t have the 

skill. Looking at his work, I feel that he did express himself well artistically. The 

pages were full and communicative, if a little messy (see Figure 35). Ernie handed 

most of his entries in at one time, so he possibly did them all at the same time. 

At the post questionnaire interview, he said about answering prompts in the 

journal, “It gets your thoughts out on paper.”  So his continued assertion that 

he didn’t draw well and that he really didn’t like to draw, was confusing and I 

am not sure of its source.  I do hope that he continues with this activity in the 

future, as he is very expressive and observant. Take notice of the variations of 

color in the fire, the shadow on the shovel, and the perspective shown in the first 

journal page presented below.  
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Figure 35.  Ernie’s journal entries two through six 

With all the participants’ work, there was a sense of hopefulness and fun 

and, possibly, a way to see the future. 

If our higher purpose is to develop societies grounded in possibility, 

compassion, and connection, we need to deepen our ability to imagine 

these things, and there is no more powerful way to do that than by making 

art that rehearses the future we wish to help into being (Goldbard, 2008, 

pp. 8-9). 

Another reason that was given to make art was, as Danielle said, “I view 

art as a way to calm yourself and a way to express yourself or your personality 

through your artistic point of view” (pre-questionnaire). For Danielle, her images 
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were almost void of personality, though they did answer the prompts. All of her 

journal entries were grounded in found images from magazines. She did choose 

the images.  I believe this also points to her trust in popular and visual culture 

and how these acceptable images play a part in her life. She did not produce the 

images herself, but relied on ones that already had been approved. Even though 

she said repeatedly that she loved making art, there was little evidence of that. 

She did not draw or paint, even though several mediums were available for her 

to do so.  

Throughout the workshop, we looked at art and talked about artists and 

how some artists use their art to influence people’s thoughts and opinions. We 

visited the Just Seeds website, for example, and looked at prints that spoke of 

environmental concerns, gender issues, and social inequalities. When asked 

about art viewing in the post questionnaire interview, Craig said that before the 

workshop, he thought that art was only in museums. Now, he realizes that art 

can be seen in many places. He said that, “Even comics can be art – and a lot of 

art can have different meanings. Comic books … are supposed to be fun, [but] 

there are messages like good versus evil.” Adam said that the workshop helped 

him understand others’ viewpoints. He said, “Before I thought that art was just 

art. That it didn’t really mean anything. Now, I think about what the person who 

makes the art is trying to say.”  He also realized that, “what we see can have a 

lot of different meanings.”  
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Entertaining and Fun 

At the middle school where this workshop was held, art was not part of 

the curriculum. They are a STEM school emphasizing science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics. This is not to say that they didn’t support 

creativity, they did, but only in relation to the four main focal points. The school 

is also very community engaged and went on many walking trips to places 

around where it is located. They have a community garden and teach 

sustainability, and on Wednesdays, when they have early release, they can go to 

the garden and help out or make nature influenced crafts. During this workshop, 

teachers from the school sat in a couple of times watching the videos. They said 

later that what had motivated them to do so were the comments made in class 

about what we learning in the workshops. 

Though my main emphasis was not to be entertaining or fun, I recognize 

this as a powerful component of teaching and learning and one that relaxes 

people and inspires creativity. One of the most enjoyable things, other than 

teaching or making art, was getting the art supplies arranged on the table and 

handing out the sketchbooks. The reactions of the participants were not only 

encouraging, but also gratifying. Though the students didn’t make a lot of 

comments, there were many smiles and they seemed excited. 

Along with the excellent art supplies, I encouraged students to pick music 

to listen to during times we were making art. Because of the smart TV with its 

speakers, we were able to turn on internet radio. This seemed to be another 

vulnerable area, though, for I picked the music the first two sessions because I 
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had no volunteers. After that, I put their names in a jar and pulled one out each 

session to determine whose turn it was to choose the music for that day. At the 

end of the workshop, Danielle said that she thought that she “should make more 

time to be creative,” and that when working in her journal she “liked listening to 

music and looking at magazines to get ideas.”     

Another part of the workshop that I tried to make entertaining were the 

videos that I chose. Most of these videos were TED talks that were relatively short 

and the speakers engaging and witty. These were a favorite workshop component 

of Adam, Craig and Ernie, Craig voicing that these made him “think about 

stuff.”  Something else that encouraged the students was that they got to, as 

Ernie put it, “hang out with my friends.”  

