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Do you think you are a rebel because you buy produce from farmers’ markets,  

read Marcuse and Derrida, and do not wear makeup?  

Unless you are willing to question every structure and institution of power,  

you are far from a threat to the status quo, my dear;  

you are just another collaborator. 

—from a post-kafkian work of fiction I will one day write, called  
You too can be a rebel. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
  
 The blurred lines between the domains of art, education and art education 

create tensions that impact how art educators negotiate their identities (Baxter, 

Ortega López, Serig & Sullivan, 2008) within themselves and through a myriad of 

complex relationships with society and the natural world. I reflect upon the profound 

transformations of my theoretical and methodological framework of pedagogy 

emerging from my academic, artistic and professional experiences, particularly my 

exposure to twentieth century philosophy, post-modernism, critical pedagogy, 

democratic education, feminist theory and queer studies, each through the lens of 

social justice. I draw from the ideas of thinkers—Goodman, Lorde, Deleuze, Freire and 

Zolla, amongst many—who, in one way or another, embraced an integrative dialectic 

of difference rather than fearing or rejecting conflict, opposites and contradictions. In 

the twenty-first century, this exploration of the interspace has resulted in arts-based 

theoretical and methodological approaches to inquiry (Rolling, 2013) such as studio 

art as research practice (Sullivan, 2004), a/r/tography (Springgay, Irwin & Kind, 2005), 

and productive ambiguity (Shipe, 2015). 

 This thesis is an arts-based autoethnography, intended to embody the dual 

nature of the identities and practices of artists/teachers through the creation of an 

artistic product. Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner pointed to the three axes of 

autoethnography: the self (auto), culture (ethno) and the research process (graphy); 

modes of autoethnography fall along different places within these continua (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2000). While I place the strongest focus on my experience and culture, I also 

stress the relevance and rigor of the research process. Drawing inspiration from the 

amazing work of Nick Sousanis and Rachel Branham, I include extensive notes and 

references at the end of the thesis. The prologue is formatted as an illustrated novel—

a blueprint for a full graphic novel version of this thesis. The rest of the manuscript is 

a literary autoethnography, by which I assume the identity of an autobiographical 

writer foremost. 
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FOREWORD 

 

I had been waiting for long months in anticipation and anxiety, waiting to hear 

from the first school my application had been submitted to, when I got, at last, a 

response from the advisor at the Institute of International Education, the 

administrators of the James William Fulbright Program. In actuality, I had already 

been accepted to both Pennsylvania State University and the University of Arizona 

and was under moderate pressure by the coordinators at the Embassy of the United 

States in Panama to make a decision; the deadlines for acceptance where drawing in. 

I had begged them to give me a couple more weeks; I did not want to opt for either 

offer before hearing from the one place I really wanted to go. 

The message stated I had been accepted to New York University Steinhardt 

School of Culture, Education, and Human Development.  

I will never forget that day; I bounced and hollered around the house, cackling 

in glee as I delivered hugs to everybody present, for I knew deep within my heart that 

I was meant to study in New York. 

“There is no doubt about it; their program is decidedly radical and progressive.” 

I explained to my best friend. “Do you remember that book I talked to you about? The 

one about the dumbing down of America? New York is one of the main centers of 

resistance against the privatization of public education, you know…” I could go on for 

hours, brandishing conspiracy theories and daydreaming of doing kata under the 

shadow of a big oak at Central Park. Not everything seemed rosy to me, though: “I 

know it is the most challenging and demanding option,” I told my mother. “Schools 

in NYC are amongst the most competitive in the U.S.. I know expectations are going 

to be tremendously high, but the payoff is worth the sacrifice.” For a short time, I 

imagined myself joining the ranks of a prestigious organization like UNESCO. “It says 

here that most NYU graduates have almost guaranteed positions upon completion of 

their programs.” I was inebriated with possibility. 
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Just like with Penn State, The New York version of the American Dream started 

to crumble soon afterwards. In order to accept the NYU offer, I was required to 

contribute an additional $26,000 in personal funds in order to cover tuition and living 

expenses. At an average $10,000 salary a year, the sum appeared daunting to a teacher 

from the developing world like myself. “Even if I have to survive on white bread and 

peanut butter, I am going to New York,” I told myself. I thought of a distant relative 

who lives in Queens; maybe I could stay with her to minimize costs. “Of course,” I 

wrote in an email message, “I would like to earn my stay; I am willing to work around 

the house and be helpful in any possible way. But please, don´t feel compelled; I would 

totally understand it if you and Don said no…” Because of the obvious reasons, the 

plan did not prosper. Still, I refused to give up. I had been accepted to NYU, 

goddamnit! It was my destiny to study at the university of my dreams. I armed myself 

with the necessary patience to face Panamanian bureaucracy, and headed to IFARHU, 

the governmental agency on scholarships and student loans. I found out that 

Panamanian citizens studying abroad could borrow up to $75,o00. A scholarship was 

out of question; none of my uncles held a big position in a ministry or other similar 

institution to “leverage” the application process in my favor. I humbled myself and 

asked my brothers if any of them would be willing to become co-signers, as required, 

if I chose New York. I am—and will be—forever grateful to them; they did not think 

twice before saying yes. 

However, I felt guilty. I did not want to impose such a burden on my brothers. 

I never doubted that I would be able to—eventually—repay the loan, after all, I was 

destined to work at the U.N. or some fancy research university. Still, the ball and chain 

of the co-signer would stay with them as a shadow in their credit history for at least 

twenty years after my graduation. My brother came to me one night when I was feeling 

particularly gloomy. “You know we will support unconditionally whatever you decide 

to do,” he said, “but are you sure you really want to bind yourself under the 

straightjacket of perpetual student debt even when you would be fully funded if you 

went to Arizona? Doesn´t borrowing money to study social justice contradict your 
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ideals, your beliefs?” I looked at my younger brother, the boy I would patronize at 

another time in our lives, now turned a man, bearing the kindness, wisdom and 

maturity I have not yet managed to claim for myself, and I blinked. All the sky castles 

I had erected on Broadway and the Greenwich Village, the gentrified mirages in 

Chelsea and SoHo, they all faded with the morning light following my brother’s words.  

I chose freedom. There has not been a single moment I regretted my decision 

of coming to the desert.  

In every way, this thesis is an echo of the conversation I had with my brother 

that fateful night. It is the story of my struggle to remain true to myself, of my fear of 

institutionalization and condescension, the favorite passive-aggressive products of 

power described by Donald Adams and Arlene Goldbard in their theory of art and 

cultural development (Goldbard & Adams, 2006). 

As long as power is wielded asymmetrically, hierarchically, these shadows, 

these wolves, will be present in the interactions with the “less fortunate.” I no longer 

want to become a holy champion of social justice, a paladin who charges at the 

windmills of inequality while blinded by the arrogance and righteousness of his own 

privilege, lofty ideals, superior intellect and high culture. 

In this age of gods, messiahs, saviors, liberators and “strong men;” of sages, 

masters, gurus, priests, curators, chiefs, commanders, dictators, CEOs, shareholders, 

judges, sovereigns, conquistadors, doctors, governors, employers, States, bureaucrats, 

patresfamilias, superstars and directors; of figures of authority who demand 

compliance, obedience, servitude and adoration, empowerment has been defined—as 

any dictionary will confirm—as a vertical transfer, a concession. My artistic and 

pedagogical rebellion to see empowerment as a journey, as an ongoing act of 

reclaiming one’s personal power; an act that begins within your own self, is anything 

but new. For no one can save us from our own selves. 

 

Beyond the duality of oppressor-oppressed, you too can be your own champion.  

You too can be a rebel. 
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Chapter 0 – DR. HAWTHORNE AND I 

 
Notes 

 

1. When discussing the cultural impact of African peoples and cultures in Latin America, I like 

to bring the example of Tango. While many people these days would never associate 

Tango with black people, there is vast anthropological and historical evidence that the 

dance has its roots in both European and African worlds as documented by Marilyn Grace 

Miller in Rise and Fall of the Cosmic Race (Miller, 2004). The obsession to define the 

“exact” proportions of ethnicity in any culture leads us to dead-ends such as the attempt 

to categorize Latin American people into one “group,” even though most of us have a hard 

time choosing between Black, European and Native American identities; we are all of the 

above, and more. Thus, in Panama, we get disparities such as the 2010 Census stating that 

9.2% of the Panamanian population is of African descent, and the 2016 one “revealing” a 

14.9% figure, following the inclusion of the question “do you consider yourself African-

descended?” in their questionnaire. While the term racial erasure often triggers 

reactionary criticism as a paranoid conspiracy, the Committee for the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD) documents similar strategies by power throughout Latin America. 

CERD documents that the Panamanian population genetic imprint is 36.6% black. 

Culturally speaking, the influence of African culture is far more reaching; it is evidenced 

even in folkloric expressions that some fairer skinned mestizos would describe as non-

black, just like it happens with tango. 

 

2. The obvious reason why people would choose not to identify themselves as black, 

according to CERD, is the pervasive racism and discrimination that continue to permeate 

Panamanian culture even to this day. Fortunately, things are changing. Last year, for 

example, a young black woman won a case against her employers who had suspended her 

for three days with no pay because she had showed up at the workplace with braided hair 

(Ríos, 2016). 

 

3. These figures are calculated with NEA data from surveys across the arts. For example, 

from the sample population surveyed in 2013, 79,9% of the white people had taken dance 

classes at any moment in their lives, while only 8.9% of Hispanic people and 5.8% of the 

black people surveyed had done so. It is interesting to notice that there is no data on 

Native American peoples who are less than 1% of the population of the United States. 

What these dramatic figures suggest is that the problem is not necessarily a decline in the 

supply and demand for art education—after all, NEA data shows growing participation in 

arts learning and education (see figure 4-1, NEA, Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 

2012), but a problem of access: many non-white people continue to be left behind and 

outside. However, there are signs that the whole picture has been changing over the last 

two decades. Isolated figures can be misleading as the sample population is entirely adult. 

When asked about their children, 69,4% of parents reported their children had had some 

sort of art education at school. White households led 2012 statistics with 75.1% of their 
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children having had some art learning experience vs. 55.7% for Hispanic and 66.9% for 

Black households. NEA data is insufficient to tell whether these figures have increased or 

decreased over the last years. 

 

4. World Bank country overview data is full of praise for Panama: “one of the fastest growing 

economies worldwide,” “more than double the regional average [annual growth],” 

“Panama’s growth … one of the highest in Latin America,” “private investment should 

remain strong,” the new administration resting on “two pillars of inclusion and 

competitiveness,” and my favorite: “significant progress in reducing poverty in recent 

years” (World Bank, 2017). It all speaks of the positivistic belief that economists and 

technocrats will save us all from poverty and scarcity. 

 

5. …yet even these numbers cannot hide the harsh reality of my country. 18.7% of the 

population made less than 4 USD a day in 2014, down from 25% in 2009 (World Bank, 

2017). What orthodox economists celebrate as a victory in their “war against poverty” is 

laughable when compared to findings that indicate up to a 30% decrease in purchasing 

power (Panamá América, 2016). In any case, as I like to say, moving from earning 4 

USD/day to 5 USD/day does not make you any less poor; at the most, it grants you access 

to the vulnerable category, the 34.5% of the population who makes between 4 to 10 USD 

a day. 

 

6. According to the World Bank’s most recent income inequality data, Panama is the fifth 

most unequal country in Latin America, and the tenth most unequal country in the world, 

as can be read in Marcelo Justo’s article Which are the six most unequal countries in Latin 

America? for the BBC (Justo, 2016). Several voices point at our education system as the 

main cause of inequality. It has not caught up with research, developments and 

innovations in pedagogy despite the fact it enjoys one of the highest budgets in Central 

America (Lasso, 2017). 

 

7. Just like Panama within the Central American sphere of influence, the United States 

spends more money per student than any other OECD country, with the exception of 

Luxembourg (OECD, 2015). In terms of GDP percentage, however, the United States 

spends less than the average, with countries like Norway, the United Kingdom and 

Portugal spending a greater percentage of their GDP in education and scoring better at the 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). What is going on? The data 

would seem to show it is not about spending. Norway, the United Kingdom and Portugal 

actually spend less in education, and yet, their students fare better at international 

testing. I do not want to go down this rabbit hole further—theses have been and continue 

to be written on these issues, but the truth of the matter is that while the U.S. spends a lot 

of money in education, “access to and quality of education differ dramatically depending 

on where you live and who you are” (Telesur, 2017). Attending an overcrowded, 

underfunded school in a poor neighborhood in the United States is to reduce your chances 

of attending a ranked university by 90% percent as statistical data suggests (Telesur, 
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2017). For more information on this topic, please refer to Gary A. Berg´s Low-Income 

Students and the Perpetuation of Inequality: Higher Education in America.  

 

8. In Philosophy: the basics, Nigel Warburton has this to say in regards to the power of 

institutions to raise the status of an item from a mere object to a work of art: “all 

members of this elite have the equivalent of King Midas’ ability to turn everything he 

touched to gold” (Warburton, 2013). According to Warburton, the criticism of this theory 

falls under the categories of quality (it does not distinguish good from bad art), circularity 

(it is a work of art because we members of the art world say so), and criteria (if there is a 

set of criteria that are used to validate what is art and what is not, then the power to 

determine whether something is art—or not—cannot be held exclusively by the art world, 

making the institutional theory unnecessary (Warburton, 2013). 

 

9. Alright, I give this one to Dr. Hawthorne. I read the Dorsey article that he references, and 

yes, it seems that van Gogh sold more than one painting while alive, as confirmed by 

evidence presented by art historian Marc Edo Tralbaut, the leading van Gogh buff (Dorsey, 

1998). My question is, one, two, six; does it really matter? Does it change the fact that 

Vincent committed suicide because he was not a successful artist in his lifetime? Mr. 

Dorsey tries to make a case for the fact that the paintings he is famous for were only 

painted two years before his death, which is not enough time to make a name for yourself 

as an artist—as if his work previous to that time was not at all relevant. My personal 

opinion is that this perspective is not critical enough of a system that can punish would-be 

“geniuses” and even well established artists with indifference when taste and fashion 

change. Vivaldi and Chopin, for example, would have lots to say in this matter. 

 

10. The phrase “spaces of tedium and boredom”—referring to Latin American schools—is a 

direct quote from Carlos Jiménez, a Colombian researcher in neuropedagogy, in the 2012 

Argentine documentary La Educación Prohibida [Forbidden Education] (Doin, 2012). Mr. 

Jiménez does not have to tell me; it is amazing I am still studying considering how much I 

hated school. Notes 11, 12 and 13 are additional voices that support the same idea. 

 

11. In her exceptional article: No se trata de empoderamiento. Se trata de Autonomía [It’s not 

about empowerment, it’s about autonomy], María Virginia González Romero makes an 

incisive critique of the concept of empowerment through schooling as it has come to be 

understood nowadays: as the mere reduction of vulnerability and increased capabilities of 

marginalized sectors. In other words, a process that started in the 60s and spread like 

wildfire in Latin America and whose goal was the creation of a fairer society—through 

popular education—where individuals could organize themselves and exercise power in a 

democratic, autonomous way; has been transformed, under the pressure of power, into 

just moving people slightly above the poverty line through a system of compulsory, free 

education, that is disconnected from the realities of the students’ worlds and is also a 

space of tedium and boredom; a space that smothers the human spirit; a space 

guaranteed to maintain the economic, political and social status quo. 

 



                                                                                 24 

12. In their book Pedagogía del aburrido [Pedagogy of “the bored”], Ignacio Lewkowicz and 

Cristina Corea draw from various sources and make powerful insights into the pervading 

boredom going on at schools. This boredom is a result of the exhaustion not only of 

institutions of education, but also of the family and the nation-state as institutions of 

power in an era of re-negotiated subjectivities and unprecedented exchange of 

information. In my days, to learn about something new you needed to either sign up for a 

course, hire an expensive tutor or go to the library—there aren’t many of those in my 

country, by the way; today we have the internet, online tutorials, online forums, direct 

online coaching... The function of the classroom educator as a mere “transmitter of 

knowledge” is spent; it is obsolete. In addition to the boredom and exhaustion present in 

our institutions of education, Lewkowicz and Corea also suggest that despite much 

research in cognition, development and pedagogy, many teaching adults continue to 

ultimately fail at understanding the youth’s mind, creating a dysfunction that short-circuits 

attempts to reform an already exhausted system. 

 

13. Carlos A. Scolari reflects on Lewkowicz and Corea and points the finger at the obvious: that 

our students’ boredom is an indication that some experiences within the system are 

already exhausted. Educators themselves too get bored, but unlike students, they can 

make career choices; students cannot “escape” school. What I like about Scolari’s 

perspective is that he invites educators to adapt to changes and embrace them, rather 

than to resist them and hold tight to the past. This does not mean we should not look 

critically at these interactions with newer technology and forms of knowledge. For 

example, people read a lot from the internet—Wikipedia, for instance, ranks number five 

in website popularity. Scolari asks: how are people reading from the internet? Scolari, 

Lewkowicz and Corea’s advocacy for the dispelling of prejudices such as “reading from 

books is good, while reading from the internet is bad,” reminds me of Glenn Savage and 

Kevin Tavin’s call for the de-stigmatization of popular culture and the media as evil agents 

of corruption (Savage, 2010) (Tavin, 2003). 

 

14. This mock “recipe” emulates ratios of prescribed, compulsory academic subjects by the 

Panamanian Ministry of Education (MEDUCA). When studying curricula for pre-school and 

grades first to twelfth, anyone could realize that the presence of the arts and artistic, 

cross-functional activities drastically declines as you go up in the school system. The first 

big change occurs early on, from pre-school into first grade; a “fall from Heaven” kind of 

transition that plunges kids into the world of summative evaluation and rigorously 

quantified and prescribed compartmentalized knowledge. If you are curious about 

Panamanian Education and its standards, visit the government website listed under the 

references for detailed curricula. 

 

15. Yvonne Gaudelius and Peg Speirs could not state it clearer: the so-called traditional course 

content, believed to be neutral and innocuous, is always political, They quote Ira Shor, 

who adamantly said that “neutral” classroom activity “tacitly endorses and supports the 

status quo” (Gaudelius & Speirs, 2002). They argue for issues-based art learning that can 
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be easily integrated into other subject areas even at the elementary level—if there is the 

will.  

 

16. On one side there is fear: educators interested in social justice might be afraid of “making 

too much noise” depending on the cultural, social and political circumstances of where 

they teach. On the other, the idea that art must fulfill a recreational role prevents such 

possibilities and contributes to the underappreciation of art when compared to more 

“serious” subjects. 

