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Abstract 

In this study I attempt to shed light on the experiences of the teacher researcher and 

university students who explored social justice issues in an art education course. The 

primary purpose of this study is to provide insights in teaching practice and students’ 

learning processes when the course is designed to examine systems of oppression through 

class discussions and art-based assignments. The study delves into what challenges and 

rewards the teacher and students experience in an art class focusing on social injustice. I 

conducted this study in a semester-long art education course, where I taught as an 

instructor, with twelve university student participants. The questions that guided by study 

were: 1) How do I understand my experience of teaching social justice issues through art 

in an undergraduate art education course and what do I continue to learn from it?; 2) In 

what ways do undergraduate students navigate and learn about social justice issues 

through class discussions, writing and art-based assignments? I utilized two 

methodologies, autoethnography and case study, in order to provide in-depth descriptions 

of the participants’ and my perspectives. The theoretical frame I used was critical race 

feminism, which highlights the intersectional experiences of females of color. For the 

autoethnographic study, I collected data from the artifacts I created during the study 

period including researcher’s journals, visual journals, and audio narratives. I also 

collected data from the participants, such as pre-course questionnaires, reading responses, 

reflection notes, personal narratives, peer interview responses, audio narratives, and final 

art projects. The findings of the study reflect different challenges and rewards that the 

student participants and I experienced in the university course on social justice art.  
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Themes included student resistance, the teacher’s self-doubt, the students’ vague 

understanding of social justice, a difficulty to understand the concept of privilege, and the 

lack of hands-on activities. The participants also addressed significant learning moments 

including, learning about colorblindness, personal reflections about their own social 

identities in relation to systems of oppression, and various art-based assignments they 

created during the course. Both the participants and I found strong connections between 

the teacher and students, a sense of learning community, and student empowerment as the 

rewarding experiences. These findings suggest the need for teachers to reconsider the 

meaning of a safe space, student resistance, and the role of emotions when they teach 

social justice issues. Furthermore, the findings suggest that female teachers of color need 

to positively acknowledge our racial, sexual, cultural, and linguistic identities and 

envision our roles as border-crossers and agents of change.   

Keywords: Social justice art education, systems of oppression, autoethnography, 

critical race feminism, challenges of teaching for social justice 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

“So you said your research interest is social justice art education. What does 

social justice art education mean though? Do you mean teaching social justice through art 

activities? Or does that mean different teaching strategies?” 

These questions came from Dr. Richard Ruiz, who was my minor advisor before 

he passed away in 2015. Dr. Ruiz had expertise in many fields, including social justice 

and multicultural education, bilingual education, language education policy, Chicana/o 

education, and educational anthropology. When he asked a simple question about what 

social justice art education means, I had to pause and gather my thoughts. After thinking 

for a few seconds, I gave him a brief answer, which bothered me for a good while. As an 

art educator, social justice art education has been a term that I have constantly heard and 

found from school curriculum, art education conferences, journal articles, books, etc. I 

was a little shocked by the fact that I was not able to give a clear and in-depth answer 

about the meaning of social justice art education while I thought I was academically 

familiar with it. He was not the only person who asked that same question. While taking a 

graduate level course on multicultural and social justice education, I met many graduate 

students outside of my department who were interested in social justice education. They 

often asked me how art educators approach social justice education differently and why 

we teach social issues in the art classroom. After receiving these questions, I began to ask 

myself: Why am I interested in social justice education as an art educator? How do I 

understand and define social justice art education? How is my understanding of social 
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justice art education similar or dissimilar to other art educators’ definitions? In what ways 

will I discuss social justice art education if I work with pre-service art teachers? 

These questions ultimately led me to go deeper in literature on social justice art 

education for the past four years. When I gained clearer ideas on what social justice art 

education is and how it looks, I was wondering about the actual practice of teaching and 

learning social justice art education. I wanted to experience the classrooms where the 

teachers and students approach the broad range of social justice topics through different 

art activities. Specifically, I wanted to explore the experiences of the teachers and 

students in an art classroom where they examine social justice issues through art. This 

inquiry was a primary motivation to conduct this research.  

Another motivation for conducting the study derived from my own teaching 

experience in elementary schools and in a university. Through my teaching experiences, I 

have realized that social justice art education is more than a matter of curriculum or 

teaching strategies; it is a collective effort of both teachers and students to develop a 

critical consciousness and take actions for social transformation. This is why the practice 

of social justice art education is a demanding task intellectually and emotionally (see 

Boyd, 2011; Desai, 2010a; Dewhurst, 2011; Garber, 2004). Social justice art education 

not only requires an in-depth understanding of social justice and art, but also possibly 

causes the emotional cost for teachers to address controversial issues in their classrooms. 

Moreover, Desai (2010a) notes that educating for socio-political consciousness in art 

education should get students to ask the relationship between privilege and people’s lives 

and how an individual’s daily life can be connected to the lives of others. Guiding 

students to reflect on their own social identities, privilege, and its connections to the 
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systemic injustice can be challenging due to student resistance and struggles in learning 

about the concept of privilege and systematic injustice (Flynn, 2015; McIntosh, 1988, 

Wise & Case, 2013).   

Considering that teaching art for social justice can be challenging both 

emotionally and intellectually, it is important to explore the actual experience of the 

teachers and students and what challenges their experience in the art classroom when 

discussing social justice issues. In order to provide insight in this inquiry, I conducted a 

study that examined my own teaching experience and my students’ perspectives in 

learning social justice issues through art in an undergraduate art education course. As a 

teacher researcher, I was able to teach a three-credit undergraduate art education course 

where I discussed social justice issues, and systems of oppression in particular, through 

class discussion, writing and art-based assignments and activities with university 

students. This course was “a productive site for critical investigation” (Warren, 2011, p. 

141) for me to explore praxis of social justice art education.  

The aim of this study is not to provide a model curriculum to teach social justice 

art nor to discuss effective instructional strategies to encourage students to learn social 

justice issues on a deeper level. Although I address several pedagogical strategies that I 

used to engage students in the discussions and class activities in Chapters Six and Seven, 

this is not the main purpose of the study. Rather, this study aims at providing a 

contextualized understanding of the experiences of the teacher and students when they 

worked together to examine social injustice through class discussions and art-based 

activities. I attempt to provide insights on challenges and rewards that my students and I 

experienced in class in this study.  
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In order to contextualize my teaching experience, I conducted an 

autoethnographic study on my own social and teacher identity through the lens of critical 

race feminism. I also utilized a case study to explore the students’ experiences and 

perspectives. In conclusion, this study is about both students’ and my own experiences in 

an undergraduate art education class, where we examined systems of oppression through 

various class activities and assignments. I should highlight that this study was not my 

sole work, but the outcome of the collaborative work that was impossible without my 

students’ input and insights.  

Background of the Study:  

The Personal Journey as an Art Educator Teaching for Social Justice 

My inquiry on social justice education derives from my background and personal 

teaching experiences in South Korea (hereinafter Korea). I worked at three different 

elementary schools as a homeroom teacher, which were located in different cities and 

school districts for five and half years. I primarily taught sixth graders and my students 

often visited me after their graduation to talk about their lives in junior high school. Since 

I was a homeroom teacher, I spent an entire year with a same group of students and I was 

able to intimately connect with them. I soon realized that teaching is more than what I 

teach in the classroom; rather, I learned that teaching is building an authentic relationship 

(Harrell, 2009) with my students and helping my students be conscious about their 

relationship to others and the world.    

Teaching experience in elementary schools also allowed me to gain a deeper 

understanding of not only teaching practice, but also society in general. Three schools I 

worked at in Korea were located in different districts with dissimilar socioeconomic 
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background. I could see socioeconomic factors affecting my students’ academic 

achievement and life chances, such as teachers’ expectations, opportunities to participate 

in extra-curricular activities and so on. The discourse in school was often based on 

stereotypes of ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic class, ability, and age, and the basis of 

teachers’ and administrators’ blaming students or their community for the students’ 

academic failure. Since 2008 when I started teaching, the Korean government started a 

nation-wide standardized achievement test, which requires sixth, ninth, and eleventh 

grade students to take tests on reading, writing, and mathematics. Accordingly, teachers, 

including myself, had to improve the students’ test scores on the core subjects. I 

remember that I spent the majority of time after school with those students who were 

“left behind.” The third school where I worked was labeled as a “lower-achievement” 

school and my coworkers and I were under tremendous pressure because we needed to 

improve our students’ test scores in order to avoid any penalty like a budget cut. Under 

this test-driven educational environment, I sometimes felt guilty about my teaching 

practice that focused on improving my students’ test scores and failed to provide holistic 

and humanizing education.  

After five and one half years of teaching experience in public schools, educational 

works on equity, justice, and multiculturalism came home to me. I was able to understand 

the linkage between my experiences and the bigger educational issues by learning about 

cultural reproduction theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), the relationship between 

poverty and students’ academic achievement (Nieto, 2010), and ideology and power in 

curriculum (Apple, 2004). In graduate school in Korea, I learned about multicultural 

education and multicultural art education through works of Banks and Banks (2010); 
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Grant and Sleeter (2009); Desai (2000); Freedman and Stuhr (2004); Stuhr, Ballengee-

Morris, and Daniel (2008); and others. This learning experience was eye opening. These 

theories not only provided me words to describe my experience in terms of inequity and 

diversity, but also led me to be more conscious about what and how I was teaching in the 

classroom. 

Nevertheless, I was not critically conscious about my privilege and positionality 

as a teacher. In my thesis about implementing multicultural art education through 

integrated curriculum, I put an emphasis on celebrating diversity, rather than enhancing 

critical consciousness or examining issues of equity and justice. After growing, both 

academically and personally, I can now look at my thesis from six years ago and pinpoint 

areas of my growth. After starting my doctoral program, I was heavily influenced by 

critical education scholars, such as Apple (2004), Giroux (1983), and Levinson and 

Holland (1996). I was intrigued by the educational works that commit to the ideas of 

equity. For example, Apple (2004) argues that ideology, which is legitimated as 

knowledge, functions to support specific social norms and result in social and educational 

disparity. Giroux (1983) also elaborates how schools perpetuate social inequalities. 

Giroux (1983) contends that “a new theory of resistance and schooling which contains an 

understanding of how power, resistance, and human agency can become central elements 

in the struggle for social justice in schools” (p. 257).   

Paulo Freire’s works also played a significant role in shaping my teaching 

philosophy. I adapted “problem-posing education” suggested by Freire (2003) for my 

primary goal of teaching. The essence of problem-posing education is that the oppressed 

must fight for their emancipation (Freire, 2003). Problem-posing education enables 
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leaners to critically view their reality and examine issues in their communities. It also 

helps people to see their connections to the world and other people. I also reconsider the 

roles of the teachers and students based on the concept of “teacher-student with students-

teachers” (Freire, 2003, p. 80). He explains, “the teacher is no longer merely the-one-

who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn 

while being taught also teach” (p. 80). This is a significant idea in that it enables both 

teachers and students to be responsible for a liberating process. 

Through Freire’s work on critical pedagogy, I was mentored into critical 

feminists’ works, such as bell hooks (1994; 2010), Berry (2010), Lee & Johnson-Bailey 

(2004), and Rodriguez (2009). Critical feminists’ pedagogical works which highlight 

racial and gender identities in learning as well as critical pedagogy prompt me to consider 

my classroom as a learning community where my students and I are willing to be 

challenged and work together to dismantle oppressive systems. In addition, I 

reconsidered the role of emotions, personal experiences, identities, and reflexivity in the 

process of teaching and learning.  

This academic influence shaped my interests in teaching art and art education. As 

an art educator, I now pay more attention to the power of art in examining social injustice 

and raising critical awareness for social change. Bell and Desai (2011) mention that “arts 

are a particularly potent way to activate imagination and a broader understanding of 

injustice, its consequences, and the range of alternative possibilities” (p. 287). As Greene 

(1995) states, I value the power of arts in releasing the “social imagination,” which 

means, “the capacity to invent visions of what should be and what might be in our 

deficient society, on the streets we live, in our schools” (p. 5). I came to believe that 
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various forms of art could enable us to be more perceptive of what is going on around us 

and to “become conscious of what daily routines have obscured” (Greene, 1995, p. 123). 

My teaching experience and involvement in the art-making process led me to see the 

strong connection between the arts and social justice. This is a primary reason why I am 

interested in the question of how art teachers discuss and examine social justice issues 

with their students through various art-based activities. In conclusion, my teaching 

experience and academic interests in critical pedagogy, critical race feminism, critical 

educational studies, and multicultural education accumulatively shaped the inquiry that 

led me to this study.  

Purpose of the Study 

This study attempts to shed light on the actual experiences of the teacher and 

university students who discussed social justice issues in an art education course. The 

primary concern of this study is to provide insights in teaching practice and students’ 

learning process of social justice art education.  

This study has several purposes. First, I wanted to better understand how I make 

sense of my teacher identity and how I came to be a teacher with strong beliefs in social 

justice art education through autoethnography. I also attempted to reflect on my beliefs, 

approaches, and teaching practice that support social justice art education. 

Autoethnography is one of ways to make classrooms sites for “critical reflexivity” 

(Warren, 2011, p. 143). From this perspective, I reflected on my experience of teaching 

social justice issues as a female teacher of color.   

The second purpose is in line with the first purpose: I attempt to highlight my 

positionality as a female teacher of color in a classroom that discuses social justice issues. 
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Critical race feminism plays a significant role in this study to center my racial and gender 

identity in understanding my own experience. Through this autoethnographic analysis, I 

aim at providing an understanding on how the teachers’ racial, ethnic, gender, cultural, 

and linguistic identities significantly influence their practice of social justice education.  

The third purpose is to highlight the students’ experiences, specifically the 

important learning moments, impediments, and rewards they experienced in this course 

as well as the role of art-based assignments in their learning process. The course content 

was designed to draw attention to systematic aspects of injustice and encourage students 

to make connections between their personal experiences and structural dynamics of 

power and inequity through a lens of intersectional privilege. This study aims at 

describing students’ experiences in learning these social justice concepts as well as how 

art-based activities and assignments enhance their learning.   

Significance of the Study 

Social justice is not a new concern in art education. Art educators such as McFee, 

Blandy and Congdon, Chalmers, and Chapman discussed social justice concepts 

embedded in the art education field in the 1980s (Anderson, 2010). Research on social 

justice art education have continued to grow since then. There has been also a remarkable 

increase in the art education program aimed at social justice (Dewhurst, 2011). 

Furthermore, many art educators have argued the significance of teaching social justice 

issues in the art classroom and the reasons why the art classroom is an ideal space for 

teaching social justice (see Beyerbach, 2011; Boyd, 2011; Dewhurst, 2010, 2011; Garber, 

2004; Quinn, 2006; Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 2012). There is also a great body of 
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literature in art education that addresses how to approach teaching social justice issues in 

the art classroom.  

Nevertheless, the reasons why art teachers are reluctant to practice social justice 

education in their classrooms are often due to concerns about the controversy and risks, 

which social justice discourse can bring out in the public school settings. As Bell, Love, 

Washington, and Weinstein (2007) mention in the book Teaching for Diversity and 

Social Justice, little attention has been paid to the empirical research on emotional and 

intellectual challenges of teaching social justice, compared to the content of social justice 

education courses. Teaching social justice requires the strong commitment and courage to 

bring critical and controversial issues to class. Thus, teachers who are teaching social 

justice often face uncomfortable emotions and feel alone (Salas, 2004).  

From this perspective, this study is significant in that it provides in-depth 

understandings of the experiences of the teacher and students in an art education course 

on social justice issues. This study can also provide an empirical and pedagogical 

example of social justice art education in matters of vivid descriptions of actual teaching 

practice. Dewhurst (2014) emphasizes the importance of empirical research to 

understand, analyze, and support the work of social justice art education. Desai (2010a) 

points out that the lack of social justice art education models makes it harder for students 

and teachers to imagine social justice art education in practice. Although this study does 

not attempt to provide a social justice art education model, it can provide a practical 

example of social justice art education and deepen the discussion of how to teach and 

learn social justice through art. 
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In addition, this study is important in the discourse of social justice art education 

since it brings attention to the teacher’s social identity that plays in her classroom 

experience. The teacher’s racial, gender, cultural, and linguistic identity affects students’ 

responses, classroom dynamic, power structure, and the interaction between the teachers 

and students (Berry, 2010; Berry & Candis, 2013; Lee & Johnson-Bailey, 2004; Ng, 

1993; Rodriguez, 2009; Vargas, 1999). In a social justice classroom where the teacher 

discusses racism and sexism, a female teacher of color’s experience can be significantly 

different from that of White male teachers. This study provides an insight on the complex 

power dynamics and the role of the teacher’s identity in practicing social justice art 

education through an autoethnographic study on my positionality and its relation to my 

teaching experience.  

Research Questions 

The research questions that guide my study are two-fold. First, I explore my 

experience teaching social justice issues with the focus on systems of oppression in an 

undergraduate art education course. This focal point highlights my approach to social 

justice art education, challenges that I experienced, and insights I gained through teaching 

the course. Second, I explore students’ perspectives and experiences in the art education 

course on social justice issues. The second focal point discusses significant learning 

moments for the participants, their experiences with art-based assignments in 

understanding social justice issues, challenges, and rewards of their learning process in 

the course.  
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1. How do I understand my experience of teaching social justice issues through 

art in an undergraduate art education course and what do I continue to learn 

from it? 

Sub-questions 

1.1. How do I approach and teach social justice art education? What 

strategies do I employ to help students feel more open to exploring 

social justice issues in a university classroom setting? 

1.2. What kind of challenges do I experience and what rewards have I 

gained in teaching social justice issues in this course?  

1.3. What additional insights on practicing social justice art education 

have I gained through reflecting on my teaching? 

2. In what ways do undergraduate students navigate and learn about social 

justice issues through class discussions, writing and art-based assignments? 

Sub-questions 

2.1. What are the significant learning moments for the participants in 

understanding social justice issues and in what ways do art-based 

assignments help their learning process? 

2.2. What impediments and rewards do the participants share about the 

process of examining social justice issues through class discussions, 

writing and art-based assignments?  

Definitions of Terms 

 Social justice education. Bell (2007) defines social justice education as “an 

interdisciplinary conceptual framework to analyze multiple forms of oppression and a set 
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of interactive, experiential pedagogical principles to help learners understand the 

meaning of social difference and oppression both in the social system and in their 

personal lives” (p. 2). 

Social justice art education. I define social justice art education as an on-going 

process of reflecting on the teachers’ and students’ own social identities and their beliefs, 

enhancing critical awareness on social issues, examining individual, structural, and 

cultural levels of injustice through art, creating artworks that examine social injustice, 

and taking actions and creating collective voice to dismantle social injustice in an artistic 

and aesthetic way.      

 Activist art. Dewhurst (2011) defines activist art as “the artistic cultural practices 

through which an artist analyzes structures of oppression and identifies a specific strategy 

to impact those structures through aesthetic means” (p. 366). 

 Socially engaged art. Socially engaged artists have continuous interests in impact 

(Thompson, 2012). The central part of any socially engaged artwork is social interaction 

(Helguera, 2011). It is “a hybrid, multidisciplinary activity that exists somewhere 

between art and non-art, and its state may be permanently unresolved.” “SEA depends on 

actual- not imagined or hypothetical – social action” (p. 8). 

 Oppression. Drawn upon Young’s (1990) argument, I highlight the concept of 

oppression as a key term in understanding social justice issues. Young (1990) explains 

that oppression is structural and systematic; oppression is not a result of a few people’s 

malicious decisions or policies. Its causes are the unquestioned norms and “the 

assumptions underlying institutional rules and the collective consequence of following 
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those rules” (Young, 1990, p. 41). Young defines oppression as injustice some people 

suffer due to “the everyday practices of well-intentioned liberal society” (p. 41).  

 Privilege. As the flip side of oppression, privilege is “an invisible package of 

unearned assets” and advantages (McIntosh, 1988, p. 3) that are given to members of 

dominant groups based on their social identity (Case & Cole, 2013). Privileged groups 

have an “unmarked status,” which does “not require any special comment” (Rosenblum 

& Travis, 1996, p. 142); consequently, privileged groups come to represent the society’s 

norm and the dominant social identities are more valued (Pease, 2011).  

 Intersectionality. The term intersectionality theory was originally coined by 

Kimberlé W. Crenshaw (1989) in order to criticize a single-axis framework that treats 

race and gender as mutually exclusive categories. It unveils the domains of power and 

reveals how oppression is constructed and maintained through multiple aspects of 

identity simultaneously. The concept of intersectionality also provides “a critical analytic 

lens to interrogate racial, ethnic, class, physical ability, age, sexuality, and gender 

disparities and to contest existing ways of looking at these structures of inequality” (Dill 

& Zambrana, 2009, p. 1). 

 Critical race feminism. Critical Race Feminism reflects its significant focus on 

women of color and its foundational linkage to Critical Race Theory and feminist 

scholarship (Wing, 2003; Wing & Willis, 1999). It examines gendered aspects of 

injustice by focusing on the intersection of race and gender with its emphasis on “the 

anti-essentialist premise that women of color are not simply White women with the added 

factor of race or men of color with the added factor of gender” (Wing & Willis, 1999, p. 

3).  
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 Engaged pedagogy. My pedagogical approach in the course where I conducted 

this study is influenced by engaged pedagogy, suggested by bell hooks (1994). hooks 

states that engaged pedagogy is influenced by the discourse of ant-colonialism, critical 

pedagogy, feminist pedagogy, and multiculturalism. Critical pedagogy puts an emphasis 

on critical consciousness, liberation, and student empowerment. Feminist pedagogy is “a 

method of teaching and learning employing a political framework that involves 

consciousness raising, activism, and a caring and safe environment” (Lee & Johnson-

Bailey, 2004, p. 57). In a similar vein, engaged pedagogy highlights dialogue, 

excitement, and student participation, creating a learning community and connecting the 

personal to the theories (hooks, 1994).  

Limitations of the Study 

Instead of validity and reliability, qualitative researchers focus on trustworthiness 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). Trustworthiness is related to the question of 

how the researcher persuades the readers that the findings of the study are worth paying 

attention to and worth taking into account (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). There are four 

components that the researcher should consider in order to pursue a trustworthy study: 

“credibility, transferability, dependability; and confirmability” (Shenton, 2004, p. 64). 

Among four factors, credibility is the most important component to establish 

trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As a part of an effort to ensure credibility, I 

adopted two different research methodologies and triangulated the data. I also sought to 

evaluate the research process by discussing the data collection and analysis with my 

dissertation advisor and by writing the researcher’s reflective notes on coding and 

analysis (Shenton, 2004).  
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Nevertheless, it was difficult to ensure transferability due to the small numbers of 

participants and the specific research site in this study. Since this research was conducted 

in a course at a mid-size public university located in Southwestern U.S., generalization to 

other contexts can be limited. Furthermore, the primary purpose of this study is to share 

vivid descriptions of my own teaching experience as well as my students’ learning 

experiences in terms of challenges and rewards in social justice art education. The stories 

that my participants and I share in this study should be situated and understood in 

particular cultural and social contexts. This is connected to the issue of reliability, which 

cannot be easily ensured in the qualitative study where the researcher’s observations are 

tied to the particular situation (Shenton, 2004). This is the reason why the qualitative 

researcher should directly address the issues of dependability by describing the 

methodological process of the study in detail; thus, a future researcher can repeat the 

study. I address the procedural detail of data collection and analysis in Chapter Three to 

allow this study to be repeated. I assume that the findings of the study will be different if 

the same study was conducted by another researcher or if I conducted the same study in 

other contexts.  