On Attendance 

For the library workshop, I had an almost zero turnout. The chart below 

tells of the attendance for the second workshop (see Table 2). 

 

Name Sep 
3   

Sep 
10 

Sep 
17 

Sep 
24 

Oct 
1 

Oct 
8 

Oct 
22 

Nov 
5 

Nov 
12 

Nov 
19 

Dec 
3 

Danielle X X X X X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 

Craig X X X X X X X X X X X 

Ernie X X X X X X X X X X X 

F 
 

X X 
        

G 
 

X 
 

X X X 
     

H 
 

X X X 
       

I 
 

X 
 

X 
       



 
 

107 
 

J 
 

X X X X 
      

K 
 

X 
         

Table 2. Middle school attendance chart 

I’ve written earlier about the attendance of both workshops. I would like 

to address and explain this issue here. For the library workshop, I had an almost 

zero turnout. Both Adam and Brian were familiar with me: Adam, because he is 

my son and Brian because he is the son of a longtime friend. After comparing 

the two workshops as far as output from the participants is concerned, I believe 

the data collected in workshop one to be authentic and not skewed because of 

our relationship. At the time of workshop one, I had nothing to equate it with 

and did not know whether or not it would be significant to this study. I had 

deliberated not including the data collected, but, as it is very similar to what was 

collected in the second workshop, it makes sense to include it here. 

The attendance in both workshops was disappointing. For the one held at 

the library, I think that there are a number of reasons why I had such a low 

turnout. Monday mornings at 10:00 am at the library was a lonely place. This 

was the time that they opened their doors but not a lot of people showed up at 

this hour. There were a couple people on average waiting for the doors to open, 

but more came in at 11:00 and still more at noon. So the attendance issue could 

have been due to the day of the week and the time of day. It could also have been 

because this wasn’t the library that I personally went to and so no one knew me 

or what I was doing. Maybe it was the culture in that neighborhood: hanging out 

in the library doing school-like things might be frowned upon by peers. The 

librarians hinted that this could be a problem. Many of the teens that I observed 
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at the library were mostly using the library’s computers or reading magazines. 

Maybe what I was doing just didn’t appeal to the teen population. I am not sure. 

I did ask the librarians if I could hold a session in the teen section of the library 

instead of the conference room in the hopes that this might attract some 

attention or curiosity. We did this, but it did not garner any consideration.   

This lack of attendance during the first workshop led me to hold another 

at the middle school. As can be seen from Table 2, from the second session to 

the fifth, I had quite a good gathering. This could indicate that the optimal length 

of the workshop should have been about six weeks. However, I had agreed to the 

whole semester to coincide with the middle school staff’s idea for the service 

learning club. I think that because service learning was mandatory – the 

students could do this on their own or join the club – it became one of the biggest 

reasons that I had the interest that I did. If there had been no school 

requirement, I question if there would have been any student involvement. Craig, 

one of the participants, had said during the post questionnaire interview how 

hard it was to think about answering the questions in both a visual and a written 

way and Ernie, another participant, had said that he hadn’t liked the visual 

journal because he did not feel skilled in making art. These observations had me 

questioning if a workshop such as this might be more beneficial in a classroom 

setting or with an older audience. That this workshop was voluntary and 

required participants to do something that they may not have enjoyed and that 

took some effort could point to what some might consider to be too much work. 

Something that indicates that this may be so is the quality of journal entries for 
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every person in both of these workshops: that is, as time went on, the quality of 

the visual journals decreased (see Figures 7, 15, 21, and 36 below). I did not 

correct or guide the students to go back into their entries. One reason for this 

was that this was a volunteer effort. I wanted to see what the participants would 

do on their own. Also, I could have encouraged them to add elements to their 

work, but I had no leverage to do more than ask since this was not a situation 

in which they were being graded or had other rewards promised if they would 

work at a certain level. Another reason was, in the second workshop, the 

students worked at home on a few of their entries and turned them in to be 

photographed toward the end of the workshop. 

          

            Figure 7. Brian’s first journal entry.       Figure 15. Brian’s fifth journal entry 
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Figure 21. Danielle’s second journal entry       Figure 36. Danielle’s sixth and last journal entry 

The attendance of the second workshop went slowly down from the nine 

participants that showed up on that second day. The three that turned in 

permission slips were consistent in their attendance, though Danielle missed a 

few days. The others came and went, often showing up for the video or the studio 

portion and eventually not attending at all. Comments suggested the workshop 

was too much like school and that there were other ways to get the credit. I also 

noticed that there was a popular robotics club meeting held during the same 

time slot.  