 

17. Or rather, I should say they could not entirely foresee. The debate was as heated in the 

late nineties as it is today. Consider experts’ views and opinions in 1996 fascinating Visual 

Culture Questionnaire. In it, they describe visual culture as a shift from traditional art 

history into a multi-disciplinary, anthropologically-based model where visuality—the 

predominance of the visual image and the blurring of the boundaries between spectator 

and the image—becomes the favored means of interacting with the world. One thing all 

the authors seemed to agree with is that the image could never be entirely disembodied 

from other forms of language, arguably bringing down the twentieth century belief that 

the visual would become a universal language of sorts. They list fetishism, the “society of 

the spectacle” and the increased use of simulacra within the arts as some of the 

characteristics of this rising culture. They knew the consequences of visual culture would 

forever change our relationship with art. With all this being said, I do not think they could 

entirely foresee the level of sophistication and complexity that new technologies would 

help to create. Even the vision from the 1985 film Back to the Future falls short when 

compared to our present reality, even though we do not have hoverboards and flying 

cars—yet. Behold the age of virtual reality, one step ahead from just visuality; a time when 

simulation appears more enticing and rewarding than reality; a time when even physics—

pretty much like in the Matrix movies—seems to blur the border between the physical 

and mental realms; a time when people demand realism within fantasy; a time when the 

media wields unprecedented power to fabricate the dominant visions of the world. Where 

this will lead us is anybody’s guess, but it would be interesting to send these experts the 

original questionnaire for them to reflect upon the changes that have taken place after the 

last two decades. 

 

18. According to data from Internet World Stats updated in March, 2017, North America and 

Europe lead internet penetration rates with 88.1% and 76.7%, respectively. Africa has the 

lower rate with an average 26.9% of its population having access to the internet. The 

average for the world is 49.2%. In other words, while we tend to take the internet for 

granted, half the population of the world either does not have access to the internet or 

does not have regular access to the internet. 

 

19. Jeannie Oakes and Martin Lipton do a comprehensive review of educational movements 

within the United States tracing their roots as far as the Renaissance and the 

Enlightenment Project. In the United States of America, if the term social justice still 

makes many people feel uncomfortable, even threatened, the term socialism conjures 
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even stronger sentiments of aversion rooted in a contemporary history of Red Scares, Cold 

War, and preemptive—and aggressive—interventionism across the world, all of them still 

fresh in the American collective psyche. Oakes and Lipton detail reactionary backlash to 

each and every moment of progressivism in American education.  

 

20. While progressivism had been resisted from the very beginning, in my opinion it was not 

seen as much of a threat to until the Cold War. Even at the time of the Great Depression, 

progressive ideas did not manage to have a significant impact into American schools 

(Oakes & Lipton, 2003, p. 90). Social reconstructionism, for example, predated the Cold 

War era by over twenty years. It was critical of the status quo because it pointed fingers 

directly at the inequalities of economic and social power. According to Oakes and Lipton, 

however, their ideas “barely penetrated the school curriculum” (Oakes & Lipton, 2003, p. 

90). Before I go further, I need to mention that I am not advocating for a blind embrace of 

progressive ideas while rejecting traditional education altogether; to me that means to 

continue playing the game of polar opposites. My point is that most students and their 

parents were being denied the choice of incorporating elements of progressive education 

into public school life, because of political interests. 

 

21. Educational reform is, and has always been, controversial. No Child Left Behind—which I 

will call NCLB from now on—continues to be a topic of heated debate, even though it 

would seem it is already behind us. Of course, it is not. The creators of NCLB thought they 

could fix a failing system by force and fear; by setting standards and goals that all students, 

teachers and schools were expected to meet or else risk being shut down. Their narrow 

and technocratic view of education and the world, where only English, mathematics and 

science matter and where people need to be constantly monitored, tested and corrected; 

resulted in the humanities and the arts being displaced, entire schools closing down, and 

minimal changes to the utter disappointment of both the American people and the 

bureaucrats in charge of implementing the reform. Not only did NCLB refuse to 

incorporate any idea from over a century of pedagogical research and innovation, it also 

diverted people’s attention from one of the major roots of the problem: the gapping 

inequality that greatly impacts the quality of education from one school district to 

another. The “carrot” of federal funding is not even that juicy in any case. State and local 

school governments spend roughly 800% more money in education than the federal 

government (US Federal Spending, 2017). The federal government spends over 700% 

more money in defense and 250% more just in interest payments on the 20 trillion-dollar 

public debt than it does in education. All these figures are available on the government 

spending website. Rich school districts will continue to have top-quality schools; the 

poorest school districts will continue to struggle. NCLB’s greatest sin was to set unrealistic 

and unfair expectations for all players in the game—as if their circumstances were all the 

same, and then punish those who did not accomplish as was expected: those are the most 

vulnerable. We have got both parties to thank. I hate to sound like a pessimist, but the 

Obama administration’s Every Student Succeeds Act does little if nothing to address the 

real issues. Do not take my word for it—I am just an international student, after all, listen 

to the experts: “As long as attention remains on testable accountability in K-12 schools 
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rather than on poverty, inequality and early education, “every student succeeds,” like “no 

child left behind,” will continue to be an unfulfilled promise” (Battenfeld, 2015). 

 

22. There are clear political reasons why twentieth century thinking does not sit well with 

conservative power; it challenged its authoritarian, almost divine, monopoly on truth. The 

horrendous events of the two world wars showed people that the promises of science, 

religion, government and business—in other words, the promises of power—had, 

evidently, failed. After World War II, Communism replaced Nazism as the new evil that had 

to be fought by all means, an ideology that polarized the world and dragged humanity into 

yet another era of warfare almost immediately after WWII was over. Artists and 

intellectuals had been reacting to the turmoil of the war periods even before they started. 

This anxiety—and rebelliousness—is one of the elements that gave birth to post-

modernity; the alleged objectivity, neutrality and infallibility of the discourse by 

institutional power were contested. Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner remind us that 

postmodernism was not all gloom and doom, though. There is an affirming strain too (Ellis 

& Bochner, 2000, p. 747); a dimension of thought that seeks to give spirituality, emotion 

and intuition—the very qualities historically deemed feminine, weak and irrational—their 

rightful place as essential components of the human experience.  

 

23. I refer, of course, to the divine feminine, which the patriarchy has waged war upon since 

the beginning of history as we know it. I am certainly not an expert, but I could discuss this 

fascinating topic for hours; talk about the symbolic rape of Sophia by the Demiurge, the 

blind impostor, as understood by the gnostics, and its consequences, which are still felt 

today. However, I will not cross the line into mythology and religion; enough has been 

said. 

 

24. Ellis and Bochner said their ultimate goal with autoethnographical research is to promote 

compassion and dialogue (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 748). These simple, honest words were 

like healing for me. In their quest for the construction and realization of universal, 

“objective” axioms and truths, the edifice of academia barred access to that integral part 

of who we are: emotion. This journey has made me realize I had buried my most beautiful 

gifts in an attempt to put on a façade of toughness just to find acceptance within society. I 

am not trying to prove anything; I want to present my experience with art, education and 

art education to generate dialogue, just like Ellis and Bochner. 

 

25. In an interview by educational and trade publishers Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, American 

illustrator and children book author Maurice Sendak said that from the illustrator’s point 

of view, images are his own interpretation of the story. Furthermore, illustrations are just 

as important as the text; sometimes, even more. A translation of this interview appeared 

in a Venezuelan publication called Parapara (see references). I mentioned Sendak’s ideas 

in my undergraduate thesis because I worked on an illustrated book for pre-teens. The 

fact that children do not appear more often in the literature on visual culture I have 

consulted is particularly interesting. For children, who are way behind figuring out all the 

complexities and subtleties of language, abstraction and metacognition described by 
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Piaget’s formal operational stage, the image has even more significance and relevance. For 

adults, images are loaded with meaning. Hence, I too reject the idea of illustration as mere 

decoration. 

 

26. When I read William Ayers’ To Teach, I was touched. For the second time in my 

pedagogical adventures I was reading an author who actually dared to use the word love; 

the first one was A. S. Neill. Then, there was the fact Ayers decided to make a comic book 

version of his book along with comic book artist Ryan Alexander-Tanner. Later I learned 

Ayers had been experimenting with A. S. Neill’s ideas in his classroom and then it all 

clicked. His concept of the dance of the dialectic perfectly describes the unique 

characteristics of comic books in the communication and expression of ideas. For an 

indescribable and marvelous experience on how we see things and the power of comic 

books as a medium—Ayers and Alexander-Tanner insist it is not a genre, see, as well, Nick 

Sousanis’ amazing Unflattening. 

 

27. The following are two out of several things I like about Graeme Sullivan’s model of studio 

art as research: first, his language is not as dense and complicated as other theorists—

thank you. Second, he refuses to be stuck in the duality objectivity-subjectivity, opting 

instead for a model of intersubjectivity that avoids the extremes of both relativism and the 

idea of a “hard” objective truth waiting for us “out there” (Sullivan, 2004, p. 797). I do not 

want to elaborate too much, since I will pick up Sullivan’s ideas in the last chapter, but you 

can bet they resonate powerfully within me. 

 

28. I believe that beauty, truth and wisdom are found everywhere; everything is a lesson, 

everything is but a piece of the puzzle that is the face of the One. As a gamer, I can testify 

to how video games incorporate visuals, music, and creative writing to create powerful 

stories that can be experienced in ways that are completely different to work displayed in 

a gallery or in a museum. These two quotes are from a fantasy role-playing simulation 

from 1992 called Wizardry VII: Crusaders of the Dark Savant.  

 

29. I was “just” a pre-teen back then, but I was captivated by the fascinating story-telling that 

combined medieval and science-fiction themes in a world of spirituality, magic and 

mysticism. As can be seen from these quotes, the game story delved into philosophical 

questions concerning existence and the meaning of life. 

 

30. This concept is as old as it goes. The Buddha was one of the first philosophers to discard 

the extremes of opposites in favor of a middle way. I personally think his philosophy is 

unparalleled except by that of Baruch Spinoza’s who managed the remarkable feat of 

understanding—albeit mostly intellectually—the Absolute as immanence through a state 

of beatitude. My main issues with Buddhism include its dogmatic authoritarianism and the 

Buddha´s reluctance to speak of subtler states of consciousness and the real purpose of 

this reality. In my opinion, dharmic religions have a far healthier—and spiritual—

perspective on reality than the dominant Abrahamic religions and Western philosophical 

traditions which are pure materialism. In the East, the solution to the problem of duality 
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was the trinity: a third option, a child of the polarities; a space between. That is not to say 

they cannot be just as patriarchal, oppressive and monolithic as western modern religions; 

they are. Their main difference lies in the lingering presence of the triad as the key to 

unlock the puzzle of duality. The Tao, for example, is the art of walking the path between 

duality. The path itself can be interpreted as the third of its kind. I do not present these 

ideas as infallible, they are my approach, my interpretation. For more insights into eastern 

philosophy and religion using a western methodology of research, refer to Elémire Zollá’s 

fantastic book La Nube del Telar. I wonder is there a translation in English. 

 

31.  See, for example, Becky Shipe´s fascinating concept of productive ambiguity (Shipe, 2015). 

Just like in Zollá’s analysis of the Eastern archetype of the triad, of the interspace, Shipe 

invites us to play in the space between the known and the unknown, between the 

“familiar strange” and the “strange familiar” (Shipe, 2015). This does not mean this 

method of engagement lacks “seriousness,” that it cannot be used to address challenge 

and disagreement; on the contrary, productive ambiguity welcomes conflict rather than to 

try to eliminate it. Through a creative dialectic of conflict, productive ambiguity produces a 

third, or rather, a plurality of “thirds.” It should not come as a surprise that Shipe even 

includes the symbol of the Tao in her visual research narrative (Shipe, 2015). I will return 

to productive ambiguity and other similar concepts later. 

 

32. Dewey was an idealist, a kind soul who fervently believed in the liberation of the human 

being though self-realization, an idea derived from neo-Hegelianism (Westbrook, 1991). As 

an advocate for direct participation and democracy, there could not be a place within his 

ethical-political epistemology for aristocratic platonic idealism or representation, as they 

both lead to the entrenchment of an easily corruptible elite. It is only natural that he 

would turn to a form of social-democracy as the best—or only possible—way for 

individuals to achieve that moral and ethical self-realization, hence the criticism of his 

ideas as being part of some communist agenda. In my opinion, the problem with this kind 

of idealism lies on two tendencies. First, the Hegelian idea that societies progress and 

evolve through history in a linear form of sorts, like a moral organism that regulates itself 

by contrasting paradigms and that inevitably progresses into higher or better states of 

realization and well-being. Second, the belief that this self-realization begins to take place 

when the individual finds a supposedly “right” place within society for which “he is best 

fitted and is exercising the function proper to that space” (Westbrook, 1991). My criticism 

of these ideas is that within systems where the individual is almost completely powerless 

to decide how to govern himself, he always ends up submitting to the social order. The 

price one pays to establish this “balance” between the individual and the social within 

systems of asymmetrical dependence, is the surrendering of personal power to various 

degrees. No wonder Dewey encountered countless difficulties implementing his noble 

ideals; he was, after all, acting within the confines of “democracy” as we know it. 

 

33. When I intuitively started to suspect institutions of education are not democratic, I 

thought it was just the perception of an irreverent youth poorly adapted to find that niche 

within society that Dewey spoke of. Slowly over the years, I began to encounter voices—
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within academia itself—that made me realize that not only was I not alone, but also that 

institutions do not act independently; the keystone to the tremendous power they wield is 

their interconnectedness; power consolidates itself through a complex network of 

relations. Noam Chomsky, Antonia Darder, Pepi Leistyna (1963-2015), Dave Hill and Shirley 

Steinberg—among others, all distinguished intellectuals, professors and researchers within 

the highest echelons of American scholarship have (had) much to say on this issue. I 

benefited enormously from their insights compiled by Pierre Orelus and Curry Malott in 

Radical voices for democratic schooling. You may also want to check Colonized schooling 

exposed by the same authors. 

 

34. My first exposure to this line of thought was Aníbal Ponce’s Educación y Lucha de Clases 

[Education and Class Conflict], which I studied in the School of Education, back in Panama. 

Ponce was an Argentine thinker and politician, contemporary with John Dewey. Education 

and Class Conflict has an explicitly Marxist perspective. Ancient universities such as 

Oxford—depicted on the top of the page—and Cambridge created these colleges as a 

“social expression of religious dominance” (Murcia & Gamboa, 2015). This dominance 

started to decline in the wake of humanistic Renaissance; universities resisted the 

introduction of scientific subjects until they began to adopt the paradigms of bourgeois 

economic power and Enlightenment rationalism and progressivism. I am not trying to say 

the university remained an interruptible body over the centuries; it has certainly evolved 

over time. The supposed autonomy of the university is what is in question, as its dynamics 

have always been under the direct control or influence of various powers. In the European 

middle ages, it used to be the Church, but this dominion would eventually be replaced by 

the State and private capital. The lines between the two are more blurred than ever these 

days, particularly in the United States, where the largest universities operate as 

corporations powerful enough to impact the economy of entire cities. Policies undertaken 

at the turn of the twentieth century to make universities more democratic and accessible 

to the middle class did result in an unprecedented increase in enrollment at public 

universities across the United States particularly after World War II (US Census Bureau, 

2013) [As a note, in countries like Panama and Costa Rica, the first public universities were 

created in the period between wars]. However, with the dramatic growth and expansion 

of globalization in the eighties, tuition also increased exponentially, even though the cost 

of education and state expenditure per student have not changed much (Schoen, 2017). 

The time when people were able to pay for tuition with money made during summer jobs 

is long over. Younger Americans will never enjoy the same quality of life that baby 

boomers did. One just needs to look at statistical data to understand the consequences of 

this widening gap in access to higher education. Burdened with rising tuition and 

overwhelming student debt, in 2012 “only 20 percent of U.S. men and 27 percent of U.S. 

women have more education than their parents” (Schoen, 2017). 

 

35. The “dismantling of the Master’s House” is a concept presented by Audre Lorde in her 

famous essay The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's House. Mere 

“tolerance” of difference as well as just “remodeling” of the “house” can never bring 
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genuine change. Since we are all acting within the “master’s house”, the problematic of 

dismantling it becomes particularly challenging.  
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Chapter One 

“MY FATHER YELLS ‘WHAT YOU GONNA DO WITH YOUR LIFE?’” 

—from Cindy Lauper’s version of Robert Hazard’s song 

 

Sometimes I think I have not yet recovered from the feelings of shame after 

dropping out of the School of Architecture. I had it in me that I was expected to 

become “someone in life,” but not just anyone; someone big, someone important. 

When I was nine or ten years old, a relative had foretold I would someday become, at 

the very least, a hydraulic engineer, for I was intelligent, for I was special. Perhaps she 

was not entirely aware of the weight such prophecies can have on the shoulders of a 

boy. I ended up choosing architecture because there were some artistic components 

to it—I liked to draw, and it showed the promise of the status that would make 

everybody in my family proud.   

When I finally admitted to myself how much I hated sitting at a table before 

the half-finished floor plan of a building I would very likely never get to design, I had 

already completed a full year—with the decent GPA expected of a respectable nerd, 

mind you, and was in the middle of the first semester as a sophomore. In dropping 

out, I felt I had failed my family, and I had failed myself. 

I suppose I learned something, though. I picked up some useful skills in 

architectonic design—how to print like a pro, for example, and I studied perspective, 

physics and history of architecture, for which I got Bill Risebero’s The Story of Western 

Architecture, a wonderful book I still own and that I decreed everyone in the western 

world should take a look at at least once in their lives. My most relevant lesson, 

however, did not come from struggling to get lines to converge perfectly in a three-

point perspective drawing, or from studying how steel allowed for the tremendous 

architectural innovations of the early twentieth century; it came from a speech from 

a professor given dury the very first class. It never ceases to amaze me: while we tend 

to be really good at forgetting things, we are able to recall with a great deal of 
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perfection and detail certain experiences in our lives. Like we say in Panama, it feels 

as if it had been just yesterday. 

He had the looks, the demeanor, the poise and the voice of someone used to 

commanding authority with utmost confidence. He wore brand clothes, but he did 

not dress up excessively; he was not wearing a suit or a tie. His shirt was bright in color, 

but I am not sure if it was short or long sleeves. I think it was short sleeves. Yes, it had 

to be; he had the outfit of one who has an afternoon meeting at the country club. 

What I remember the most was his hair; it did not have a single streak of color; I 

remember it as white as snow, contrasting sharply with his tanned skin and clear eyes. 