Lastly, confirmability is “the qualitative investigator’s comparable concern to 

objectivity” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). As the researcher is the primary instrument for data 

collection, the researcher’s biases cannot be completely ruled out (Merriam, 1998). In 

order to ensure confirmability as far as possible, I triangulated the types of data and 

methods of data collection. Additionally, I discuss my positionality in Chapter Four to 

address my own social identity, beliefs, and assumption that might have affected this 

study.   
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 Likewise, my position as a teacher researcher, who conducted research in my own 

classroom with my students, should be considered. There is the possibility that my 

position of power influenced the students’ responses to interview questions and 

assignments. The students might have perceived that their responses could influence their 

grades; thus, they might not have been willing to share their honest perspectives and 

thoughts.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

 This dissertation is organized in seven chapters including the introduction, 

literature review, methodologies, autoethnographic profile of the researcher, presentation 

of data, findings, and conclusion. In Chapter One, I have demonstrated the background, 

purposes, significance, and limitations of the study as well as the research questions. 

Chapter Two provides a review of literature related to this study. This review covers the 

concept of social justice; the meaning and features of social justice education and social 

justice art education; and critical race feminism, which is employed as a theoretical frame 

of the study. Chapter Three demonstrates two methodologies I employed in this study: 

autoethnography and case study. I also provide an overview of different types of data I 

collected and the process of data analysis. In Chapter Four, I lay out my autoethnographic 

profile as a researcher. The autoethnographic profile serves not only to provide a 

backdrop of the study for readers, but also for me to reflect on my sociocultural 

consciousness. This chapter partially addresses one of my research questions about what I 

have learned about myself as an art educator teaching for social justice and my 

pedagogical practice. Chapter Five presents data I collected from the participants and 

myself. Due to the ethical issue of disclosing raw data including the participants’ private 
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information, I rewrote my journals poetically and visualized the participants’ personal 

narratives. Except for these sets of data, I provide summaries of the data in Chapter Five. 

Chapter Six is dedicated to explicate the answers to the research questions based on the 

interpretation of the data. In Chapter Seven, I provide pedagogical implications and 

suggestions for future research.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I review literature on the concept of social justice, social justice 

education, and social justice art education. The first section examines the theoretical 

conceptualization of social justice. I address how I conceptualize the concept of social 

justice based on the works of Young (1990) and Fraser (1997). Next, I discuss the 

meaning and features of social justice education in order to explain what it means to 

teach for social justice in general. In the third section, I examine the concept and features 

of social justice art education. I provide an overview of the art educators’ works on social 

justice art education. I attempt to clarify the meaning and the scope of social justice art 

education by discussing relevant pedagogical theories including critical multicultural 

education and activist art. I describe the meanings of critical multicultural education and 

activist art briefly and explain how they share similar goals of cultural recognition. 

Lastly, I discuss the theoretical lens of this study, Critical Race Feminism (CRF). I 

explain the meaning and tenets of CRF as well as education studies conducted based on 

CRF.  

Conceptualization of Social Justice: What is Social Justice? 

During the Social Justice in Education Award lecture at the American Educational 

Research Association, Gloria Ladson-Billings troubled the term social justice and talked 

about her concerns about the term itself (American Educational Research Association, 

2015). One of her concerns was that social justice has become a buzzword, which 

educators have used to show their seriousness to confront different types of inequity and 

inequality. In fact, the term social justice has become ubiquitous in education and appears 
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in not only scholarly works, but also school mission statements, job announcements, etc. 

Nevertheless, it is unclear in practical terms what is meant by social justice education or 

how such a social justice vision affects curriculum, philosophy, and activist works 

(Hytten & Bettez, 2011).  

One of difficulties in the discussion of social justice is that there is no a single 

essential meaning; rather, “it is embedded within discourses that are historically 

constituted and that are sites of conflicting and divergent political endeavors” (Rizvi, 

1998, p. 47). Rizvi (1998) continues that social justice can be interpreted in various ways 

to reflect changing social conditions. Troyna and Vincent (1995) also make a similar 

argument that the concept of social justice is a multilayered ideal construct and an 

essentially contested concept.  

Even though delving into the very concept of social justice is a difficult task due 

to its contestable nature, it is meaningful to provide an overview of the philosophical and 

conceptual strand of social justice work since it helps us to get clarity about “our 

assumptions, terms, and visions” about social justice (Hytten & Bettez, 2011, p. 12). As 

Troyna and Vincent (1995) contend, the term social justice is used intentionally or 

unintentionally “as a synonym for 'equal opportunities' and 'equity' in political, 

educational and academic discourse” (p. 151). Without the examination of the meaning of 

social justice, one cannot reach a clear picture of the goals and visions of educational 

work claiming its social justice orientation. Thus, the goal of this section is not to provide 

a single definition or principles of social justice; rather, I review contemporary literature 

on the conception of social justice with the intention to be careful about how I 

conceptualize and articulate my practice (Hytten & Bettez, 2011).  
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I particularly discuss Iris Marion Young’s (1990) politics of difference and Nancy 

Fraser’s (1997) perspectival dualist framework of social justice, which analytically 

distinguish cultural and symbolic injustice (recognition) from socio-economic injustice 

(redistribution) in the sections below. These two theorists’ works are helpful to 

understand the political discourse on justice and emancipatory activists’ works since the 

social movements in 1960s in the United States. Zajda, Majhanovich, and Rust (2006) 

also note that the recent discussion on the concept of social justice is heavily associated 

with John Rawls’ justice as fairness. Theorists who focus on distribution often view 

social justice as “an egalitarian society that is based on the principles of equality and 

solidarity, that understands and values human rights, and that recognizes the dignity of 

every human being” (p. 1). According to Rawls (1999), many things such as individual 

attitudes and actions as well as laws and institutions, are said to be just or unjust. 

However, on the topic of social justice, the primary subject of justice is “the basic 

structure of society, or more exactly, the way in which the major social institutions 

distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages from 

social cooperation” (Rawls, 1999, p. 6). Rawls also views that theories and principles of 

social justice cannot be satisfactory for all basic structures or cases situated in different 

social conditions. Therefore, Rawls focuses on distribution of material goods, rights, and 

duties within the specific social boundary.  

Iris Marion Young: Justice as the Politics of Difference 

 In contrast to this distributive justice demonstrated in Rawls’ theory that I briefly 

mentioned above, Young (1990) argues that “a conception of justice should begin with 

the concepts of domination and oppression” instead of emphasizing distribution (p. 3). In 
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her book Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young (1990) offers several arguments 

against the distributive paradigm of justice. Nevertheless, it is not to say that Young 

(1990) rejects the importance of distribution; rather, her work attempts to criticize the 

distributive paradigm in order to widen the scope of discussion on justice to 

nondistributive issues of justice. Moreover, Young’s (1990) conception of justice derives 

from “a normative reflection that is historically and socially contextualized” (p. 5). 

Therefore, her discussion of social justice is primarily situated in contemporary American 

history, particularly social movements in 1960s and ‘70s. Young (1990) notes that 

contemporary emancipatory social movements, such as the American Indian Movement, 

Black activism, and LGBTQ activism, put oppression at the center of their political 

discourse.  

The other important feature of Young’s (1990) conception is the emphasis on 

social group differences in understanding oppression. Young (1990) views that social 

group is defined by a sense of identity, not by a set of shared attributes (p. 44). Therefore, 

social groups are not mere collections of people; they are interconnected with the 

identities of people who consider they belong to these groups (Young, 1990). According 

to Young (1990), individuals are oppressed as members of oppressed groups. However, 

this is contradictory to the individualist stance that views the notion of social groups as 

discriminatory fictions. As Fraser (1997) notes, the egalitarian discourse of justice that 

claims redistribution tends to “promote group dedifferentiation” in order to reduce 

economic inequality based on the economic arrangements underpinning group specificity 

(p. 16). Young (1990) argues against this individualist stance since group differentiation 

remains prevalent and it is an inevitable aspect of modern social processes. Young (1990) 
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states that “the equal treatment” based on “the mechanical interpretation of fairness” 

suppresses difference (p. 11). Furthermore, a denial of difference for the equal treatment 

contributes to social group oppression (Young, 1990). For Young (1990), social justice 

does not require the elimination of group differences, but “institutions that promote 

reproduction of and respect for group differences without oppression” (p. 47).  

Another significant point Young (1990) makes is that oppression is structural and 

systematic. The term oppression traditionally meant “the exercise of tyranny by a ruling 

group” (p. 40) until the new social movements in the 1960s shifted the meaning of its 

concept (Young, 1990). Young (1990) defines oppression as injustice some people suffer 

due to “the everyday practices of well-intentioned liberal society” (p. 41). Hence, 

oppression is not a result of a few people’s malicious decisions or policies. Its causes are 

the unquestioned norms and “the assumptions underlying institutional rules and the 

collective consequence of following those rules” (Young, 1990, p. 41). This implies that 

an oppressed group does not always have a correlate oppressing group; instead, there is a 

privileged group in relation to an oppressed group (Young, 1990).  

Lastly, I highlight Young’s conception of justice. For Young (1990), justice is not 

the concrete realization of the values that constitute the good life in individual lives. The 

values that constitute the good life include development of one’s capacities, expression of 

one’s experience, and participation in determining one’s action and its condition (Young, 

1990). Instead of viewing social justice as identical with the good life, “social justice 

concerns the degree to which a society contains and supports the institutional conditions 

necessary for the realization of these values” (Young, 1990, p. 37).  
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Nancy Fraser: Connecting Cultural Justice (Recognition) to Economic Justice 

(Redistribution) 

Nancy Fraser (1997) pays attention to the political landscape where cultural 

politics are disconnected from political economy, which she calls as “postsocialism.” 

According to Fraser (1997), this current “postsocialist condition” has three constitutive 

features.  

1) an absence of any credible overarching emancipatory project despite the 

proliferation of fronts of struggle; 2) a general decoupling of the cultural politics 

of recognition from the social politics of redistribution; and 3) a decentering of 

claims for equality in the face of aggressive marketization and sharply rising 

material inequality. (p. 3)  

Fraser analyzes the tension arising due to the shift from the politics of 

redistribution to the politics of recognition in the current social theories. Fraser (1997) 

notes that the conflict between these two politics is derived from a belief that we should 

choose between two views. The goal of her work is to integrate the politics of 

redistribution and recognition into a single and comprehensive framework, in her word, 

an alternate “postsocialism” (Fraser, 1997, p. 4). Fraser (1997) insists that neither 

redistribution alone nor recognition alone can be sufficient remedies for injustice in our 

current society.  

Even though cultural injustice and economic injustice are intertwined in the real 

world, Fraser (1997) devises this analytical distinction for heuristic purpose. In so doing, 

Fraser (1997) effectively discusses the dilemmas that we confront when we pursue both 

redistribution and recognition at the same time. On the conceptual level, the examples of 
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socio-economic injustice are exploitation, deprivation, economic marginalization, and so 

on (Fraser, 1997). Many egalitarian theorists argue for the remedy of this socio-economic 

injustice, such as John Rawls. Unlike socio-economic injustice, cultural and symbolic 

injustice, argues Fraser, is rooted in “social patterns of representation, interpretation, and 

communication” (p. 14). Cultural domination, disrespect, and non-recognition are some 

examples. Iris Marion Young is one of theories who argues for cultural justice. Fraser 

(1997) contends that both perspectives should be mutually required to reduce social 

injustice. Nevertheless, there are mutual interferences when we pursue both recognition 

and redistribution simultaneously, notes (Fraser, 1997). The remedy for economic 

injustice is redistribution and transformation of basic economic systems. It often calls for 

abolishing economic arrangements and divisions that reinforce group specificity (Fraser, 

1997). On the contrary, the remedy for cultural injustice is valorization of cultural 

diversity, revaluation of disrespected identities, and so on. Consequently, recognition 

claims often call attention to the presumed specificity of social groups in order to affirm 

their values. As a result, these two perspectives often appear to have mutually 

contradictory aims; recognition claims promote “group differences” and redistribution 

claims promote “group dedifferentiation” (Fraser, 1997, p. 16).  

Social Justice Education 

Bell (2010b) notes that social justice is both a process and goal. She asserts that 

“the goal of social justice is full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is 

mutually shaped to meet their needs” (Bell, 2010b, p. 21). Therefore, she insists that the 

process for attaining the goal of social justice should also be “democratic and 

participatory” (Bell, 2007, p. 2). This is also connected to Miller's (1999) statement that 
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community members need to participate in decision processes on the distribution of 

advantages and disadvantages.  

Maxine Greene (1998) insists that community and interactions among community 

members are key components of social justice. Thus, she claims that educators for social 

justice need to be activists and raise students’ consciousness (Greene, 1998). “To teach 

for social justice is to teach for enhanced perception and imaginative explorations, for the 

recognition of social wrongs, of sufferings, of pestilences wherever and whenever they 

arise” (Greene, 1998, p. xiv). 

Ayers, Quinn, and Stovall (2009) suggest three principles of social justice 

education, including equity, activism, and social literacy. Equity means equal access to 

education and equitable outcomes. Equitable outcomes do not mean equal status or 

condition, but overall fairness of access to resources and experience. Activism is “the 

principle of agency, full participation, preparing youngsters to see and understand and, 

when necessary, to change all that is before them” (p. xvi). Social literacy is “the 

principle of relevance” (p. xiv) which increases awareness of identities, relevance 

between one individual and others, and connections between ideas and historical, social, 

economic, and cultural context.   

Adams (2010) addresses four conceptual frameworks encompassing the book 

Reading for Diversity and Social Justice. These conceptual frameworks reveal core 

perspectives of social justice education work as key assumptions. Therefore, I introduce 

four conceptual frameworks briefly. The first framework is that, “social group identities 

have been used historically to justify and perpetuate the advantage of privileged groups 

relative to the disadvantages of marginalized groups” (Adams, 2010, p. 1). The second 
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framework looks at how social group differences, identities, and inequality have been 

socially constructed within specific historical contexts (Adams, 2010). The third 

framework argues that, “social justice needs a theory of oppression in order to make 

sense of the sources and persistence of social inequality in a pluralistic U.S. society” 

(Adams, 2010, p. 3). The theory of oppression also calls for envisioning empowerment 

and social change, which is the last conceptual framework (Adams, 2010).  

To conclude, I highlight a definition of social justice education by Bell (2007). 

Bell (2007) defines social justice education as “an interdisciplinary conceptual 

framework to analyze multiple forms of oppression and a set of interactive, experiential 

pedagogical principles to help learners understand the meaning of social difference and 

oppression both in the social system and in their personal lives” (p. 2). Among several 

definitions and understandings of social justice education, Bell’s (2007) definition 

particularly corresponds to my own perspectives on social justice education since she 

emphasizes both the systematic nature of injustice and the students’ personal experience. 

Social justice education should focus on the correlation between systematic oppression 

and individuals’ lives with the goal of disrupting and transforming the unquestioned 

norms and assumptions that perpetuate unjust policies and practices.  

Social Justice Art Education 

Within the art education field, there is an increasing number of works containing 

the term social justice or claiming social justice orientation. Some scholars address the 

meaning of social justice education more explicitly in their works (Anderson, 2010; 

Dewhurst, 2011; Garber, 2004; Quinn, 2006; Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 2012); though 

some scholars have discussed related concepts and issues of social justice, such as racism 
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(Desai, 2010b; Lee, 2013), inter-ethnic interaction (Shin, 2011), feminism (Dalton, 2001; 

Garber, 1992; Hicks, 1990), and equity (Kraehe, Acuff, & Travis, 2016). As Rizvi (1998) 

claims, the meaning of social justice cannot be static or incontestable. Accordingly, there 

have been many different philosophical views on justice and diverse approaches to 

educational works for social justice. Even though I do not argue for a single meaning of 

social justice art education, it is important to clarify the meaning of social justice art 

education in order to “find places where the beliefs, and tools we do share can be brought 

to bear on a more powerful, and ultimately, more influential vision of educating for social 

justice” (Hyten & Bettez, 2011, p. 9). Without this effort, the justice oriented educational 

work loses its critical purchase when it is used to refer almost anything (Hyten & Bettez, 

2011). Additionally, explicit naming and describing social justice art education can 

benefit art educators who would like to commit to social justice works, yet without a 

language for their interest in social justice (Quinn, 2006). Hence, the purpose of this 

section is to examine the concept and approaches of current art educators’ works under 

the banner of social justice for the clear vision of social justice art education. By doing 

so, I try to articulate how my study approaches social justice and to situate the study in a 

broader discourse in the art education field.   

The main question of this section is how art educators approach and address the 

concept of social justice and practice of social justice education. In order to answer this 

question, I reviewed peer-reviewed journal articles and books that I found through 

Google Scholar, ERIC, and ProQuest. I used the keywords social justice art education 

and art education for social justice. I also used the snowballing strategy that involved 

going through references included in each article or book. I read the title and abstract first 
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to decide whether I would exclude or tentatively include the study. In order to distinguish 

studies within the art education field, I examined both the publication venue and the 

authors. I primarily included the articles published in the journals closely connected to art 

education, such as Studies in Art Education, Journal of Cultural Research in Art 

Education, Journal of Social Theory in Art Education, International Journal of Art and 

Design Education, Visual Arts Research, and so on. However, I did not exclude an article 

due to its publication outside of the art education field. If the article was relevant to the 

topic, I looked up the author(s) and his or her (their) other publication for further 

information. I included the article if the author published works discussing relationships 

between social justice, arts, and art education.  

Before I discuss the meanings and features of social justice art education, I 

highlight the power of art in teaching and learning for social justice. Then, I will briefly 

discuss the meanings of social justice education. In the last section, I focus on art 

educators’ works on social justice art education.    

The Power of Art in Teaching and Learning Social Justice 

There have been many researchers, educators, and artists who argued that social 

justice concepts are embedded in art and art education. The linkage between art and 

social justice started to be addressed and articulated as social reconstructionist art 

education (Freedman, 1994; Hicks, 1994; Stuhr, 1994), multicultural art education 

(Cahan & Kocur, 1996; Chalmers, 1996, 2002; Desai, 2000, 2003, 2005; Stuhr, Ballenge-

Morris, & Daniel, 2008), and other various art education literature discussing feminism, 

LGBTQ theories, and disability studies (Quinn, 2006). The common grounds of these 

perspectives are that art has a power to address social issues effectively and deepen the 
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conversation on social justice. Therefore, I discuss powerful roles of art in social justice 

education. 

The power of art in social justice education has been illuminated by many 

scholars. According to Bell and Desai (2011), the arts can make visible “the stories, 

voices, and experiences of people who are rendered invisible by structures of dominance” 

(p. 288). Bell (2010a) discusses the power of arts in more detail in her book Storytelling 

for Social Justice: Connecting Narrative and the Arts in Antiracist Teaching. She insists 

that storytelling through arts helps us think more creatively and deeply about challenging 

social justice issues (Bell, 2010a). Bell (2010a) continues, “the arts also unsettle what we 

take for granted, helping us question normative presumptions about world … the creative 

dimensions opened up by aesthetic engagement help us envision new possibilities for 

challenging and changing oppressive circumstances” (p. 17). Other scholars also contend 

that imagination and creativity are the power of art in teaching and learning social justice. 

For instance, Beyerbach (2011) insists that art can be a tool to imagine a socially justice 

society. Hanley (2013) also states that art can be a powerful source and means to explore 

social justice since it is imaginative and creative in its essence. Egan (1992) defines 

imagination as a capacity to think of the possibility beyond the status quo and what 

already exists. Social justice practice is inherently optimistic in its belief that we can 

change our society for the better; therefore, imagination is a crucial part of its work. In 

the same vein, creativity, which is “the mental and physical process of decision making, 

risk taking, and change used in the development of novel ideas and products” (Hanley, 

2013, p. 3), encourages us to think about different ways to approach social justice and 

engage communities and people. Krensky and Steffen (2009) also mention that art creates 
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openings “where one can envision something outside the realm of what already exists for 

oneself, one’s community, and the world- a realm where anything is possible” (p. 5). 

As an essential human activity, art not only expresses one’s complex identity, but 

also reflects a society and culture where the artist lives. This is why art is always social. 

Art is a way to understand the world; thus, art plays a role in mediating among people 

and the world (Krensky & Steffen, 2009). Throughout the history, many artists have 

made art with the intention of impacting society (Dewhurst, 2011). In a similar way of 

thinking, Beyerbach (2011) states that artists have had a role in imagining a socially just 

and inclusive world. They have used art to catalyze transformation in their community 

and society. This is why art should be considered powerful to address social justice 

issues, interact with the public, engage community, and find a ways toward positive 

social change. 

Concepts and Features of Social Justice Art Education 

According to Garber and Costantino (2007), the premises inherent in social justice 

art education are the beliefs that teachers serve as guides to their students and education 

should be relevant to students’ lives. Garber (2004) characterizes social justice art 

education with four aspects in her article “Social Justice and Art Education.” First, the 

subjects of social justice art education include community arts, media and popular culture 

literacies, visual culture, and material culture studies. This is to help students investigate 

the social and historical construction of knowledge (Garber, 2004). Second, students’ 

interests, voices and lives are considered part of curriculum in social justice art education. 

Moreover, students “reclaim their voices as part of a process of empowerment” and learn 

how to resist oppressive power (Garber, 2004, p. 6). Teachers are understood as cultural 
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workers and intellectuals to contribute to justice and social change. Third, critical inquiry 

and anti-discrimination pedagogies are means of social justice art education. Lastly, the 

outcomes of social justice art education should be towards students and teachers 

becoming border crossers. Border crossers are “aware of various coordinates of 

differences and power and their specific limitations, and engage in the struggle for 

democratic change” (Garber, 2004, p. 9). Garber (2004) concludes that the emphasis of 

social justice art education is on “the acts and outcomes” rather than the tangible objects 

(p. 16).    

Quinn (2006) also elucidates significant characteristics of social justice art 

education. For Quinn (2006), social justice art education does not solely mean teaching 

personal responsibility to be tolerant and help other people. She claims that social justice 

art education should not only address contextual issues raised via art and visual culture, 

but also engage with political and social structures for social change. It is also focused on 

students’ life experiences that are always critical and multicultural (Quinn, 2006). Most 

importantly, Quinn (2006) characterizes social justice art education as curriculum “linked 

to the continuum of historical movements for social change, reminding us that our 

collective work continues” (p. 287). Moreover, social justice education concerns the 

relationship between power and knowledge; accordingly, its approach is also aligned with 

postmodern art education (Efland, Freedman, & Stuhr, 1996).  

Marit Dewhurst (2010, 2011) is another art educator who is eagerly working on 

characterizing and developing social justice art education. She defines social justice art 

education as “a commitment to create art that draws attention to, mobilizes action 

towards, or attempts to intervene in systems of inequality or injustice” (Dewhurst, 2010, 
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p. 6). This definition put an emphasis on the activist characteristic of social justice art 

education. She found three main pedagogical activities of social justice art education 

through her project: connecting, questioning, and translating (Dewhurst, 2010). I will 

highlight these activities in more depth in the next section. Moreover, she suggests ways 

to practice social justice art education: collaborative, reciprocal, and contextual planning; 

student-driven projects; relevant reflection; critical questions; a tactical balance; public 

audience. 

From a similar activist perspective, Anderson (2010) insists that action-focused 

art curriculum is at the center of social justice art education because it actually leads to 

social change. As examples of social justice art education, he mentions service-learning, 

community-based art, multiculturalism, and gay/lesbian and gender bias studies as 

important focuses of social justice art education. One thing he strongly insists is that the 

content of art education should be art and visual artifacts even though it aims at social 

justice and equity. He emphasizes the importance of aesthetics and aesthetic 

contemplation in the discussion of arts for social justice.  