Fulfillment of goals   

 In this section, I return the main research question that has guided this 

study: how and in what ways was a community-based art workshop for teens 

effective in building personal empowerment and community involvement? What 

parts were a success? What didn’t work so well and why? And what would I do 

differently if I were to do this again? 

 To address the first question, that of my successes, I count the fact that 

I  created a curriculum that was entertaining and fun, that presented ideas to 
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the participants about visual culture and social justice, and which initiated a 

desire to be involved with community change as a success. We used visual 

journals to map out thoughts and feelings and to plan for the future. In the 

preceding sections, I have outlined themes that suggest how, in the workshops, 

an understanding of social justice and visual culture became a foundation to 

using art to build personal empowerment. I think that there were other elements 

than that of information and understanding that contributed to the feeling of 

empowerment. One being that the adults in these students’ school life believed 

in them and their ability to contribute in a worthwhile way to their communities. 

But the belief in someone else, or having someone outside yourself believe in 

you, does not create empowerment. Empowerment cannot be bestowed, it comes 

from within and, I believe, is the result of having confidence in oneself. Others’ 

beliefs can reinforce personal beliefs, but ultimately the power comes from how 

one sees or feels about oneself. The confidence building activities that were a 

part of this workshop included the gathering of knowledge, the students showing 

that knowledge through illustrations in their journals, and expressing their 

thoughts and feelings in both a group setting and individually. This put their 

thoughts and feelings out where they could be seen and heard. If there was a 

positive reaction, then the shyness ebbed away and their confidence grew. Most 

of time, at the beginning of each workshop, their thoughts were met with silence. 

As we got to know each other better, the participants cautiously started to open 

up. When they presented their work - or just talked about the issues, as in 

Ernie’s case because he forgot his journal on a regular basis - the presentations 
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of why they believed the way that they did also added to this growing 

confidence.  It got to the point where the participants could not only present their 

thoughts, but defend them. They could constructively respond, without 

defensiveness, when challenged by someone else in the workshop.    

Another positive is that of community involvement. It was seriously 

considered by all participants and followed through by three, although not all 

within the time period of each workshops. In the first workshop, in order to 

continue on with the participants’ ideas, required an adult contributor. In the 

second one, the participants found this adult guide or support at either school 

or home, or both, because of the nature of the school requirement for graduation. 

I think that the fact of each of them seriously contemplated how they could 

contribute in a positive way in their communities shows of the students’ 

confidence in their abilities. It also shows an awareness of needs that the 

community may have. 

A desire from the participants to continue the service learning club into 

the next semester was voiced as well as the intent to continue keeping a visual 

journal. Having a place to come and voice opinions and concerns, talk about new 

ideas, and make art seemed to be of value to these students and could indicate 

a lack in their current situation.   

 Though it is hard for me to evaluate the success of this project as far as 

its influence on the participants and their future involvement with their 

community, visual journals and art making, I do believe that this was a valuable 

experience for both me and the students involved. The students learned about 
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several different, but connected, subjects and were given the opportunity to 

express themselves in a number of ways. I had the opportunity to get to know 

different aspects of being a thirteen year old person in 2015. Together we formed 

a relationship where a number of issues could be discussed and questions from 

all parties could be asked and answered.  

As for parts of this workshop that I feel that were not completely 

successful?  Some situations and events may not have met my expectations, but 

they were all valuable as far as being defined as learning experiences. For my 

part, this was a leveling of sorts. I learned that some of my expectations were too 

high and unreasonable and that, because of maturity level or interest, things 

that I felt were important or exciting, were of little interest to the students. For 

example, they understood what social justice meant and why it might be 

important, but they seemed to think that this issue wasn’t connected to them, 

or if it was, it was in a very distant way. Like when we had a conversation about 

feminism. The boys thought that it was a woman’s issue and were not very 

interested and even Danielle was confused about how it applied to her life. I feel 

now that I should have picked one issue and then delved deeply into it so the 

connections to that topic could eventually be linked to the students’ lives. If I 

had concentrated on just one issue, then we could have studied the meaning, 

not just as an abstract idea, but in relation to the community in which they lived 

and other situations where it might occur. We then could have taken that one 

idea and discussed how we could address it and if we were able to do anything 

about it and to what extent. We could also have investigated any organizations 
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that work to support the issue, such as clubs at the university or any other local 

groups. It would have been beneficial to go on field trips or had visitors that knew 

something of the single topic we were focused on. I think that with so many 

topics presented, though age appropriate and interesting, they became 

overwhelming; there were too many components and ideas and too much 

information.  I had wanted to do so much, but, these desires were unrealistic, as 

I found out. A much simplified version of the workshop would probably have 

been more effectual.   