He definitely looked out of place before us students in the ugly classroom of a public 

university, where the ceiling sported countless stains and missing panels, the air 

conditioning was semi-out of order and a fifth of the chairs had outlived their purpose 

at least ten years ago. And then he asked with, what seemed to me, a mixture of 

nonchalance and conceit: 

“Who, then, builds the building? The architect who designs it, or the 

construction worker hauling wheelbarrows at the site?” 

And time seemed to freeze for me, for I cannot remember anything else. The 

question and the context, however, still reverberate in my mind. It was a question 

about inequality, about assumptions, about class and prestige; it was a question about 

power. The question was also an invitation—and a warning: if we wanted to rise above 

the ranks of the mere concrete and gravel-haulers and partake of the privileges of 

those who can afford to dress well and go on vacation to Miami every year, we had to 

be willing to exceed all expectations in an already saturated field, and aim for the top. 

Otherwise, not even a position as “blueprint carriers” for one of the local architectural 

firms was guaranteed. 

 

So it came to happen that I was drowning my defeat of leaving school, 

disappointing fortune-tellers and giving up a—potentially—brilliant career in the 

business of designing shopping malls and high rises for rich expatriates, money 
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launderers and drug dealers, in my usual fashion—playing video games, when my 

mother walked into the room and literally said: “You won’t be scratching your balls 

for the rest of the year. You are going to study English.” My fate was sealed.  

As a kid, I had only had English classes in second and third grade. I was nine 

years old when my small country was brutally—and illegally—invaded by the most 

powerful army on the planet; they had decided to remove an annoying dictator who 

had become troublesome and refused to comply with the interests and geopolitical 

agenda for the region. I will never forget the explosions, the gunfire; the helicopters 

and war planes humming and roaring upon us like gigantic, infernal dragonflies; the 

stories of corpses being run over by tanks and buried in common graves, of soldiers 

breaking into mortuaries to confiscate records; the people breaking into businesses 

and helping themselves to refrigerators and washing machines; the sight of my mother 

huddling us in a corner, weeping in fear that a bomb would blow us to pieces. In the 

political and economic chaos that ensued, my mother could no longer afford private 

education for my brother and me, so we completed elementary school in the public 

system where no English was taught at all. One of the outcomes of this situation was 

that when I went to seventh grade, I could barely tell the difference between the words 

this and these. Our mother did everything in her power to secure private education 

for us, once again. I studied in a private, Catholic school where I never entirely fit. The 

school was not bilingual at the time, and the English taught was rather weak. During 

the first two years, I felt I learned more English from role-playing video games like The 

Secret of Mana and Final Fantasy III, than from actual classes at school. 

Propelled by my mother’s dictum, I opened the yellow pages and my eyes were 

drawn to the ad of a language school in downtown Panama—never underestimate the 

power of graphic design; I frowned at the location, as I lived in the suburbs, but the 

program was intensive and reasonably priced. I was evaluated and placed in an 

intermediate group—grade three out of six levels. I can still remember some of my 

final presentation; I am still amazed by my candor and naïveté back in those days. I 

painted my face with geometric patterns with a solution made of body lotion and 
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powdered cinnamon, and delivered a speech on native peoples from around the world. 

My argument was that these cultures were threatened by a changing, globalized world, 

and the pressure of having to make choices in regards to their lifestyles. I felt it was 

important for non-natives to learn about these cultures in order to foster respect and 

understanding, and combat intolerance and racism. Despite the self-righteous and 

moralizing character of my presentation, the director of the school must have seen 

something in me, for I was offered a job—my very first job—as a language teaching 

assistant. The experiences of learning English and becoming a language instructor at 

that private, popular school would completely define my professional identity as well 

my future choices in life. You see, I was first a language teacher and only much later 

an artist/art teacher. In many ways, I still see myself first as a communicator, and the 

English as a second language (ESL) classroom continues to be the place where I feel 

the most comfortable. I could not fathom it at that time, but my pedagogical 

foundations were laid there, way before I went to the School of Education. 

I chose to put aside the limitations and mild disappointments of becoming 

employed for the first time, under a capitalist system—warning: anarchist threat 

detected—anybody who sells their time is going to be exploited in one way or another. 

The Center was far from the perfect workplace and I eventually did leave with a feeling 

of being somewhat mistreated. On the positive side of the spectrum, I was fortunate 

to be employed at a school with a philosophy of continuous instructional training. 

Periodically, development sessions were scheduled with the purpose of improving our 

teaching practice. Perhaps the two most important lessons were as follows:  

 

Lesson 1: Good teachers never stop learning 

 

These might be concepts we now take for granted, but I urge you to keep in 

mind my own education had been traditional in every sense of the word. In secondary 

school, teachers just recycled lessons. Second language teaching itself, can become 

quite repetitive from the instructor’s point of view, particularly during early levels 
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where a very specific body of form—grammar and basic vocabulary—must be taught 

in order for students to use it as a framework to build language. We were encouraged 

to assume the role of communicators and we were expected to read and build up our 

vocabulary. This perspective had a strong emphasis on mastering the subject—English 

in our case, but also on exploring different pedagogical avenues in order to become 

more effective instructors. From this concept, the second lesson was drawn: 

 

Lesson 2: Knowing a subject is not enough to be an effective teacher 

 

For the first time, I heard of the concept of learning styles with at least a couple 

language-learning models introduced to us. In one of those models, we were taught 

to identify students who, because of their outgoing and expressive nature, jump 

headfirst into producing language without paying too much attention to accuracy. On 

the other end of the spectrum, there is the kind of student who needs to have a 

concrete, solid understanding of syntax and grammar before he or she can feel 

confident enough to speak. This latter group—to which I totally belong—fares better 

in accuracy, but less well in language fluency. These lessons I still carry in a 

compartment of my bag of tricks. 

During this period, I was introduced for the first time to Howard Gardner’s 

theory of multiple intelligence. While still disputed from many different fronts, 

Gardner’s ideas have had an important impact on the way we perceive cognition and 

have drawn attention to the multi-layered complexity of human intelligence and 

problem-solving skills1. I used to think of myself as more “visual,” but on informal 

testing, I tend to score higher on “musical” and “kinesthetic,” which perhaps explains 

why I am so powerfully drawn to dance and martial arts. Regardless of where one 

stands in the debate of Gardner’s theory, its holistic, pluralistic nature has had an 

overall redeeming effect on the rigidity of curricula and pedagogical practice that 

shove aside artistic inquiry and expression, as well as the interaction with the natural 

world, in exclusive favor of the “hard” sciences. 
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We studied Grice and Skinner’s Mastering Public Speaking, a comprehensive 

course that introduced me to concepts such as active and critical listening, and the 

ethics of speaking in public. Some ideas I got from that book are still fresh in my mind: 

we spend most of our time perceiving language, not producing it; most of the time, 

however, we hear but not listen. 

The confirmation to this second lesson came from my interactions with native 

speakers. Because native-speaking, college-degree, ESL experts are neither 

particularly affordable nor abundant in Panama, almost all language instructors at the 

school were Panamanian. I was aware of my limitations—I will never forget being 

corrected on the pronunciation of the word steak by a student, so it was natural for 

me to assume that native speakers would, by default, be far better at teaching ESL 

than non-natives. After all, how could you not be good at teaching your first language? 

Over my career in language instruction, experience would teach me otherwise. At first, 

I could not understand why some students would prefer classes with me over those 

with a native speaker. Soon I would discover that teaching requires far more than just 

knowing the subject. For instance, two essential components of successful language 

instruction rely on your ability to understand students’ specific goals and needs, and 

in the creation of a learning environment where students feel safe—and welcome—to 

make mistakes2. This is particularly relevant when teaching adults, who usually resent 

being corrected in the classroom. Teaching ESL to Spanish-speakers as someone who 

learned ESL himself did provide me with an empathic perspective and understanding 

of the needs of my learners. Soon I was able to anticipate recurring pitfalls and 

rationalize them; I was in a better position to help students overcome barriers because 

I had faced the same challenges. But there was more than that. I realized it was my 

ability to make students feel at ease that they seemed to appreciate the most; 

unknowingly, I allowed for them to relax and build confidence as they became better 

at using the language. 
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I learned a lot at my first job, but I also continued learning from that experience 

after I had left the language center because my exposure to other pedagogies has 

allowed me to revisit earlier experiences and analyze them under a critical scope. 

Varied language instructional methodologies were used at the center. As I described, 

in terms of instructional development, the school had a very progressive mindset, but 

pedagogically speaking, day-to-day classroom instruction was mostly traditional. At 

the introductory and functional levels of the program, students were expected to 

memorize—in advance—vocabulary lists within a context that was specific to the 

textbook lesson being studied. Words were listed in the order they appeared in the 

lesson with their translation in Spanish. There was a strong emphasis in grammar. 

Grammar was built following the linear progression of a six-book course we used. 

Structures were introduced prior to a lesson, usually through formulas. For instance, 

as an introduction to a theme whose grammar objective was the present perfect tense, 

I would write the following formula on the whiteboard: 

 

AFFIRMATIVE SENTENCES 

Subject + 
Auxiliary 

HAVE/HAS 
+ Past Participle + Predicate 

 

I would give sample sentences like these: 

 

I + have + seen + <insert popular film> 

 

Mary + has + read + <insert popular book> 

 

Students would have been familiar with a list of past participles to be used in 

the lesson because they were expected to study them from their booklets. I would give 

them some more sentences and ask them to write their own sentences on the board 

in a controlled exercise. Then the same pattern would be repeated for negative 

sentences, yes/no questions and information questions. With a clear idea of the lesson’s 
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grammar and the vocabulary, students were ready to engage in the communicative 

exercises in the book. This is the way I learned and taught English for over four years; 

it is an approach that combines elements from the audio-lingual method—the 

repetition of a given, correct phrase by slightly changing items under controlled 

practice, and grammar-translation, a method that had been used to teach Latin and 

Greek since, at least, the Roman Empire.  

I could not imagine any other way to teach second languages (SL) until I got a 

teaching position at Berlitz®, following a period of weird semi-formal employment 

which included a clerk position at a porn shop and what I call modern “indentured 

servitude” at various call centers. I could tell you stories of my becoming an adult 

entertainment specialist, or of my shifts at “the pits” as a customer service agent, but 

you are probably already wondering what this all has to do with art education so I will 

not digress; suffice it to say, I made a promise to myself, to my ancestors, to Bruce Lee, 

to Mother Earth—to the Universe itself, that I would never, ever, work at a call center 

again. 

Language schools like Berlitz® adopted what is now called the direct or natural 

method. The direct method contrasts sharply with the ESL methodology I had learned 

at my first job; it makes exclusive use of the target language—translation is forbidden, 

and grammar is introduced organically within the context of a communicative 

objective. At the beginning, I had trouble adapting to, what seemed to me, a radical 

approach to teaching SL; for a long time, I fought my urge to explain grammar. 

Eventually, I fell in love with direct SL teaching and it became my method of choice 

over the next six years that I taught English and Spanish as second languages both 

within and outside the context of a language school. 

The reason why I have invested so much time to describe my first two jobs in 

education is to contrast their different approaches to pedagogy. At a first glance, these 

two approaches appear as a duality of completely incompatible teaching styles. After 

all, who would want to study a new language the way medieval and Renaissance sages 

like Thomas Aquinas and Erasmus of Rotterdam did, in an age of multimedia, exciting 
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technologies and personalized instruction? When I became proficient in the direct 

method, I thought there would be no room for the techniques I learned at my first 

teaching job. Over the years, however, I realized that students going through most of 

the eight levels of Berlitz® ESL instruction and specializations did not achieve the same 

results; there were significant differences in their levels of structure, pronunciation, 

vocabulary, comprehension of the language, fluency and interaction/communicability. 

The method did not always work. Just as at the first language school I used to work at, 

some students failed to meet the expectations and necessary level of ability to be able 

to pass to the next level, which produced uncomfortable frictions in a course that was 

guaranteed to yield the promised results. Allow me to give you an example. In a direct 

method of instruction, new vocabulary is introduced by means of a chain of 

associations typically prompted through a series of questions until the new term is 

understood without the necessity of translation. Imagine you were introducing the 

word sleet to an ESL student. Instead of translating sleet to the student’s language, the 

introduction of the term could unfold in the following interaction using a “dictionary 

technique”: 

 

Instructor: Does it sometimes rain, even when it is very cold? 

Student: Yes. 

Instructor: (pretending to be serious) Could I please get a complete sentence? 

Student: (smiling) Yes, sometimes it rains, even when it is very cold. 

Instructor: Is that kind of precipitation sometimes mixed with snow? 

Student: Yes, it is. 

(The instructor makes a gesture to prompt for a full sentence) 

Student: Sorry. Yes, sometimes rain is mixed with snow. 

Instructor: Rain that is mixed with snow we call sleet. Could you say that word? 

Student: Sleet. 

Instructor: So, what is sleet? 

Student: Sleet is rain mixed with snow. 
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Instructor: Awesome. Do you think sleet is fun? (moving into having the student use the 

new word) 

Student: I don’t think so! 

Instructor:  Do you think you could use sleet in your answer? What’s wrong with sleet? 

Student: Well, sleet can be dangerous, and it’s freezing! 

 

The instructor was able to introduce a new word without translating, at the 

cost of some classroom time. This student was familiar with sleet, so this interaction 

results in a kind of learning that is more meaningful and permanent because all 

exchanges were done in the language being studied. However, things do not always 

flow this smoothly. If the student were from a tropical country and had never 

experienced sleet, the association could not have been made easily. Moreover, sleet is 

a physical, natural phenomenon; idioms and abstractions, on the other hand, can be 

far more complicated to introduce with this technique. Sometimes because of the 

instructor’s inadequate choice of words, or because the student is tired or under stress, 

the association does not occur. The dialogue can go in circles with the student—and 

the instructor—feeling increasingly frustrated. What to do? There is not a single 

answer to this question. Sometimes I would feel it was not worth classroom time to 

use other direct method techniques. The first time I did, it felt as if I had committed 

a deadly sin: I translated the term into Spanish and moved on with the lesson. It 

dawned on me: while the direct method was very effective, some students do benefit 

from a quick translation, or even from a formula, an explanation or a focused grammar 

exercise to unlock a complicated structure in their mind. I had learned my next two 

pedagogical life lessons: 

 

Lesson 3: One size does not fit all. 

 

Lesson 4: There is not anything like the perfect approach to teaching and learning. 
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 Within the school, I would be a champion of the method, but when I started 

tutoring people privately and designing my own programs, I would allow myself to be 

flexible enough to adapt to the particular needs of my students, incorporating various 

pedagogical techniques as I saw fit3.  

 

But let us now abandon the winding tower of second language learning and 

move into the fascinating, complex, challenging, paradoxical, sometimes confusing, 

sometimes dangerous, always revealing, never univocal space of truth within illusion: 

the realm of the visual arts. 

 

I obviously had no idea what I was getting into. I mean, I liked to draw. Kind 

of. Every time I tried to get into the habit of serious and disciplined drawing, I found 

every possible excuse to do something else. Even to this day, while I experience great 

satisfaction upon the contemplation of a final product, the process is never an ethereal 

trip of blissful interaction with shape and color. For me creation is, at least through 

most of the process, painful, slow and difficult. Maybe I should have studied biology 

like my father; there was a time I certainly wanted to. Perhaps my thing was music; 

that is what Gardner-inspired testing suggested. However, I still feel my actual hidden 

passion has always been dance; I cannot get enough of the body. But I digress. I chose 

the visual arts as my path in life, and I confess I feel exceptionally proud of most of 

the artwork I am now able to produce. 

I had failed to fulfill the prophecy of commanding and unleashing the forces of 

water. I had turned my back on architecture because I realized blueprint drafting 

made me want to jump through a glass window of a twelfth floor and, frankly speaking, 

without the luxury of being the heir to some family business, the odds of making it to 

the Panamanian architectural penthouse were actually quite low. I had discovered a 

sense of purpose in education, in contributing directly to people’s growth. 

Nevertheless, I still felt compelled to go to the university and obtain a formal 

education because I was slowly awakening to the realities of the labor market and 
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power relations in society. The natural course for me would have been to study either 

English or Education; my increased interest in spirituality and culture made me feel I 

would find more answers in the humanities rather than in the sciences. However, my 

identity as a teacher had not crystalized yet. I had just a part time job, so it would still 

take a couple of years for that identity to mature. It was the year immediately after I 

left architecture and I had to study something. So, somehow, I walked into campus 

and started the process of enrolling into the recently founded College of Fine Arts. 

The offices happened to be almost exactly across from architecture, so I was relieved 

to find out they were in the process of moving onto a new campus; I would not have 

to see the reminder of my defeat on my way to studio classes every day. Yay! 

The college would occupy part of the facilities of what used to be Curundu High 

School, a large school complex within the former Panama Canal Zone, transferred—

along with several other buildings—to the Panamanian government from American 

control in 1999. In comparison to some of the decrepit facilities at the university’s 

main campus, Curundu High School—now called Campus Harmodio Arias Madrid—

with its central air conditioning, carpeted floors, comfortable restrooms, locker rooms, 

geodesic dome auditorium, gymnasium, swimming pool, and extensive green areas 

seemed to us fortunate enough to have our schools move there, like a gift from Heaven. 

It was easy to forget the grounds had been a school for the exclusive use of Zonian 

students during the existence of a colonial exclave that split the country in half for 

over seventy years. 

The College of Fine Arts had been born out of a noble goal. Prior to its creation, 

Panamanian artists where trained at various schools such as the School of Plastic Arts 

and the National Conservatory, which acted as small institutes sponsored by the 

government, but did not offer the equivalent of a college degree. Professionals within 

the arts had the vision to recognize that, in order for the Panamanian arts to really 

thrive, they had to be given the same status, certification and curricular rigor as other 

disciplines and fields of knowledge. The choosing of name for my school, the School 

of Visual Art, was not a trivial decision. Some of its founding members had been 
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teachers at the School of Plastic Arts, and there was a recognition that the term plastic 

art fell short at a time of tremendous expansion of visual culture; it was the nineties, 

and their decision aligned perfectly with the renewed understanding that visual 

culture, or rather, visuality, was at the core of the so-called post-modern crisis of 

representation4. I am now in a better position to criticize the shortcomings of my 

undergraduate program, but also to better appreciate all the positive impact that 

several teachers had in my artistic training. 

In my opinion, the main strength of my undergraduate program relied on its 

solid foundations in technique; its main weakness, in the lack of a clear 

epistemological and conceptual lens that guided practice in a more purposeful and 

meaningful way. Which lens that should be, is not for me to tell. Several perspectives 

that could inform the program come to mind: Latin American, Native American and 

African American perspectives; contemporary art, social justice, feminist theory, 

visual culture, critical pedagogy, community art, interdisciplinary studies... It is only 

after my experiences here in the United States that I realize there was a shortage of 

these vital conversations and connections. My teachers were—and are—masters of 

their craft; many of them had had the opportunity to study abroad. They had created 

a comprehensive curriculum across the visual arts, from scenic and visual design to 

photography and conservation-restoration, from which we learned invaluable tools. 