In their anthology titled Art and Social Justice: Culture as Commons, Quinn, 

Ploof, and Hochtritt (2012) offer good examples of art education practices that are 

relevant to teachers’ and students’ contexts and connected to contemporary art and 

critical social issues. Based on distributive and cultural goals of social justice suggested 

by Iris Marion Young and Nancy Fraser, they show how contemporary artists, art 

educators, and students can engage in dialogues on social justice through shared artistic 

practices. By doing so, they propose possible art education practices beyond the dominant 
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practice of “discipline-based art education and expression and visual culture paradigms” 

(Quinn et al., 2012, p. xx).  

Not only have art educators shed light on the relationship between art and social 

justice education, the journal Equity & Excellence in Education addressed “Social Justice 

and the Arts” in 2011 as a special issue. This special issue shows how social justice arts 

have developed particular methods to address issues through different art forms, 

including theater, visual arts, dance, music, and poetry. It demonstrates several examples 

of social justice art practice in formal and informal educational sites. A common aspect 

of social justice art practices is focus on raising critical consciousness on social justice 

issues and organizing action toward social change through art (Bell & Desai, 2011).   

All in all, social justice art education discusses social justice issues relevant to 

students’ lives, encourages students to reflect on their beliefs and social identities 

critically, involves students in creating artworks that examine social injustice, and 

encourages taking actions in an aesthetic way. Based on this review of literature, I 

understand social justice art education is an on-going process of (a) reflecting on the 

teachers’ and students’ own social identities and their beliefs, (b) enhancing critical 

awareness on social issues, (c) examining individual, structural, and cultural levels of 

injustice through art, (d) creating artworks that examine social injustice, and (e) taking 

actions and creating collective voice to dismantle social injustice in an artistic and 

aesthetic way.      
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Viewing/Analyzing and Making: Two Teaching Approaches of Social Justice Art 

Education 

The broad range of social justice arts provides room for a range of different 

focuses and teaching strategies of social justice art education (Bell & Desai, 2011). Many 

art educators have discussed various ways to teach art for social justice and examine 

issues of social justice through art. I analytically divide various teaching approaches of 

social justice art education into two categories: viewing/analyzing and making. Although 

these two processes of viewing and making are inseparable and equally crucial in the 

actual art class, I separate them for the analytical purpose of comprehending different art 

educators’ approaches to social justice art education. The “viewing/analyzing” approach 

usually highlights the critical analysis of visual culture (Desai, 2010b; Stuhr, Ballengee-

Morris, & Daniel, 2008) and/or cultural objects (Shin, 2011). This approach draws 

attention to contemporary artists whose works are justice oriented as well (Beyerbach, 

2011; Desai, 2010b; New Museum, 2011; Quinn et al., 2012).  

On the other hand, the “making” approach fundamentally focuses on the process 

of art-making to explore social justice issues and/or attempt to make an impact on social 

inequity (Boyd, 2011; Dewhurst, 2014; Kraehe & Brown, 2011; Lee, 2013; Shin, 2011). 

Activist art and socially engaged art are also frequently discussed as one of the key 

components of social justice art education (Anderson, 2010; Beyerbach, 2011; Boyd, 

2011; Dewhurst, 2014). The goal of creating activist art and socially engaged art includes 

developing critical awareness on social justice issues, generating public dialogues, and 

creating a social space where people come together for social change (Bell & Desai, 

2011). As Dewhurst’s (2010, 2011) study shows, students can better understand social 
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justice issues and possibly make impacts by creating artworks that draw attention to 

current social and political issues.  

Discussion on the Features of Social Justice Art Education 

Social justice oriented studies in art education show a tendency to highlight issues 

of recognition. Kraehe et al.’s (2016) study shows that issues of distribution and access 

are studied less than issues of recognition within the art education field. This focus on 

cultural recognition springs from the increasing interest in visual culture and issues of 

representation in the art education field for last two decades (see Carpenter & Tavin, 

2010; Chalmers, 2002; Desai, 2010a; Duncum, 2001; Freedman, 1994; Tavin, 2000; 

Wilson, 2003). Under the new paradigm of visual culture, art educators and researchers 

examine not only visual artifacts, but also the social, cultural, and historical context in 

which the artifacts are produced, distributed, and used (Duncum, 2001). This shift also 

leads numerous art educators to critical studies on “issues concerning the power of 

representation, the formation of cultural identities, functions of creative production, the 

meanings of visual narratives, critical reflection on technological pervasiveness, and the 

importance of interdisciplinary connections” as well as a wide range of visual artifacts 

(Freedman & Stuhr, 2004, p. 816). Accordingly, the majority of social justice oriented 

studies in art education stress cultural politics, such as representation of marginalized 

people and culture, identities and voices of minoritized groups, power issues in cultural 

values embedded in art and visual culture, and so on. This attention is what Fraser (1997) 

calls a “politics of recognition.” According to Fraser’s (1997) perspectival dualist 

framework of social justice, a “politics of recognition” can draw attention to how 

dominant values and beliefs are normalized and privilege a certain group of people over 
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the rest of people in society; however, a focus on recognition also can divert attention 

from the exploitation of workers and marginalization of impoverished people (North, 

2006). Furthermore, without a discussion of cultural and economic inequities, such an 

effort to include history and culture of ethnic groups can perpetuate structural inequality.    

It is crucial to pay attention to issues of representation, affirmation of diversity, 

vitalization of marginalized communities, and bringing voices of minoritized people in 

social justice art education. Nevertheless, without an effort to dismantle the unquestioned 

norms embedded in institutional practices and to transform the basic social structure for 

more equitable distribution, social justice work cannot go beyond the status quo. 

Therefore, art educators should work further to engage the issues of economic 

distribution through the connections between cultural recognition and economic 

inequality.   

Relevant Concepts and Pedagogies Surrounding Social Justice Art Education 

This section illuminates several pedagogical concepts and terms relevant to social 

justice art education. First, I discuss the concept of multicultural education since many 

social justice art educators mention terms such as diversity and multiculturalism in a 

manner advocating for social justice. As Bell (2010b) argues, diversity is a significant 

part of social justice works; however, educational works to promote diversity are not 

necessarily connected to dismantling injustice (Prieto, 2009). Thus, I discuss in what 

ways multicultural education is different from social justice education. In addition, I pay 

attention to the interconnection between critical multicultural education and social justice 

education. I also briefly highlight the relevant pedagogical practice of activist art. I 
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decided to address activist art because I consider it as one of key components of social 

justice art education, which aims to dismantle social injustice through creating artworks.  

Critical Multicultural Education and Social Justice Education 

Concepts of multiculturalism have been widely discussed and advocated within 

the field of art education since the 1980s (Garber & Costantino, 2007). Even though 

many scholars mention social justice while discussing multicultural art education, the 

main concern of multicultural art education has focused on diversity issues, rather than 

issues of equity or oppression. For instance, Stuhr et al. (2008) argue that multicultural 

art education should be “continually in process in order to encourage social justice and 

thriving, constructive communities” (p. 82). They continue by stating that this process of 

multicultural art education should be “the consequence of curricula guided by democratic 

social goals and values” that challenge biases against minoritized people (Stuhr et al., 

2008, p. 64). Stuhr et al. state that good multicultural art curriculum and practice should 

connect with students’ life experiences and communities. Another example is Albers’ 

(1999) two-year ethnographic study in a sixth grade art classroom. Albers (1999) 

highlights art as a way to engage students in discussion of their beliefs about race, 

gender, and class. She argues that art makes students’ ideologies visible and art educators 

should engage students in critical discussions to help them transform their beliefs 

(Albers, 1999). Albers’ (1999) study emphasizes bias reduction and diversity issues, 

rather than inequity or injustice.  

Many scholars have raised the criticism of multicultural education focusing solely 

on diversity issues. McLaren (1995) insists that “multiculturalism without a 

transformative political agenda can just be another form of accommodation to the larger 
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social order” (p. 98). Nieto (1999) also contends that adding several different ethnic 

backgrounds to the curriculum may not lead students to be critical thinkers nor reverse 

minoritized students’ experiences, despite good intentions. In a similar vein, May (1999) 

points out that multicultural education has not been successful in impacting the life 

chances of minority students. He discusses the key issues of multicultural education 

theory and practice in his anthology Critical Multiculturalism: Rethinking Multicultural 

and Antiracist Education. Prior to addressing interconnectedness between critical 

multicultural education and social justice education, I am going to address several main 

critiques of multicultural education theory and practice suggested by May (1999).  

Historically, a main criticism of multicultural education is “an overemphasis on 

the significance of curricular change and an underemphasis, and at times disavowal, of 

the impact of structural racism on students’ lives” (May, 1999, p. 2). This critique, 

according to May, has raised broader structural questions and led to the development of 

critical multicultural education (May, 1999). Furthermore, critical pedagogy looks to 

develop the linkage between multicultural education and broader issues of social, 

economic, and political inequality (May, 1999). Nevertheless, May (1999) addresses a 

long-standing criticism of multicultural education, that it has failed to connect theory, 

policy, and practice effectively.  

By taking these criticisms into consideration, many scholars have argued that 

multicultural education should move further. McLaren (1995) explains critical 

multiculturalism as:  

representations of race, class, and gender are understood as the result of larger 

social struggles over signs and meanings and in this way emphasizes not simply 
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textual play or metaphorical displacement as a form of resistance (as in the case of 

left-liberal multiculturalism) but stresses the central task of a transforming the 

social, cultural, and institutional relations in which meanings are generated. (p. 

98) 

Sonia Nieto (1999) also proposes several characteristics of critical multicultural 

education. First, critical multicultural education builds on students’ culture without 

essentializing the concept of culture. Second, it challenges hegemonic knowledge and 

questions official knowledge taught in school. Third, it complicates pedagogy and 

challenges teachers to constantly rethink their practices and decisions. Fourth, it 

“problematizes a simplistic focus on self-esteem” and leads us to understand self-esteem 

in relation to the socio-political context of students’ lives (Nieto, 1999, p. 208). Lastly, 

Nieto (1999) asserts that critical multicultural education demands “dangerous discourses” 

(p. 209). In addition, Nieto (1999) notes that critical multicultural education by itself is 

not a panacea; therefore, purposeful political activities are also required to ensure the 

ideals of education.  

Furthermore, Grant and Sleeter (2009, 2011) introduce the term “multicultural 

social justice education” as one of five different approaches to multicultural education. 

The other four are: teaching of the exceptional and the culturally different; the human 

relations approach; the single-group studies approach; the multicultural education 

approach; and the multicultural social justice education. Among those approaches, the 

purpose of multicultural social justice education is “to prepare future citizens to take 

action to make society better serve the interests of all groups of people, especially those 

who are of color, poor, female, or have disabilities” (Grant & Sleeter, 2009, p. 67). Grant 
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and Sleeter (2009) explain what multicultural social justice education actually looks like. 

First, students can practice democracy in school. Second, students learn to analyze the 

inequality in their lives. Third, students engage in social action so they can change 

inequitable social processes. Fourth, various oppressed groups work together to advance 

their common interests. These features are similar to practices of social justice education.  

Critical multicultural education and social justice education are interconnected in 

many different ways. First, they share transformative goals to make differences in both 

school and society. Therefore, both are ideal and emancipatory. Second, critical 

multicultural education and social justice education focus on inequity issues as well as 

diversity issues. Third, both encourage students and teachers to critically question 

knowledge taught in school and beliefs taken for granted in society. From this 

perspective, critical pedagogy heavily influenced critical multicultural education and 

social justice education. Fourth, both center students’ life experiences in the curriculum. 

Instead of providing “official knowledge” focusing on mainstream culture, critical 

multicultural educators and social justice educators use “funds of knowledge” from the 

community where students belong (see González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) and provide 

culturally relevant curriculum. Fifth, both value students’ voice and empowerment. 

Lastly, both emphasize on an on-going process, rather than a product of education. 

Educators advocating multiculturalism and social justice admit that a short-term effort of 

school reform cannot change everything. Thus, educators become activists in and outside 

of the classroom in order to achieve the goal of social justice.  



55 
 

Activist Art 

Activism is commonly used in social justice art education to describe an aim for 

change in society. In activist art, artists deal with social and political issues and install 

their artworks in the public space for interaction with people (Krensky & Steffen, 2009). 

Due to its democratic character, activist art can expand the audience of art to 

disenfranchised people in the traditionally hierarchical structure. Felshin (1995) writes 

that “activist art, in both its forms and methods, is process- rather than object- or product-

oriented” (p. 10). As social justice is both a process and a goal (Bell, 2010b), social 

justice art education values and emphasizes the process of creating and analyzing 

artworks that critically explore social issues. From this perspective, the process-oriented 

characteristic of activist art and social justice art education are closely connected.   

Dewhurst (2011) explains activist art as “the artistic cultural practices through 

which an artist analyzes structures of oppression and identifies a specific strategy to 

impact those structures through aesthetic means” (p. 366). Through participatory research 

on New York City teenagers’ activist art-making process, Dewhurst (2010, 2011) found 

three main learning and teaching processes in creating activist art: connecting, 

questioning, and translating. Connecting describes activist art making that starts with the 

students’ reflection on the ways injustice functions in their lives (Dewhurst, 2010). 

Questioning is a process where students pose questions on beliefs, assumptions, and 

perspectives taken for granted (Dewhurst, 2010). Critical questions help students to 

“understand the various social, political, economic, and cultural factors influencing the 

topic at hand” and “decide how best to affect change through their artwork” (Dewhurst, 

2011, p. 371). Thus, questioning is an essential part of activist art making. Translating is 
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an attempt to “challenge and change conditions of inequality and injustice” (Dewhurst, 

2010, p. 9). Without the acts of questioning and translating, social justice art lacks “the 

assessment of systemic injustice necessary to dismantle structures of inequality” 

(Dewhurst, 2011, p. 370).  

In activist art, students are considered artists who can make a difference outside of 

the classroom. Like professional artists, students are expected to critically think of the 

reasons behind their art and make tactical decisions to affect systems of oppression. Their 

projects are also respected like other professional works and are displayed in public 

settings. This is also connected to the anti-hegemonic nature of activist art, which 

attempts to broaden the definition of who may be an artist and what constitutes art 

(Krensky & Steffen, 2009). 

Theoretical Frame: Critical Race Feminism 

For analysis of my experience of teaching social justice, I employ Critical Race 

Feminism (CRF) as a theoretical lens. Although most educators who teach social justice 

issues often experience resistance, race and gender complicate power dynamics in the 

classroom (Ng, 1993; Rodriguez, 2009). Hence, CRF works, which draw attention to the 

intersection of race and gender, are a meaningful lens to explore my teaching experience 

as a female teacher of color. CRF derives from an effort in legal academia to emphasize 

the concerns of a particular group of people who are women, members of racial and 

ethnic minorities, and disproportionately poor (Wing, 2003). CRF serves as a meaningful 

lens to reflect my own positionality as a female teacher of color and make sense of my 

teaching experiences. Most importantly, CRF encourages me to acknowledge my multi-

dimensionality as a Korean woman who is a student/teacher (Berry, 2010). The term CRF 
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was introduced by Delgado (1995) in the first edition of his anthology titled Critical Race 

Theory: The Cutting Edge. The conscious choice of the term “Critical Race Feminism” 

reflects its significant focus on women of color and its foundational linkage to critical 

legal studies, Critical Race Theory (CRT), and feminist jurisprudence (Wing, 2003; Wing 

& Willis, 1999). Since CRF rests on the central tenets of CRT, I briefly highlight the 

definition and tenets of CRT. Next, I explain the key features of CRT. Lastly, I discuss 

several studies and scholarship that examine experiences of female students/teachers of 

color through the lens of CRF.  

Critical Race Theory 

As West (1995) defines, CRT is “a gasp of emancipatory hope that law can serve 

liberation rather than domination” (p. xii). CRT deconstructs the power relationships 

between law, race, and White privilege, which are often considered neutral (Wing & 

Willis, 1999). With its central goal of justice, liberation, and empowerment, CRT 

activists and scholars are interested in “studying and transforming the relationship among 

race, racism, and power” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 3).  

Delgado and Stefancic (2012) address the basic tenets of CRT. The first tenet is 

that racism is an ordinary part of U.S. society. Second, the concept of race is socially 

constructed. Third, the majority of people in America have little incentive to eradicate 

racism since racism advances the interest of Whites. Fourth, racial relations are shifted in 

response to social needs. Lastly, CRT values the unique voice of people of color to apply 

their perspectives to assess the law’s master narratives. 

There has been a growing body of research that is theoretically based on CRT in 

the field of education. Dixon and Rousseau’s (2005) study provides an overview on CRT 
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studies in the education field. According to Dixon and Rousseau (2005), one of the 

themes that exist in CRT educational scholarship is its focus on the experiential 

knowledge of people of color. In order to highlight the voices of people of color, CRT 

scholars often use narratives as a valid form of evidence to show inequity or 

discrimination. Another theme that educational scholars have enthusiastically argued is 

the problem of colorblindness.   

Critical Race Feminism 

Drawn from these tenets of CRT, CRF highlights gendered aspects of injustice 

(Wing & Willis, 1999). CRF illuminates the intersection of race and gender with its 

emphasis on “the anti-essentialist premise that women of color are not simply White 

women with the added factor of race or men of color with the added factor of gender” 

(Wing & Willis, 1999, p. 3). Since intersectionality is the central concept of CRF, I 

discuss it in more detail in the next section.  

Wing (2003) addresses several characteristics of CRF even though there is no 

agreed-upon definition or tenets of CRF. First, CRF proponents often use narrative and 

storytelling as their analytic tool and research methodology. Critical race feminists 

believe that narratives can bring voices of underrepresented women of color and their 

experience to the surface. Secondly, CRF adherents “wholeheartedly embrace critical 

praxis” as well as critical race theory (Wing, 2003, p. 6). In other words, critical race 

feminists are concerned with practice and emphasize practical applications of theory in an 

effort to transform society (Wing & Willis, 1999). Third, CRF draws heavily from 

feminism (Wing, 2003). Accordingly, “CRF constitutes a race intervention in feminist 

discourse, in that it necessarily embraces feminism’s emphasis on gender oppression 
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within a system of patriarchy” (Wing, 2003, p. 7). Lastly, CRF is multidisciplinary, 

drawing from a wide range of legal and non-legal scholarship (Wing, 2003; Wing & 

Willis, 1999). One goal of CRF is to synthesize the broad bodies of knowledge in 

theoretical analysis in order to make comprehensive and practical strategies that address 

the needs of women of color (Wing & Willis, 1999, p. 4). 

 Intersectionality. Intersectionality means, “particular forms of intersecting 

oppressions, for example, intersections of race and gender, or of sexuality and nation” 

(Collins, 2000, p. 18). Intersectionality is one of main tenets of CRT (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2012) and it is a key analytic contribution that CRF makes (Wing, 2003). CRF 

puts an emphasis on “conscious consideration of the intersection of race, class, and 

gender by placing women of color at the center of the analysis and reveals the 

discriminatory and oppressive nature of their reality” (Wing & Willis, 1999, p. 4). 

According to Dill and Zambrana (2009), intersectionality is “an innovative and emerging 

field of study that provides a critical analytic lens to interrogate racial, ethnic, class, 

physical ability, age, sexuality, and gender disparities and to contest existing ways of 

looking at these structures of inequality” (p. 1).  

Kimberlé W. Crenshaw (1989) originally coined the term intersectionality to 

criticize a single-axis framework that treats race and gender as mutually exclusive 

categories of analysis. In many legal cases and discourse, discrimination against women 

of color has fallen between the cracks of race and gender. Under the single-axis 

framework, discrimination may only call for action in instances of “race discrimination, 

sex discrimination, or alternatively either, but not a combination of both” (Crenshaw, 

1989, p. 141). As a result, she continues, the multi-dimensioned experiences of women of 
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color are distorted and ignored by both feminist and anti-racist discourse (Crenshaw, 

1989). Furthermore, a single categorical axis conditions us to think that oppression and 

disadvantage occur along a single categorical axis (Crenshaw, 1989). 

In addition, Collins (2000) clearly explicated intersectionality in light of anti-

essentialism and its link to oppression. Collins (2000) notes,  

Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be reduced to one 

fundamental type, and that oppressions work together in producing injustice. In 

contrast, the matrix of domination refers to how these intersecting oppressions are 

actually organized. Regardless of the particular intersections involved, structural, 

disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal domains of power reappear across 

quite different forms of oppression. (p. 18) 

 Dill and Zambrana (2009) characterize an intersectional approach by four 

theoretical interventions: “centering the experiences of people of color” (p. 5), 

“complicating identity” (p. 6), “unveiling power in interconnected structures of 

inequality” (p. 7), and promoting social justice by linking research and practice. First, an 

intersectional approach places the lived experiences of multiply oppressed groups and 

excluded communities as a starting point of analysis. It also focuses on “the relationships 

of opportunity and constraint created by the dimensions of inequality” (Dill & Zambrana, 

2009, p. 6); for instance, racism is analyzed not only in terms of the constraints that the 

system produces in the lives of people of color, but also with regard to privileges that it 

creates for Whites. Second, intersectionality highlights the complexity of both individual 

and group identities, which are not simply shaped by one social category, but constructed 

with multiple discourses on stratification and political identity (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). 
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Third, intersectional analysis unveils multiple domains of power that are structural, 

disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal as well as how people experience inequalities 

through these interrelated domains.  

Understanding Experiences of Female Students/Teachers of Color through CRF 

There are studies in and outside of the education field that explore voices and 

narratives of female teachers of colors (see Berry 2006; Lee & Johnson-Bailey, 2004; Ng, 

1993; Rodriguez, 2009; Vargas, 1999). The studies explore various sociocultural, 

political, and ideological forces that shape experiences of women of color in school 

(Berry, 2006). Therefore, these studies are connected to CRF, which places women of 

color in the center of the discussion, reflection, research, and theorization (Berry 2006). 

CRF’s premise is that women of color are not simply White women with the added 

secondary characteristic, such as race (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989; Wing, 2003). CRF 

illuminates the multidimensionality of being and praxis of women of color and analyzes 

how multiple domains of power shape experiences of women of color (Berry & Candis, 

2013).  

I found many studies and narratives written by female teachers/scholars of color 

about their multilayered experiences and continuous negotiations of their identities. Their 

narratives and the perspectives of CRF help me make sense of my own experience as a 

graduate student and teacher, who is currently living in the U.S. as a Korean woman. 

Thus, the purpose of this section is not to analyze those studies nor provide summaries of 

them. Rather, I highlight a few studies and narratives that will be brought to interpret my 

own experience as a female teacher of color in Chapter Six. There is a broad range of 

topics in narratives that illuminate voices and experiences of female students/teachers of 
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color: Otherness (Vargas, 1999); cultural in-betweenness (He, 2006); and marginalization 

and alienation (Aryan & Guzman, 2010; Gay, 2004; Lee, 2006). I shed a light on a few 

works that resonate with my experiences in this section.   

Vargas’s (1999) study examines the complicated ways in which teacher diversity 

shapes classroom social life. In the classroom of a predominantly White campus where 

the “normal” academic and authoritative figure is a White male, teacher diversity 

complicates the teaching-learning process (Vargas, 1999). According to Vargas (1999), 

there are three general types of student response to the “Other” teacher: “acceptance, 

confusion, and hostility” (p. 372). Students of color as well as many White students with 

marginalized identities tend to welcome the “Other” teacher’s presence in the 

predominantly White campus and their radical teaching approach (Vargas, 1999). The 

most common student response to the “Other” Teacher is confusion. Students encounter 

their own prejudices and stereotypes about women of color when they encounter the 

“Other” teacher. Some students consider this encounter enlightening and as an 

opportunity to learn new perspectives (Vargas, 1999).   