I ponder that a curriculum such as this would work better in a more 

consistent circumstance, as part of a school curriculum, for instance, where the 

participants met more than once a week and where they could be held 

accountable for their participation and assignments. It would have been ideal if 

the students held themselves accountable because of a desire to learn and 

explore ideas. Again, here is the question of maturity or interest. I question 

whether this age group, or the participants who volunteered, considered any of 

this workshop “fun” or were motivated beyond that of what the workshop 

required; being something they needed to do for school or other reasons and then 

contributing in minimum ways. These may be some of the reasons for the lack 

of participation or commitment. Even though the students were there 

voluntarily, the lack of eagerness was evident. At times it seemed that the only 

real engagement came when they were joking around, or otherwise engaged, with 

each other. From my prior experience with young college students, these aspects 

were somewhat disappointing. I had expected this workshop to be different 
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because of the age difference and the maturity level, of course, but did not expect 

the disconnection of me being looked upon as an authority figure on the same 

level as a parent or a teacher that they respected but didn’t know if they actually 

liked. It was difficult to get them to turn in their journals and they all forgot them 

so frequently that I brought extra paper so that they would have something to 

work on. They would leave the room without saying anything or come in late or 

leave early. I had to reassess after each meeting and plan what I could do 

differently. After only the second meeting for the service learning club, we talked 

about respect and what rules should be applied to the club. They were actually 

quite good at this and offered insightful suggestions that were probably remnants 

from other sets of classroom rules. Eventually, we got things worked out for the 

most part. They did warm up to me and started to express themselves more, but 

the level of engagement and initiative were still lacking. 

What would I do differently? I outlined a little bit above, concerning the 

amount of content and focus. Also, getting out of the classroom and into the 

community might be have been motivational. The following comments are mostly 

directed at the middle school students, as I really didn’t have behavior problems 

at the library. I may have if I had had more participants there. If so, the same 

points would apply. Having defined rules at the beginning and not so many 

choices may have been beneficial. I struggled with how much freedom or choices 

to give - or the fact that I was in charge of that freedom. Which I really wasn’t. 

They were free to come and go. I wanted this to be about them: their voice, their 

identity, and their choices.  I would have liked for them to be more involved with 
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any choices made, but they didn’t seem that invested. I did not want to be the 

person who imposes rules on them or the one to set the boundaries. However, I 

was in a situation where I was a recipient of their prior experiences in a school 

situation. They were “trained” to expect certain things from me as well as 

themselves. Boundaries and rules are some of the things that they had come to 

expect on being set for them. In the future, if I were to do this again, I would 

discuss this on the first day and have their input, but also have some 

expectations of my own in place. For example, showing up on time with their 

materials is important. Saying that they are leaving and will be back – or not - is 

also important to me. External motivations are another anticipation that I think 

they had. If I had offered something besides the experience, like a prize or party 

or even an award for best journal based on a rubric (of which I would have 

shared), maybe there would have been more enthusiasm. I am not sure. I could 

have probably had an exhibition with food and called it a party, but things did 

not work out that way because of mainly time, but also because of other school 

projects and commitments. Also, the fact that only one student had completed 

the project would have made this difficult.  

So moving forward, if I were to do this again. I would keep both topics of 

social justice and visual culture. However, the defining social justice 

subject/project would be a Big Idea as discussed in Chapter Two with a variety 

of activities like guest speakers and field trips. As for visual culture, I would 

make this an ongoing process using questions, such as “what do you see?” and 

“what makes you say that?” with a variety of visuals: art, advertisements, and 
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images of popular culture, for example. I would expand upon the art making 

projects to include other media, maybe clay, finger painting, wire, or sidewalk 

chalk and not base a majority of interpretations on the one project of keeping a 

visual journal. I think that illustrating a visual journal is beneficial, but requires 

insight that some may not have developed or do not enjoy exploring. 