Thanks to their concerted efforts and their willingness to face the insufferable red tape 

of the university, we had a printmaking lab and a fully equipped darkroom. I do not 

mean to imply content was entirely based on how to use media; that would deny the 

fact that we did get visiting artists from time to time and that there were several 

initiatives that allowed for student participation beyond the confines of the school. 

My point is that most of classroom activity focused much more on “plástica” and much 

less on the connotations, implications and impact of visuality, visual literacy and 

visual semiotics and the most recent tendencies within visual art5. Instruction within 

my school mostly guided us towards the creation of aesthetic objects, but the 

paradigm of art education has shifted towards arts-based research; that is, the 
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intellectual and emotional exploration and interpretation of topics, issues or ideas 

through art6. To be entirely fair, the focus on aesthetics is perfectly understandable 

when we remember that this paradigm shift that researchers like Marshall and 

D’Adamo document, took place at the turn of the century. Students like myself did 

engage in creative research even if we were not aware of the conceptual changes taking 

places in other latitudes. 

Once again, we are presented with another duality; we run the risk of looking 

at aesthetics and meaning-making as two, supposedly-polar opposites. As if the rose 

and the lion were not one and the same! As if the soul’s quest for self-knowledge was 

different from the expression of its infinite opulence and potential! Even when you 

decidedly try to exclude one by focusing on the other, the path of art is revealed as a 

circular one. Metaphoric language is a lens to look not at different realities, but to look 

at reality—which is one—differently. 

 

Lesson 5: Aesthetics and meaning-making are not two different paths; they 

are “directions” on the same path. 

 

Or rather, the same field; or the same space. Please, indulge me just a little 

further. If you travel across Earth you will experience difference. Just from 

atmospheric phenomena alone, you would experience endless variations of pressure, 

temperature, wind and light patterns, humidity, even gravity. Add life, add culture 

and you have infinite experience. Never would you doubt, however, that you are at 

each and every single moment part of the same planet. Art is the same; art embodies 

changes in focus and perspective that reveal some of the infinite facets of human 

experience and the cosmos. But I would not want to bother you with riddles, with 

poetry. This is, after all, a thesis, and I am expected to show a degree of concrete and 

serious mastery of the field, to present evidence in the shape of qualitative and/or 

quantitative data and to quote big names; and I shall do so, if only to please you, my 

dear reader. 
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You have heard me argue, with passion, for the cause of social justice. Social 

justice is not an option for me, it is a necessity. It is a necessity because I come from a 

place where inequality, poverty and patriarchal violence hit you in the face—hard.  

You have also heard me say an apparent contradiction: that it is not my intention to 

go on a personal crusade to save the world.  I want my students to be critical thinkers 

and to understand the context of the inequality—of the duality—they are also part of, 

but more than anything I also want them to find their own “direction” in the game of 

life. I do not want to convert them to my agenda. I would want them to value art that 

is kind and has no other ambition than to be beautiful as manifestations that are just 

as important as the much necessary and fierce art forms that stand in direct defiance 

of the establishment—art that I am not afraid to embrace myself. In other words, 

 

Lesson 6:  

“Every genuine work of art has as much reason for being as the earth and the sun.”  

—Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

From this perspective, I can be appreciative of the instruction I received as an 

undergraduate student and the professors’ focus in form, but also critical of its relative 

neglect of the philosophical, sociological and pedagogical debates concerning art 

education in a post-modern world. I heard Emerson’s quote for the first time when 

playing a highly addictive computer game called Civilization V. It fits concepts I have 

been developing in my personal philosophy of art over the last years: 

 

▪ Art resists moral judgments. 

▪ Art cannot plead guilty. 

▪ The pursuit of lofty ideals does not precondition the ontological nature of art. 

▪ Art for the sake of pleasure is as necessary as art for the sake of truth. 

 

The last tenet is my favorite; it is my response to the famous quote by George Sand: 
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“Art for art's sake is an empty phrase. Art for the sake of truth, art for the sake of the 

good and the beautiful, that is the faith I am searching for.” 

 

In pretty much all patriarchal societies, pleasure has been both fetishized and 

demonized. In the Name of the Rose, Jorge of Burgos would go as far as to murder his 

fellow brethren and burn a whole library, rather than to allow people to indulge in the 

simple pleasure of laughter! 

All my teachers shaped in various ways my identity as a studio artist, but, 

ironically, the experiences I remember the most clearly were not from interaction with 

teaching artists, but from educators from the fields of philosophy and anthropology. I 

got only two Cs in undergraduate school: one from a course called Thesis Methodology 

from which I can recall almost nothing, and Introduction to Aesthetic Theories. 

Aesthetics was taught by a professor from the School of Philosophy. People further 

ahead in the program would tell us: “Oh, aesthetics… Good luck. Studying won’t make 

much difference, but by all means, study!” The professor, whom I shall call Mr. P. —

short for philosophy, proved to live up to every bit of his dreadful reputation. He 

embodied the archetypical, old-school intellectual: severe, somber, uncompromising, 

inaccessible, unmoved. He was brilliant; that was obvious to everybody; but, 

unfortunately, he was also arrogant; one could feel his contempt for us artists. I 

imagined his opinion of us as bohemian neo-hippies incapable of serious, deep, 

rationalistic thinking. You guessed right: Dr. Hawthorne, the character in the 

prologue, is inspired—in part—by Mr. P. The day of our final examination, I sighed 

loudly when I managed to complete three pages of written response to questions that 

were, ultimately, subjective in nature. I remember telling someone: “All I ask for is a 

C.” Luckily, that was exactly what I got. What did I learn from Introduction to 

Aesthetic Theories? One of the things I did learn was that teachers can make your life 

miserable if they have decided to do so. I cannot recall much more. 
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On the other wing of my memory, as if to confirm the dualistic nature of the 

universe, stands Professor M., drinking coffee or perhaps sipping tea in a bright room. 

I name her M. after mujer—woman—and also after mama—mother—, for, although 

she was a social scientist, I still imagine her vast, open, nurturing and embracing like 

Mother Earth. To be honest, I do not remember her teaching style being particularly 

student-centered. However, it was the warmth in her voice, her sincere caring, and 

above all, the radical character of her message, delivered softly, without hurries and 

yet confidently and firmly, what marked me forever. When she spoke, it was like 

listening to the wisest and most beloved elder in the community. She is there, close, 

she is wearing a white linen shirt that suddenly bursts into undulating patterns like 

the waves of a gentle pulsar. She speaks: “Beauty is subjective, relative. Beauty is 

everywhere. One day, if you haven’t already, you will experience the sensations of 

partnership—with a man, or with a woman. The one universal, the one constant about 

art is its reflection on/of human experience.” That was the professor of Cultural 

Anthropology, in my very first semester; the first person who—unbeknownst to her—

ever addressed my difference with sympathy and respect. 

Professor M.’s words still feel like a balm in my heart. Mr. P’s were a warning, 

a reminder of what I did not want to become.  

 

I thank them both. 

 

I may sound confident, even impudent. If that is your perception, I apologize. 

I am at my strongest in writing where I can weave words at my leisure, at my own pace. 

The truth of the matter is I have struggled with depression and self-confidence issues 

my whole life, though; I never thought I would manage to complete even my 

bachelor’s degree.  On the one hand, I had become disillusioned with the Panamanian 

art world; I shunned gallery life and struggled finding the motivation to actually do 

art. On the other, I had been working in English-related jobs where, despite the 

discomfort and exploitation I experienced, I found a greater sense of purpose. 
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 Soon, there would come a time when I would have to decide what I was going 

to do with my life. 

 

  

  

 

 

Chapter 1 - MY FATHER YELLS “WHAT YOU GONNA DO WITH YOUR LIFE?” 

 
Notes 

 

1. See, for example, research by Almeida, Prieto, Ferreira, Bermejo, Ferrando & Ferrándiz 

(2010), which appeared in the Learning and Individual Differences journal. Gardner 

refused the long-established idea that there is a single general factor of intelligence. Their 

data suggests there are actually two general, interconnected dimensions of intelligence. It 

is the second factor that mostly correlates with Gardner’s multiple intelligence tasks. 

While the data does suggest the existence of a general factor of intelligence, it reveals it as 

a second or third order factor which interconnects a plurality of other cognitive factors. In 

other words, research suggests there is a general factor of intelligence that serves as an 

index of sorts, interconnecting many diverse factors which together constitute cognition. 

It is the interactions of domains, categories; the proximity of closely interconnected facets 

of cognition which are the most interesting to those of us who still find uses to Gardner’s 

ideas. Under these new findings, evidence that suggests that, for example, musical 

education has a positive impact in other areas of cognition makes perfect sense. One more 

reason to advocate for the arts! 

 

2. In To Teach, William Ayers highlights two key ideas: seeing the student and the creation of 

an environment for learning. Seeing the student is the interactive, ongoing practice of 

centering instruction on the student. Successful teachers get to know their students and 

have the flexibility that is necessary to adapt to their evolving needs. Ayers defines the 

creation of an environment for learning as the building of learning spaces whose design is 

guided by the teacher’s values and ideals. 

 

3. In their 2016 ESL study, Pakistani researchers Shawana Fazal, Muhammad Iqbal Majoka 

and Mustanir Ahmad highlight contemporary research data in language acquisition that 

suggests that an integrated methodology, that combines elements from the more 

traditional grammar-translation approach and interaction-based communicative approach 

is more effective in meeting the needs of the ESL student. Their main argument is that a 
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purely communicative approach to language teaching cannot meet all the needs of second 

language learners because these learners’ interaction with the English language is quite 

limited. 

 

4. Consider Heidegger’s idea that the interpretation of the world as a picture is what 

distinguishes the essence of the modern age. Nicholas Mirzoeff (2009) explains that the 

visual revolution of modernity was to visualize things that were not visual in themselves. 

How else could the birth of abstract and conceptual art be explained? Confronted with 

technologies like photography, artists embarked in a quest to push the boundaries of the 

image, and to visualize that which is not visual: the very essence of human experience. I 

know I am totally theorizing here, but when I studied contemporary art for the first time, I 

reached the conclusion that modernism had exhausted its visual possibilities, hence the 

visual crisis that Mirzoeff equates with postmodernism. It is, again, technology—video 

recording technology, digitization, the internet—which has established not only a number 

of alternative ways to visualize reality, but most importantly, new ways to position 

ourselves within visual culture; a shift and prevalence of spectatorship, and, with social 

media, also in the production of visual content. As Mirzoeff wrote, visualizing is here to 

stay. 

 

5. Criticism can be harsher. Olivia Gude (2000), for example, speaks of students who 

complete art programs in the United States with ignorance of postmodernity and even 

modern art. I personally acknowledge my weakness in contemporary art; although it is not 

entirely to blame, art history within my program was quite linear; even though we did 

study some contemporary art, my focus of attention seemed to have gotten stuck towards 

the “end” of modernism with hyperrealism and Duane Hanson. Popular culture was not 

even mentioned as a component that greatly permeates the work of many contemporary 

artists. 

 

6. Refer to Sullivan’s model of studio art as research practice, already mentioned in the 

prologue, and Julia Marshall and Kimberley D’Adamo’s Art practice as research in the 

classroom. This approach implies the student becomes a researcher by using art as a 

platform to understand and discover the self and its interaction with the outer world. 

Under this new perspective, artistic inquiry is seen as multiple processes of cognition 

which share commonalities with other forms of qualitative research. 
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Chapter Two 

“BREAK ALL THE STALLS AND WE’LL LIVE LIKE HORSES” 

—Bernie Taupin    

 

I remember lying on my back on concrete benches that were made for Zonian 

students, boys who played football and girls who cheered for them, watching the 

sunshine filtered through the canopy of tall trees—they like many others planted as 

part of the Zone grand landscaping plan, next to Sasha. 

She was my second great teacher, even though she had not graduated yet and 

took classes in a different school—dance. I learned precious things from her, like the 

cat´s massage, of which there are two versions: one for friends, and one for lovers—

she taught me the first one. She sometimes pulled out her Lord of the Rings tarot and 

would read it for me. She always reached the same conclusion: she said I was like the 

Star card, but I hid that light within. She taught me how to do the bridge pose from a 

standing position by bending backwards down a wall—you should try it, too. She was 

my first performance art teacher; by watching her, I learned that performance art is to 

undress your soul before a live audience. I never realized how much I loved her until 

the evening I participated in an exhibition dedicated to her memory. As a homage, I 

prepared my very first, and completely amateurish dance performance piece. She told 

me once she saw in me a dancer, so I could not think of a better way to celebrate her 

life. I will never forget what I felt that night. Sasha also taught me that the ultimate 

potential of art to make meaningful connections with people lays not in the marble 

halls of museums and galleries, but at the grassroots level, in the transparent, 

horizontal work done with the community. After her death, she taught me yet one 

more lesson: you can touch people’s lives powerfully even without you noticing it, 

sometimes with even the gentlest and tiniest of acts. 

Sasha’s friendship came at a moment in life when I was full of doubt and 

uncertainty about the present and the future. I had begun to awaken to the reality of 

the acute inequalities in my country in middle school. I was a boy of color from a 
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working-class household sharing classroom space with richer students, many of 

whose parents either owned medium or large businesses, or where prestigious doctors 

or engineers. By the time I was in eighth grade, I had already become aware of my own 

privilege. Yes, I had to ride two buses back home when my best buddy and I wanted 

to hang out after school—in itself, an odyssey back in the day of the “red devil” buses,1 

but most parents in Panama could and still cannot afford the school I went to. My 

mother certainly made a lot of sacrifices to provide for my brother and me what she 

believed was the best education she could offer us, but we were part of the exception, 

not the majority. In college, I struggled to find a sense of purpose through art, but I 

found little appeal in the faint promises of fame and glamour as an exhibiting artist. I 

found language teaching far more rewarding, but I did not like the relations of 

exploitation at different language schools. I kept tumbling from one employer to 

another, unable to find the fulfillment that I craved for. Each professional 

experience—sometimes as the subordinate, sometimes as the boss, always as a wage-

slave—revealing aspects of the game that I did not like. I dove into the rabbit hole; I 

had become obsessed with unraveling the reasons to the sad state of affairs in the 

world. I dug into the internet and any promising book and read history, politics, 

economics, religion, philosophy, occultism, anything that could help me understand 

why the world was such a mess. Along with the confusion, and under the pressure of 

a five-year deadline to complete my undergraduate thesis—I had been putting it off 

for almost that long, I decided I had to graduate, so I moved back to my mother’s 

house and completed, at last, the illustration project for my thesis work2. By that time, 

I knew that teaching was “my thing.” I decided that the classroom was the 

battleground where the most important battles for a fairer world were to be fought, 

so I did not think twice about my post-graduation plans. As soon as I graduated, I 

enrolled in the School of Education. 

All those readings and compulsive research had turned me into an angry baby 

intellectual. I started writing editorials to voice my political opinion on several 

issues—most of them did not make it past Facebook—and would get myself into 
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heated arguments over stuff as serious as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, sweatshops 

across southeast Asia and Latin America, and the necessity to sabotage Christmas 

because I saw it as a shameless feast of rampant consumerism that had very little to 

do with the supposed birth of a prophet of love and peace. When I entered the School 

of Education, I was—at least in my mind—a new man. I started getting involved with 

activists interested in social justice that would eventually found El Kolectivo, a group 

of socially-minded people from various fields who use art to raise social awareness in 

Panama. I declared my days of hanging out in the park at the old Curundu High School 

were over as well as my finding excuses to avoid work at all costs; I wanted to acquire 

tools to eventually transition from teaching languages for the profit of capitalists into 

leaving a mark in the public system by teaching art. Therefore, I had high expectations 

from the School of Education, that shining beacon of pedagogical excellence and 

cradle of committed, passionate educators teaching across the country against all 

obstacles and the ingratitude of a passive, indolent and unambitious populace. 

High school3 education at the School of Education in Panama is a two-year 

comprehensive program with subjects as varied as curriculum and evaluation, with 

general pedagogy and didactics as foundational courses. The program included really 

nice complementary classes such as voice—instruction on how to use voice effectively 

and how to take care of it—and mental hygiene, which is important because, 

apparently, working at the k-12 level increases the likelihood of suffering from anxiety, 

stress and various mental disorders. I deem it important to clarify the concept of 

didactics, as it is sometimes associated exclusively with the didactic method in the 

English-speaking world. The didactic method is the approach that is most commonly 

associated to so-called “traditional” education: centered on the instructor and his 

expertise, with the student as a passive recipient of imparted knowledge4. Didactics, 

more conceptually, is understood as a field within pedagogy that specializes in the 

delivery of instruction itself, and has a strong focus on the student and on the learning 

process. In short, the perspective I was taught at school is that didactics is a study of 

various, systemic methods of instruction, rather than a single method or approach to 
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learning in itself. I will never forget my didactics teacher, an elderly lady who had 

started to suffer some sort of degenerative disease. I could notice even climbing stairs 

had become a challenge for her, and yet she would always be perfectly on time for 

classes, commanding respect by means of her kindness, confidence and wisdom. She 

usually took a back seat as we created and taught micro lessons in order to experiment 

with various teaching methodologies, most of them inductive5.  

Our most progressive teacher helped us to understand the subjective nature of 

summative assessment, a.k.a. evaluation. I loved her classes because I had always 

distrusted grading and its industrial, business-like attempt to quantify what is by 

essence unquantifiable. She made me realize there is no objective difference between, 

say, a 64% or a 65%; and that the most important form of evaluation is formative, 

ongoing and multi-dimensional, whose purpose is to take actions to help students 

achieve their learning goals. 

There were two specific weaknesses within my program. The first limitation 

had to do with specialization. The program is designed to train professionals from 

various fields so they can become educators at the high school level. My classmates 

were very diverse; they came from the schools of Music, Spanish, Geography, 

Philosophy, Physical Education, Biology, Mathematics; even Psychology. My diploma 

reads: Professor of High School Education with a specialization in Visual Arts. I argue 

the specialization component is slightly misleading because I never took classes with 

any mentor who specialized in art education, or mathematics education, or any other 

kind of special pedagogy or special didactics. The program prepares future educators 

in general pedagogy. Once in their classrooms, it is up to them to modify general 

pedagogy methodology to teach their subjects through a trial and error approach of 

sorts. This is an important factor in order to understand my motivation to study art 

education abroad, a motivation that was purely didactic before coming to the United 

States; I simply wanted to teach better.  