Rodriguez’s (2009) autoethnographic study specifically explores the third 

response that Vargas (1999) named in her experience of teaching social justice issues as a 

Latina professor. Based on the theoretical lens of CRT, Rodriguez (2009) analyzes 

colorblindness and a Whiteness-as-innocence ideology embedded in her White students’ 

resistance to learn racism with a female professor of color. Rodriguez (2009) describes 

her teaching experience in a predominantly White classroom as “being held suspect” and 

being Othered (p. 492): “consistently questioned because who she is, a female teacher of 

color is continuously under suspicion” (p. 500). Rodriguez (2009) contends that a female 
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teacher of color has everything to do with how she constructs her racial and gender 

identity; thus, it is impossible to separate one’s cultural and linguistic identity from her 

professional identity.   

On the other hand, He (2006) focuses on her sense of in-betweeness, which she 

consciously uses instead of the word oppression, to discuss her experience as a female 

teacher of color. As a Chinese-born scholar working in North America, He (2006) shares 

her journey to North America and her shifted positioning. He (2006) describes,  

I brought my Chineseness, which was far more of a living presence in my new 

environment that was Western foreignness a presence in my Chinese 

environment. I was now living in a culture, actually cultures, that I had mostly 

read about and had experienced only indirectly in China. … But I soon found, or 

at least it now seems, as I reflect on my experience, that landing on North 

American soil meant an intellectual shift. White might have been seen as cultural 

in-betweenness became, and was, intellectual in-betweenness. (p. 72) 

This portion of the narrative not only resonates with my points of view on moving to the 

U.S., but also illuminates how the sense of in-betweenness is contextualized. Overall, 

He’s (2006) narrative lays out her complex sense of being in-between two different 

cultures. He’s (2006) narrative also reminds us that we cannot separate our linguistic and 

cultural identity from our professional identity (Reyes, 1997; Rodriguez, 2009) 

Lee (2006) also shares the dilemmas and tensions associated with her journey in 

and outside of academia as a Native woman. Lee (2006) notes that her academic pursuit 

complicated her identity and roles in her own community. Like He (2006) mentions that 

her cultural in-betweenness connects to intellectual in-betweenness, Lee (2006) describes 
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her experience as a graduate student as the collision between the worldview of academy 

and her values embedded in Navajo culture. Lee (2006) also shares her feelings of 

alienation and isolation in her graduate school experience, where she noticed a big 

difference between herself and middle-class White classmates. Lee (2006) describes, 

By the time I went to graduate school, I was adept in the culture of the academy, 

but I also felt much resistance toward continuing in the same environment, 

because my Navajo culture was considered to be exotic, unique, and a separate 

part of myself. In other words, it was an environment that could not see how my 

identity, values, sense of self were shaped by my culture. I resisted blending in 

with my non-Indian classmates. (p. 50)    

Lee (2006) explicates how she isolated herself in order to resist being assimilated into the 

dominant culture and the social group in her program. Lee’s (2006) story resonates with 

other studies that explore experiences of female students of color in graduate school (see 

Aryan & Guzman, 2010; Ellis, 2001; Turner & Thompson, 1993). Aryan and Guzman 

(2010) argue that female students of color commonly experience isolation and 

marginalization in graduate school. In Aryan and Guzman’s (2010) study, all of 

participants share feelings of frustration and anger with their experiences, which stem 

from institutional racism and sexism. Aryan and Guzman (2010) also point out that 

female students of color feel alienation from both the academy and their families. Many 

female students of color in graduate school end up in “constant negotiation in terms of 

managing isolation” (Aryan & Guzman, 2010, p. 75).   

In a similar vein, Gay (2004) insists that marginalization is the main obstacle for 

graduate students of color in their programs. Three forms of marginalization are 
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“physical, cultural, and intellectual isolation”; “benign neglect”; and “problematic 

popularity” (Gay, 2004, p. 265). Graduate students of color are often physically isolated 

and “feel excluded from the mainstream dynamics of graduate studies” (Gay, 2004, p. 

267). For example, graduate students of color in her institution complain about feeling 

tolerated, instead of welcomed, and sensing that decisions are made around them which 

they do not know until after the fact (Gay, 2004). Furthermore, Gay (2004) contends that 

physical and cultural isolation can negatively affect their personal and professional lives. 

Dealing with physical isolation not only takes emotional and intellectual energy, but also 

negatively influences the cognitive activities, which are crucial in academic works. 

Unlike physical isolation, she explains, the intellectual isolation is driven by irrelevant 

curricular content within the dynamics of classroom interactions and results in exclusion 

of graduate students of color from substantive engagement in intellectual discourse (Gay, 

2004).  

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided the review of literature on the conceptualization of social 

justice, the meaning of social justice art education, and key features of social justice art 

education. I specifically discussed the works of Young (1990) and Fraser (1997) in order 

to provide a philosophical conceptualization of social justice. Throughout this study, I 

frequently draw attention to the concept of oppression, which sheds light on systematic 

injustice occurring in both cultural and economic domains based on the works of Young 

(1990) and Fraser (1997). I also discussed art educators’ studies that highlight the 

meanings of social justice art education. I analytically divided two teaching approaches to 

social justice art education as viewing/analyzing and making. Additionally, I explained 



66 
 

the concept of critical multicultural education and activist art in order to clarify the key 

features of social justice art education since both concepts are frequently addressed in the 

discourse of social justice art education. Lastly, I addressed CRF as a theoretical lens and 

relevant educational studies, which highlight the experiences of women of color in higher 

education. In Chapter Three, I discuss two methodologies that I employed for this study. 

The types of data I collected and how I analyzed them are also discussed in the next 

chapter.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGIES 

Research Overview 

As the aim of the study is to understand my teaching experience and students’ 

perspectives on social justice art education, a qualitative research approach was 

appropriate. According to Merriam (1998), qualitative research reveals “how all the parts 

work together to form a whole” (p. 6), usually involves fieldwork, employs an inductive 

research strategy, and focuses on process, meaning, and understanding. A qualitative 

study requires a rich and thick description (Merriam, 1998). This study attempts to 

provide understandings on both the teacher and students’ experiences of social justice art 

education through autoethnographic study and case study. I utilize autoethnography in 

order to answer the first set of research questions about my own practice and the case 

study is used to answer the second set of research questions about students’ perspectives.  

I first explain two research methodologies: autoethnography and case study. In the 

following section, I explain the types of data I collected and general information about 

the research setting and the participants. Next, I discuss how I analyzed the data. Since a 

big portion of my data is in the form of narratives, I explain narrative analysis as a 

separate data analysis method. I also illuminate the coding methods and my approach to 

visual analysis. Lastly, I discuss the ethical concerns as a researcher who utilizes 

autoethnography and narratives from the participants and myself.  
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Restatement of Research Questions 

 Prior to discussing the research methodologies, I restate my research questions in 

order to highlight two focal points of the study.  

1. How do I understand my experience of teaching social justice issues through 

art in an undergraduate art education course and what do I continue to learn 

from it? 

Sub-questions 

1.1. How do I approach and teach social justice art education? What 

strategies do I employ to help students feel more open to exploring 

social justice issues in a university classroom setting? 

1.2. What kind of challenges do I experience and what rewards have I 

gained in teaching social justice issues in this course?  

1.3. What additional insights on practicing social justice art education 

have I gained through reflecting on my teaching? 

2. In what ways do undergraduate students navigate and learn about social 

justice issues through class discussions, writing and art-based assignments? 

Sub-questions 

2.1. What are the significant learning moments for the participants in 

understanding social justice issues and in what ways do art-based 

assignments help their learning process? 

2.2. What impediments and rewards do the participants share about the 

process of examining social justice issues through class discussions, 

writing and art-based assignments?  



69 
 

Research Methodologies 

Autoethnography 

Autoethnography is “an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe 

and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand 

cultural experience (ethno)” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011, p. 273). An 

autoethnographer uses tenets of autobiography and ethnography; therefore, 

autoethnography is both process and product as a research method (Ellis et al., 2011). 

Autoethnography could be also understood as a “hybrid form,” which is an amalgamation 

between autobiography and ethnography highlighting the researcher’s reflection 

(Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008, p. 8). There are many similar terms which can be understood 

as applications of autoethnography, including personal narratives, narratives of the self, 

self-stories, personal essay, etc. (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). 

One of the key tenets of autoethnography is that the researcher becomes the 

principal “subject” of the study. In other words, the researcher is the “subject voice” in 

the narration (Chaplin, 2011, p. 243). Richardson (1994) also emphasizes the 

autobiographic aspect and states that autoethnography is “highly personalized, revealing 

text in which an author tells stories about his or her own lived experience” (Richardson 

1994, p. 521). Thus, autoethnographers retrospectively write about “epiphanies” that have 

significantly affected the trajectory of his or her life (Ellis et al., 2011). The other key 

tenet of autoethnography is that the author’s lived experience needs to be understood and 

analyzed in relation to social and cultural context relative to where the author is situated.  

Ellis et al. (2011) note that autoethnographers selectively write about “epiphanies” that 

“stem from, or are made possible by, being part of a culture and/or by possessing a 
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particular cultural identity” (p. 276). Therefore, the autoethnographers should not only 

analyze their experience by employing theoretical and methodological tools but also 

consider ways other people may have similar experiences (Ellis et al., 2011). The 

autoethnographic study discusses personal experiences in order to “illustrate facets of 

cultural experience” (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 276).  

In addition, autoethnography takes many creative and evocative forms of writing 

(Banks & Banks, 2000; Ellis et al., 2011). Ellis et al. (2011) argue that autoethnography 

should entail “aesthetic and evocative thick description of personal and interpersonal 

experience” (p. 277). In order to accomplish this, autoethnographers use facets of 

storytelling, showing, and telling, rather than using authorial voice, to describe patterns of 

cultural experience (Ellis et al., 2011). Accordingly, autoethnography challenges the 

traditional notion of academic writing and makes us consider writing more as a personal 

engagement (Banks & Banks, 2000). Chaplin (2011) states that the autoethnographer 

takes the reader on a journey and this journey constitutes the research. Ellis et al. (2011) 

summarize, 

the autoethnographer not only tries to make personal experience meaningful and 

cultural experience engaging, but also, by producing accessible texts, she or he 

may be able to reach wider and more diverse mass audiences that traditional 

research usually disregards, a move that can make personal and social change 

possible for more people. (p. 277) 

For the study, I particularly use personal narratives in order to deliver the 

embodied stories of my teaching experience in a classroom, where I conducted this study. 

Personal narratives can deliver one’s vivid voice, presenting oneself as a narrating 
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subject. In personal narrative, the author takes on “the dual identities of academic and 

personal selves to tell autobiographical stories about some aspect of her experience in 

daily life” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 740). An individual’s vulnerability and emotions 

are used as a form of information and descriptions of one’s life. A teacher’s beliefs and 

identity are formed not only by current teaching experience, but also past experience as a 

student, memories of students, teachers, and schools, etc. Therefore, personal narrative 

can effectively show how my beliefs, understanding, and teaching and learning 

experiences of social justice art education have been shaped and shifted on the continuum 

of the experience from the past until present. Through the personal narrative, readers can 

make the linkage between other’s life and their own lives. The important issue of 

personal narrative is not the accurate representation of one’s experience, but what 

narratives can do and where they lead (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). What personal narrative 

can do in my research is to make sense of my own teaching and learning experience and 

resonate with others to produce meanings grounded in our lives. Furthermore, Warren 

(2011) insists that autoethnographic works enable classrooms to be sites for critical 

reflexivity. Hence, personal narratives also play a role in reflecting on my learning 

process and teaching practices. For critical reflexivity, I reflect on and demonstrate how 

power, privilege, and oppression have shaped my practice and me as a teacher by 

reflecting my pedagogical histories (Warren, 2011).  

Visuals in Autoethnography. The visual journal was a significant part of my 

ethnographic data along with text-based and audio-recorded reflections. As Pink (2007) 

notes, the images are interwoven with personal identities, narratives, lifestyle, culture, 

and society; thus, ethnographic research is “intertwined with visual images and 



72 
 

metaphors” (p. 21). For example, Chaplin (2011) shows how her photo diary is turned 

into autoethnographic inquiry. Since images and written text represent the information in 

the different ways, the roles and meanings of the image within the text could be varied 

and depend on the strategies authors use to make images meaningful and represent 

personal experience. 

 There are different ways of combining written words and visuals; visuals 

sometimes should be separated from text to gain the autonomy but captioning, for 

example, can be used to enhance the desired meanings of the visuals (Pink, 2007). 

Chaplin (2011) explains the concept of visual ethnography and insists that images can be 

a formidable tool of the autoethnographer since images can make “an immediate aesthetic 

impact on the viewer’s feelings” (p. 244). Autoethnographic works necessarily encourage 

or inspire readers to reflect on the meanings in the text (Pink, 2007). In a similar way, the 

readers will engage with the image and re-interpret the meanings reflexively. Readers can 

construct a linkage between what they see and what they have in their minds through a 

particular combination of the image and words (Chaplin, 2011).  Moreover, “the 

connection between visual images and experienced reality is constructed through 

individual subjectivity and interpretation of images” (Pink, 2007, pp. 32-33). Thus, the 

combination of texts and images should provide the ambiguity of visual meanings to 

invite readers to new ways of reading/viewing (Pink, 2007).    

In this study, I did not want either text or the image to be adjunctive to each other; 

I wanted each text and image to have autonomy and to be interpreted in different and 

particular ways. This is because visual images represent different aspects of my 

experience and emotions that I cannot document and express verbally. Therefore, I 



73 
 

gathered the written journals and visual journals separately and then interpreted meanings 

embedded in text and images.  

Case Study 

According to Stake (2005), case study is defined by “interests in the individual 

case, not by the methods of inquiry used” (p. 443). Minnis (1985) also defines case study 

as “an extensive description and analysis of some social unit in its context” (Minnis, 

1985, p. 194). One of the most significant characteristics of case study is delimitation of 

the object of study, the case (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, case study can be understood as 

including a specific and bounded description of a particular activity or relationship, rather 

than the whole social phenomenon or problem. Accordingly, case studies do not aim at 

generalization; rather, they focus on discovering the uniqueness of each case (Hays, 

2004). From this perspective, the process of case study undergoes “the close examination 

of people, topics, issues, or programs” over a relatively short time period (Hays, 2004, p. 

218). This is particularly pertinent to my study as I will be examining this case in a time 

span of 15 weeks which might be considered a relatively short time period to uncover 

embedded issues of teaching and learning social justice art education.  

Merriam (1998) explains that qualitative case study is characterized as “being 

particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic” (p. 29). “Particularistic” means that the focus of 

case study is a particular situation, event, or phenomenon and “Descriptive” means that 

case study entails thick description of the phenomenon (Merriam, 1998, p. 29). Lastly, 

“heuristic” means that case study illuminates the reading’s understanding of the specific 

phenomenon and can extend the reader’s experience.  
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Stake (1994) identifies three types of case study. The first one is “intrinsic case 

study” which aims at better understanding of a particular case, instead of theory building 

or understanding generic phenomenon (p. 237). The second type of case study is 

“instrumental case study” (Stake, 1994, p. 237). For this study, a particular case is 

conducted to facilitate understanding of an issue or refinement of theory; thus, the case 

plays a supportive role (Stake, 1994). Thirdly, “collective case study” is an “instrumental 

study extended to several cases” (Stake, 1994, p. 237). In order to gain better 

understanding or theorizing of a particular phenomenon, several researchers may study a 

number of cases jointly (Stake, 1994). Among these three types, my study will fall into 

the “intrinsic case study” category (Stake, 1994) since I am interested in a particular 

student group and myself in a university classroom. Hence, my study does not aim at 

providing general insights or extending theory in practices of teaching and learning social 

justice art; rather, I will explore the uniqueness of a particular case, which is an 

undergraduate course on diversity issues in art education.  

 There are some advantages in using a case study as a research method. First, 

people can share the other’s understanding of social phenomena through larger details 

(Stake, 2005). Second, unlike ethnographies, case studies seek to answer research 

questions by producing descriptions and interpretations over a relatively short time 

(Hays, 2004). Therefore, it requires a comparatively short amount of time and budget to 

conduct the research.  

 Case studies also have limitations. First, it is hard to offer a generalization due to 

the limited sample size and evidence (Merriam, 1998). Second, since the primary 

instrument for data collection and analysis is the researcher (Merriam, 1998; Minnis, 
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1985), case study relies on the researcher’s theoretical positions and biases. Researchers 

using other qualitative research methodologies also face these issues. In order to 

overcome this limitation, researchers use triangulation and discuss their positionality in 

the study. Moreover, there are some ethical issues because most case study researchers 

collect the data from human subjects. I discuss ethical considerations in a later section.  

Research Setting and Participants 

The Course Overview 

The study was conducted during the Fall 2016 semester in the course titled ARE 

434 Diversity Issues in Art and Visual Culture Education. This course was held in the Art 

and Visual Culture Education division in the School of Art, University of Arizona. The 

class met every Tuesday and Thursday from 9:00 to 10:45 a.m. for 16 weeks. The 

classroom was located in the Art Building on the University main campus. The classroom 

technological tools were conductive to visual presentation and group discussions. As the 

instructor of record, I taught the course and conducted research at the same time. In 

preparation for the course, I designed the course syllabus and assignments as well as 

selected required course readings in June and July 2016. I had the syllabus approved by 

the faculty supervisor in August before the course started. The study began on August 22, 

2016 and continued until December 6, 2016.  

The ARE 434 course is designed to provide understandings of social justice and 

multicultural issues within the art education field. This course has been taught every two 

years during the fall semesters. The main objective of this course is to enhance students’ 

understanding on issues of multiculturalism, race, gender, (dis)ability, nationality, and 

class through art under the umbrella term of social justice and multicultural art education. 
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Therefore, the students discussed and explored the social justice issues through learning 

about contemporary artworks and visual culture studies, creating art projects, and 

reflexive writing in this course. The objectives of this course and general information of 

the course assignments are described in the syllabus (see Appendix A). I assigned journal 

articles and book chapters as mandatory reading materials. The required textbook was 

Readings for Diversity and Social Justice, edited by Adams, Blumenfeld, Castañeda, 

Hackman, Peters, and Zúñiga (2010). I chose this book since it covers a wide range of 

topics including conceptual frameworks of social justice, racism, sexism, heterosexism, 

classism, religious oppression, transgender oppression, ableism, adultism, and ageism 

with 138 chapters written by various authors. I address the topics of each class session in 

Table 1. 
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Table 1  
 
Class Topics of the Course: Fall 2016 

Week 1 Aug 23rd  Introduction 
Aug 25th Engaged Pedagogy & The New Paradigm of Art Education: 
Visual Culture 

Week 2 Aug 30th Social Justice + Art Education: What does it look like? 
Sep 1st Social Justice + Art Education: What it is and Why it Matters 

Week 3 Sep 6th Multiculturalism in Art Education 
Sep 8th Multicultural Art Education, Representation, and Politics of 
Differences 

Week 4 Sep 13th Socially Engaged Art 
Sep 15th Museum Visit 

Week 5 Sep 20th & 22nd Key Concepts for Social Justice Education 

Week 6 Sep 27th Racism 
Sep 29th Studies on Racism in Art Education 

Week 7 Oct 4th Critical Race Theory, Critical Whiteness Studies 
Oct 6th Classism  

Week 8 Oct 11th Classism  
Oct 13th Sexism 

Week 9 Oct 18th Sexism 
Oct 20th Heterosexism  

Week 10 Oct 25th Transgender Oppression 
Oct 27th Ableism 

Week 11 Nov 1st Ageism & Adultism 
Nov 3rd Intersectionality 

Week 12 Nov 8th Visions for Change: Social Justice Ally 
Nov 10th Art Education for Social Change 

Week 13 Nov 15th Activist Art 
Nov 17th Teaching Art for Social Justice 

Week 14 Nov 22nd Workshop for the Art Project 

Week 15 Nov 29th Workshop for the Art Project  
Dec 1st Final Presentation 

Week 16 Dec 6th Final Presentation (Gallery Walk) & Wrap up 
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Research Participants 

The research participants were students enrolled in the course during the Fall 

2016 semester at the University of Arizona. Among 15 students who enrolled in this 

course, 12 students agreed to participate in this study. In order to prevent confusion, I 

refer to the individuals who participated in the study as participants. I use the term 

“students” to generally indicate all 15 students who enrolled the course I taught. In order 

to recruit participants, I explained the purpose and procedures of the study briefly on the 

first day of class. During week two of the class, my dissertation advisor, Dr. Lisa 

Hochtritt, read the script I prepared explaining the study and distributed the consent form 

to potential participants (see Appendix B). She then collected the forms and placed them 

in a sealed envelope that she kept in her locked office in the School of Art building. I did 

not see who consented to participate in the study until I posted all grades for students on 

December 11, 2016.  

 Among 12 participants, six participants’ major was Art and Visual Culture 

Education and the rest of the participants’ majors were general studies and social science. 

This is not unusual for this course given that there have been students with various 

majors outside of the School of Art in previous semesters. Accordingly, most participants 

enrolled in this course met each other for the first time. Participants majoring in Art and 

Visual Culture Education could be in the same cohort group or knew each other before 

this semester. However, I did not notice any unique dynamics between groups of students 

in this particular course.  

 In terms of the participants’ racial identities, five participants identified 

themselves as people of color and seven participants identified as Caucasians. Among the 
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five participants of color, one participant was a Chicana/o, another participant was an 

African American, and the other three participants identified as bi-racial. Although the 

majority of the participants did not reveal their sexual orientation, two participants 

discussed their sexual orientation in their written assignments and identified themselves 

as the members of the LGBTQ community. Three other participants addressed their 

identities as the LGBTQ ally in their personal narratives and in class. The participants did 

not have to address their socioeconomic status; however, three participants shared their 

low-socioeconomic family background in their personal narratives. With regards to 

gender, the participants were dominantly females with two male and ten females in total. 

The participants were all native English speakers. There were no international student 

participant. All participants were relatively young with nine participants in their early 

twenties and three participants in their thirties.  