Concluding Reflections 

I am very grateful for having an opportunity such as this. And, even with 

the difficulties listed, or maybe because of them, I consider the overall experience 

a success for all concerned. 

The workshops confirmed my belief in the value of individual voice, but 

also raises questions of how the young people in our society think about and 

view themselves. I question if they are expected to know their own thoughts and 

feelings on a variety of issues, or are we, as a society, so involved in Freire’s 

banking system that we do not pause to ask them what they think or show them 

that knowing what they believe and why are important to their personal 

wellbeing and that of building an equitable society. 

In the future, it would be progressive to have classes or workshops that 

teach critical thinking skills or focus on the importance of a positive identity, 

using art as a main component in the teaching and learning aspect. I truly 

believe that these are necessary elements in achieving social justice, 

environmental, or societal awareness. I also think that armed with this 

mindfulness, that future leaders could have the confidence and skills to find 

solutions to the myriad of problems that face society today.  
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Appendix A 

List of Youth Empowerment Videos Used in the Workshops 

 

Young people addressing social justice issues 

TEDxTeen - Natalie Warne - Anonymous Extraordinaries: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FszSc7Fb8ss  

 
TEDxTeen - Zander Srodes - The Moment It Found Me - teen activism, “you can 
make a difference”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZR214wjIfA&list=PLN_Nu_RtmYD4oqLs1
K92wexGQPrrXy0CD&index=16  
 

Want to be an activist? Start with your toys - McKenna Pope: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTK_cJVryIc  

 
Middle School Kids on Social Justice (Project Step 7th grade): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TQjE57Zq3s  

High school students teach journalistic ethics to Fox News: 

http://www.upworthy.com/fox-news-tried-to-embarrass-their-town-but-these-

kids-kicked-their-butt-so-hard-ah2-6b?c=reccon1  

 
On Identity:  

Defining your Identity: Amy Walker: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qw-w7SzdyXo  

Who I think I am? Who can I become? Amy Walker: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GTA_1sLn-cU  

Embodying your potential: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GTA_1sLn-cU  

Unconscious Bias: Yassmin Abdel-Magied: What does my headscarf mean to 

you? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18zvlz5CxPE  

 

 

On Social Justice: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FszSc7Fb8ss
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZR214wjIfA&list=PLN_Nu_RtmYD4oqLs1K92wexGQPrrXy0CD&index=16
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZR214wjIfA&list=PLN_Nu_RtmYD4oqLs1K92wexGQPrrXy0CD&index=16
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTK_cJVryIc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TQjE57Zq3s
http://www.upworthy.com/fox-news-tried-to-embarrass-their-town-but-these-kids-kicked-their-butt-so-hard-ah2-6b?c=reccon1
http://www.upworthy.com/fox-news-tried-to-embarrass-their-town-but-these-kids-kicked-their-butt-so-hard-ah2-6b?c=reccon1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qw-w7SzdyXo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GTA_1sLn-cU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GTA_1sLn-cU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18zvlz5CxPE
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Introduction to Social Justice: Bryon Stevenson, “We need to talk about an 
injustice”, “Identity is really important,”  “There is Power in Identity”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2tOp7OxyQ8  

The Danger of Single Story: Stereotyping: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg  

JR: Can Art Change the World? Using Art to turn the world inside out. Start at 
1:09: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0PAy1zBtTbw  

JR website: 

http://www.jr-art.net/  

Website: 

http://whatissocialjustice.com/  

Using Art for Social Justice: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BAgWsBtCzc  

 

Community activism: 

Dave Meslin: The antidote to apathy: 
https://www.ted.com/talks/dave_meslin_the_antidote_to_apathy?language=en

#t-238155  

Adora Svitak: What adults can learn from kids: 
https://www.ted.com/talks/adora_svitak  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2tOp7OxyQ8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0PAy1zBtTbw
http://www.jr-art.net/
http://whatissocialjustice.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BAgWsBtCzc
https://www.ted.com/talks/dave_meslin_the_antidote_to_apathy?language=en#t-238155
https://www.ted.com/talks/dave_meslin_the_antidote_to_apathy?language=en#t-238155
https://www.ted.com/talks/adora_svitak
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Appendix B 
Journal Illustration Ideas 