                                                                                 55 

The second weakness, unfortunately, had to do with the dynamics of teaching 

and learning within the classroom. For the first time, I was studying the work of 

researchers such as Jerome Bruner and his spiral curriculum, Vygotsky and his zone of 

proximal development and Piaget and his developmental constructivism. Nevertheless, 

many of my teachers—all of them middle-aged or around or past retirement age—had 

a completely traditional approach to teaching themselves. Once again, I found myself 

sitting in an old classroom chair, being lectured and sometimes even subtly preached 

to, all while subjected to a diet of theory and photocopied materials. It was a time in 

my life when I was becoming radical and anti-establishment, so I resented running 

into more of the same dogmatic, we-know-better-than-you attitude of which I had 

had more than enough during secondary school. A couple of my teachers did not seem 

to be interested in us at all. When they actually showed up for class, we knew we were 

up for detailed retellings of their personal experiences and anecdotes—even political 

goals, rather than the discussion of course content. I knew it was not fair, but I feared 

retaliation if I spoke out. My classmates were not happy either, but some of them 

where fine with our teachers’ repeated absences or the fact that we were learning near 

to nothing in some of courses. 

“As long as I get my degree, I don’t really give a damn,” I recall hearing to my 

disbelief, for I had finally gotten “serious” and could no longer see school as a time-

consuming and useless requirement to get a job.  

“The problem with you is that you take things too seriously,” I was told on an 

occasion when one of my classmates felt I was setting the expectation bar too high for 

everybody during an assignment. I would not want to give the wrong impression about 

myself. I have never been the Hermione Granger6 of the class. I have never been the 

brightest or the one who tried the hardest. This time, however, I was at the School of 

Education in the wake of my concern for urgent public issues. I was not alone in seeing 

the faults within the system, yet some people would just shrug their shoulders. It was 

a lesson I would not learn until I became really involved in political activism: for many, 

the world is just OK as it is. 
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I have written about how much of the actual pedagogy I was witnessing at the 

school resembled in many ways the Skinnerian models of behavioral education and 

operant conditioning which we also studied. However, under the light of my 

experience in language teaching and my more mature philosophy of education, I am 

ready to say I do not simply discard behaviorism as something that is already “behind” 

us, as if everything about it is obsolete or pure post-Pavlovian evil. In teaching 

foundation language and artistic skills, teachers bring behavior shaping techniques all 

the time. We use conditioning with both our children and students; every time we 

praise their work and give positive and constructive feedback we are a little like 

Thorndike. 

One of the most important experiences during my time at the School of 

Education was the practicum. In the “fall” of 2012—we only have two seasons in 

Panama: rainy and dry—we were trained to write lesson plans for a one-month 

teaching experience at a public school. During that time, we would act as substitute 

teachers in subjects matching our specializations. I was to teach the fine arts class. 

Even to this day, I disapprove of the concept of a fine arts subject in k-12. I remember 

having an argument with my curriculum teacher on this matter. My opinion is that 

this fine arts concept brings all the arts under the same umbrella while it is impossible 

for anyone to master disciplines as diverse as music, drama, dance and the visual arts. 

“Imagine—I would argue—a program with a course called Languages that gave just 

an introduction to several languages such as Spanish, English, Portuguese, German 

and French. That’s what fine arts does.” 

“Fine Arts is designed as an introduction. Basic education is general; it 

diversifies in high school. Our job at middle school is not to create specialists, but to 

present general concepts.” 

 “I can understand that, but no one can master all the arts. My specialization is 

visual arts. How am I expected to teach musical notation, folklore and drama in 

addition to the visual? Ballet and other dances are also listed as part of the standards 
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and given a mere couple of weeks in the yearly plan. I would do students a great 

disservice if I attempted to teach any of these forms I know almost nothing about.” 

“That’s a problem that we acknowledged when the different arts were merged 

into fine arts in the curriculum. Schools train specialists. We would need to design a 

fine arts program to train educators to teach this course.” 

I shook my head. While I can understand my teacher’s perspective, I could not 

help but to see it as a problem of power, its priorities and thus, its educational agenda. 

If professionals within the arts wielded greater power, we could have prevented the 

decision to combine all the arts into a fine arts curriculum. However, since other 

players in the educational arena command greater power, it is their priorities and their 

agenda what ultimately prevailed. While no one questions, for example, the necessity 

of teaching students a progression from arithmetic into geometry, algebra, 

trigonometry, calculus, etc. in schools, the arts are just to be presented as a tight, 

compact “introductory” package. The consequences of this vision are disastrous for 

the growth of the arts in my country. The teacher I substituted for had a background 

in music with a specialization in voice. Naturally, her focus was musical education. 

How would she face the challenge of teaching a smörgåsbord of art history, art 

appreciation, painting, sculpting, printmaking, theatre foundations, masks, theatre 

production, folklore and popular dances—all part of the tenth grade fine arts 

curriculum7—in addition to the music theory contents? After my experience at the 

school I concluded curriculum designers had tried to make everybody happy by 

bringing all of these art forms into the same pot, but failed to weigh all the 

implications. 

The school I taught at is called Escuela de Artes y Oficios Melchor Lasso de la 

Vega, one of the oldest schools in the country. Everybody calls it just Artes y Oficios, 

which can be literally translated as “arts and manual trades.” It was founded in 1907 

out of the necessity to train a workforce for the construction of “our pride,” the 

“greatest work of engineering of all time,” the Panama Canal. It was created as a 
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vocational school, shaped under the spirit of industrialism at the turn of the century. 

Courses originally taught included metalsmithing, locksmithing, woodworking and 

smelting. Some of these trades are still taught, others have been incorporated as a 

response to today’s needs: plumbing, soldering, refrigeration, construction, electricity, 

etc. Artes y Oficios was designed as a school for the lower working class, to produce 

laborers. Many people reacted with surprise when I said I was going to do my 

practicum there. In their minds, the school lived up to its reputation as one of those 

“ghetto” schools packed with unruly, impoverished students with little culture and a 

narrow view of the world. Stereotypes, stigma; classism, racism. In Panamanian 

society, they are as alive as they were during the days of the Panama Canal Zone and 

its policy of labor segregation into racially-coded gold and silver “rolls.” 

The experience was humbling and eye-opening. I had completed middle and 

high school in a prestigious Catholic school, and all my professional experience in 

education had been in private institutions of learning. For the first time ever, I was 

immersed in the reality of public secondary education in my country. Classrooms were 

indeed overcrowded, some of the oldest facilities lay in disrepair, and students were 

difficult to manage. However, just like in every single classroom, I also found among 

students a desire to create, to express themselves; to explore and challenge ideas; to 

be acknowledged and respected. When I reflect on the experience, I realize I repeated 

the same pattern of teacher-centrism that I had been subjected to during my whole 

life as a student both in k-12 and college. Even though I brought elements to make 

classes more dynamic, entertaining and appealing, I was constantly afraid and anxious 

I would lose control if I gave too much freedom; I was still expected to call the shots. 

That month I learned the alienation goes both ways. In a private, language-teaching 

setting with just a handful of adult students I felt incredibly confident and empowered. 

In a 30+ classroom—and I had four or five of those—tension was constant. I could see 

why it is so easy for public school teachers in the poorest districts to just “throw in the 

towel” and go on with the tide of complacency and self-defeat. I could also see why 

others would feel compelled to rise and fight to make a contribution. The inequalities 
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in the public school system bothered me, but I did not feel I was ready for the second 

path, yet. I honestly did not think there was much that could be done, so I was—as 

usual—undecided as to which direction to take. Like a relapse, I found myself slipping 

back to private education, the relatively comfortable zone of exploitation that I so had 

criticized.  

I wrote about Sasha, now I write about Jan. Jan is also a dancer and an educator, 

just like Sasha was. Since our school days, Jan has been a voice of motivation, softly 

pushing me into the realization of my own potential. I think we relate to and 

understand each other so well because our personalities are quite similar. If Sasha was 

like fire and air, passionate, playful—intense sometimes, aloof others, Jan and I are a 

lot like water: emotional, empathic. Our demeanor is calm and kind; soft in 

appearance, yet also very strong and rebellious; we refuse to be controlled. We both 

look at the patriarchy and wonder what it would be like if people were not afraid of 

their sensitive, feminine side. Jan introduced me to tango. Together we learned and 

explored progressive approaches to the dance. Beyond the duality of dominance-

submission, tango can also be interpreted as an intimate conversation between two 

people with listening and speaking as fluid, rather than fixed roles. No wonder 

traditionalists reject this idea. 

 It was Jan who talked me into applying for a scholarship to study art education 

abroad, just as she had encouraged me to complete the writing of my first Tito Tití 

book. At first, I was reluctant to apply, even though it made sense given that I felt I 

did not have enough tools to be a successful high school art educator. A series of 

experiences derived from a performance art workshop in Panama—which Jan 

suggested I participate in—gave me the final push I needed to embark on this journey. 

Almas performáticas9 [Performing Souls] was one of those experiences that 

touch and change your life forever. It was a two-week workshop designed as a 

performance art collective research project that brought in artists from different 

disciplines. When my application as a visual artist/martial artist-wannabe was 
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accepted, I had no idea what the whole thing was really going to be like. I will be 

forever thankful to all the wonderful people who made that experience possible, 

particularly Puerto Rican performance artist Awilda Rodríguez Lora8, who directed 

the workshop. 

Imagine a space. Imagine a space where you can be yourself. A space where you 

can sit, lie down, stand, stretch, curl, bend; a space where you can be comfortable. 

Imagine a space like a sanctuary, a space where you can trust others and feel supported, 

cared for, respected. Imagine a space detached from the outside world, yet permeable 

enough to draw from it and to put back in it. This space breathes; it is alive; it is 

connected to everything that is; it is connected to the whole cosmos. Imagine a space 

where diversity is welcomed, nurtured and explored. A space for those who sculpt 

with color, for those who sculpt with sound, for those who sculpt with the written 

word, for those who sculpt with their bodies. A space to look within the self, and to 

look beyond it. A space where you can explore the memories written upon your skin. 

A place where the wrinkles, the hair, the scars, the burns, the moles are all given a 

voice. This place of twilight beauty, of brightness and darkness, we will enter together; 

the many as one, to reflect upon that which makes us human, to listen to the stories 

the spirit marked upon our flesh as we walk through the stage of life as performing 

souls. 

That is the space Awilda—along with all the others—helped to create. In my 

opinion, the creation of that space, the intentionality, the simple rules to which we 

collectively agreed and even the spiritual “sacredness” that enveloped the space, 

provided the psychological foundation that allowed the workshop as an act of research 

to unfold. I like the term unfolding because I see Almas Performáticas as a journey of 

self-discovery, rather than a development. Development has a connotation of 

becoming, of growing, of expansion. Performing Souls was more like uncovering what 

was already there. As most participants were female dancers, I felt fortunate to be able 

to temporarily occupy a space where I could reconnect with my own body. Daily life 

deprives us of pleasures as unpretentious and essential as simply sitting on the floor. 
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We would start every session with Sūrya Namaskāra, the Sun Salutation, and there 

were a lot of body exercises throughout the morning. I have fond memories of the zen 

garden exercise, in which we sculpted a changing garden with our own bodies and 

sounds. 

I was not prepared for what I would encounter through this unfolding. Theatre 

and ludic exercises can be powerful and overwhelmingly transformative because they 

tap into the realms of unconscious emotion. After the first couple days, my intention 

was just to play and keep it light. We drew maps of our lives within the outline of our 

bodies in large manila paper sheets. One of the entries in my map was a recipe I once 

created: butter-fried prawn in crushed green peppercorn and passion fruit sauce. It 

caught me completely off guard. I do not remember exactly when, but at given 

moment during one of the sessions, I was overcome by some deeply-buried emotional 

pain and broke out in tears. I lay on the floor, sobbing uncontrollably to the dismay of 

everybody present. As it happened, I could not believe I was allowing myself to be that 

vulnerable in front of people I barely knew. I am not trying to say all exploratory 

performance art experiences need to be this intense; sometimes it is about a moment 

of indescribable tenderness—such as a participant recalling her early maternity by 

having us touch her belly—, or playful exploration of boundaries—like the participant 

who stripped behind a wall and showed his clothes and underwear with a stretched 

arm as proof. The workshop ended with an ephemeral exhibition of our individual 

pieces, many of which involved other participants as co-creators. Only after Almas 

Performáticas did I understand what Sasha had meant by “being naked” before the 

audience. I told myself I would never let my fear prevent me from showing my real 

self whenever I did art.  

Shortly after the workshops ended, a poet I had met invited me to participate 

in a story-telling activity at an elementary school. Our main goal was to highlight the 

idea that all stories deserve to be told. They need to be told. She would tell a story with 

her poems, and I would tell a story with my watercolor paintings from the Tito Tití 

book. She spoke of memories, she spoke of transitions. The children listened in silence,  
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making connections with their own lives as her sweet voice filled the room. When it 

was my turn, I projected my paintings on a screen and improvised a retelling of my 

story of Nanook, the young Inuit man who descended upon Earth from the place 

where the Great Polar Bear resides, and who could see and talk to the spirits of the 

natural world. I cleared my voice again and, at last, told the ending: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That night, 
the tribe patiently waited atop the highest hill, 
wrapped in their furs under the black slate of the night. 
 
It began as a plume of magenta that appeared from above. 
 
It descended like a tongue of fire,  
lighting the whole firmament with the purest, 
most intense pink. 
 
Men, women, children; 
laughed, hollered; 
cried their touched hearts out. 
 
But Nanook, 
who could see the dancing spirits in the sky, 
just looked. 
 
He looked at the aurora with open arms, 
receiving the gift nature was handing to all men  
after his kindness. 

 

Figure 1. Aurora Borealis. 
From Los Cuentos de Tito Tití, 2011. 
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After our presentations, we invited a couple of students to share some of their 

stories. One of the kids talked about his grandfather, a Holocaust survivor. These 

children were fifth-graders in an English class whose writing curriculum was shaped 

after some creative writing course at Columbia University. Impressive as that was, the 

real shock was to come later. What follows is a story I have told many times; perhaps 

you have already heard it. If that is the case, I apologize. It is relevant to me because 

it was this specific experience, a direct result of the Almas Performáticas workshops, 

that finally made me decide I wanted to study a master’s in art education. 

 As we prepared to leave, my friend, the poet, wanted to thank and say bye to 

her friend, the principal of the school who had invited us to visit the fifth-grade writing 

class. We found her in a classroom, leading an after-school activity for a group of 

second graders. She was showing them slides of the work of Mannerist painter 

Giuseppe Arcimboldo (XVI century), and having the kids compare his highly 

imaginative portraits made with objects such as fruits and vegetables, with the work 

of other artists of the same time and the High Renaissance which preceded him. As 

we walked to the classroom, it all began to make sense to me. I studied in a private 

school, but my experiences could still not compare to the ones these kids were having. 

This was a higher level atop the pyramid: an international school for richer kids, the 

children of diplomats, company CEO’s, directors and stockholders, where English was 

the main language of instruction. A school whose teachers were almost all foreign, a 

school whose elementary teachers could boast of a creative writing curriculum 

fashioned at Columbia. I did not get any art history until I went to art school, and yet 

these second-grade kids were having an art appreciation after-school class discussion 

centered on the transition from the Renaissance into Mannerism. A school housed 

within the grounds of the former Panama Canal Zone. A school my students from 

Artes y Oficios could never even dream to afford. Witnessing this abysmal gap left an 

indelible mark in my mind; it made me desire to pursue higher education and bring 

some of that Promethean fire back into the schools and university of “the people,” 

where people eat white rice, lentils and a slice of the cheapest luncheon meat. Since I 
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could never afford a specialization in a graduate school in a foreign country unless I 

pawned my soul to the devil—twice, a scholarship was the only option. I finally 

listened to Janelle, and started the lengthy and complicated application process for 

the Fulbright Scholarship.  

 Out of the several dozens of people who apply every year in my country, only 

four or five obtain a full scholarship. Like the 100-meter hurdles, the system is 

designed to filter people through a series of difficult examinations and interviews. The 

first time I applied, I was one of the last six candidates, but I had the lowest score and 

was not awarded a grant. It was a big blow, as the process was almost a year long. I 

refused to give up, and applied for a second time. I honestly think I was finally chosen 

out of a very subjective decision to just give me a chance. I had passed the 

standardized tests and had the English, but I lacked that composure, that assertiveness 

they are looking for; that aura of confidence, charisma and sharpness which are the 

natural qualities of a leader. I am slow, I am shy, I am hesitant and I am critical of 

institutions of power, which they also represent. I can understand why they would feel 

doubtful about me. Under their ideal scholar profile, there were other candidates who 

deserved to receive the grant more than I did, and for a while I felt guilty. Not anymore. 

To believe that amongst a group of people who want to improve their education and 

improve their country only a few deserve to make their dreams come true is to support 

a system of inequality and privilege and surrender the possibility of a better world. 

 

I would rather be a dreamer like Lennon. 

 

 The second year I applied, while I was still waiting to hear if I got accepted into 

any of the universities my application had been sent to, I got an opportunity to teach 

fine arts as a part-time position at a private, Christian school—here we go again. At 

the moment, I was teaching English and Spanish once again; I had not started the 

paperwork to get a job within the public system because I was positive I was going to 
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get the scholarship. I would like to write about this last job before coming to the 

United States, because it made me grow in every single way, particularly as a 

pedagogue. 