Data Collection 

I collected multiple types of data including a researcher’s journal, interviews, and 

students’ works, such as writing and art projects. Denzin (1970) suggests four forms of 

triangulation, including data triangulation, investigator triangulation, theoretical 

triangulation, and methodological triangulation. I particularly employed data 

triangulation for this study. As an instructor and researcher at the site, I collected data 

from student participants primarily during the class time for 15 weeks from August 22, 

2016 through December 6, 2016 (see Table 2). Even though all students were expected to 

submit their assignments and participate in class activities, only data from students who 

agreed to participate in the study was used for this study. Data was collected from 

participants and the researcher during the class time in the following forms: 
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 Researcher’s journals written by the researcher including her reflections as 

well as conversations, questions, and class discussions during the class 

time between student participants as well as participants and the researcher 

 Visual journals created by the researcher 

 Audio narratives recorded by the researcher regarding emotion, reflection, 

questions, and concerns on teaching 

 Reading responses and reflection notes written by participants concerning 

their prior knowledge, personal thoughts, and understanding of theories 

and ideas surrounding social justice 

 Personal narratives in written and visual forms created by participants 

regarding their social identities and personal experiences about social 

justice issues 

 Audio narratives recorded by participants responding to the researcher’s 

interview questions 

 Answers to the pre-course questionnaire and interview questions written 

by participants after peer-interview activity  

 Final art project on critical analysis of visual culture, teaching social 

justice art, and activist art, created by participants  
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Table 2  
 
Data Collection Timeline: Fall 2016 

 Data Aug 
22nd - 
31th 

Sep 
1st – 
15th 

Sep 
15th – 
30th  

Oct 
1st – 
16th  

Oct 
17th – 
31st 

Nov 
1st – 
15th  

Nov 
16th – 
30th 

Dec 
1st – 
6th  

From 
Researcher 

Researcher 
Journals 

        

Visual journals         

Audio Narrative 
(reflection after 
teaching) 

        

From 
Participants 

Pre-course 
questionnaire 

        

Reading 
responses and 
reflection notes 

        

Personal 
narratives and 
reflection 

        

Peer interview          

Audio narratives         

Final Art 
Project 

        

 
Researcher’s Written and Visual Journals 

In my researcher’s journal, I included observation notes in class and personal 

reflection. In order to minimize classroom distraction, I wrote down students’ dialogues 

and responses during the break or right after class. On occasion, I jotted down students’ 

remarks during the class discussion. I tried to capture the students’ words verbatim; 

however, I often paraphrased them, especially when I wrote them after class. I kept the 

observation notes in the binder. Second, I kept writing reflections on my teaching 

practice and research while conducting my research weekly. I typed and saved the 

reflections on my personal laptop. The reflections were about interactions with students, 
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questions and issues that I had about both the class and the research, new ideas about 

class activities, thoughts on the course materials, surprising moments, relevant memories, 

challenges of teaching social justice through art, etc. In addition, the reflection was 

treated as a free writing; I wrote down my feelings, thoughts, and questions without 

regard to grammar or organization. There were times when I started my writing with 

quotes that struck me at that moment. For example, reading hooks’s (1994) Teaching to 

Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom and Teaching Critical Thinking 

afforded insights into teaching in a critical and feminist way. I found bell hooks’ writings 

resonated with me especially when she shared her thoughts on teaching as a critical 

feminist pedagogue. I sometimes started writing my journal as a personal reflection to 

those readings.   

I also kept visual journals about my teaching experience. I created visuals on the 

moments of epiphany, struggle, pleasure, disappointment, etc. I employed several 

different artistic media including drawing with a pencil, pens, ink, and markers as well as 

mixed media. Each art making process took several minutes to several hours depending 

on the media and idea that I wanted to express. I considered creating artworks as a 

process of reflecting and making sense of what was going on in my mind. I waited until I 

had a particular image of my feeling and experience that I would like to visually present.  

Researcher’s Audio Narratives 

I also audio-recorded my personal reflections after each class; the participants and 

I met twice per week for 105 minutes for class for sixteen weeks. There were times when 

I recorded my reflection right after I returned home from class; sometimes I recorded 

them the following day. At times, I felt emotionally exhausted after teaching so I took a 
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time to gather my thoughts before recording. I collected 14 audio narratives, which vary 

from 2 minutes to 22 minutes. I recorded these on my laptop by using a voice recorder 

software. I transcribed the audio files when the semester was over. Both audio files and 

transcripts were stored on a password protected hard drive.  

Audio narratives included what happened in the classroom, my thoughts on 

students’ remarks in class discussions, emotional and intellectual challenges I had or I 

sensed from my students, impediments I experienced in teaching, successful and 

disappointing moments, epiphanies after talking to other people and reading, and so on. 

The topics were similar to what I wrote down for my researcher’s journals; however, I 

could express my thoughts and emotions more freely than writing. Accordingly, audio-

narratives tended to be crude, but honest and intuitive.  

Reading Responses and Reflection Notes from Participants 

Participants submitted three written responses and eight refection notes on the 

course readings throughout the semester. The reading responses included a summary on 

one or two selected readings, an example of visual culture relevant to the core content, an 

explanation on the connections between the key points of the reading and visual culture 

example, and a personal reflection (see Appendix C). The main objectives of the reading 

responses were to enhance students’ understanding of theories and concepts linked to 

social justice issues and encourage them to view visual culture imagery from a critical 

stance. Moreover, the participants were expected to address their reactions to the reading 

and related experiences. While participants submitted reading responses as their 

homework, they also filled out reflection notes during the first fifteen minutes of class 

(see Appendix D). I used the reflection notes as a tool to clarify key terms and concepts 
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on the topic and reflect on what the participants learned from the readings prior to class 

discussions. The reflection notes consisted of three to five questions regarding 

participants’ prior knowledge, new concepts and ideas that they learned, and their 

responses to the author’s position on the issue. I collected eight reflection notes on the 

topics of oppression, racism, colorblindness, sexism, transgender oppression, disability, 

ageism/adultism and their reflections on personal narratives.  

Pre-course Questionnaires, Participants’ Personal Narratives, Peer Interview, and 

Audio Narratives Substituting Interviews 

In-depth interview is one of key methods to collect data for my study. The 

purpose of in-depth interviewing is to “understand the lived experience of other people 

and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2013, p. 9). The interview 

focusing on the participants' experiences and meaning-making process is what Seidman 

(2013) calls a phenomenological approach. It would have been ideal that I interview all 

participants in order to understand their understandings on various social justice concepts 

and ideas, their life experiences in relation to social justice issues, and their learning 

process of social justice education through art. However, I did not know who agreed to 

participate in my study until the semester was over due to the IRB protocol. Thus, I 

decided to substitute interviews with class assignments and activities where all students 

were expected to respond to the questions I provided. I stated in class that I valued their 

honest answers and assignments about reflection and interviews were graded only by 

their completion, not the content. I tried to make sure that students felt more comfortable 

sharing their honest thoughts. Nevertheless, there was always the possibility that some 
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participants were not willing to share their candid thoughts due to the hierarchical 

relationship of teacher and students.  

The interview process was followed by three interview series proposed by 

Seidman (2013). Seidman (2013) introduces the three interview series in order to 

understand the participant’s experience in the context of his or her life and reflect on its 

meaning. In the first interview, the interviewer should ask the interviewee to tell as much 

as possible about him or herself regarding the topic in order to put their experience in 

context (Seidman, 2013). The second interview should concentrate on the details of the 

participant’s present experience in the topic area (Seidman, 2013). In the third interview, 

the interviewer asks the participant to reflect on the meaning of their experience 

(Seidman, 2013). I describe Seidman’s (2013) three interview series in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Seidman's (2013) three interview series (pp. 21-23) 
 

Pre-course questionnaire and personal narratives. The first interview was 

substituted with a pre-course questionnaire (see Appendix E). In order to grasp an 

understanding of participants’ prior-experience of social justice art education as well as 

their expectations and goals of taking the art education course on diversity issues, I 

Interview 1

Participants' Life 
History 

(Early experience, 
biographic 
information, etc.)

Interview 2

The Details of 
Experience 

(Concrete details of 
participants' present 
experience in the area 
of study)

Inverview 3

Reflection on the 
Meaning

(Participants' 
understanding of their 
own experience) 
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included questions about their experiences taking university courses on diversity and 

social justice, their current understandings of key topics, and their motivations for 

learning more about social justice issues.  

The participants also submitted written and visual narratives on their personal 

stories in relation to social justice issues we discussed in class (see Appendix F). The 

purpose of the assignment was to prompt the students to understand the connections 

between our everyday experiences and the structural dynamics of power and privilege 

(Bell, 2010a). Moreover, I particularly highlighted the complexities of the social 

dynamics of privilege as well as normativity and how they shape our experiences. This 

assignment served to open up more honest and engaging dialogue on social justice issues.  

 There was no specific format for the participants to follow for this assignment. 

However, I asked student participants to include vivid descriptions of their experiences 

and to write in a conversational and engaging style, rather than use the argumentative 

tone. I also provided several questions to consider for their narratives.  

1. What social issues do you want to highlight in your personal narrative?  

2. What event(s) do you want to share? 

3. When and where did the event(s) occur? 

4. What happened to you after the event(s) occurred? 

5. How did the event(s) influence you directly or indirectly? Did it change your 

perspectives, attitudes, relationships to other people, and so on? If so, how? 

6. Who are the important people involved in your narrative? Why are they 

important for your narrative? What is the relationship between you and other 

people in your narrative? 
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7. What meanings did you find in your story? How would you effectively address 

the meanings you found? 

8. What are the connections between your story and other people and/or society? 

In addition to the written form of their narratives, the participants also submitted 

visual narratives. I explained the visual narrative as a different way of telling stories. I 

asked the participants to focus on thoughts and feelings they thought they could not 

express thoroughly in their written narratives. They chose art materials and forms that 

were most comfortable for them. The participants chose either painting or photography 

for their visual narratives.  

Peer interview. The second interview was also substituted with participants’ peer 

interviews. In the first week of November, the students participated in a twenty-minute 

long activity where they interviewed each other in pairs. I provided four main questions 

and one sub-questions regarding what they had been learning in class, what concepts or 

theories were challenging or helpful to understand current social issues, and the reasons 

why they felt either challenging or helpful (see Appendix G). The participants asked 

these questions and recorded the answers from their partners with their phones or laptops. 

Next, I asked them to transcribe the audio file and submit the text file electronically as a 

course assignment. I asked them to discard the audio file once they finished transcribing. 

The text files I collected were stored on a password protected hard drive.   

Audio-narratives. For the third interview, I asked the participants to record their 

own answers to the interview questions I provided. The third interview was mainly about 

how the students reflected on their learning experience of social justice art education. I 

asked the participants to honestly and thoughtfully reflect on their own learning processes 



88 
 

and experiences. The questions included striking concepts they learned in class; any 

theories or ideas that challenged their perspectives; their experiences in class discussions 

and art-based based assignments; their favorite class assignment; and their overall 

learning experience in the course (see Appendix H). They were also able to add 

additional thoughts aside from the questions if they wanted to do so.  

Final Art Project: Social Justice Art and Critical Visual Analysis 

The other significant part of data was collected from the final art projects assigned 

in class. For the final art project, the participants either created artworks that examined 

social justice issues or wrote a critical visual analysis paper on visual culture images (see 

Appendix I). For those who chose the art project, they created artwork that examined 

their social identities in relation to the concepts and theories discussing systematic 

oppression. They were expected to reflect on their own personal experience and the 

connection of these to the systems of oppression as well as current societal issues. Some 

participants highlighted particular social and political issues in the United States. When 

the participants wanted to discuss a particular social issue, such as Standing Rock, I asked 

them to reflect their position regarding the particular issue and the reasons why the issue 

had significant meaning for them. The participants chose art media and forms that were 

the most effective to express their ideas. They also submitted written statements and 

labels. On the last week of the course, the participants displayed their artworks in class 

with the labels. We discussed their intention and process of making art briefly in class.  

Meanwhile, the participants who chose to analyze visual culture critically were 

expected to discuss a particular social justice topic with critical visual analysis. The 

participants found seven to ten images that were publicly shared. Then, they used 
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semiotics to analyze the explicit and implicit meanings of each image. Furthermore, they 

also discussed how those images perpetuate the norms and oppressive power 

relationships or how the images subvert the commonly accepted ideologies and challenge 

the status quo. The participants discussed these findings of critical visual analysis in their 

papers and presented in class.  

Data Analysis 

I started the initial data analysis when I started collecting data. Merriam (2002) 

suggests that data collection and analysis should occur simultaneously to adjust along the 

way of research, redirect data collection and to test emerging concepts and themes. For 

instance, while reading my students’ reading responses and reflection notes, I wrote down 

additional ideas and concerns to redirect the interview assignment questions and 

viewpoints of observation, and so forth. However, I conducted the intensive data analysis 

after the middle of December since I did not know which students had agreed to 

participate in the study until the second week of December 2016.  

In this section, I address the process of data analysis in terms of text-based data 

and visual data as well as characteristics of narrative analysis. My visual journal, 

participants’ visual narrative, and the final art projects were visual data; the rest of the 

data was text. Visual data can be analyzed in a similar manner to text-based data analysis; 

however, visual data should not be coded and interpreted as if it were written text. Thus, I 

explicate how I will interpret and analyze visual data after discussing narrative analysis 

and the coding process.  
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Narrative Analysis 

Narrative Analysis is one component of the broader field of narrative inquiry 

(Riessman, 2008). Narrative inquiry, which is not a single theory or methodology, does 

not have overall rules or methodological tactics (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, 2008). 

From this perspective, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) describe narrative inquiry as “fluid 

inquiry” which is not governed by theories or strategies (p. 121).   

To put it simply, narrative inquiry is “the study of experience understood 

narratively” (Clandinin, Caine, Lessard, & Huber, 2016, p. 15). Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) view a unique capacity of narrative as epistemological stance and research 

methodology and as a portal into human experiences. Drawing upon the work of John 

Dewey, Clandinin, and Connelly (2000) consider experience as the key term of narrative 

inquiry. They view the experience as a continuum that grows from other experiences and 

leads to future experiences. Based on this concept of experience, narrative inquirers seek 

to study lived experiences “with an eye to identifying new possibilities within that 

experience” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 55). Furthermore, narratives describe not only 

what happens in our lives but also how we make sense of those events. Thus, narratives 

“explain or normalize what has occurred; they lay out why things are the way they are or 

have become the way they are” (Bamberg, 2012, p. 77).  

Clandinin et al. (2016) also accentuate the terms retelling and reliving in narrative 

inquiry. In narrative inquiry, both researchers and participants engage in a process of 

retelling stories. Stories are not simply assembled by a narrator; they are lived and told, 

“not separated from each person’s living and telling in time, place, and relationships”; 

thus, narratives are not mere texts which can be separated from the narrator, her or his 
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ways of telling, and its relationship with time and place (Clandinin et al., 2016, p. 20). 

The terms retelling and reliving have particular meanings for narrative inquirers’ research 

design considerations (Clandinin et al., 2016). In narrative inquiry, researchers and 

participants inquire into the lived stories through the metaphorical three-dimensional 

narrative inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin et al., 2016). 

 

Figure 2. Three-dimensional narrative inquiry space 
 

The three-dimensional narrative inquiry space is important for narrative inquiry 

researchers to understand the unique approach to narrative texts and a process to make 

sense of them. I created Figure 2 based on the three dimensions of narrative inquiry space 

consisting of temporality, place, and sociality (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin et 

al., 2016). The dimension of temporality highlights narratives in “temporal transition” 

(Clandinin et al., 2016, p. 16). In other words, narrative inquiry is about “what has been, 

what is now, and what is becoming” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 146). Hence, the 

dimension of temporality pays attention to the interconnections among people, places, 

and events in past, present, and future time (Clandinin et al., 2016). In a similar vein, the 

dimension of place accentuates “the specific concrete, physical, and topological 
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boundaries of place or sequence of places where the inquiry and events take place” 

(Clandinin et al., 2016, p. 24). Like temporality, place should be also considered 

“becoming” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 146). Lastly, the dimension of sociality 

draws attention to a balance between the focus on personal conditions as well as social 

conditions. Personal conditions include emotions, desires, aesthetic reactions of both the 

researcher and the participant; and social conditions mean the environment and 

surrounding factors that shape each individual’s context (Clandinin et al., 2016). The 

dimension of sociality also illuminates how narrative text relates its social significances 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

Thematic analysis. Narrative analysis means, “a family of methods for 

interpreting texts that have in common a storied form” and it is one way of conducting 

“case-centered” research (Riessman, 2008, p. 11). As narrative inquiry is “fluid inquiry” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 121), there are no series of steps to move from field 

texts to research texts; rather, ongoing negotiation between field texts and research texts 

occurs from beginning to end. One consideration for the transition from field texts to 

research texts is to position the work relative to other streams of thoughts and studies and 

to draw attention to its social significance (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

One of the tasks for narrative researchers is to look into how writers or storytellers 

collect and sequence events and use language and/or visuals to communicate meaning 

with an audience (Riessman, 2008). Furthermore, the researcher questions how and why 

particular events are storied, not simply the content. The narrative researcher also 

question the purpose of stories, intended audience, cultural resources that stories draw on, 

what stories accomplish, inconsistencies that might suggest alternative or counter 
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narratives, and so on (Riessman, 2008). In doing so, narrative researchers can help 

readers to think beyond the surface of words and visuals in narratives (Riessman, 2008).  

It is significant to note the differences between narrative analysis and other 

similar qualitative research methodologies. Even though there are many different 

approaches to narrative analysis and some researchers utilize coding like other qualitative 

inquirers, narrative analysis has its unique approach to narrative texts. Riessman (2008) 

explicates a few differences between category-centered methods of qualitative methods 

(e.g., coding in grounded theory) and narrative analysis. First, narrative analysis 

preserves sequences, instead of thematically coding segments (Riessman, 2008). In other 

words, narrative researchers keep the story intact for interpretive purpose. Second, 

narrative analysis pays attention to time and place of narration “by historicizing a 

narrative account, reject[ing] the idea of generic explanations” (Riessman, 2008, p. 74). 

Thus, narrative researchers tend to avoid generalizing statements in research texts. Lastly, 

narrative analysis is case centered. The objective of analysis is not to generate stable 

concepts that can be used to theorize across cases (Riessman, 2008).  

For this study, I mainly utilized Riessman’s (2008) thematic analysis. Thematic 

analysis exclusively focuses on the content of narratives. In other words, primary 

attention of thematic analysis is on “what” is said, written, and visually shown, rather 

than “how,” “to whom,” or “for what purposes” (Riessman, 2008, p. 54). Accordingly, I 

primarily paid attention to what participants and I wrote about and visually expressed 

experiences of teaching and learning social justice issues in the university art education 

course. I worked to uncover my own and participants’ experiences thematically. This 

does not mean that I fractured the narratives into thematic categories. I interpreted each 
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narrative as a whole. I also used relevant theories and concepts, such as critical race 

feminism, privilege and intersectionality as resources for interpretation of narratives 

(Riessman, 2008). As I stated above, the goal of narrative analysis in this study is not to 

find overarching concepts that can be used for theorization or generalization. Rather, I 

examined the meaning in the narratives as well as what each narrative tells readers and 

me.  

Text-based Data: Coding 

Madison (2005) defines coding as the process of grouping themes and categories 

that the researcher frames. Coding is “an exploratory problem-solving technique without 

specific formulas or algorithms to follow” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 9). Coding is also “an 

interpretive act” that can “summarize, distill, or condense data, not simply reduce them” 

(Saldaña, 2016, p. 5). Many researchers who utilize coding as a research methodology 

look for patterns within data. Pattern means the same codes are used repeatedly 

throughout the set of data (Saldaña, 2016). According to DeWalt and DeWalt (2011), the 

researcher finds recurring ideas and patterns of concepts by reading and re-reading data. I 

particularly followed the general process of inductive coding (Thomas, 2006). For 

inductive coding, I put all text-based raw data together, including my journal, audio 

narrative scripts, participants’ writing assignments and answers to the interview 

questions. Then, I identified and created general categories and specific categories 

(Thomas, 2006).  
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Figure 3. The coding process 
 

In addition, coding is a cyclical act (Saldaña, 2016). Therefore, the analyst 

conducts coding several times throughout the data analysis process. I created Figure 3 in 

order to demonstrate my coding process that followed the steps of initial coding, the first 

cycle of coding, the second cycle of coding, and pre-writing. The initial coding occurred 

simultaneously with my data collection. I added “meta-notes” while I transcribed the 

audio narratives and read through data while I collected it. “Meta-notes” are suggested by 

DeWalt and DeWalt (2011) and they “include comments on notes, summary of the 

evidence for a particular argument collected to that point, preliminary interpretations, 

hypotheses, and questions for future research” (p. 170). For participants’ writing 

assignments, I extracted several representative words and quotes every time I collected 

them. I wrote them down on the margin of the paper while I initially read them. For my 

journals, I re-read them after all the data had been collected and left comments on 

additional thoughts and words that stood out. These meta-notes not only served as marks 

of my reflection and interpretation on data, but also directed me to plan the next stages of 

research (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). I was able to effectively find the focus of analysis 

and develop coding schemes due to meta-notes. This process was initial coding. 
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Once all data was collected, I started an intensive coding process by re-reading 

the whole set of data. I also carefully reviewed meta-notes since they provided me the 

focus of analysis. In this first cycle coding, I utilized three different coding methods: In 

Vivo Coding, Values Coding, and Emotion Coding (see Table 3). Each coding method 

enabled me to discover different meanings and perspectives of each data set. I chose In 

Vivo Coding since it is suitable particularly for the studies that prioritize the participants’ 

voice (Saldaña, 2016). In Vivo Coding is also known as “verbatim coding,” “literal 

coding,” or “inductive coding” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 105). I used In Vivo Coding for almost 

all text-based data, including the researcher’s journals, the participants’ written 

assignments, and their answers to the interview questions. In order to generate In Vivo 

codes, the researcher extracts words or short phrases from the actual language found in 

the data record, which were used by participants (Saldaña, 2016). I underlined a few 

words and phrases that stood out or appeared repetitively in each segment of data. I wrote 

them down in the margin of the hard copies.  

Table 3  
 
Coding Methods for Text-based Data 

 Types Methods 

Text-
based 
Data 

Researcher’s Journal  In Vivo, Values, and Emotion Coding 
Researcher’s Audio Narrative Thematic Analysis (Narrative 

Analysis) 
Pre-Course Questionnaire In Vivo Coding 
Participants’ Written Personal 
Narratives 

Thematic Analysis (Narrative 
Analysis) 

Reading responses and reflection 
notes 

In Vivo Coding 

Peer interview  In Vivo and Values Coding 
Audio narratives In Vivo and Values Coding 
Final Art Project (Artist Statements, 
Labels, Critical Visual Analyses)  

In Vivo Coding 
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Values Coding is “the application of codes to qualitative data that reflect a 

participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs, representing his or her perspectives or 

worldview” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 131).  I found this coding method appropriate for my 

study since it provided in-depth understandings of what my participants regarded as 

important in their learning (value); in what ways they think and feel about themselves, 

other people, and ideas (attitude); and what they think as necessary regarding social 

justice art education (belief) (Saldaña, 2016). In the margin of the hard copies of the data, 

I wrote down value codes with V (value), A (attitude), or B (belief) with brief descriptive 

notes (Saldaña, 2016). Since one’s values, attitudes, and beliefs are interrelated, it was 

sometimes difficult to differentiate what is a value, an attitude or a belief. Thus, I 

reflected on their collective meanings and the interconnections among the three after 

completing the initial coding process.  

I also employed “Emotion Coding” for my researcher’s journals and audio 

narratives. Emotion Coding is appropriate particularly for those that explore 

“intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences and actions, especially in matters 

of social relationships, reasoning, decision-making, judgment, and risk-taking” (Saldaña, 

2016, p. 125). I found Emotion Coding meaningful to analyze my own emotional 

responses to my teaching practices and interactions with students. I used numerous words 

to describe emotions represented in the data, such as tension, doubt, fear, disappointment, 

surprise, joy, and so on.  

During the first cycle coding, I also wrote analytic memos. An analytic memo is 

“a brief or extended narrative that documents the researcher’s reflections and thinking 

processes about the data” (Mile, Hberman, & Saldaña, 2014, p. 95). It is similar to 
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Marshall and Rossman’s (2006) recommendation that researchers write notes, reflective 

memos, thoughts, and insights throughout the analytic process. I wrote reflective memos 

and insights in a separate notebook. Analytic memos are conceptual in that they tie 

together different parts of the data into a meaningful cluster (Miles et al., 2014). I wrote 

down reflections on my code choices, their operational definitions, as well as emergent 

patterns, themes, concepts, and categories and possible connections among them in the 

margins of hard copies of the data (Saldaña, 2016). I also reflected and wrote about how I 

could relate to participants personally and how I empathized with participants’ 

experiences to understand their viewpoints. Added to this, my analytic memos included 

relevant theories, any problems with the research process, ethical dilemmas, and tentative 

answers to my research questions (Saldaña, 2016).  