 
Journal ideas: https://www.pinterest.com/cbroduer/journals/ 

https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?rs=ac&len=2&q=journal%20ideas&e

q=journal&etslf=7964&term_meta[]=journal%7Cautocomplete%7C1&term_met
a[]=ideas%7Cautocomplete%7C1  

 

You can do this with words also 

     

                            

https://www.pinterest.com/cbroduer/journals/
https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?rs=ac&len=2&q=journal%20ideas&eq=journal&etslf=7964&term_meta%5b%5d=journal%7Cautocomplete%7C1&term_meta%5b%5d=ideas%7Cautocomplete%7C1
https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?rs=ac&len=2&q=journal%20ideas&eq=journal&etslf=7964&term_meta%5b%5d=journal%7Cautocomplete%7C1&term_meta%5b%5d=ideas%7Cautocomplete%7C1
https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?rs=ac&len=2&q=journal%20ideas&eq=journal&etslf=7964&term_meta%5b%5d=journal%7Cautocomplete%7C1&term_meta%5b%5d=ideas%7Cautocomplete%7C1
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Appendix C 
Flier Advertising Library Workshop  
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Appendix D 
Library Participant Assent Paperwork 

 
University of Arizona 

Department of Art and Visual Culture Education 

Research Participant Consent Document 

 

Name of Researcher: Christine Broduer 

 2015 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

My name is Chris Broduer. I am a student at the University of Arizona and will 
be your teacher/facilitator for the class Who am I? A Visual Journey. I am working 

toward completing my MA through the department of Art and Visual Culture 
Education. A part of the requirement is to complete a research project. 

 

Under the supervision of my department, my project focuses on the experience 
of keeping a visual journal. Any parent, teacher or friend of a student is invited 
to sit in on class and ask pertinent questions.  Participation in this study is 

voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. It is your choice if the information 
gathered prior to your withdrawal will be used in the study. Withdrawing from 
study does not mean withdrawal from class. If you choose to continue attending 

the workshop, you will be welcomed to do so.  

 
Over the course of six weeks this summer, a small group will meet at the Quincie 

Douglas Library to discuss thoughts and feelings on a number of subjects. A 
sample of these topics are to include; social justice issues, what it means to be 
an honorable person, and “what I love about my life”.  We will explore artists and 

themes and record our thoughts and feelings in a visual journal (free of charge). 
We will also utilize the journal to plan a project for addressing a Social Justice 

issue in our community. This journal will emphasize the visual along with the 
written. I will collect drawings, notes, and photos to be used only as 
documentation for my thesis.  This information may also be used in an academic 

publication or presented at a professional conference to inform other community 
art educators of the benefits in utilizing a visual journal for personal expression, 
goal setting, and planning.   

I hope you will consider taking part in this research. If you have any questions, 

please contact me at (520) 256-5988 or email at cbroduer@email.arizona.edu. 
For questions about your rights as a participant or to discuss other study-related 

concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
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may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online 
at http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp.    

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Statement of Assent 

 
Yes  No I have read the contents of this letter. 

Yes   No I was encouraged to ask questions and received answers to  
my questions. 

Yes  No I want to take part in this study.    

Yes  No I give permission for audio recordings of conversations  
including me to be made and transcribed for purposes of the 

study. 
Yes  No I give my permission for photographs of me to be taken for  

the purposes of this study.  

Yes  No  I give my permission for video recordings of me to be made 
for the  

purpose of this study.  
Yes  No     I received (or will receive) a copy of this form. 
 

Print Name:____________________________ Age:________ Date:__________ 
 
Signature:_____________________________Contact number:__________________ 

 
e-mail _________________ 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp
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Appendix  E 
Library Workshop Parental Permission Agreement 

 
University of Arizona 

Department of Art and Visual Culture Education 
Research Participant Consent Document 

 

Name of Researcher: Christine Broduer 
 
 

 2015 
 

Dear Parent or Guardian, 
 
My name is Chris Broduer. I am a student at the University of Arizona and will 

be your teen’s teacher/facilitator for the class Who am I? A Visual Journey. I am 
working toward completing my MA through the department of Art and Visual 

Culture Education. A part of the requirement is to complete a research project. 
 
Under the supervision of my department, my project focuses on the experience 

of keeping a visual journal. Any parent, teacher or friend of a student is invited 
to sit in on class and ask pertinent questions.  Participation in this study is 

voluntary and your son or daughter may withdraw at any time. It is your and 
your teen’s choice if the information gathered prior to their withdrawal will be 
used in the study. Withdrawing from study does not mean withdrawal from class. 