 My first step was to sort out the fine arts dilemma. I was going to teach fine arts 

as a special course for a baccalaureate [secondary school] in humanities. This track 

was for business-minded students and included the arts under the essentialist and 

perennialist ideals that were typical of elite schools in the nineteenth century (Oakes 

& Lipton, 2003, pp. 77-82). When I asked the school principals what their vision was 

for a twelfth-grade fine arts class10, they hinted that art contributed to the cultivation 

of the spirit and good taste. This is the essentialist philosophy of education that 

permeated the whole school, a vision based on moral and cultural certainty, capitalism 

and Christian values (Oakes & Lipton, 2003, pp. 82-83). This analysis is important 

because once I understood the philosophical perspective that had inspired the 

humanistic track within the school, it consciously—and unconsciously—guided the 

development of my curriculum. From my notes during a curriculum class in Spring 

2016, I wrote:  

A silent understanding amongst teachers in that school was the fact that there was no 
place in the humanities and the arts for questioning privilege and power, let alone any 
issues that would conflict Christian morals and contradictions. (Garibaldi, 2016) 

 

I was about to teach at an elite school by personal choice, so my agenda had to match 

that of the school’s. I had consulted the standards and plans for fine arts for tenth and 

previous grades, but I could not see myself just recycling material students had 

probably already studied. Since I was struggling to decide what to teach, one of the 

founders of the school, an educator with a remarkable background in music and music 

education told me: 

 “I suggest you pick up three areas you feel the most familiar with and stick to 

those, one topic for each quarter.” 
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 That is precisely what I did, and I still feel a little guilty about my choice of 

contents and methodology. Convinced that my job was to contribute to the high 

culture of the future leaders of the country—such was the slogan of the school, I wrote 

curricula for three courses: art history, photography and film appreciation. With a 

specialization in drawing and painting, I was not an expert in any of these three areas, 

but after four university courses in art history, two in photography and one in film 

appreciation, I was willing to take the challenge; I would study and prepare myself 

accordingly. If I had had the perspectives I now do in visual and popular culture, I do 

not think I would have tortured my students with a linear progression through a 

Eurocentric history of art. I mean, it was bad enough that I actually thought we needed 

a class to go over Byzantine Art, but to not foresee I would probably bore them to 

death had to be the apex of my disconnection from their realities. I had pretty much 

turned into the teacher I did not want to become. The following is a passage from my 

reflections on this experience for my curriculum class: 

  While I intended my curriculum to invite a more critical reflection of the items prescribed, 
it still reflected hegemonic values and a very narrow vision of art, mostly because of the 
context of the school, but also because of my inability to see beyond the box of the ‘canon’ 
in traditional art education. Let us take a look at my general objectives: 

 

1. Apply knowledge of technical, formal elements and principles of composition in the 
appreciation, enjoyment and critical discussion of visual arts, film and photography. 

2. Start a dialogue on the motivations, subjectivities and communicative functions of art. 

3. Develop their artistic sensibility by becoming familiar with the elements that make art 
a universal language. 

4. Explore film and photography art as tools of expression and communication. 

 

  The fact that technical elements and principles of composition appear first in my priorities, 
suggests I was giving more relevance to form, rather than content. Because of my 
background in studio art, I usually find it easier to approach art in terms of composition, 
which should not be seen as an end but as a means. I now realize that for number two to 
occur, that is, a dialogue on the nuances of making art as a reflective response to human 
experience, meaningful connections need to be developed between the observer and the 
artwork. By placing actual art-making at the bottom, I was sending management the 
message that this was to be a ‘sophisticated’ art course of sorts, that we were going to be 
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focusing on criticism, just like connoisseurs […] I never checked with students whether they 
wanted more opportunities for creating art rather than just appreciating it.             
(Garibaldi, 2016) 

 

I thought I was writing curricula with my students in mind, but in reality, it was a plan 

that catered to the vision of the school first and foremost. Although I swore the 

“innovations” and changes I incorporated were going to make it all quite exciting for 

students, I was just re-enacting the same linear, authoritative and formalistic ways in 

which I had been taught both in high school and in undergraduate school. This is the 

very critique that Olivia Gude has made of art education that focuses excessively on 

technical skills, visual elements and principles, while ignoring “post-modern art and 

even a great deal of modernism” (Gude, 2000, p. 76). 

My insistence on the canon, by curating samples from each ‘relevant’ moment of Art 
History reinforced the dichotomy high-low culture and the ‘voice’ of the institution as 
reflected in the figure of a representative of authority (me). (Garibaldi, 2016) 

 

No wonder my students resisted the art history course so much. At the end of the 

quarter, the students who produced the most interesting and conceptually meaningful 

work were the ones who were given the freedom to choose amongst one of the 

movements within modernism, which we did not get to cover in class. Through their 

artwork, they were able to make connections with current society and their own 

experience. 

Disappointed with the outcome of the art history course, I intended to “make 

things right” with the photography one. I wanted it to be a hands-on approach with 

photography. In my mind, students would pick up their SLRs and embark upon an 

aesthetic crusade on the art of taking better pictures. Boy, was I in for another shock. 

My main mistake that time was to assume students would be interested in learning 

how to take better photographs. While some students did have access to fancy SLR 

cameras, only a few were excited about learning how to use the controls. Some of them 

already knew everything I—still a beginner to photography—could possibly teach 
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them. Most students did not complete the assigned photography tasks or did not take 

the photography portfolio project seriously. As not all of them had cameras, there was 

no way for me to “legally” enforce the execution of these assignments. Without the 

pressure of assignments they could not avoid, many students became even less 

motivated that they had been with the art history course. 

Not only was the concept of photography not novel to them, by focusing only on the 
technical, a complete dimension as to what to do with photography and why was being 
left out of the equation. Instead of ‘wowing’ them by presenting amazing and thought-
provoking contemporary photography, I had decided to jump right away into taking better 
pictures, and most of them did not want to take that ride. (Garibaldi, 2016) 

  

I had made the same mistake. I focused on the technical, on the procedural, and 

missed an opportunity to engage students by using photography to reflect upon their 

own world. I had meant the photography exhibition at the end of the quarter to be 

curated by students themselves as they drew from their portfolios, but since that 

assignment was cancelled, there were not enough pictures produced for them to 

actually curate anything. Most pictures only reflected technical knowledge or the 

elements of composition that I had so much stressed—focus and depth of field, rule 

of thirds, focal points, symmetry, etc.—but lacked thematic content, originality and 

excitement. In part to convince myself I had actually taught something useful, I came 

up with absurd and unnecessarily technical rubrics to evaluate students at the end of 

the quarter: 

 

Perfect 
perfomance 

4 points 

Very good              

3 points 

Good                       

2 points 
Poor 

1 point 
 

0 points 

Student can tell if 
aperture was low or 

high. She 
understands how 
aperture affects 

image in concepts of 
lighting and depth of 

field. 
 

Student can tell if 
aperture was low or 

high. She 
understands how 
aperture affects 

image in concepts of 
lighting and depth 

of field. 
 

Student can tell if 
aperture was low or 

high. She 
understands how 
aperture affects 

image in concepts of 
lighting 

Student can tell if 
aperture was low or 
high, but she does 

not understand how 
aperture affects 

image in concepts 
of lighting 

She is not familiar 
with this control and 
does not know how 
it affects the picture. 
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She explains her 
intention of 

modifying depth of 
field to create a 

specific composition 
effect. 

 
She knows how to 
express aperture in 

numbers. 

 

I know I am, perhaps, being too hard on myself. I was inexperienced and the 

context of the school did not make it easy. However, my views on art education have 

changed so dramatically as a result of my time at the University of Arizona, that I 

cannot help but feel various degrees of remorse every time I look back. I do not think 

I was a terrible art teacher, a mean teacher. I was just not an effective teacher. If I could 

see my students again, I would tell them I am sorry. I would tell them I now have tools 

to teach differently. 

Generational understanding of the world is changing rapidly. Teenagers are subjected to 
various degrees of institutional violence and are usually stigmatized and underestimated 
in their ability to respond critically to phenomena. Criticism of their rebelliousness arises 
from a lack of understanding; rebelliousness is an essential component in adolescent 
cognitive development and essential in the formation of their identity as they break away 
from the parent-dependent child identity. When teenagers’ autonomy and diversity are 
respected, rebelliousness is minimized. When identity is coerced, repressed and 
undermined, we can only expect this rebelliousness to increase.    (Garibaldi, 2016) 

 In scenarios where the avenues for constructive critical engagement and 

negotiation are not provided, rebelliousness takes more destructive forms. Never 

again will I make assumptions about adolescents, their potential and their interests. I 

do not want to turn into that which I hated. Radically-thinking people cannot let our 

guard down, because every oath of service supposes a risk of becoming assimilated by 

the very institutions we once criticized. 

 To lust for centrality, for the affirmation of our roles as epistemic gatekeepers 

(Hoagland, 2010), as guardians and curators of prescribed knowledge is to reinforce 

our colonial legacy and inheritance (Hoagland, 2010). 
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But what if, in that belly [the belly of the beast], what if you let go? 
What if you let go of your oaths of service? 

—Sarah Lucia Hoagland 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 - BREAK ALL THE STALLS AND WE’LL LIVE LIKE HORSES 

 
Notes 
 

1. Just as a curious note, “red devil” buses were second-hand school buses that were 
bought in the United States and shipped to Panama to be used in public transportation. 
Imagine an old Blue Bird school bus with a capacity of 78 passengers carrying over one 
hundred and twenty souls during a rainy late afternoon in the tropics—no air 
conditioner—with flashing lights and loudspeakers blasting reggaeton and other music 
genres. The buses were painted in bright colors—lots of red and blue, hence the 
name—and often displayed murals, portraits and various figures from popular culture. 
Anyone sufficiently famous—or infamous—could make it to the back of the emergency 
door with a larger than life rendition of his or her visage—both Obama and Osama Bin 
Laden have been immortalized on the back of a diablo rojo; if you do not believe me, 
make a google search. The whole system was administered as a sort of mafia, with a 
handful of owners running most of the buses. These were driven by “chauffeurs” whose 
only interest was to pack the bus with passengers in order to meet a daily quota. One 
could not miss diablos rojos and their culture without a copious dose of masochism. 
 

2. Los Cuentos de Tito Tití [Tito Titi’s Tales] is a children’s book project I started during my 
undergraduate years; only the first book is complete. Even though I consider that first 
book my biggest accomplishment ever, it remains unpublished because it is unusual in 
every single aspect; whenever I reread it, I realize it is actually a critique of power 
wearing the guise of a book for pre-teens. 
 

3. In Panama, U.S. high school is called middle school—grades tenth to twelfth, while U.S. 
middle school is called pre-middle school—grades seventh to ninth. In the past, 
compulsory schooling was divided into primary and secondary, the last of which was 
divided in six “years” rather than grades seventh to twelfth. Following an international 
trend at the turn of the century, Panama adopted the k-12 naming scheme. Reformers 
probably felt they were catching up after the change. 
 

4. Consider, for example, Victor Moeller’s comparison of the socratic vs. the didactic 
method (Moeller, 2017). I am not saying that his description of the didactic method as a 
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vertical, lecture-based model of teaching and learning is incorrect; my point is that 
didactics and the didactic method are sometimes understood as being the same thing. 
 

5. I learned, for example, about Socrates’ dialectical method of critical debate, which 
incorporates inductive reasoning. These successive moves from the particular towards a 
more complete picture seemed to me a playful way of engaging students—as long as 
they were willing to play. Early on in the program, from the readings and my own 
conclusions, I realized that methodology that deviated from the traditional, 
intellectualist model does not fit within the rigid restrictions of time, grading and 
classroom management that define our school system. Just as with the direct method of 
language instruction, these “unconventional” pedagogies—which are not at all “new” 
—do require more resources, time being the most precious of them all. We can attempt 
to teach like Socrates even in a classroom with thirty-three students during a forty-
minute session, but to pretend every student is going to receive the same quality of 
instruction and engagement is pure delusion. 
 

6. For the reader not familiar with J. K. Rowling’s novels, Hermione Granger is a character 
from the Harry Potter books. She is the archetypical overachieving student, the know-it-
all that eclipses everybody else’s academic performance. 
 

7. If you are curious, I invite you to review the Panamanian fine arts curricula for k-12 on 
the Ministry of Education website (MEDUCA), listed under references. 
 

8. Awilda Rodríguez Lora is a performance artist and cultural entrepreneur. From her 
profile, we read: “her work promotes progressive dialogues regarding hemispheric 
colonial legacies, and the unstable categories of race, gender, class, and sexuality.” For 
more information on Awilda and her wonderful work rooted in principles of social 
justice, please visit her website listed under references at the end of this document. 
 

9. The word performáticas is a hybrid made by a forced translation of the word 
performing—performática does not exist in Spanish. Concepts like performance art or 
happening do not have a direct translation into Spanish, so it is not uncommon for 
artists in the Spanish-speaking world to use the English terms. 
 

10. A mandatory art class in twelfth grade was quite unorthodox, as fine arts within the 
official Panamanian high school curriculum are usually only available in tenth grade 
within the baccalaureate in humanities. Out of a total 48 hours across high school 
(grades ninth to twelfth), the arts in the humanities baccalaureate are only allocated 2 
hours, which equals 4.16% of total classroom time. At least humanities students get 
some art. For more information, please consult the curricula and standards on the 
MEDUCA website. 
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Chapter Three 

WE DON´T NEED ANOTHER HERO 

                                                             —Graham Lyle & Terry Britten    

 

In the irreverent book Del Big Bang al fin del mundo [From the Big Bang to the 

End of the World], by José María Perceval, the “pessimist,” a narrator of dry humor 

and sarcasm, describes Cervantes, the author of Don Quixote, as the epitome of the 

complete failure, much to the dismay of the “optimist,” the fellow narrator whose 

views are always bright and positive. Cervantes, he explains, wanted to appeal to the 

emotions and intellect of the public by creating a character whose lofty ideals and 

morals clashed with the harsh—usually base—reality of a world of greed and 

ignorance. For Perceval’s “pessimist,” the true hero is actually Sancho Panza, the 

faithful squire and sidekick, the realist with the plump face and the potbelly riding a 

donkey. Of course, a novel as complex as Don Quixote allows for multiple readings 

and interpretations, but it is perfectly possible for a work of art to be understood in a 

way that is different from what the artist intended. Art, which goes beyond the 

specificity of descriptive language, reflects human experience to extents the artist 

cannot fully grasp. Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks is a perfect example. Hopper 

explicitly denied that “he purposefully infused this or any other of his paintings with 

symbols of human isolation and urban emptiness,” but he also confessed he might 

have been unconsciously painting the “loneliness of a large city” (Druick, 2013). This 

complicated relationship between the dualities conscious-unconscious, and the 

impossibility of objectively knowing the world is the defining quality of post-modern 

thought in the second half of the twentieth century. However, it is an idea that was 

brewing in minds such as Nietzsche and Freud’s at the end of the Victorian era. We 

would still have to live through the first half of the twentieth century under a power 

paradigm dominated by Positivism and Darwinian logic. I had my first encounter with 

this train of thought—unknowingly—shortly after I arrived in the United States. 
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It was the end of what they call the Fulbright Gateway Orientation, an 

introduction to American graduate school life for international students. This 

orientation is held in different universities across the U.S. Mine was at the University 

of Indiana in Bloomington. The orientation, obviously designed to dazzle us, included 

visits of sights and landmarks such as Beck Chapel, the Memorial Union, the Main 

Library and the Indiana University Art of Museum, where my first conflict on 

semiotics and meaning-making took place. The agenda for the evening was a tour of 

one of the permanent collection exhibitions, followed by a fancy supper in the lobby 

of the museum; a feast worthy of us, supposed representatives of the best minds the 

world has to offer. 

I was slightly disappointed. I thought standing before actual pieces painted by 

the likes of Picasso, Pollock and Alphonse Mucha for the first time was going to be a 

sort of ecstatic experience for me. It was not. I felt like a philistine, like a heretic. I 

sinned at the temple of High Culture, for I found the food to be more memorable. At 

the end of the tour we stopped before a painting by Robert Colescott named 

Lightening Lipstick (1994). After the docent briefly tested our powers of interpretation, 

she jumped in with the voice of the institution: the painting was about a lighter-

skinned Latin American who denied her blackness, reflected at her upon a mirror as 

she put on lipstick. I felt a visceral indignation that lasted for at least three days. There 

I was before the voice of late Robert Colescott—reinforced by the authoritarian voice 

of the museum, a black American, who seemed to know more about Latin American 

identity than Latin American people themselves. I would not want it to sound as if I 

am mocking Colescott and his work. While at that time I did not know about him, 

further research led to me to conclude his paintings are tremendously relevant, 

particularly in the context of the United States and its history. They are about race 

and social issues, but just like any work of art displayed at a museum, they add to the 

conversation and debate; no work of art can be interpreted as the final word. From 

one of my papers: 



                                                                                 74 

Even when, as artists, we think we have it all figured out, every work of art is still open to a 
number of interpretations. I quote from Brian Curtin’s “Semiotics and Visual Representation:” 
“there has been a strong tendency to think of visual images as not a language, as un-coded 
and possibly universal in their meaning.” As the author suggests, nothing could be further 
from the truth. When I stood in defiance and said, “I think this represents one of the ways 
American people view Latin American people,” my reading of Lightening Lipstick was as 
equally valid, relevant and accurate as the author’s claim we Latin Americans do not 
acknowledge our blackness. (Garibaldi, 2015) 

This was one of the most important conclusions to make during my time in the art 

and visual culture education program. It was a lesson foreshadowed in my cultural 

anthropology class back in my undergraduate years.  

I arrived in Tucson on a warm summer night. As I stood in amazement before 

my very first saguaro, I wondered what the experience of coming to graduate school 

was really going to be like. My first semester was chaotic and quite challenging. I tried 

to do too many things at the same time and had lots of problems finding a balance 

between academic and personal life. I thought I was going to be able to just keep to 

my studies and become a true intellectual, since most of the time I am completely 

satisfied with being by myself. By the end of the year, however, I realized I had not 

really made friends with anyone and I felt completely lonely and isolated in a culture 

that was not mine. I remember thinking out loud: “I would really like to go out tonight, 

and I just don’t have anyone to ask.” During my first months here, a particularly 

interesting situation was language. Immersed for the first time in an English-speaking 

environment, I was very insecure about my English, despite my background in ESL. I 

mumbled and sometimes people could not understand me. I still make mistakes, 

particularly with pronunciation, but now I feel far more comfortable. The fact that I 

get to speak Spanish so rarely has certainly helped me to improve my English. Back in 

Panama, several people told me I was coming to a town with a strong Mexican-

American culture and presence. I have never felt that strong influence in the 

immediate vicinity of a university which is predominantly white. The presence is all 

over Tucson, though. The further you go south, the stronger it becomes. 
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The courses I took during the first semester were the most important in my 

career. Theoretical and Historical Foundations of Art and Visual Culture was an 

essential course that I could relate to my relatively fresh experiences at the School of 

Education back in Panama. Oakes, Lipton, Gaudelius and Speirs were some of the 

authors we studied. The pieces fell into place as we read about Horace Mann, Francis 

Wayland Parker and John Dewey. If during my time at the School of Education I had 

begun to suspect public education responded to various political interests, now I was 

able to confirm so from my readings of American authors. In Panama, I studied the 

work of Aníbal Ponce, of Marxist thinking, and had been working along progressives 

that strongly sympathized with the left. It was only natural for me to resonate with, 

for example, Dewey and Freire’s socialist ideals. Although I still celebrate and adhere 

to many of their beliefs, I do not longer look up to any thinker with the blind faith of 

my younger years. I am not ashamed to say that my embrace of anarchist ideals has a 

lot to do with that distrust. Mann and Dewey, to name a few, had very specific political 

agendas. Mann, for example, had a moralistic vision of the common school—typical of 

a condescending aristocrat—an institution heavily regulated by the government that 

would contribute to the realization of the meta-narrative project of a great, unified 

country; a harmonious system where citizens fit perfectly, as they discover their niches 

while being educated by the government. Refusing schooling was not an option. 