Once the first cycle coding ended, pattern coding, as a second cycle method, 

started. Pattern coding is a way of grouping summaries from the first cycle coding into a 

smaller number of categories or themes (Miles et al., 2014). I reviewed all codes and 

found emerging categories. Next, I grouped codes into categories and sub-categories. 

Within each category, I was able to find contradicting points as well as new insights; 

thus, I kept searching for quotations and a segment of text, which convey the core theme 

(Thomas, 2006). I also visually mapped pattern codes by laying out the component codes 

that allowed me to find the pattern along with segments from raw data (Miles et al., 

2014). Through this process of revision and refinement, I found overlapping patterns of 

data.  

As a post-coding and pre-writing transition, I completed a “codeweave” (Saldaña, 

2016, p. 49). Since the most critical aspect of qualitative data analysis is to interpret how 
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the individual components of the study weave together, codeweaving is a key process 

prior to writing (Saldaña, 2016). It is the process of integrating key codes and categories 

into narrative form to see how each piece comes together as a whole (Saldaña, 2016). 

After the second cycle coding, I created several narratives based on key codes, categories, 

and sub-categories in order to find the interrelation among them and to create a broader 

theme.  

Visual Data: Telling Stories with Images 

The process of visual analysis is interpretative and flexible. A visual image can 

convey various meanings and can be interpreted in numerous ways depending on the 

viewer and the context. This is why Rose (2001) insists that the process of analyzing 

images is interpretation, “not the discovery of their ‘truth’” (p. 2). Thus, I focused on how 

the meanings emerged and discursively constructed in visual data, rather than labeling 

each image in order to code it.   

All visual data, including my visual journal, the participants’ visual narratives, 

and the final art projects were interpreted alongside written texts (Riessman, 2008). This 

is because written texts entailed written explanations on the meaning and intentions of the 

visuals. For example, the participants created both visual and written narratives on their 

personal experiences in order to add multiple layers of meanings. In this case, I did not 

separate the visual from written narratives for the analysis. Rather, I paid attention to how 

the participant told a story with the image.  

I also focused on what the participants had to say about the artworks they created. 

This approach to analyzing visual forms is more listening-centered than visual-centered 

(Luttrell, 2003). For the final art project, the participants shared their artworks in class on 
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December 6, 2016. I was able to write down what the participants talked about regarding 

their artworks and how they answered the other participants’ questions during their 

presentations. I included the participants’ reactions and different interpretations from the 

audience as a part of the data along with the visual. This helped me explore how 

meanings are negotiated and re-interpreted outside of the image itself.  

Another significant aspect of employing visual analysis is that it allows the 

researcher to read details in each participant’s artwork. Images do not speak for 

themselves like written texts; therefore, they need to be contextualized and explained 

(Riessman, 2008). As Luttrell (2003) states, the goal of visual analysis is “to explore and 

sustain a range of meanings, associations, and understandings that various art forms may 

hold without collapsing their energies into a closed system” by reducing multi-layered 

meaning to any single language (p. 41).   

I focused on images and visual components contributing to the meaning. In other 

words, I paid careful attention to the details of the images in order to read for meanings. 

This approach to visual analysis is similar to Luttrell’s (2003) study. In her ethnographic 

study with pregnant teens, Luttrell (2003) asked her participants to make a “Who am I?” 

collage using images and words from their favorite teen magazines as well as a 

collaborative book of self-portraits with written self-descriptions. In order to study 

subjectivity and self-representation of pregnant teens, Luttrell (2003) collected these 

collages and self-portraits made by her participants as a part of her data. Even though 

Luttrell (2003) focused on the meaning and intention that the participant tried to convey, 

she did not solely rely on the participants’ conversations and stories. Rather, she tried to 

balance between the participants’ words and her own interpretations. As I mentioned 



101 
 

above, Luttrell (2003) also notes that art forms do not speak completely for themselves; 

thus, it is necessary to have a great deal of interpretative work from both the researcher 

and participants.  

I also utilized analytic memos in the process of visual analysis. I wrote down my 

first impressions and interpretations of the image as well as emotions I could feel from 

the image. I was attentive to how I could empathize with participants’ visual expressions. 

Visual representation of experience “can enable others to see as a participant sees and to 

feel” (Riessman, 2008, p. 142). I attempted to understand what the participants had to say 

through the images they made and what I could see and empathize as a viewer. After 

reading the written text along with the visual, I also added other thoughts and different 

interpretations.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Ethical considerations are significant in many types of research. I considered the 

importance of ethical issues from the perspective of an autoethnographer and a researcher 

who studied myself as well as others’ experiences. When the researcher includes others 

as study participants, she or he needs consent from the participants. Furthermore, the 

researcher should be concerned about the potential social risk that the participants face 

when participating in a study. Thus, the researcher should do her or his best to assure 

confidentiality of any study-related information and anonymity of the participants.  

 In order to keep study-related information confidential and anonymous, I took 

several steps. As I mentioned previously, consent to participate in this study was 

voluntary. Consent forms were sealed until the final grades were posted in mid-December 

2016. I clearly stated to the students that I would not know who the participants were 
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until after the semester; therefore, participation in the study did not affect their grades. I 

stated in the consent form (see Appendix B) that any study-related information will be 

kept confidential. To do this, first, I used pseudonyms in place of the participants’ names 

throughout the process of the research and I plan to use them for any future publication in 

order to disguise their identities. I also avoided presenting raw data that included 

biographic information of the participants in this study. Second, I requested permission to 

include the participants’ works including written assignments and artworks they created 

in this study. I included the participants’ statements with quotation marks in this study 

and their artworks with their pseudonyms. Lastly, I stored all documents with identifiable 

data including names of the participants as well as the physical data I collected from the 

participants in a lockable cabinet. I also kept electronic data on a password protected hard 

drive.  

 Additionally, I considered relational ethics as an autoethnographic researcher. 

Ellis et al. (2011) highlights the significance of relational ethics since autoethnographers 

implicate not only themselves, but also others in their studies. Relational ethics are a 

crucial dimension of inquiry that autoethnographers should always keep in the forefront 

of their minds throughout the process of research and writing (Ellis et al., 2011). From 

this perspective, I did my best to protect the privacy of others by changing characteristics 

of circumstances or people who were involved in my stories. I also minimized the 

disclosure of incidents and depictions of people in the autoethnographic portion of this 

study. As a part of this effort, I re-wrote and re-organized my autoethnographic data 

including any researcher’s journal and audio narratives poetically, instead of presenting 

them as raw data.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed two research methodologies, the types of data, and 

data analysis utilized in my research study. As the purpose of the study is to provide 

insights into actual experiences of the teacher and students in a university art education 

course on social justice issues, I geared the design of the study toward the in-depth 

understanding of the participants’ and my experience in the research setting. This study 

was an opportunity for me to reflect on my own beliefs, assumptions, and teaching 

practice for promoting diversity and social justice. In addition, it allows me to examine 

my own positionality and its connection to my teaching practice. Reflexivity, as a key 

practice of my teaching, has been highlighted throughout this study for not only myself, 

but also the student participants. I should also note that this study is the outcome of 

collaborative work with the participants. The participants were actively involved in this 

study by examining and sharing their positions and beliefs on social justice issues as well 

as social justice art education. In summary, this study was a collaborative journey to find 

some of the meaning of teaching and learning art for social justice. In the next section, 

Chapter Four, I discuss my autoethnographic profile and positionality and then the 

presentation of data follows in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC PROFILE AND POSITIONALITY 

Introduction 

I discussed research methodologies including autoethnography and case study in 

Chapter Three. I also explicated types of data I collected from the participants and the 

researcher as well as data analysis including thematic narrative analysis, coding methods, 

and visual analysis. In this chapter I provide my, the researcher’s, autoethnographic 

profile, which is one of the key components of autoethnographic methodology. Ellis et al. 

(2011) note that autoethnography combines characteristics of autobiography and 

ethnography. As autobiographers write about major past experiences that shape and 

significantly affect their identity and perspectives, autoethnographers retrospectively 

write about “epiphanies that stem from, or are made possible by, being part of a culture 

and/or by possessing a particular cultural identity” (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 276). Next, I 

articulate my positionality as a researcher. My positionality as a researcher is crucial in 

this study since it affects the focus, ethics, and process of research (Herr & Anderson, 

2015). The researcher’s biases, beliefs, and assumptions drawn from her experiences, 

which are framed in socio-cultural context, affect the research process (Bourke, 2014). 

Thus, I discuss my social identities in the section of the researcher’s autoethnographic 

profile followed by my positionality vis-à-vis dominant groups (Bell, 2001).  

The Researcher’s Autoethnographic Profile 

This section is a partial response to one of my research question about what I have 

learned about myself as an art educator teaching for social justice and about my 

pedagogical practice. Since one focal point of this study is my own growth as a teacher, it 

is important to examine my personal experiences that led me to become the teacher who I 
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am right now. Personal reflection plays an important role in social justice education since 

it allows teachers to critically reflect on their personal qualities that inform their teaching 

practice (Hackman, 2005). In this autoethnographic profile, I reflect on my social 

position and the process of socialization that have shaped my perspectives and 

understandings. This autoethnographic profile serves not only to provide a backdrop of 

the study for readers, but also for me to reflect on my sociocultural consciousness.  

The purpose of writing the autoethnographic profile is to examine how I have 

been socialized in terms of gender, race, class, and language identity. In other words, I 

am addressing how I have been intra-personally, inter-personally, institutionally, and 

culturally socialized and how I perform my social identities (Harro, 2010). The 

socialization process is “pervasive, consistent, circular, self-perpetuating, and often 

invisible” and it contributes to perpetuate the system of oppression (Harro, 2010, p. 45). 

By examining several epiphanies and major events in my life, I attempt to grasp my own 

multi-dimensioned socialized identity and to continue to learn to be critically conscious. I 

understand identity as “a process of continual emerging and becoming, a process that 

identifies what a person becomes and achieves through ongoing interactions with other 

persons and objects,” rather than a collection of static attributes (He, 1995, p. 216). Since 

I consider identity as a process of becoming and something developing in time, I do not 

mean to present my stories as something that has determined my identity. Rather, I reflect 

what has happened and what is happening from a perspective of identity negotiation, 

where I continuously negotiate my role and position with the process of socialization and 

normalization.  
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I have organized my stories based on my social identities regarding gender, sexual 

orientation, class, race, ethnicity, ability, age, and religion for clarity. In the last section, I 

also address my positionality as a Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA) at the university. 

Each section highlights my social identity and the process of socialization from different 

angles. However, my experiences and stories should not be reduced to a single 

categorical axis. My social identity and experiences are intersectional and multi-layered. 

Therefore, I do not intend to present my intertwined experiences as if each story can be 

analyzed separately from other stories. Rather, my intention of the story organization is to 

give a clear idea of who I have become and am becoming through different but 

interconnected experiences.  

Racial and Gender Identity  

 As a Korean woman1, who is in her early thirties and currently living in the U.S., 

my experiences are entangled with many different forms of privilege and oppression. 

Although gender and race are usually discussed as separate categorical axes, I consider 

my intersectional experiences as an Asian woman more than the sum of racism and 

sexism (Crenshaw, 1989). Drawn from Critical Race Feminism (Collins, 2010; 

Crenshaw, 1989; Wing, 2013), I do not see race and gender as mutually exclusive 

categories. Thus, I present my stories of socialization and experiences as an Asian 

woman in terms of intersections of race and gender in this section. 

A cisgender heterosexual female. I consider myself a cisgender heterosexual 

female. I have been socialized to be a female according to social expectations and norms. 

What I remember most about being socialized as a female in my family was that I was 

encouraged to be involved in gender specific activities. My parents bought me many 
                                                 
1 “Korea” refers to South Korea hereinafter. 
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Barbie dolls and feminine clothes and I was often advised to hang out with female 

friends. My family talked about how a girl should look like and act. I was aware of 

gender roles as a kid. As I grew older, I became more active and athletic; if I were to 

meet my old classmates from 5th or 6th grades, they would remember me as a tomboy. 

Even though I had many male friends and was involved in outdoor activities with them, I 

had a clear female identity. My female identity became stronger after I attended a girls’ 

middle school. The majority of secondary schools were divided by gender in Korea in my 

generation. I was no longer able to continue my friendship with boys; I was discouraged 

to socialize with boys even outside of school. I was socialized to behave and think 

according to the gender binary and expectations of woman. For instance, girls’ schools 

did not teach any technical subjects regarding heavy machinery and construction. 

Likewise, the boys’ schools did not teach any cooking and sewing.  

I was also socialized to see that romantic relationships between male and female 

are normal. Since homosexuality was, and still is, a taboo in Korean society, I have no 

memory of talking and hearing about homosexuality in my childhood. Heteronormativity 

is deeply rooted in Korean society and heterosexuality has been unnamed until now. 

Accordingly, I never thought about different types of romantic and sexual relationships 

other than female-male. The LGBTQ identifiers were something I had never heard of 

from either my family or school until I heard the word “gay” on television (TV). As far as 

I remember, nobody even mentioned terms related to sexuality when I was a kid. The 

public rhetoric at that time was very different from now in Korea. My only memory about 

homosexuality is when one of my parents said the word “homo” with very negative 

connotations. Even though I took a mandatory subject on sexuality in both middle and 
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high schools, homosexuality was not addressed in the textbook. The textbook was all 

about female and male body as well as sexual relationships between women and men. 

Homosexuality was considered as something quirky and abnormal derived from 

neurological or psychological issues. A few teachers and friends in high school shared 

their stories with “gay people” and usually the stories were about their idiosyncrasies. For 

the most part, my understanding about homosexuality was mainly from American TV 

shows and movies I watched at that time. Until I started taking courses and reading books 

on gender and sexism, my understanding about gender and sexuality was on a surface 

level. It took me a while to unlearn heteronormativity and I still work on deconstructing 

my own beliefs on gender, sexuality, and the ideology of heteronormativity.  

A Korean immigrant. I moved to the U.S. from Korea in 2013 to pursue my 

Ph.D. In my home country, my racial and ethnic identity fell into Korean racial 

normativity. Both of my parents are Koreans and as far as I know, I do not have any close 

ancestor who was not Korean. A long held ideology of Korean ethnic homogeneity was 

something I also learned from family, school, and mass media. The ideology of Korean 

ethnic homogeneity is a product of particular historical processes lasting from Japanese 

colonialization until current globalization (Shin, 2006). Under the homogeneity ideology, 

Koreans consider Korea as a unique nation sharing a single language and ethnicity based 

on a common bloodline (Shin, 2006). Due to the pervasiveness of this ideology, one that  

I have heard since I was a little child, I thought that there might be genetic or biological 

differences between Koreans and different ethnic groups, such as Chinese or Japanese 

peoples.  
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 When I moved to the U.S., I had a strong identity as an outsider or foreigner; thus, 

I did not consider or think about racial othering and discrimination. I rather think othering 

and discriminations are natural for me to experience as a foreigner. When I met new 

people, I always introduced myself as a Korean. When a stranger or a person I met for the 

first time asked me where I was from, I pleasantly answered that I was from Korea. As I 

learned more, I started questioning why people automatically assumed I was not from the 

U.S. I felt a need to be assimilated to the mainstream American culture as soon as 

possible. I wanted people to consider me as a part of “us,” rather than “others.” I tried to 

pay more attention to my clothing, attitude, gestures, and my accent.  

 After living in the U.S. for three years, I started having a sense of belonging to 

American society. The more I have a strong sense of belonging, the more I feel hurt when 

people view me as an “other.” At first, I thought assimilation was a key to be successful 

in the U.S. as an immigrant. Now I am critical about my old belief that I should be 

assimilated to the dominant culture in order to feel a sense of belonging. I have gained a 

better and nuanced understanding of inclusion and diversity in the U.S. context through 

my learning experiences. I see complex layers of immigrants’ lives now and try to 

understand the systems of oppression affecting immigrants’ lives in diverse ways.    

Lotus blossoms: Racially sexualized body. In this section, I discuss my 

experience as an Asian Pacific woman in the United States. There are some similarities 

and dissimilarities between my experiences as a female in Korea and the U.S. I felt 

stronger social pressure regarding social expectations for women and gender roles in 

Korea than the U.S. Nevertheless, my experience in the U.S. is unique in that my gender 

identity is intertwined with my Asian identity. The intersection between my femaleness 
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and Asian-ness brings on different experiences of oppression that should not be discussed 

in line with that of White women or Asian men. I particularly discuss racially sexualized 

stereotypes of Asian women and my embodied experience. Meanwhile, I also highlight 

how I come to view my body through an objectifying gaze and how I negotiate my Asian 

female identity in both Korean and American societies.  

 

Vignette 1: At the bus stop 

“Excuse me, are you Japanese?” 

“No.” 

“Chinese?” 

“No.” 

This man came up to me while I was waiting for a bus. He was standing close enough to 

hear my conversation with my friend at the bus stop so I assumed he recognized my 

“accent.” I would usually give the answer he might have been looking for, which is that I 

am Korean. But this time, I wanted to see his reaction. So I waited after I said “no” twice. 

As I expected, he seemed so confused with my answer to his question whether I was 

either Japanese or Chinese. I was impatient and gave the answer.  

“I am Korean.” 

As soon as I said that, he grinned as if he finally got an answer to the question that 

bothered him for a long time. He did not stop there though. He added his thought right 

after my answer. 
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“You know, you don’t really look like a Korean. You do not have that typical cheekbone 

of Korean girls. I am usually very good at telling the differences between Korean girls 

and Japanese girls.”  

 

Vignette 2: At the party in my friend’s house 

“By the way, I knew you were a Korean at a first glance.” 

He mentioned this to me all of sudden during our conversation. I thought in my mind, 

‘here we go again.’ He might have wanted to change the topic or he just wanted to give 

me an impression that he was very observant. Either way, I was fed up with this type of 

conversation. However, I did not want to be rude so I kept the conversation going. I 

asked why. He said, 

“Korean girls have almond-shape eyes. I never was wrong with this.” 

I wanted to say that there are no discernable anatomical markers to distinguish Korean 

people from other East Asians. Instead of confronting him by mentioning this, I decided 

to imply it.  

“Well, many of friends told me that they thought I was Chinese when they saw me the 

first time.” 

“NO…they are so wrong. YOU have very typical Korean girls’ eyes. I told you, I’m 

never wrong.”  

 

These two stories happened relatively recently. Both were young men; one 

introduced that he was a graduate school student, and the other told that he received a 

Ph.D. from the same school. I do not know these two people very well and I did not sense 
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that they tried to offend me. I was sure that they both were well intentioned. They did not 

mean to make me feel uncomfortable or insulted. If I guess the reason why they asked me 

that type of question, they were either naively curious about “what” I was or wanted to 

continue the conversation with me. Regardless of their intention, they expressed their 

assumptions on Asian women’s bodies. They might not realize that their remarks 

projected not only their stereotypes about Asian women, but also the oppressive system 

that otherizes and exoticizes the bodies of women of color. The conversations I had were 

neither uncommon nor surprising to me. These two incidents are a part of many incidents 

I experienced ever since I came to the United Stated a few years ago. I come across many 

random men who gave me a short or long comment on my “Asian” female body even in 

the university classrooms where I teach.  

The reason why I share these stories is not to blame the individuals with whom I 

interacted. Ng (1993) states that racism and sexism enact in interactions; they go beyond 

personal intentions and attitudes. Sexism and racism are routinized in institutions and 

they become “normal” ways of thinking and treating groups of people unequally (Ng, 

1993, p. 195). Lorber (1994) also provides meaningful insight about gender oppression 

and argues gender as a social institution. Lorber (1994) notes that gendered social 

arrangements are justified through religion and cultural productions; however, “the most 

powerful means of sustaining the moral hegemony of the dominant gender ideology is 

that the process is made invisible; any possible alternatives are virtually unthinkable” (p. 

26). 

 After reflection, I realized that I never felt furious or tried to confront men talking 

about my body, even though I thought it was inappropriate or offensive. I wonder if this 
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is because I have been socialized to look at my body through the eyes of men ever since I 

started to be aware of my sexual and gender identity. My body was always objectified 

and something to be gazed upon and fixed. Even in my home country where my ethnicity 

and race are normalized, I was treated as a collection of body parts that exists and is 

valued mainly for the use and pleasure for others (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). I have 

been told about my body and I talked about other women’s bodies from a sexualized 

objectifying perspective as well. Talking about my body, whether it is a compliment or 

complaint, was and still is ordinary.  

 I believe sexualized gazing led me to objectify my body and self-objectification 

hugely affected my gender identity. Like Tiggemann and Lynch (2001) state, “one 

consequence of being a woman in a culture that sexually objectifies the female body—for 

example, through male gaze—is that girls and women are gradually socialized to 

internalize an observer's perspective of their physical self” (p. 244). Sexually objectifying 

gaze occurs not only in intrapersonal and social encounters, but also in visual media 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). When my body is racialized as well as sexualized 

through the Eurocentric colonial and patriarchal eyes, I became “a young Asian woman” 

which have often been portrayed as exotic, passive, and erotized in popular culture (Cho, 

2003). Images of Asian women in media are overly feminine and exotic (Nemoto, 2006). 

On top of this, the stereotype of “model minority” enhances the passive and docile image 

of Asian women. Cho (2003) argues that “model minority traits of passivity and 

submissiveness are intensified and gendered through the stock portrayal of obedient and 

servile Asian Pacific women in popular culture” (p. 351).  
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The complex historical chain of colonialization and military domination is also 

entangled with racialized gender stereotypes. A few years ago back in Korea, I had 

several male friends who “warned” me not to date an American man, the person who is 

my partner now, because they thought I would be sexually used by a Western man. The 

history of the Korean War and U.S. military domination in South Korea leads to a 

stereotype of “military brides” who married U.S. soldiers during and after the Korean 

War (Yuh, 2002). The stereotype of “war brides” in the 1950s still remains at some level 

in Korean society and it reflects not only racial stereotypes, but also racial and gender 

hierarchies. I do not think people see me as a “military bride”; however, I frequently 

heard and experienced stereotypes on the intermarriage between a Korean woman and a 

“Western” man. In both Korea and the U.S., racial stereotypes and sexualized images of 

Asian women are tied into the stereotypes of intermarriage between Asian women and 

White men (Nemoto, 2006). One assumption behind the stereotypes is that Asian women 

marry “up” the racial and gender hierarchy where White males are considered superior 

(Nemoto, 2006).  

Recently, there was an interesting incident that demonstrated this stereotype of 

Asian women and inter-racial marriage. I focused on the comments on the video about 

the perception of Korean women. In the short video clip of the live TV interview with 

BBC, Robert Kelly, the interviewee who was talking in his own room, was interrupted by 

his two children. After these children burst into his room, a panicked Asian woman ran 

into the room to usher the kids out of the room. People found this video hilarious and this 

clip went viral right after his live interview. When I watched this clip featured on the 

main page of YouTube, I was sure that the Asian woman was the mother of the kids 
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without thinking twice. However, the majority of people, who left comments, assumed 

that she was a nanny. In reality, she is Kelly’s wife and the mother of the two children. 

After watching this video, I talked to my Korean friend about the stereotypes on Asian 

women and how people automatically assumed that she was a nanny and the both of us 

thought she would be his wife.  