If they choose to continue attending the workshop, they will be welcomed to do 
so. 
 

Over the course of six weeks this summer, a small group will meet at the Quincie 
Douglas Library to discuss thoughts and feelings on a number of subjects. A 

sample of these topics are to include; social justice issues, what it means to be 
an honorable person, and “what I love about my life”.  We will explore artists and 
themes and record our thoughts and feelings in a visual journal (free of charge). 

We will also utilize the journal to plan a project for addressing a Social Justice 
issue in our community. This journal will emphasize the visual along with the 
written. I will collect drawings, notes, and photos to be used only as 

documentation for my thesis.  This information may also be used in an academic 
publication or presented at a professional conference to inform other community 

art educators of the benefits in utilizing a visual journal for personal expression, 
goal setting, and planning.   
 

I hope you will consider granting permission for your son/daughter to take part 
in this research. If you have any questions, please contact me at (520) 256-5988 

or email at cbroduer@email.arizona.edu. For questions about the rights of your 
child as a participant or to discuss other study-related concerns or complaints 
with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact the Human 



 
 

133 
 

Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 

 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------ 
 
Statement of Permission 

 

I am the parent or legal guardian (circle one) 
of:___________________________(name of teen) 

 
Yes No I have read the contents of this letter. 

Yes No I was encouraged to ask questions and received answers to my questions. 
Yes No I give my permission for ______________________________ to take part in this  

study.  

Yes No I give permission for audio recordings of conversations including my  
teen to be made and transcribed for purposes of the study. 

Yes No I give my permission for photographs of my teen to be taken for the  
purposes of this study.  

Yes No  I give my permission for video recordings of my teen to be made for the  

purpose of this study.  
Yes No     I received (or will receive) a copy of this form. 
 

Print 
Name:____________________________Signature:_____________________________ 

 
Date of Signature:__________  Contact #:__________________  
e-mail _________________ 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp
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Appendix F 
Pre-workshop Questionnaire 

 
Pre Questionnaire 

Name: 

1. How does art making or art viewing have a place in your life? Tell 

me about some experiences: 

 
 

 

2. What do you think the term Visual Culture means?  Can you name 
3 examples of visual culture? How do you think Visual Culture 

affects your life? 

 
 
 

3. What do you think the term Social Justice means?  

 
 

 

4. If you had to name 3 social justice issues that affect your daily life 
what would they be? 
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Appendix G 
Post Workshop Interview Questions 

 

Post Questionnaire  

1. How does art making or art viewing have a place in your life now than 

before this workshop?    
 

2. In what ways did you surprise yourself when making your visual 

journal? 
 

3. What was your favorite part of the class? Why? 

4. What do you think you learned from this experience? 

 
5. How do you think visual culture affects you? 

6. What social justice issues mean the most to you? 

 
7. How will you participate with these issues in the future? 
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Appendix H 
Middle School Recruitment Poster 
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Appendix I 
Hand Out for Open House Night 
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Appendix J 
Parent Permission Letter for Middle School 

 
University of Arizona 

Department of Art and Visual Culture Education 
Research Participant Consent Document 

 

Name of Researcher: Christine Broduer 
 

Parent Permission Letter 

 
 

 2015 
 
Dear Parent or Guardian, 

 
My name is Chris Broduer. I am a student at the University of Arizona and will 

be your teen’s teacher/facilitator for the after school Service Learning Club at 
Paulo Freire Freedom School (PFFS). The focus for this semester is Community 
and Youth Empowerment through Art Making. I am working toward completing 

my MA through the department of Art and Visual Culture Education. A part of 
the requirement is to complete a research project. 

 
Under the supervision of my department, my project focuses on the experience 
of keeping a visual journal and how it helps or hinders in the development of 

identity and the formation of community involvement. Any parent, teacher or 
friend of a student is invited to sit in on class and ask pertinent 
questions.  Participation in this study is voluntary and your son or daughter may 

withdraw at any time. It is your and your teen’s choice if the information gathered 
prior to their withdrawal will be used in the study. Withdrawing from study does 

not mean withdrawal from the program. If they choose to continue attending, 
they will be welcomed to do so. 
 