Education in America was meant to be compulsory, just like the Prussian School model 

which had so fascinated Mann. No wonder ordinary people resisted the common 

school in the United States. Dewey, on the other hand, believed that schools should 

become pluralistic, student-centered laboratories where children could be trained to 

become active social actors, exercising a form of direct democracy that would 

contribute to the transformation of an unfair social order. To believe that such 

transformation could be achieved from public, compulsory schooling regulated as it 

was by the government was perhaps too bold, or too naïve. In his analysis of the 

thought of English political philosopher William Godwin, one of the first proponents 

of anarchism, Matt Hern notes: 
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Godwin’s position was that genuine education should be directed towards the veneration 
and pursuit of truth and justice, but that national schooling would always subordinate those 
goals to their larger political interests. (Hern, 2015) 

Just a couple months before travelling to the United States, in my discomfort 

about working in a school for privileged students, I read for the very first time about 

democratic education and the Free School Movement. I will never forget my 

excitement as I read about Summerhill in Suffolk, England, and Sudbury Valley in 

Framingham, only half an hour away from Boston, Massachusetts. I read A. S. Neill 

with dreamy eyes, wondering how much happier my adolescence would have been if 

I had studied in an environment of freedom and love such as that at Summerhill or 

Sudbury Valley. Everything these philosophies and schools have stood for directly 

contradicts the values of capitalism and the narratives of big business and big 

government: strong competition, uniformity, mandatory formalism and standardized 

testing celebrated as the unquestionable values of a system we have all taken for 

granted. I did not require sophisticated levels of analysis to realize why the  

Free School Movement never grew beyond a handful of schools.  

At graduate school, it was exciting to continue my informal research and learn, 

for example, about Deborah Meier and the Small Schools Movement. Because a large-

scale application of A. S. Neill’s and Daniel Greenberg’s ideas seemed to me 

implausible, incompatible as they are with the interests of power, it was exciting to 

read about stories such as Mission Hill School in Boston. Mission Hill, founded by 

Meier and her colleagues, is the perfect example that: 

 

Democratic ideas of education are not utopian.  

They can be successfully applied even within the public school system. 

Lessons from my time in the U.S. [Lesson 1] 
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Mission Hill is a small charter school for grades k-8. While it does not have all 

the elements that characterize Summerhill and Sudbury Valley, many of their 

principles draw inspiration from authentic democratic values: 

• smaller classrooms 

• democratic decision making at both the school government level and 

the classroom levels 

• teacher autonomy 

• school-wide thematic units 

• strong emphasis on the arts 

 

These principles have been intuitively known by anybody who has had 

experiences in the public school system. I, for example, knew that one of the reasons 

why second language instruction was successful at the private schools and centers I 

had worked at was because groups were small; rarely did the number of students in a 

class exceeded eight. Managing a class of thirty-five students—sometimes more in the 

developing world—proved to be not just daunting, but also stressful and emotionally 

exhausting. Students have a harder time focusing, and cannot receive the personalized 

attention they require. At my first teaching jobs, my colleagues and I always felt 

irrelevant because we had no voice in the making of decisions that ultimately affected 

everyone. At the end of the day, we all had to comply with management’s orders 

because we were just employees. Despite their claim of open door policy, we knew the 

administration would always have the final word; we would never be legitimate 

members of their “community.”1 In regards to autonomy, there is little room in the 

private sector for educators to explore alternative pathways to teaching and learning. 

Such was my experience at language schools, where students pay for a very specific 

service/experience and must be given exactly what they expect. Instructors pay a big 

price themselves, as the repetition and recycling of standardized lessons with little 

room for personal innovation eventually fatigues them. Finally, thematic units with a 

strong focus in the arts counter the compartmentalization of knowledge. By gracefully 
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and organically integrating science and art, learning becomes a dynamic, meaningful, 

pleasurable experience. Mission Hill’s circumstances as a small charter school are 

auspicious when compared to the situation of larger schools with fewer resources. I 

think it is unrealistic to expect all public schools to reproduce a similar model, but 

lessons in democratic education could be adopted even at the classroom level. 

 

Parallel to my experiences at the history course, I took what would become 

probably the most important course in my program: Community, Culture and 

Education. I do not evaluate Community, Culture and Education so because I felt my 

other courses did not have contents that were equally relevant to me, but because it 

was—along with Curriculum Theory in Art and Visual Culture—the one that most 

dramatically shook the foundations of my epistemological understanding of education 

as a socio-cultural phenomenon. I like to joke that after this course, I cannot help but 

to look at every single social interaction in terms of power relations, and that my 

Community teacher is the one to blame. She has my eternal gratitude. 

Community, Culture and Education was definitely not an easy course. I had 

been delaying my contact with twentieth century philosophy for a long time, and my 

brain cogs and wheels were quite rusty. Had I not had some informal training in 

researching theories and debating people on Facebook, I would have had an even 

harder time. I wonder if Latin America’s post-colonial legacy has anything to do with 

this deficit of contemporary thinking. Latin America is an offspring of contradiction. 

We are both cynical and distrustful of authority, but we are still fiercely and 

stubbornly conservative. For example, for all their supposed progressivism, socialist 

leaders such as Evo Morales (Bolivia), Rafael Correa (Ecuador) and Michelle Bachelet 

(Chile) have been hostile in the past to LGBT+ people’s struggles in their own 

countries.2  
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Post-modern subjectivist thinking undermines the integrity of structures of 

power because it challenges their “objective” claim to truth. 

Lessons from my time in the U.S. [Lesson 2] 

In my religion and philosophy classes in a Catholic high school, there was no 

room for Nietzsche’s skepticism, Foucault—himself a homosexual—and his critique 

of power and sexuality, or Deleuze, whose views on being echo Spinoza and, arguably, 

even Vedanta philosophy and its concept of the univocal and differential relationship 

between Brahman and its manifestations.  

In this class I did my first serious scholarly writing. It is still a difficult, 

painstaking process for me, for I am a slow learner and I need considerable amounts 

of time to digest other people’s theories and abstractions. My first short essay was on 

Foucault. While it was exciting to read his opinion that we tend to “consecrate the 

past” and his claims that what we accept as truth is the result of power relations—

which are almost always asymmetrical, in my opinion, I found his style arrogant and 

complicated. In that essay I wrote: 

What upset me the most are the contradictions of his discourse and his ambiguity in regards 
to the purpose of his efforts. Foucault claims his intention is not the creation of a theory or 
a methodology, yet he presents a systematic, epistemological approach to understanding 
the crucial role of power relations in the series of causes and effects that shape history […] 
He favors a more pragmatic-empiric approach to studying the history of power rather than 
assuming a purely rationalistic position, which he considers sterile. Nevertheless, both 
approaches to knowledge offer potentialities and limitations; empiricism is very 
materialistic, but both ultimately rely on reason, which Foucault also considers faulty: 
according to him, our reasoning patterns are shaped by power as well. (Garibaldi, 2015) 

Another key reading from that class was Homi K. Bhabha and his post-colonial 

theory. Holy cow; I thought Foucault had been dense reading, but I was obviously not 

aware of the many nuances of the word dense. At first my analysis had been faulty. 

From his reading, I had accurately identified the consequence of this process of 

entstellung: the colonized as disfigured, broken, undone. But the ultimate goal of the 

colonization process is not the destruction of the colonized, but their transformation. 

The colonized are to become a hybrid. The subsequent mimicry of the colonizer’s 
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traditions, consolidates the power of the colonizer. So far, everything was good. 

However, in my first analysis I argued that during this process the colonizers retain 

their unifying identity which secures their authority. This is one of the popular beliefs 

that Bhabha strongly made a case against. The colonizer also becomes a hybrid. What 

I now add, as if to correct my original thought, is that the processes of hybridization 

of the colonized and the colonizer must necessarily be different, simply because their 

power relations are asymmetrical. 

The last two readings that played a fundamental role in the articulation and 

renovation of my old paradigm of education were Donald Adams and Arlene 

Goldbard´s Creative Community: The Art of Cultural Development and Pascal Gielen’s 

Mapping Community Art. To be quite honest, Adams’ and Goldbard’s insights were 

more of a confirmation. I have already written about my involvement with El Kolectivo, 

a Panamanian collective of social activism through the arts. When I read Adams and 

Goldbard’s commentary on the risk of community art becoming institutionalized, I 

was reminded of conversations we had at El Kolectivo meetings. Most members at El 

Kolectivo had been active with other political organizations that did have a formal 

structure with a legal structure, and elected positions such as secretary, treasurer, etc., 

but they did not want El Kolectivo to become another bureaucratic and hierarchical 

beehive that ultimately created barriers for members who wanted to carry on 

initiatives. Likewise, we preferred to operate under smaller, direct donations and self-

funding activities and avoided grant writing and lobbying for governmental monies 

because we were wary of political favors and the compromise of our ideals. We often 

had heated arguments and were sometimes “un-friended,” just like people often do on 

Facebook. From my reading of Adams’ and Goldbard’s text, I found renewed reasons 

why we should not turn our backs on government money, simply because these are 

resources that ultimately belong to us all and people should have a say in deciding how 

to use them.  

On the other hand, when Adams and Goldbard warned us against the arrogant 

and elitist attitude of the author who lands in a neighborhood bearing the light of 



                                                                                 81 

salvation, in an instant I remembered similar arguments we had at El Kolectivo. Our 

ideal scenario was to be contacted by another organization or community group that 

requested our assistance in a given project. We would not just go and paint a mural 

for them, for example. But when we were asked, we would then organize a community 

project to involve as many people as possible. Pure horizontal interactions were rarely 

the case, however. During an analysis of our activities, we realized that ephemeral, 

flash-mob interventions with little participation from the public were far more 

common. Certainly, there was room for improvement, but we felt at our best when we 

were able to have meaningful interactions with the community. Reflecting on Adams’ 

and Goldbard’s ideas I wrote: 

This “perennialist” approach to art education, in which people are seen as ignorant “masses” 
that need to be “cultured” is not faulty because of its arrogance and classism, but because 
it refuses to acknowledge and promote the elements of cultural identity which bind a 
community together. Garibaldi (2015) 

How difficult is it to maintain balance! One of the most important arguments 

at the peak of my involvement with the group occurred after we got into a ‘war’ with 

a group of local graffiti artists. A faux pas was made, egos were hurt, and without 

anybody noticing it, the graffiti artists started to erase and tag our murals. When the 

argument was made that our art was more relevant because of its social content, the 

rebel in me protested. Was it really so? Were they just mindless punks while we were 

the enlightened, righteous champions of social justice? I remained silent and observed 

the debate. Eventually, an armistice was reached with the graffiti artists, and I smiled 

at myself for not falling into the trap of another useless duality.  

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s quote “every genuine work of art has as much reason 

for being as the earth and the sun” comes to mind. Gielen’s ideas on community art 

reinforced my belief that all art is necessary, just as I told the kids at the international 

school that all stories deserve to be told. The moment you begin categorizing art in 

hierarchical ranks of relevance, you crucify all art. You cannot be both an advocate for 

social justice and a police officer on moral and aesthetic taste. However, Gielen also 

warned us to be mindful of our own naïveté. In an exercise done in class, we mapped 
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different forms of community art under the axes digestive/subversive [integrative–

transformative], and auto-relational/allo–relational [strong focus on the artist–strong 

focus on social integration]. After these experiences, I realized that several of our 

interventions with El Kolectivo were auto-relational rather than allo-relational as we 

pretended. Indeed, our spirit was always subversive, but without authentic dialogue 

with the community, it was about ourselves and our message, not about what the 

community really wanted or needed.  

 

Asymmetrical power relations can never be truly democratic. 

 

Art tends to lean towards either the digestive or the subversive. 

Lessons from my time in the U.S. [Lessons 3 & 4] 

 

These lessons are hard to learn, particularly when we are full of good intentions, 

like Gielen (2011) points out. It is very difficult not to enter into provider–dependent 

relationships when carrying out community art projects. During a community 

workshop in Panama, I remember arguments over the essential question: why should 

we intervene? Intervention almost always presupposes greater power on the side of the 

party that intervenes. After all, the poor and the disenfranchised do not feel any 

particular need to “intervene” into the problems of those who command greater power 

and wealth. One of my favorite examples of interventionism met with complete 

disaster is Che Guevara’s Bolivia campaign, which ended in his demise3. Thinking the 

country was ripe for a revolution, Guevara entered Bolivia in 1966 expecting to find a 

pueblo ready to be liberated, a pueblo who would embrace his revolutionary agenda 

with fervor and enthusiasm, only to find that not only was the impoverished peasantry 

not interested in an uprising against General Barrientos, but also largely supported 

him. 
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When I became interested in social justice, I also had my quixotic wake-up call. 

I too donned a dented suit of armor, picked up an old lance, and charged at the giants’ 

windmills in “fierce and unequal combat,” only to be knocked off the diablo rojo bus I 

was riding, landing flat on my butt. I slowly realized that most people—my family 

included—were pretty much fine with the current state of affairs in the world. Most 

of the people around me did not really care about the struggle of Native American 

people in our own country, let alone about the situation in Honduras or the Middle 

East. When inquired about the political and economic oppression by the 

administration at that time, most people said it was pointless to even try to do 

anything about it. Just like the high priest in the biblical story, I felt like rending my 

clothes. Like Guevara, I could not understand why people would opt for servitude and 

enslavement rather than for the freedom I heralded. Now I know better than to play 

the role of a messiah. Tina Turner4 and Barbara Kruger were right; we don’t need 

another hero. Still, just like Gielen wrote, this does not mean community artist and 

educators should be discouraged. 

Digestive-subversive, ego-based and community-based; they will always have 

an important role to play in this reality of duality; they are all part of the game. 

Spiritually speaking, Ai Weiwei’s social justice work is not more relevant than Jim 

Denevan’s ephemeral sand art. Spiritually speaking, these artists and their work are 

not more relevant than a child blowing bubbles to the breeze. 

 

My original plan for my thesis was to do a fully illustrated graphic novel. I 

switched to a narrative, text-based autoethnographic review when I realized I was not 

going to have enough time to complete the drawings before the end of the semester. 

My idea to present in this format originates from the course Arts-based Research. Arts-

based Research is a doctoral course. Perhaps it would have made more sense for me to 

take Introduction to Research in Art and Visual Culture Education first, and then, Arts-

based Research, but this is what was available, and I was required to take at least nine 
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credits as one of the program requirements. Exposure to these, arguably, more 

advanced ideas within the field of art and visual culture education greatly expanded 

my views on the possibilities of art, even if at the moment I was taking the course I 

felt dumb and confused. The motivation to attempt a graphic novel came, 

undoubtedly, from Arts-based Research. 

The first ideas on the concept of arts-based research I drew from Tom Barone 

and Elliot Eisner. In their book Arts-based Research, Barone and Eisner (2012) present 

their thesis outright: arts-based research is an effort to extend beyond the limiting 

constraints of discursive communication. This does not mean, however, they reject 

the discursive. Arts-based research [ABR] does not imply negating the discursive or, 

most importantly, competing against it. Barone and Eisner argue for methodological 

pluralism, an approach that could lead us to deeper, enhanced meanings and generate 

an empathic understanding of the world. Do you remember Becky Shipe’s concept of 

productive ambiguity? Just like productive ambiguity, ABR actually welcomes nuances, 

ambiguity, conflict and even contradictions. This is the philosophical frame that I used 

to produce Portraits, an exploration of LGBT+ people’s identities through multiple 

portraiture, including traditional media—watercolor—as well as performance art, 

prose, poetry, video and dance, which I was fortunate to be able to present at the 

school’s gallery. No wonder the scientific world looks at ABR with a raised eyebrow. 

Barone and Eisner’s arguments are important as a response to this resistance. 

Proponents and practitioners of ABR are not trying to compete against science. In my 

analysis of Barone and Eisner’s text I wrote: 

Barone and Eisner make a claim not for validity, but for credibility. Finding support in post-
structuralism, truth cannot be owned exclusively by propositional discourse because of the 
tautological and “deferred” nature of language-based meaning making. Further, additional 
activities that yield meaning form a better collage of truth. My personal model of truth, as 
well as that of freedom, is that of approximations that are progressively constructed, 
sometimes by deconstruction. (Garibaldi, 2016) 

This view is not without criticism, though. James Haywood Rolling, Jr. insisted 

that art is not just a system for the production of expressed forms. If we emphasize 

sentimentalism and form while neglecting or discarding process, factual analysis and 
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other methodologies from the “hard sciences,” we do ABR a disfavor. “Art is flexible 

enough to be alternately discursive and/or non-discursive; factual and/or 

ambiguous/emotional.” (Rolling, 2013, p. 22). In other words, classifying the arts as 

“soft” creates another false dichotomy of mutually exclusive opposites. What is valid 

in more traditional research as we know it is also valid in ABR. 

Once again, the key word here is plurality, which translates into the concept of 

blurred genres. A/r/tography is the perfect example. A/r/tography is a multi-modal 

methodological approach to research through the arts. Because of its strong focus in 

space, a/r/tography is understood as a process of living inquiry that is deeply 

interwoven with community practice. Again am I reminded of the concepts of 

interspace and productive ambiguity. For a/r/tographers, this space is like a point of 

convergence, but it is more than just physical, strictly delineated space. The 

boundaries of space transcend, for example, the conventions of city lines. They 

become blurred and extend to the realms of personal and social life. Within this space, 

boundaries, knowledge and meaning are debated, negotiated, constructed and 

deconstructed. After my encounter with these ideas, I realized that there are many 

artists and collectives across the world engaging communities in an a/r/tographical 

way even if they are not explicitly using the term, or necessarily working towards the 

production of theory. 