Under the racial and gender hierarchy, an Asian woman married an American 

man is often considered dependent and expected to be assimilated to the dominant culture 

as quickly as possible (Yuh, 2002). Even though the primary purpose of coming to the 

U.S. was to get my doctoral degree, I frequently felt that people assumed I was dependent 

on my American boyfriend at that time. People sometimes bluntly told me that they 

found my inter-racial relationship “surprising” and “unexpected.” A few people even 

suggested that I should get married so I could stay in the U.S. “legally.” There were 

several moments I could sense people’s assumption on my dependency even in my 

academic work. Some people subtly implied that my academic achievement was due to 

my relationship. It was not uncommon to receive comments, such as “your boyfriend 

taught you English very well,” “I am sure your boyfriend helps you with your writing,” 

“you could have not made it without his help.” These examples demonstrate some of 

people’s assumptions about my relationship that I was the one who was less competent 

and more dependent in my inter-racial relationship. 

Socioeconomic Class 

I did not have a sense of belonging to certain socioeconomic class when I was 

younger. My family income and educational background were considered “average” in 

the school district where I attended my elementary school and middle school. I was often 
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viewed as a privileged girl with economic support for education from my parents. My 

parents were able to pay for my school as well as private institutions where I learned 

English, math, arts, etc. I was barely aware of socio-economic status before I entered a 

prestigious high school where I met friends from high socioeconomic class. 

Another significant experience was class shift due to my family’s bankruptcy 

when I was a college student. Due to the bankruptcy, my parents ended up having a large 

amount of delinquent debt even after selling their house and other assets. I was still a 

university student in a small city far from my family so I had to take care of the rent and 

other living expenses by myself. Even though my aunts and uncles were willing to pay 

for my tuition, which cost around a thousand U.S. dollars per semester, I realized that I 

should be responsible for my own life from that time on. After getting a teaching job, I 

started taking care of my own finances, as well as of my parents’ finances. I worked at a 

lot of afterschool teaching positions or summer school programs to make extra money. In 

spite of my hard work, my family was still living paycheck to paycheck. After working 

for five years as a full time teacher, I realized that I was not able to save any money for 

myself. I still had a quite bit of family debt that I felt I would never be able to pay back 

on my own. As much as I loved to support my family, I found it disheartening that I was 

not able to find financial security after five years of hard work. It almost felt like I would 

never be free from debts. Even though a teaching job is regarded as a promising career 

with a good social reputation in Korea, my financial struggle led me to a low economic 

class.  

A teaching job is perfect for a smart girl from the working class. Like the 

majority of kids in South Korea, I grew up with expectations that I should receive good 
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grades in school and enter one of the top universities in Korea. Korean parents’ high 

interest and value in education are often depicted as “Kyo-yuk-youl,” which can be 

translated as “education fever” (Seth, 2002). My parents were not very different from 

other parents of my friends, who did their best to support my education and highly valued 

achievement in school. Thanks to their support, I was able to receive a good education, 

including tutoring from a young age, and to attend a prestigious public high school. My 

high school was one of a few “international high schools” in South Korea, which was 

established to prepare students as experts in international relations, humanity, and social 

science. I met many smart and passionate students and teachers who inspired me in 

different ways in this school. I also had many opportunities to learn different subjects 

including philosophy, political science, and geography through uniquely designed school 

curriculum and extracurricular activities. This exceptional experience, nevertheless, led 

me to realize my socio-economic class compared to that of my classmates and the 

meaning of it.    

Both my parents do not have post-secondary degrees. My dad owned a small 

business and my mom was a fulltime homemaker at that time. Even though they were not 

rich, I never experienced any financial difficulty when I grew up. In my elementary and 

middle school years, I was often regarded as privileged considering the amount of 

support for my education from my parents. Most of my friends’ parents did not have 

post-secondary degrees and we shared similar socio-economic backgrounds. Some 

teachers often talked about other school districts in the same city and how students were 

different from us. According to them, the school district where I belonged was relatively 

poor, in a low socio-economic class, and less competitive.  
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 When I started my high school, I realized what the teachers meant. One of my 

high school teachers asked me and other students from the same school district to come 

to his office after the first week. He said, “I am pretty sure you guys will struggle in this 

school since you are from that district. You may have to work harder just to catch up with 

other kids.” Teachers often asked the occupation of students’ parents without reserve. As 

a teenager, I quickly learned that high socioeconomic status does not simply represent 

economic privilege. I did not know the term cultural and social capital (Bourdieu, 1986) 

at that time; nevertheless, I was aware that class means more than the matters of income 

or wealth. Educational privilege seemed to allow particular students to gain positive 

attention from teachers and to have more opportunities to learn things that were not easily 

accessible for most students. For instance, one third of my classmates had an experience 

of living abroad, mostly in English speaking countries, from a young age due to their 

parents’ professional careers. Considering the hegemonic ideology of English education 

in South Korea, this unique opportunity not only allowed the majority of my classmates 

to excel in English, but also to have the cultural capital that may have led to their success 

in education.  

 When I went to a university of education in a small city in Korea, the situation 

was very different from my high school. There is a total of eleven national universities of 

education in Korea which are designed to educate pre-service elementary teachers. In 

order to become an elementary school teacher, one must attend one of these universities 

to gain the multiple subjects teaching certificate. In all honesty, I was not quite sure about 

becoming an elementary teacher when I applied for the University of Education. Due to 

the university admission policy in Korea, I was able to apply to only three schools and I 
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had to make a decision about my future career right after taking the “College Scholastic 

Ability Test.” I did not know much about a teaching career. Furthermore, I was not even 

sure whether I really wanted to be a teacher. However, I had been told that the elementary 

teaching career was particularly ideal for women and for those who are from working 

class. I have heard so many times from my aunts and uncles that a teaching job is the best 

option for a smart working-class girl. My family told me that I should choose an 

elementary teaching career because my parents would not able to afford expensive tuition 

and living expenses in Seoul.  

On top of this, my generation was the so-called “IMF generation” who 

experienced the financial crisis from a relatively young age. The norm of my generation 

was to choose universities that cost less and majors guaranteeing job security after 

graduation, such as teachers, government employees, and medical doctors. With all these 

social expectations and norms, I did not question my decision to go to the University of 

Education in Korea. I met many friends who had been told the exact same thing, “a smart 

girl from a low socio-economic class should become a public school teacher” in my 

college.  

Language Socialization 

 Since I was born and raised in Korea, I was raised as a monolingual Korean 

speaker when I was a kid. My parents are both monolingual and I was never exposed to 

other languages until I started learning English in fifth grade. English was a mandatory 

subject in my middle school; however, learning English was not necessarily for 

improving communication skills. I still remember the first chapter of the English 

textbook I learned in middle school; it was mainly about introducing my name and 



120 
 

teaching the grammar structure. The main lessons of English class were usually about 

English grammar. I vividly remember memorizing inversions, such as “Never had I heard 

that story” in ninth grade, which I hardly use these days. I also remember an 

embarrassing moment in my first year of high school, when my English teacher asked me 

a simple question in English and I could not answer properly. I felt particularly 

embarrassed because I was not able to reply in English, even though I had been learning 

English for over five years at that point in time. I also learned Japanese in my middle 

school and Spanish in high school but learning those languages was difficult because I 

lacked the motivation. This is mainly because English is one of the most important 

subjects in the Korean education system and English competency affects other aspects, 

such as job opportunities. Park (2009) describes the obsession with English education in 

Korea as “English fever.” English fever is connected to a hegemonic ideology of English 

in Korea. Lee (2016) argues that the ideology surrounding the English language 

influences Korean social structures even though it is not primarily utilized as a 

communication tool in Korean society. Lee (2016) continues by explaining that English 

fever perpetuates deeply rooted English language ideologies instead of guaranteeing 

English proficiency.  

 In retrospect, English was more than a language for me. English proficiency 

seemed to guarantee success in both school and Korean society. I sensed that people who 

were fluent in English were more likely to be described as intelligent and educated in 

media. Korean American or Korean Canadian celebrities bragged about their “standard” 

North American accent while they mocked Korean accents. While I was watching TV, a 

young girl around five years old talked about her future dream: she said her dream was to 
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marry an American so her kid would not struggle to learn English. This is an example of 

the pressure students feel about learning English as well as how much Korean parents 

have spent for their children’s English education. Like the young girl, I wished that I had 

studied abroad when I was young. I also envied my classmates who could speak English 

more naturally because of their experiences living in English speaking countries when 

they were young.  

I, too, took English language ideology and English fever for granted. Although I 

have worked hard to learn and improve my English over the past twenty years, I am still 

not satisfied with my English proficiency. Since coming to the U.S., I became more 

unsatisfied with my English ability and particularly with my accent. Three years ago, I 

gave a tour in a museum to middle and high school students. The group was quiet and did 

not answer to my questions much. After almost forty minute talking by myself, one 

student raised her hand and asked me, “what is your accent?” This was not unusual since 

I had received negative comments about my accent from my undergraduate students at 

that time as well. I felt ashamed and downhearted because people seemed to judge me by 

my accent. Instead of reflecting on the English language ideology that has been rooted in 

my mind and society, I thought I should rid myself of my Korean accent as quickly as 

possible. I watched many YouTube videos about American accents and practiced 

speaking by recording my voice. I hated when I heard my voice through an audio-

recorder since I could tell where I said something wrong or pronounced a word poorly. 

However, no matter how I tried, I was not able to completely get rid of my unique 

Korean accent. I try to love my own unique accent now; nonetheless I am still struggling 

to positively accept my own accent and myself as a bilingual. Since I came to graduate 
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school, I felt that being a Korean native speaker was not advantageous at all. Except for 

the times I did research specifically about Korea, I thought my Korean language ability 

was useless. I belittled my linguistic ability and capacity to understand cross-culture as a 

bilingual person. I viewed myself through a deficit model and I thought people regarded 

me as a “disadvantaged second language speaker” (Ortmeier-Hooper, 2008, p. 394). 

However, teaching a Korean class helped me to see my abilities and myself as a bilingual 

person positively. Meeting students who would like to learn my own language helped me 

to alter my viewpoint and allowed me to reflect my own assumptions about bilingualism 

and ESL speakers.   

The Researcher’s Positionality 

There’s no enunciation without positionality. You have to position yourself 

somewhere in order to say anything at all. (Hall, 1990, p. 18)  

The research process, product, and the participant-research relationship are 

mediated through the researcher’s positionality, which means where one stands in 

relation to the other (Bourke, 2014). For this study, the researcher is the key instrument of 

data collection and analysis; thus, my assumptions, beliefs, and standpoints significantly 

affected not only the research process, but also the product of research. Examining my 

positionality can be also considered as reflexivity to some extent. Reflexivity in 

qualitative research has been used to increase attention to researcher subjectivity in the 

research process and to acknowledge the knowledge production and interpretation that 

are related to the researcher’s position (Pillow, 2003). Therefore, I attempt to reflect on 

my own positionality vis-à-vis the system of oppression in this section. I address self-
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consciousness of my social identities and my position in the matrix of domination 

(Collins, 2000).  

Gender and Sexual Orientation 

 As a female, I am a part of the target group in the system of oppression. I am 

socialized to act like “a lady,” try to meet the social expectations as a female, and accept 

the gender norms. Under the patriarchal system, I feel pressured to play a “female role,” 

to be more docile, passive, obedient, and caring. In Korea, I had to remain silent and 

passive in school as a young female teacher. While young male teachers are viewed 

confident and capable when they explicitly express their ideas, I was more encouraged to 

listen and agree with others, instead of sharing my ideas. Critical thinking was also 

discouraged. When I tried to engage in critical conversations with male friends, they 

pointed out that critical thinking made me unattractive as a woman. I learned how to 

pretend to agree with people even though I disagreed with them and how to suppress 

myself so as not to challenge others, especially males. On top of that, my academic 

pursuit was not as highly valued as a female teacher. Many coworkers told me that I 

would be a better teacher once I became a mother. They frequently compared teaching to 

parenting. Accordingly, I was encouraged to get married and have a child, instead of 

going to graduate school.     

 I perpetuated the system of gender oppression in some degree by remaining 

unconscious of gender oppression and being unwilling to challenge the oppressive ideas 

(Harro, 2010). As a dominant group member of cisgender and heterosexual identity, I 

was not aware of heteronormativity and transgender oppression until I started learning 

those concepts in graduate school. I naively thought that only hatred and violence against 
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LGBTQ people are the form of oppression. I still attempt to unlearn heteronormativity 

and scrutinize my own naïveté and ignorance in order to be conscious of different 

manifestations of heteronormativity. In the meantime, I also ponder how I can be an ally, 

not because I need to do something “for” people in the LGBTQ community, but because 

heteronormativity and transgender oppression are dehumanizing for all.  

Class and Socioeconomic Status 

 When it comes to socioenomic status, it is hard to define myself due to my 

transnational life and different social contexts of the formation of class in Korea and the 

U.S. I consider my family was between a middle class and a working class before the 

bankruptcy of my father’s business. It is common for adults in Korea born right after the 

Korean War to not have degrees from formal institutions, my parents included. My 

parents’ generation experienced extreme poverty in childhood and dramatic economic 

growth in their twenties and thirties. I assume my parents had a middle class identity at 

some point in their lives; however, the financial difficulties that they continue to 

experience over the last ten years have changed their perspective significantly. My low 

socioeconomic identity mainly derives from my experience in high school and the 

financial struggle in my twenties. Nevertheless, I am currently in a Ph.D. program in the 

U.S., which is hardly allowed for people from working class in Korea. Students from a 

middle class or upper socioenomic status tend to have more opportunities to study in the 

U.S. due to the high cost of education. I was able to come to graduate school thanks to 

my department’s funding. My education may allow me to move up the social ladder in 

the future. Furthermore, my doctoral degree from the U.S. has significant cultural and 
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social capital in Korea (Kim, 2015). Therefore, my class identity has the potential to shift 

in both Korea and the U.S.  

Race and Ethnicity 

As a Korean immigrant, my racial “category” in the U.S. falls into the “Asian” 

group. However, I cannot say that my experiences are in line with other people of color. 

This is partly because I am considered “an international student,” which implies that I am 

“a foreigner,” who does not belong to the U.S. society. Furthermore, my experiences as 

an immigrant who moved to the U.S. do not give me a clear idea about where my Asian 

identity could be positioned in the race relations in the U.S. context. I was not sure how 

Asian communities are situated in the current racial context considering that many Asian-

Americans undergo significant levels of assimilation to the dominant U.S. society 

(Yancey, 2003). On top of this, the dominant U.S. racial discourse on Black/White binary 

has rendered Asian Americans invisible and the racial positions of Asian Americans are 

not as clear as those of other people of color (Lee, Park, & Wong, 2016). Overall, my 

understandings on race and racism were very limited until I took a course on Critical 

Race Theory (CRT). It has been less than two years since I started learning the historical 

and social context of race relations, the construction of Whiteness, and racial issues in 

current U.S. society. I currently frame racial dynamics through “a field of racial 

position,” where groups become racialized in relation to one another through contests and 

negotiations (Kim, 1999, p. 106). I am still in the process of learning racial issues and 

deconstructing my own racial assumptions.  

Since I moved to the U.S., I have engaged in the “model minority” stereotype. 

According to Lee et al. (2016), Asian Americans have been framed as “perpetual (and 
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dangerous) foreigners and/or as model minorities” (p. 5). My Asian appearance and 

accent makes my “otherness” visible. Whereas the “model minority” stereotype casts 

Asian Americans as hardworking and submissive through media and everyday 

interactions, I have realized that I also have embraced the “model minority” stereotype. 

As Park (2011) finds through his study with Korean immigrant students, playing the 

“model minority” role is a coping strategy for Korean immigrant students who view 

themselves as perpetual foreigners or “unauthentic” Americans. I also “mask” myself by 

playing the “model minority” role sometimes in order to conform to the dominant group.  

Ability and Age 

I am temporarily able-bodied. Castañeda, Hopkins, and Peters (2010) used the 

term temporarily abled-bodied in order to raise consciousness that people may become 

disabled by illness, accidents, war, the process of aging, and so on. I was not aware of my 

privileges as a temporarily able-bodied person as well as my misconceptions on 

disabilities. As an agent of oppression, I did not fully understand how the concept and 

discourse of disabilities are socially constructed. When I was a homeroom teacher, I had 

at least one or two students with disabilities in my class every year. I still remember one 

student who had a few different developmental disorders, such as language disorder, 

learning disabilities, and antisocial behavior. He had different needs than the other 

students and I often felt I did not know how I could help with his learning and behavior 

issues. Unfortunately, there were times when the other students would bully him. I did 

my best to intervene by talking to his parents and special education teachers as well as the 

other students. Instead of working with my whole class to teach about diversity, 

differences, and inclusion as well as challenging the misconceptions of disabilities, I 
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focused solely on him. It is embarrassing that I was not properly prepared to teach 

students with different needs.  

As far as ageism and adultism are concerned, I am in my thirties; thus, I have 

more advantages in terms of the opportunities of job search, social participation, etc. than 

people who are considered as youths or seniors. Although chronological age is a reality 

for all of us, the “appropriate” roles, behaviors, and expectations for any given age group 

are socially constructed (DeJong & Love, 2010). When I was younger, I also experienced 

adultism. People often told me that I was more mature than my age and gave me 

compliments about my behavior since I tried to act and talk like an adult. I internalized 

adultism by behaving like adults in my age group. On the other hand, I was discouraged 

from asking critical questions to adults and was frequently excluded from important 

decision-making processes even when the decision was related to my future. When I 

worked as a teacher in Korea, I often played the role of the dominant by not taking my 

students’ ideas seriously or assuming that they were naive. As a young female teacher, I 

also experienced a similar but different form of oppression based on my age from older 

coworkers. Coworkers who were older readily dismissed my ideas and stated that I was 

inexperienced and too young. Questioning or sharing ideas were highly discouraged 

during the teacher meetings and professional development as a young teacher.   

Religion 

I do not consider myself religious even though I grew up with the Buddhist 

influence. My grandmother is a sincere Buddhist and both of my parents identify 

themselves as Buddhists; however, they do not practice or participate in Buddhism 

regularly. I attended a Buddhist kindergarten where I learned chanting. After that, I did 
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not learn Buddhism or attend Buddhist activities. In my twenties, I tried different 

religions according to my grandmother’s advice. Although I found religious teachings to 

be meaningful, I did not associate with a particular religion. I would describe my current 

self as non-religious and closer to be agnostic; however, I am continuously learning and 

seeking meaningful lessons for my life from Buddhist monks, including Thích Nhất Hạnh 

and Haemin Sunim. Overall, my worldview and spirituality are drawn from Buddhism.  

In Korean society, over fifty percent of people do not have a formal membership 

to any religious organizations according to the national census conducted in 2015 

(Statistics Korea, 2016). It does not mean that people who do not have religious 

memberships are atheist; however, it says that my non-association with any religious 

groups did not put me in a minority position. Since I moved to the U.S. relatively 

recently, I do not have any particular experience of religious oppression. I am aware of 

Christian hegemony, as Christianity is normative in the U.S. I am still learning about 

historical, social, and educational aspects of religious oppression in U.S. society and my 

current understandings are not deep. This is partly because I always felt uncomfortable 

with the topic of religion since I was a young kid and was unsure how to position myself 

in terms of religious beliefs.  

International Graduate Teaching Assistant: A Sense of In-Betweenness 

 I have been working as an International Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA) since 

I started my doctoral program in the U.S. Although I had been a teacher for over five 

years and had a strong identity as a teacher, being a GTA was different than working as a 

full-time public school teacher. My position did not make me fully consider myself as a 

teacher; I was both a student and a teacher at the same time at the university. As Muzaka 
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(2009) argues, GTAs occupy “an ambiguous niche,” where they are simultaneously 

students, teachers, and researchers (p. 1). Accordingly, GTAs often experience the 

tensions resulting from the conflicting rights and responsibilities associated with their 

multiple roles (Muzaka, 2009). Additionally, I have never lived in the U.S. or any other 

countries previously I was unfamiliar not only with the role as a GTA, but also with 

teaching in a different country in English, which is not my mother language. I vividly 

remember the first day of my teaching at the university. I felt overwhelmed by the fact 

that I would teach students, whose racial, ethnic, and linguistic identities were, and 

continued to be different from my own.    

 This experience as a GTA led me to have a sense of in-betweenness. On the 

positive side, the sense of in-betweenness allowed me to understand the complex 

dynamics of the classroom. I quickly sensed and learned from the professors about 

effective instructional strategies to encourage student participation in class and student-

teacher communication styles, which were quite different from my own learning 

experience in Korea. My K-16 classroom experiences in Korea were mostly a one-way 

direction since the students were expected to listen to the lectures and take notes, rather 

than asking questions or participating in the discussions. While I was learning from the 

professors as a graduate student, I also worked on adjusting my instructional and 

communication styles in order to be an effective instructor in my classroom.  

 Another sense of in-betweenness was my positionality as a GTA, who is not 

originally from the United States. My classroom experience in the U.S. was limited to my 

graduate school experience; accordingly, it was sometimes hard to read what was going 

on in the classroom, understand my students’ jokes, and grasp subtle meanings in their 
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comments. I was frequently confused by students’ disruptive behaviors, such as using 

their phones or arriving late in the classroom, and did not know how to respond or even 

whether I should confront those behaviors. I was not sure whether it was me being too 

sensitive or my students being rude. Likewise, I knew that my students might see me 

differently. My “Otherness,” such as my accent, gestures, and so on, presented obviously 

the very first day of my class. I was always aware of my linguistic and cultural 

differences from other American GTAs. It was difficult to consider my otherness as a 

source of the positive teaching practice. I always considered it as a something that I 

should overcome or erase. It took me more than three years to see the possibility that my 

differences could play a positive role in my teaching.   

 Even after I felt much more confident in my teaching practice in the U.S. 

classroom with three years of experience, I have never fully considered myself as a 

teacher due to my position as a GTA. Some students, if not all, always knew that I was 

not a professor. When there were issues with their grades, I sometimes received an email 

that they wanted to talk to my professor, rather than me, even though I was the instructor 

of record in the course. More importantly, I reminded myself of my position as a GTA all 

the time. I often gave up my authority easily by not confronting students when they 

challenged me disrespectfully in class. I tried to avoid any conflict or argument with the 

students since I did not think I deserved the same level of respect that the professor 

should receive. At the same time, I tended to harshly blame myself, especially my 

English, when I heard the complaints about my class and me. Like the majority of studies 

on an international GTA in the 1990s mainly discussed linguistic challenges and English 

competency (Bresnahan & Deborah, 2000), I also focused on my English competency, 
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rather than other positive aspects I could bring into my classroom as an international 

GTA. This sense of inferiority and the lack of confidence affected my teacher identity 

and teaching practice in multiple levels. The difficulties I experienced, such as a lack of 

self-worth and instructional challenges resonated with the studies on GTAs’ experiences 

(see Arshavskaya, 2015; Muzaka, 2009; Park, 2004). I was well aware of my own 

weakness and challenges; as a result, I was too timid and concerned about how my 

students would evaluate me. This anxiety over the evaluation made me feel vulnerable 

particularly when I had to mention any controversial social issues.  

 On the whole, being an international GTA added another complex layer to my 

experience of teaching social justice issues in a university classroom. Despite the support 

from my department, professors, and my colleagues, it was difficult to feel secure in 

matter of my teaching in the institution where GTAs are more likely to be regarded as an 

apprentice. It does not mean that my experience as a GTA was negative or less respected; 

rather, I briefly described my position as a GTA in order to highlight a sense of in-

betweenness embedded in my teacher identity in this section.  