Over the course of the fall semester, a small group will meet at the after school 
at the downtown campus of PFFS to discuss thoughts and feelings on a number 
of subjects. A sample of these topics are to include; social justice issues, what it 

means to be an honorable person, and “what I love about my life”.  We will 
explore artists and themes and record our thoughts and feelings in a visual 

journal (free of charge). We will also utilize the journal to plan a project for 
addressing a Social Justice issue in our community. This journal will emphasize 
the visual along with the written. I will collect drawings, notes, and photos to be 

used only as documentation for my thesis.  This information may also be used 
in an academic publication or presented at a professional conference to inform 

other community art educators of the benefits in utilizing a visual journal for 
personal expression, goal setting, and planning.   
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I hope you will consider granting permission for your son/daughter to take part 
in this research. If you have any questions, please contact me at (520) 256-5988 

or email at cbroduer@email.arizona.edu. For questions about the rights of your 
child as a participant or to discuss other study-related concerns or complaints 

with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact the Human 
Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 

 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
------------------------------ 

 
Statement of Permission 

 

I am the parent or legal guardian (circle one) 
of:___________________________(name of teen) 

 
Yes No I have read the contents of this letter. 

Yes No I was encouraged to ask questions and received answers to my questions. 
Yes No I give my permission for ______________________________ to take part in this  

study.  

Yes No I give permission for audio recordings of conversations including my  
teen to be made and transcribed for purposes of the study. 

Yes No I give my permission for photographs of my teen to be taken for the  

purposes of this study.  
Yes No  I give my permission for video recordings of my teen to be made for the  

purpose of this study.  
Yes No     I received (or will receive) a copy of this form. 
 

Print 
Name:____________________________Signature:_____________________________ 
 

Date of Signature:__________  Contact #:__________________  
e-mail _________________ 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp
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Appendix K 
Middle School Student Assent Letter 

 
University of Arizona 

Department of Art and Visual Culture Education 
Research Participant Consent Document 

 

Name of Researcher: Christine Broduer 

 
Student Assent Letter 

 

 2015 

 
Dear Prospective Participant, 

 
My name is Chris Broduer. I am a student at the University of Arizona and will 

be your teacher/facilitator for the after school Service Learning Club at  Paulo 
Freire Freedom School (PFFS) The focus for this semester is Community and 

Youth Empowerment through Art Making. I am working toward completing my 
MA through the department of Art and Visual Culture Education. A part of the 
requirement is to complete a research project. 

 

Under the supervision of my department, my project focuses on the experience 
of keeping a visual journal and how it helps or hinders in the development of 

identity and the formation of community involvement. Any parent, teacher or 
friend of a student is invited to sit in on class and ask pertinent 
questions.  Participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any 

time. It is your choice if the information gathered prior to your withdrawal will 
be used in the study. Withdrawing from study does not mean withdrawal from 

class. If you choose to continue attending the program, you will be welcomed to 
do so. 

 
Over the course of the fall semester, a small group will meet after school at the 

downtown campus of PFFS to discuss thoughts and feelings on a number of 
subjects. A sample of these topics are to include; social justice issues, what it 
means to be an honorable person, and “what I love about my life”.  We will 

explore artists and themes and record our thoughts and feelings in a visual 
journal (free of charge). We will also utilize the journal to plan a project for 

addressing a Social Justice issue in our community. This journal will emphasize 
the visual along with the written. I will collect drawings, notes, and photos to be 
used only as documentation for my thesis.  This information may also be used 

in an academic publication or presented at a professional conference to inform 
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other community art educators of the benefits in utilizing a visual journal for 
personal expression, goal setting, and planning.   

I hope you will consider taking part in this research. If you have any questions, 

please contact me at (520) 256-5988 or email at cbroduer@email.arizona.edu. 
For questions about your rights as a participant or to discuss other study-related 

concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online 
at http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp.   

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------- 

Statement of Assent 

Yes No I have read the contents of this letter. 
Yes No I was encouraged to ask questions and received answers to my  

questions. 
Yes No I want to take part in this study.    
Yes No I give permission for audio recordings of conversations including  

me to be made and transcribed for purposes of the study. 
Yes No I give my permission for photographs of me to be taken for the  

purposes of this study.  
Yes No  I give my permission for video recordings of me to be made for the  

purpose of this study.  

Yes No     I received (or will receive) a copy of this form. 
 
Print Name:____________________________ Age:________ Date:__________ 

 
Signature:_____________________________ Contact number:__________________ 

 

e-mail_________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