This production of theory and research data—scholarly work, in short—is 

particularly important. When we discussed whether all art should be considered ABR, 

a recurring word in the classroom was systematic. I kept finding correspondences 

across the literature and across courses: systematic data collection (Lodico, 2006), 

systematic procedural guidelines (Creswell, 2003), etc.  Indeed, data can be danced, it 

can be painted; it can be acted just like in Johnny Saldaña’s ethnodrama (Saldaña, 

2007), but what ultimately makes art-making a research process is, on one hand, a 

clear intention to inquire, to gain understanding, and a systematic process of data 

collection and analysis. This is the concept of ABR “for the sake of scholarship” that 

Rolling defended. 
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My thesis is also a hybrid. At times it feels more like an autobiographical story, 

at others it has the more rationalistic, analytic tone of a scholarly paper—like it does 

now. I would have probably excluded any emotional reference to the personal had it 

not been for the introduction to the work of Ruth Behar and Carolyn Ellis. With 

autoethnography, the doors were opened—at least the back door—for the researcher’s 

own experience and reflections. I have already made a case for autoethnographical 

research, so I will not repeat myself, but when I look back at my first encounters with 

these ideas, I see myself—like many other novices—mischievously savoring the taste 

of a fruit long forbidden by Academia: 

Behold the mighty edifice called Academia! From their lofty, phallic towers, the priests of 
the new religion, of Enlightenment, Positivism, Darwinism, Historicism, Structuralism and 
many other “isms,” have preached and claimed a male-dominated monopoly on 
knowledge, a knowledge they deem objective, therefore, true, relevant, conclusive and 
desirable. In the hallowed halls of knowledge, there was, of course, no place for 
“sentimentalism” and “subjectivity.” The nurturing and perceptive feminine qualities of 
intuition and emotion were barred from these temples of truth, just like alternative 
spirituality was persecuted in the Middle Ages. Thus, for instance, at Oxford, you have a 
Faculty of Theology and Religion but you will never find a school of astrology or shamanism.  
(Garibaldi, 2016). 

 
How much I love these small, literary acts of vengeance and defiance. A revolution is 

indeed being fought before our very eyes. 

This component or possibility of the arts, that they can be used as 

methodologies to conduct research, is one of the highlights from my experience in 

this program. 

 

Art is flexible enough to be used as a methodology of inquiry beyond dualities 

such as factual/emotional, discursive/non-discursive. 

Lessons from my time in the U.S. [Lesson 5] 
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Intellectually, this was 

easy to conclude from reading 

Rolling, but I did not really 

understand how it could be 

applied in practice until I read 

Sullivan. If art was simply used 

to “illustrate” the research 

process, then it could not be 

considered research. For 

Sullivan, there are two basic 

approaches: infusing the arts into 

the research process, and using 

the arts as a basis from which research can originate (Baxter, López, Serig & Sullivan, 

2008). I already spoke of how Sullivan moves beyond the subjective-objective axis to 

embrace intersubjectivity. Artists often engage in an investigative process of empirical 

reflection as a philosophical framework to do art that is not at all alien to scientists. If 

most artistic research throughout history has been perceived as qualitative, it is 

important to mention that contemporary art also has a tradition of visual artists 

bringing quantitative data to their work. In either case, the artist also theorizes as he 

or she analyzes observations of the natural and social worlds. Art produced under this 

lens has a distinctive flavor of objectivity that, I argue, contributes to undo the idea 

that art cannot benefit or make use of quantitative research. For example, I think of 

Nathalie Miebach who uses atmospheric data to create both sculptures and music, or 

of Félix González-Torres’ Untitled (Portrait of Ross in L.A.) (1991). By making a strong 

metaphorical connection between the weight of the pile of candy in its installation, 

and the weight of his former lover, who died of AIDS complications, González-Torres 

created a work of art that touched many visitors profoundly. Art moving along the 

axes like subversion-digestion, qualitative-quantitative and rational-emotional—

among others—has the potential to influence changes and transformations.  

Figure 2. Graeme Sullivan’s triangular model of painting as 

research. 
From the Handbook of the arts in qualitative research, 2008. 



                                                                                 88 

Sullivan classified arts-based research into domains of practice. He uses the 

prepositions in, about, with and through as key words to convey the idea of lenses or 

epistemological perspectives to engage arts-based research. Research IN art is akin to 

a philosophy of art, and is concerned with the ways we rationalize and feel art. ABOUT 

is mostly about materials and techniques. From my interpretation of Sullivan’s ideas, 

I conclude that my undergraduate training had a strong focus IN and ABOUT art. In 

our foundations year, we studied elements and principles of design and composition, 

and color theory, to be followed by specialization courses in various media. In 

restoration, for example, we studied the essential chemistry of various materials and 

media, and their interaction with natural phenomena—pigment steadfastness, etc. 

We had interpretation and courses such as art history and film appreciation. Research 

WITH art is about the exploration of phenomenological ideas and concepts; a dialog 

between the self and the outside world. It is art to gain understanding of reality. 

Sullivan conceives research THROUGH art as an act whose aim is to transform reality. 

You can probably guess my main interests are research WITH and THROUGH art. 

However, my immediate conclusion after studying Sullivan’s triangular model is that 

approaches to research art/arts-based research projects usually—and necessarily—

overlap. I had all of these concepts in my mind when I was working on Portraits in the 

fall of 2016. Portraits lacked the systematic approach that characterizes arts-based 

research and the specific intention of producing insights5, but there was a thoughtful 

research process that makes it a very meaningful work of research art. Research IN the 

visual language—particularly the dance pieces—was lengthy and painstaking. There 

was also a strong “research WITH” component as the whole exhibition explored 

multiple layers of human identity. Funny, I am speaking just like the lady I was making 

fun of at the exhibition in the graphic chapter. 
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The final lesson I wanted to talk about is Kevin Tavin’s critical pedagogy of 

visual culture. I argue that while important accomplishments have been made to 

democratize art—particularly in the conceptual and philosophical arena of 

education—we are still far away from the creation of a reality where everybody has 

equal access to the arts. While power is largely to blame—do not even get me started 

on the federal threats to cut down NEA and NEH funding, we teachers cannot deny 

our share of responsibility. I mean, look at my high school curriculum wrapped in 

“good taste” and fake sophistication. Before coming to the United States, I too 

contributed to the divide between high and low culture. After reading Tavin, and 

evaluating my previous art education experiences, I realized that I was also 

unknowingly stuck in a traditionalist, elitist and classist concept of benchmark arts 

that need to be transmitted to students. 

Figure 3. I stand before you. 
A performance piece from the series Dance of Myself. The Portraits Project. 2016. 
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As art educators, many of us are still largely stuck in the canon; that is, a traditionalist, elitist, 
classist concept of ‘high culture’ and benchmark arts that needs to be transmitted to students. 

 

It is not that it was wrong to show students at Artes y Oficios artwork by Matisse 

or Mondrian, but in deciding not to show the work of any Latin American artist, I 

reinforced the subjacent ideas that European and American art are both superior and 

more relevant, and that we need to look up to them to find our own voice. In not 

showing the fantastic art done these days, abundant as it is in popular culture, I 

contributed to the perpetuation of the vision of the canon as the sacrosanct pinnacle 

of artistic perfection. Tavin (2003) states it bluntly: the artificial dichotomy high-low 

culture is part of a series of paradigms that sustain inequalities and continue to 

maintain hegemonic relations of power. With an understanding that students will 

react to symbols that are both more meaningful and appealing to them, I was ready 

to, at last, give up the canon, and embrace the popular. This does not mean there 

would be no room in my class for a tradition of art history spanning centuries or for a 

critical reflection of visual culture. On the contrary, I now see my role as that of an 

intellectual and visual provocateur, who engages students through art as a platform 

to create meaning and to generate dialogue and debate. Souls who are interested in 

learning everything there is to learn about the cinquecento or fluxus, or who want to 

become master printmakers or photoshop users will always exist. I no longer think my 

job is to try to push people into any direction; my job is simply to create a space where 

we can have the conversations we all really want to have. 

The dichotomy “high” and “low” art and culture is a dead-end that serves the 

interests of power and duality. We might as well begin conversations about art with 

Sponge Bob rather than with Ancient Egypt. 

Lessons from my time in the U.S. [Lesson 6] 

 

*** 
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When we read content from Carole Gray and Julian Malins’ Visualizing 

Research  in class, I was fascinated by the following chart of paradigms of inquiry:  

 

As you can see, the authors left the artistic paradigm—probably intentionally—

blank. When I first saw the chart, I immediately made my own version with some 

mildly-spiced commentary. For example, of post-positivism’s ontology I had the 

following to say: 

It is less naïve than positivism. It does not negate the influence of the subject (nothing is 
100% objective). Agnostic, but still scientific. “We don´t exactly know what it is, but we can 
know what it isn´t. The whole thing reeks of Augustinian dogmatic reasoning, but applied to 
what can be verified. Pretty much the same as positivism, but less rigid.  

 

Figure 4. Paradigms of Inquiry (adapted from Guba, 1990) 
From Visualizing research: A guide to the research process in art and design. 2004 
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 The chart was missing a piece, but I did not have the tools that early in my 

program to be able to complete it. Now I do. In many ways, this completed column is 

a summary of my intellectual, emotional and spiritual experiences during my time in 

Tucson and the philosophy of art education as it currently stands: 
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Intersubjectivity 

Reality is a collective creation. Matrixes of thought 
influence each other, but there are forms that are 

dominant and impose (are imposed) themselves. My 
artistic ontology combines relativism and critical realism 

 

E
p

is
te

m
o

lo
g

y 
R

el
at

io
n

 b
et

w
ee

n
 

su
b

je
ct

 a
n

d
 o

b
je

ct
 

 

 
Metaphoric 

Regardless of your position in relation to the object, most 
artists realize ontology cannot be grasped with pure 

rationalistic thinking or language. Artists often create 
metaphors (mostly visual in our case) to reflect on, 

expand or lead to knowledge of the object. 
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Multi-path/Multiple Approach 

According to the artist’s intention and goals, art is flexible 
enough to adopt experimental, dialectic, and/or 
transformative forms; pretty much any kind of 

methodology. An important, often underappreciated 
value in contemporary post-modernism is art’s ability to 

simply delight and create pleasure. 
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Chapter 3 - WE DON’T NEED ANOTHER HERO 

 
Notes 
 

1. Before my experience at a multi-national company, where I worked in an in-house 
language program for employees, I used to think that salary—money—was the prime 
motivator to keep someone from leaving a job. One of the directors of Human 
Resources explained to me that compensation—salary, insurance plans, benefits and 
perks—is just one out of at least four factors in employee retention, and it is not 
necessarily even the most important. Opportunities for learning and development, 
career/professional growth and company culture were the other three factors. 
Company culture included a positive working environment and a sense of belonging. 
When employees identify with the values of the company and see themselves as an 
important part of the organization, they are less likely to quit their jobs. Naturally, 
corporations have what they describe as healthy turnover. They actually want a fraction 
of their employees to come and go all the time. But I digress. A teacher that is given 
autonomy sees herself or himself as a trusted, respected and accountable member of 
the community—the school she or he works at—with valuable contributions to make. 
Such a teacher’s intrinsic motivation and creativity will always be consistently higher 
over time than that of a teacher who knows herself or himself as a mere dispensable 
cog in a profit-making system. 
 

2. When she was a presidential candidate in 2005, Bachelet, a socialist, adamantly 
opposed same-sex marriage. However, she was forced to change her views when she 
ran for the presidency for a second term in 2013 after the administration of Sebastián 
Piñera, a liberal-conservative. At that time, Chilean people’s popular opinion on same-
sex unions had changed, so Bachelet conveniently changed her position. Of course, such 
opportunistic, political legerdemain is not unique to the “poor, corrupt, backward, 
communist and wicked” Latin American world. Hillary Clinton, for example, has been 
documented to have had a similar “change of heart” over the years. Perhaps Mrs. 
Bachelet was quoting Clinton—almost verbatim. In regards to this issue, Clinton said in 
2004: "I believe that marriage is not just a bond but a sacred bond between a man and a 
woman” (Keith, 2016). Thanks to the magic of the internet, we can actually watch Mrs. 
Clinton elaborate on the issue before the U.S. Senate. Remember, remember, the fifth 
of November. I just love it when history allows me to be this cynical. 

 

3. I have always had ambivalent opinions about Guevara. I refuse to see him either as a 
communist devil, or as a revolutionary saint. He did play an instrumental role in a 
turbulent time in Latin America, but just as any other idealistic revolutionary resorting 
to violence, he was a character shrouded in moral ambivalence. 
 

4. According to Wikipedia, the actual song was written by Terry Britten and Graham Lyle. 
Please don’t tell Dr. Hawthorne I used Wikipedia. 
 

5. As a research-art project, Portraits carries the seed of potential to become arts-based 
research. Perhaps I will use it as a source of data and write about it, or seek to make it 
grow into a more dialogic project. It could become an interdisciplinary project that 
would end in the production of insights; and so on. The possibilities are endless. 
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EPILOGUE 

I still haven’t found what I’m looking for 

—Bono 

[Tribute to Hermann Hesse and Jorge Luis Borges] 

 

At my favorite time of the day, when the light was the hue of ripe wheat, I 

knocked at their door gently. I knocked timidly, reverently. These were goddesses, and 

one should always tread before their kind very carefully. As hinges moaned and 

groaned, the heavy wooden door opened to reveal a familiar visage in the twilight. 

“Lady Melpomene,” I muttered. 

“My Dear, we’ve been expecting you,” she said softly, “please come in.” 

I stood before her for an instant, contemplating her familiar, angular face and 

piercing eyes as if looking at an old friend for the first time after many, many years. 

Her hair descended in long waves, framing a countenance sculpted as if from marble: 

serene, delicate, thin, cold, languid. She motioned for me to enter. I bowed my head 

and hunched as I walked inside, apprehensive and uncomfortable about penetrating 

their intimate space. I waited patiently, frozen in the middle of the foyer while she 

closed the door. As it is my custom not to walk ahead of a host, she led me inside by 

placing her hand upon my shoulder. I could not tell if she was pushing me, or if I was 

getting away from her touch. 

The dimly lit interior was austere, bare as a tomb. The floor was a mosaic of 

interwoven circles; the walls were completely empty. I was relieved when we entered 

the next chamber, which was brighter and actually had some furniture. Every single 

piece seemed to be there to serve a specific purpose, though. Nothing was merely 

ornamental. The room, completely devoid of anything that might have made it warm 

and lively, had no paintings, tapestries, figurines, Ionian amphorae or anything worthy 

of display at a Greek god palace. At the right spot, bathing in the late afternoon’s light, 
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sat another woman; just as mature, just as confident, and yet, completely different. 

Softly-smiling, hearty, almost mocking, cunning, sensual.  

“My Dear, we’ve been expecting you,” she said without interrupting her 

embroidery, “please come in.” 

“Lady Thalia,” I said in awe. 

At that moment, the goddess called Melpomene walked past right next to me 

making me shiver. When one spoke, it felt as if the other dissolved into nothingness. 

“I did not mean to startle you,” she apologized, “I was done chopping vegetables 

for dinner at the precise moment you arrived.” In her left hand, she held an 

immaculate kitchen knife with the luster of polished silver. She wielded it before what 

seemed to be some pound cake resting on the only table in the room. 

“Cake, my dear?”  

“Cake?” I asked in confusion. 

“Yes, cake,” said the goddess called Thalia right behind my back, “Have you 

never had cake before?” 

I quickly turned to face her. She was now standing before me, beaming. The 

embroidery in her hand looked like a wreath of laurel leaves. 

“Yes, of course,” I said nervously, “of course I’ve had cake.” I looked back at the 

table. Melpomene was still there, waiting. Fearing that I might offend them if I refused 

their offer, I quickly added: 

“Of course I’ll have some.” 

Melpomene seemed to smile faintly as she cut a slice and served it on a wooden 

plate. 

“To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit, my dear?” asked Thalia, sitting 

at her chair by the colonnade. I stuttered as I realized the audacity of the purpose of 
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my visit. Only when Melpomene placed the plate with cake on my end of the table did 

I gather enough courage to voice my request. 

“I wanted to ask the Lady Melpomene,” I said while lowering my eyes, “for a 

walk.” 

The goddess Thalia laughed out loud.  

“Never before have you asked this formally. Never before had you visited our 

abode. Why such formality all of a sudden?” She inquired. 

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly, “it just felt like the right thing to do.” 

“This is an auspicious moment, my dear. We should consider redecorating. This 

might be the beginning of an endless parade of visitors and guests.” 

 

 

 

 

“Can I tell you a secret, Lady Melpomene?” I asked her when we were alone at 

last, walking up the hills to watch the sunset. 

“The Lady Thalia… whenever I talk to her, I always get the feeling that she is 

laughing at me.” 

“The Lady Thalia does not laugh at us,” the goddess Melpomene said, “she 

laughs with us.” 

We stopped for a moment so that I could catch my breath. The firs and the tall 

grass swayed in the wind blowing from the ocean. The Lady Melpomene’s unbridled 

hair flew in the air, catching the light like golden filigree sewn against the sky. 

“Can I confide you another secret, my Lady?” 
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“You have always been my favorite,” I confessed. The Lady remained silent. 

I looked back at the dying sun.  

“Rarely do I get to see a sunset this beautiful.” 

“I must return before long, my dear,” she said, “lest my sister start to worry 

about me.” 

“Lady Melpomene,” I said, “you bear witness to my anguish. All my life have I 

searched. I have prayed to the gods. I have begged the gods. I have cursed the gods. I 

have studied the great sages. I have unveiled what is hidden. I have shot arrows. I have 

soothsaid. I have fought for both armies. I have indulged my senses. I have atoned. I 

have taken life. I have spared life. I have gazed into the abyss. I have crafted wonders. 

Yet still I search, lost, separated and in pain. Still I suffer. For what purpose? What is 

there to gain? I am tired. Tired of so much wandering. Won’t you speak one word? 

Won’t you shed some light into the midnight of my soul? Won’t you give me 

something I can hold to?” 

“You do realize,” the Lady said, smiling, “that my sister Thalia and myself are 

one and the same, do you not?” 

“Well, at least rationally, that’s something I have come to understand.” 

“But you want proof. You are like the disciple in Borges’ story, begging the 

master for a sign. You demand a miracle because your heart longs for the confirmation 

that your mind alone cannot provide, but your mind knows that miracles can turn 

people into blind, mindless slaves. So, you go ahead and create us gods and goddesses 

to remind yourself of what you have always known but have forgotten.”  

“But…” 

“No buts. If you are not able to laugh at both the absurdity, the beauty and the 

perfection of it all, then you are not worthy of the miraculous.” 
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“The rose does not need a purpose to be what she is, my dear. The rose is, was 

and will always be. The rose is, indeed, eternal.” 

She stepped forward, but I could not tell who she was. Her voice had changed: 

It was my mother’s, my father’s, my teachers’; the voices of all my lovers, my friends, 

my enemies. Mighty like crackling fire, stern as the mountain, crisp as the wind, deep 

as the sea. 

“The game of life is not for cowards.”  

 She turned to face me, pointed a finger at me and said: 

“You have come a long way. Don’t you fucking give up now.” 

Then, the expression of her face eased and she headed back to her home as I 

stared open-mouthed. 

 

“You are invited to dinner. You had better show up.” 
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