Conclusion 

I reflected on my life experiences and social identities in terms of race, ethnicity, 

gender, sexual orientation, class, language, (dis)abilities, and age in this chapter. I also 

addressed a sense of in-betweenness as a GTA at the university. I analyzed my life 

experiences through the lens of socialization; in other words, I reflected on how I came to 

have certain social identities and how I was socialized to be and become the person who I 

am now. I also discussed my positionality in the matrix of domination. Race and gender 

were the key identity markers for me to shape my social identities. I consider my 
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transnational life and immigration experience also contribute to my socialization process 

in similar and dissimilar ways in two different societies.  

Writing this chapter was an opportunity for me as an educator and researcher to 

be more aware of my intersectional social identities. It was meaningful in that I carefully 

reflected on my growth concerning social awareness of privileges and different forms of 

oppression. I am socialized to take my privileges for granted and have played the role of 

the agent in some forms of oppression, such as heterosexism, transgender oppression, 

ableism, ageism, and adultism. I have perpetuated oppression by remaining unconscious 

and being unwilling to challenge the oppressive system (Harro, 2010). At the same time, 

I belong to the target group where I often feel I am oppressed and silenced. I have 

internalized the oppressive assumptions and beliefs; as a result, I was not only unaware of 

injustices, but also unable to name oppressions I experienced in individual and 

institutional levels. Learning about intersectional oppressions as well as reflecting on my 

experience has allowed me to understand my multidimensional and complex social 

identities.  

Furthermore, I have become aware of issues I should work harder to understand, 

such as ableism and religious oppression. Religious oppression is a topic that I should 

continue to work on as a non-religious person who grew up in a Buddhist family. I was 

also able to envision my evolving role as a researcher and educator teaching for social 

justice. With these issues in mind, I continue to discuss and analyze my experiences in 

Chapter Six, Interpretation and Findings.  
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In the following chapter, Chapter Five, I share data I collected from the 

participants as well as data from the artifacts I created during the study period as a 

researcher.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: PRESENTATION OF DATA 

Introduction 

In Chapter Four, I discussed my authoethnographic profile in terms of my social 

identities and the process of socialization. The authoethnographic profile was based on 

my reflection about how I came to define who I am right now and how my experiences 

shape my perspectives of myself. I also articulated my positionality as a researcher in 

order to reflect my own position in the system of oppression. The goal of addressing my 

positionality is to acknowledge that my assumptions, standpoints, and beliefs affect the 

research process as well as product.  

Chapter Five focuses on the data presentation. Presenting the data I collected from 

the participants and myself was complicated not only because of the amount of data, but 

also due to the ethnical concerns regarding representation and reductionism. Both sets of 

data collected from the participants and myself included private stories of intimate people 

around us as well as ourselves. Those stories were about what happened in our lives, our 

emotions and private thoughts. They are central to our human experience, which cannot 

be expressed as “matter-of-fact discourse” (Kostera, 2006, p. 6). Furthermore, I, as a 

researcher, kept in mind that collecting the participants’ stories and doing interviews is a 

privilege, not a right. Therefore, I needed to be careful about presenting words, their 

material presence, and their possible effects on people.  

With this in mind, I decided to approach the presentation of data based on the 

concept of “a performative sensibility” (Denzin, 2001, p. 25). “A performative 

sensibility” means “a willingness to experiment with different ways of presenting” data 

and an effort to turn it into performative texts (Denzin, 2001, p. 25). This attempt is in 
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line with performative writing (Pollock, 1998), such as “narrative collage” (Kostera, 

2006) or “bricolage” (Kincheloe, 2001; 2005). Performative writing is not “a matter of 

formal style,” but “a discursive practice” (Pollock, 1998, p. 75). Performative writing is 

also evocative since it “evokes worlds that are other-wise intangible, unlocatable: worlds 

of memory, pleasure, sensation, imagination, affect, and in-sight” (Pollock, 1998, p. 80). 

In order to deliver my embodied stories, I rewrote my researcher’s journal and 

audio narratives poetically. The personal journal and audio narratives were mainly about 

my reflections on what was happening in my classroom. They include interactions with 

students, questions and issues that I had about both the class and the research, new ideas 

about class activities, thoughts on the course materials, surprising moments, relevant 

memories, challenges of teaching social justice through art, etc. I selected words and 

phrases that stood out from my journal and transcriptions in order to weave them together 

and created drawings that visually synthesized these moments (see Figures 4-11). This 

was an active process of rewriting, rather than passive delivery of information. These 

narratives and visual images I created based on my daily teaching experiences are 

presented later in this chapter in the section titled, “Data Collected from the Researcher.” 

Kincheloe (2005) notes that “bricolage views research methods actively rather than 

passively, meaning that we actively construct our research methods from the tools at hand 

rather than passively receiving the ‘correct,’ universally applicable methodologies” (p. 

324). This effort to work in the domain of complexity is to avoid monological forms of 

reductionistic knowledge (Kincheloe, 2005). Hence, I should note that the purpose of this 

chapter is not to provide a complete summary of the participants’ and my stories, but to 

invite readers to witness the on-going and complex process of meaning-making.  
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The first section of the data presentation from the researcher is followed by the 

presentation of data I collected from participants. The second section includes the 

summary of the participants’ responses to a pre-course questionnaire, peer interviews, 

and audio narratives. I describe the data based on the main themes and topics with several 

representative samples of the participants’ visual, oral, and written data. I chose particular 

statements and remarks from the raw data to make the participants’ voices more vivid. I 

also provide a brief summary on the topics that the participants addressed in their reading 

responses. Next, I provide selected personal narratives and final projects that the 

participants created. The participants’ personal narratives include private stories of 

themselves and their intimate people. Thus, I visualize their texts by utilizing an online 

visualization software tool, Textexture.Com. This tool visualizes each participant’s 

written narrative as a network and presents key texts in a non-linear fashion. I juxtapose 

this visualized text network with their visual narrative. Lastly, I provide selected 

participants’ final social justice art projects, in which they discussed social justice issues.  

Data Collected from the Researcher 

Audio Narrative (August 23, 2016) 

Feeling defensive.  

I was afraid.  

I was afraid that you would not greet me. 

Hostility and silence the first day of my classroom 

Yes, I am a young, non-native English speaker, Asian, and female TA. 

I want you to go deeper.  

I know - this is “a class” that you have been taking numerous times.  
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Yes, it is an undergraduate course.  

You might not want any pain in learning.  

I am not here to entertain you. 

 

How can I practice “critical pedagogy” in my classroom? 

How can I engage you in deeper conversations? 

Can we create a learning community? 

 

Audio Narrative (August 25, 2016) 

You liked bell hooks! 

I am glad that you liked her words.  

I cried a lot last night.  

I was nervous and afraid that you might think this class would be all about discomfort.  

Their words and anger pulled out something I hid deep in my mind.  

Fear.  

Fear of confrontation. 

Fear of denial.  

I can’t even express how much pressure I felt last night.  

I cried and yelled. 

I just wanted to leave here and go back to Korea.  

I never felt in this way before about my class.  

But here, in the U.S., 

“Go back home. No one likes you here.”  
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No one says it but I can feel it.  

Engaged pedagogy.  

It entails pain. It is demanding.  

I am still working on changing my teaching style. 

Vulnerability. 

I tried to share my honest feelings.  

I am going to open up more with you. 

We will share stories.  

 

Figure 4. Researcher’s visual journal, Fear, August, 27, 2016 

Audio Narrative (September 6, 2016) 

Not extraordinarily successful but smooth.  

Surprise! 

You named activist art, socially engaged art, and social justice art! 

You knew it! 
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But are you listening? 

What should I do to hear your voice?  

How can I engage you in the conversations? 

This type of class is much harder than giving lectures.  

I try to see what’s going on here. 

Looking into you.  

I am not trying to control.  

I’ve got more works to do to engage you.  

 

Researcher’s Journal (September 10, 2016) 

Perpetual foreigner.  

When can I become one of you? When I get rid of my accent? When I become a U.S. 

citizen? But what’s the point of these questions?  

I will be endlessly asked about where I am from.  

People say I am the one who can define myself.  

However, if you are consistently viewed and told by others that you are the “Other,” 

because of how you look, speak, and behave; you cannot be unaffectedly free from that 

idea. 

The sense of the perpetual foreigner is deeply ingrained in me.  

I came to theories to understand these feelings, alienation, isolation, othering, ...  

I still see myself through my internalized oppressive perspective.  

Self-doubt. It’s there always.  
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People encouraged me to be confident. I know in my head.  

But deeply ingrained self-doubt raises its head from time to time and tells me that I am 

not good enough. 

 

Researcher’s journal (September 11, 2016) 

Am I losing a hope because I speak about my hurtful feelings? 

A sense of hostility I always felt on the first day of class.   

Am I not seeing a positive aspect of my experience? 

I want to hear what other female teachers of color feel, see, and go through.  

I need to hear their voices. 

Their voices empower me. 

 

Audio Narrative (September 15, 2016) 

It has been relatively “safe.” 

We talked about activist art, multiculturalism, the concept of social justice, and so on.  

Next week, we are going to talk about race.  

Yes, you are going to reflect your own social identity, position, and personal experiences 

in terms of racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism, ableism, ageism, and so on.  

I am glad some of you are willing to share your thoughts and be challenged.  

I finally feel excited! 

I am a bit concerned though.  

How can I talk about racism, racial oppression, White privilege with White students?  
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Normativity might be one way to discuss Whiteness and White privilege more effectively 

with White students.  

I know how the term “White privilege” immediately shuts down the conversation.  

I need a new language! 

Even if I do “a good job” explaining and leading the discussion, 

I am an outsider.  

My poor friend was confronted by a student in her classroom,  

“What do you know about Ebonics? You are not even an American!” 

How can I engage you guys in the racial issues, as a teacher who is considered as an 

“Other”? 

 

Figure 5. Researcher’s visual journal, Strength, September 15, 2016 
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Audio Narrative (September 27, 2016) 

I am glad you shared your stories in class. 

I really appreciate it.  

I want you to make connections between academic materials and your life.  

What we learn should go beyond our classroom! 

But, hey! You guys! What are you doing with your laptops? 

I know you may be listening. 

What does your silence mean? 

 

Researcher’s journal (September 27, 2016) 

Reward. 

The first day I felt I was rewarded.  

It was very simple. 

My students were really engaged in the conversations.  

I finally feel like teaching about diversity and justice can be rewarding.  

Until this morning, I googled “I hate to teach what should I do.”  

It was more like frustration that no one cares about what we do in class.  

I felt frustrated about students’ silence and absences.  

I tried not to blame myself but I kept thinking, “maybe it’s me, if it were other teacher, 

they might have liked the class.”  

I was honestly afraid of talking racism or privilege in class since I knew how 

conversations can end up. 

Anger. Guilt. Frustration.  
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“So are you blaming Whites??”   

I was not ready to confront or manage students’ anger in class. I was just fearful about 

everything.  

I guess I underestimated my students.  

They are already aware of these issues and they have things to say.  

For some students, it takes much longer to understand the meanings since they have not 

thought about those ideas in their lives. For some students, an a-ha moment never 

happens.  

Even so, I do not blame myself. I cannot make all students learn everything we do in 

class. They may learn something similar that we talked about today later in their lives.  

Do give compliments to myself about my hard work and effort to overcome fear of 

teaching these sensitive issues.  

It is not easy. It makes people uncomfortable. But it is a part of its nature.  

Focus on the fact that I am doing it, rather than whether I do a good job or not.  

We should be truly critical about ourselves and our teaching practices; meanwhile, we 

should also be willing to find joy and self-confidence in teaching social justice despite 

our vulnerable positionality as female teachers of color.  

Also remember what bell hooks said. Getting students’ immediate affirmations is not the 

heart of “teaching for social justice.”  

 

Audio Narrative (September 29, 2016) 

I start getting worried if I miss something about what they are thinking and how they are 

processing the content.  
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Particularly those who do not participate in the class discussions.  

Are they resisting or actually learning but need more time to process? 

 

Audio Narrative (October 4, 2016) 

After my class. Every single class, especially when I had to give a lecture.  

I always feel like I failed.  

I feel like I sound stupid.  

This feeling has dwelled in myself for a long time.  

I am not a good teacher; I just pretend that I am confident.  

Loneliness and emptiness.  

I am not a good teacher.  

Students do not care much about what I am talking about. I am not doing a good job.  

I want to be satisfied with what I am doing.  

I feel like I am not doing enough even though I have been prepping for this class almost 

all day long.  

Why do I feel this way? 

Maybe I have an unachievable goal. Being a White male professor. 

I can never be satisfied with myself. 

People say my English is okay. People say the messages I deliver are more important 

than my accent or grammatical mistakes. But I don’t buy that. 

The only moment that I feel successful is when my students are doing something, talking, 

and engaging.  

I guess I have at least one thing I can do as a teacher – challenge, make them think.  
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Researcher’s journal (October 5, 2016) 

Discussing inequity and injustice is not about blaming.  

Racism, it is not about blaming White people.  

Income inequality and the issues of redistribution, it is not about blaming the rich.  

Do not try to simplify the issues and think it is a mere causal relation.  

Think systematic aspects of these problems.  

Discussing inequity is neither blaming nor whining.  

Inequity and injustice are not something natural.  

If we have to accept everything just the way it is, why are we here? 

 

Audio Narrative (October 6, 2016) 

Mastery. 

When can I feel comfortable to say that I know this stuff, these topics of racism, sexism, 

and classism and so on? 

So broad and deep.  

I am glad my students try to make sense of what’s going on in their lives and in society.  

Conversations are always interesting.  

A few students said, “I have never realized this stuff” – this is what I want.  

But wait a minute,  

Some students did not buy the textbook!  

What?? 
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Figure 6. Researcher’s visual journal, ARGGGG, October 8, 2016 

Audio Narrative (October 11, 2016) 

Classism.  

We already talked about it last Thursday. Today was more like sharing personal 

narratives. 

Good conversations.  

I saw two students talking a lot during the break time.  

I could not eavesdrop but I heard the words, white trash, gang, and so on.  

I tried to understand one student whose comments have been bothering me.  

What do I want to achieve through this class?  

Think social issues from different angles and make connections to our lives.  

Have a sense of agency. I hoped that materials helped them to reflect on their positions. 

Some students just stared at their laptops but when I asked them to do group discussions, 

I could see that they were more engaged. They were willing to listen to other classmates. 

I am glad! 

I still feel sometimes, I want to run away.  
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Audio Narrative (October 11, 2016) 

Privilege.  

It is really hard for us to see and talk about privilege.  

I also did not understand it. A part of the reason was that I thought I earned everything I 

had and experienced. It does not mean that I don’t deserve these things. But privilege 

allows some people to achieve things easier than others. 

For some people, they have to work harder to achieve exactly the same thing I’ve got.  

This is privilege. A part of it. This is hard to see because I don’t want to admit it.  

I am not saying I did not work hard! We all work hard but see how people’s lives get 

different even though they work hard! 

I understand you want to believe meritocracy because it is a simple and easy way to make 

sense of this world.  

Don’t think I am blaming! This is not a blame game! 

Privilege and oppression are some of the forces and factors shaping our lives.  

Don’t think this is natural though.  

If you think this will happen anyway, we don’t have to be here. 

 

Audio Narrative (October 18, 2016) 

My friend. She came to my class today. 

My positionality. It influences and shapes my teaching. 

My confidence is not really there. I cannot make eye contact with my students.  

When my students don’t pay attention, I always blame myself. I try not think it’s me but I 

keep thinking it’s me – maybe they are bored because of my teaching.  
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Is the teacher a sole factor affecting students’ learning though? 

Where and when can I feel rewarded from my teaching?  

I care about these topics and this is why I love to teach this course.  

At the same time, I also feel uncomfortable and vulnerable. I do not want to see my 

students feeling upset. Why do I have to do this? 

I think this is why we need a community.  

Self-affirmation. This is what I need.  

 

Figure 7. Researcher’s visual journal, my homes, October 17, 2016 

Audio Narrative (October 20, 2016) 

Heterosexism and sexism.  

We had a great conversation today. 

We started talking about lots of things, heteronormativity and biphobia. 
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At some point, the discussion got heated.  

Free speech.  

Religious beliefs. 

Good business or bad business.  

I can see you are upset.  

I apologize that I did not do a good job on intervening in the discussion.  

It takes time for me to process things what you are saying.  

I hope you don’t think that I did not care about your feelings.  

Even if it was unpleasant for you, I appreciate your involvement and participation. I value 

this experience as a learning process.  

My cultural background as a young Korean woman - I was discouraged to get into the 

argument or express any disagreement.  

I had to learn how to shut up or hide my honest opinions. I am good at “avoiding” 

debates.  

I should learn how to show my disagreement respectfully and get into the argument if 

necessary. I should also learn how to deal with my negative emotions. 

Confrontation and debates really made me think the particular concept over and over. So 

being challenged is a good thing! Good learning experience.  

I hope your resistance and denial of racism is evidence that White racism bothers you. 

One day I hope you have an opportunity to revisit what you say today and reconsider 

your perspective. I hope you can use your energy of anger and denial to empathize with 

other people who are oppressed.  
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Figure 8. Researcher’s visual journal, I want to run away, October 24, 2016 

Researcher’s journal (October 25, 2016) 

Safe place for whom? 

I learned that most students, who have directly and indirectly experienced injustice 

throughout their lives, don’t even need to read the reading materials I assigned. They are 

very aware of injustice embedded in society but maybe did not know the terms or 

theories to describe their experiences.  

So when they read, they get it so quickly.  

I can see the act of reading and sharing similar stories really empower them.  

If I really care about voices of these students, who learned and were socialized to remain 

silent and not to upset other people in this White dominant, colorblind, patriarchal, 

heterosexist, neoliberal society, don’t we have to worry more about not providing a space 

where our students can talk about their oppressive experiences? Instead of being 

concerned about making all the students to feel good about themselves? 
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I would rather be concerned about a possibility that I unintentionally avoid or reduce the 

intensive conversation about race, gender, class, etc. to play safe as a teacher and to 

comfort those who are dominant.  

 

 

Figure 9. Researcher’s visual journal, Planting a seed, October 28, 2016 

 

Figure 10. Researcher’s visual journal, Eye contact, October 29, 2016 
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Audio Narrative (Tuesday, November 8, 2016) 

Am I “conscientious”? 

Thank you for your sweet word.  

I would describe myself as “sensitive, hyper-sensitive, and hyper-hyper sensitive.” 

You gave me a better word.  

I care about what I am talking about. But it hurts when people don’t care and shut down 

in my class.  

I also feel guilty. I feel like I am taking advantage of my students’ participation for my 

personal gain, research. 

 

 

Figure 11. Researcher’s visual journal, It seems easy, November 4, 2016 
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Audio Narrative (Friday, November 11, 2016) 

Yesterday was tough. Slightly better than Wednesday.  

I don’t want to even say that word. I will remember what I feel now later.  

I will remember what my friend texted me today.  

Now I am angry.  

Denial of racism. 

Denial of oppression. 

Denial of privilege. 

 

Two students made my day though.  

“IJ, I just wanted to say thank you because taking this class has been really helpful to 

understand what’s going on right now.” 

 

Researcher’s journal (November 11, 2016) 

There is something going around here. Hatred against “Others” is much stronger than I 

had ever imagined. It shows that there is so much more to do despite countless efforts to 

promote diversity and social justice for the past decades. 

I am listening to Elgar’s cello concerto right now. I listen to this piece every time I feel 

deeply sad, depressed, and hopeless. 

 

Researcher’s journal (November 28, 2016) 

Dr. R,  

I miss you. 
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I sometimes ask myself, “what would he say if I ask this question?” 

I miss your calm and warm presence.  

In the building of Mexican American Studies.  

I don’t know why I felt so comfortable there.  

You made a lot of jokes which sometimes went over my head. 

I know what you will say right now,  

“It will be fine.” 

I know you will also smile.  

“You will be fine.” 

 

Conclusion 

 In this section, I presented embodied stories of myself as the researcher, which I 

poetically rewrote after completing the data collection, based on my journals and audio 

narratives. I weaved fourteen audio narrative transcriptions and seven researcher’s 

journal entries together to rewrite them in a form of a lyric essay. I selected certain words 

and phrases from the original data. The researcher’s journals and audio narratives 

demonstrated my reflections on what was happening in the classroom, how I felt about 

my teaching, what I pursued in my teaching, and what made me feel surprised and 

challenged. I also created visual images along with the written journals. These visuals 

demonstrated different dimensions of my experience and highlighted my emotions that 

could not be easily expressed in written language. While some drawings explicitly 

demonstrated my emotions, such as frustration and anxiety (see Figure 4, 6, 8), other 
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drawings metaphorically described the emotional and intellectual struggles throughout 

the course of teaching (see Figure 5, 8, 10).  

 As visual journals visually and metaphorically conveyed the emotions and 

struggles that I experienced while I was teaching and collecting data during the fall 

semester of 2016, I described the emotions and challenges in more detail in the written 

journals and audio narratives. In the written journals, I addressed specific questions, 

concerns, and ideas regarding teaching each session of the course. I usually started 

writing with a specific topic for each journal entry, such as the idea of a safe classroom 

and effective ways to facilitate the group discussion. On the other hand, the audio 

narratives were less structured. I tended to talk more about my honest feelings and 

thoughts after teaching when audio-recording. I was able to address many different 

thoughts, reflections, and feelings more freely in the audio narratives. Accordingly, the 

majority of the audio narratives addressed my emotional responses after teaching 

including fear, anxiety, frustration, vulnerability, gratitude, and joy.  

 Overall, the lyric essays juxtaposed with the visuals in this section highlighted the 

key words and main ideas expressed in the researcher’s journals, visual journals, and 

audio narratives. As I noted earlier, this section is not a summary of the data; rather, I 

attempted to demonstrate how I approached to re-read and make sense of the data sets I 

produced as a researcher in order to explore my own teaching experience. Thus, this 

section should be considered as an on-going process of meaning-making. 
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Summaries of Data Collected from the Participants 

Pre-Course Questionnaires  

 At the beginning of the semester I asked the participants to fill out a pre-course 

questionnaire in order to grasp the participants’ pre-knowledge, expectations about the art 

education course on diversity issues, specific interests, and learning goals (see Appendix 

E). Nine of the participants submitted their written responses to the questions I provided. 

As a response to the question of their current understanding of the concepts, diversity and 

social justice, the majority of the participants mentioned that they had a high 

understanding of diversity and social justice. Two of the participants wrote that they had 

a fair understanding of diversity issues, however they do not know a lot about social 

justice. One participant mentioned that she was generally well informed; however, she 

also stated that there were many issues she only had a surface level of understanding. 

Most of the participants mentioned relevant courses they attended at the university, that 

included topics such as gender and race, which helped enhance their understandings of 

diversity and social justice. Two participants directly mentioned that their knowledge on 

diversity and social justice derived from the university courses they took. One participant 

wrote about her experiences in areas of social justice and diversity, where she 

implemented activist art programs for youth in crisis.  

 The participants’ responses to the question of their expectations and goals for the 

course were various. Three of the participants mentioned that they expected to learn 

about how to teach K-12 students about diversity issues in an art classroom. For instance, 

one mentioned that she wanted to build lesson plans dealing with social justice issues for 

her teaching career. Five of them generally wrote that they wanted to expand their 
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understandings on social justice and diversity as well as how visual art and art education 

are related to social justice issues. In terms of social justice art education, several people 

mentioned that they would like to broaden their knowledge of artists whose works are 

justice oriented and the relationship between the art world and social justice issues. One 

of the participants mentioned she would like to enhance her understanding of cultures 

through art.   

 As far as particular topics that participants wanted the course to cover, five of the 

participants stated that there was a no specific topic they wanted to discuss in the course. 

However, two of the participant expressed their interests in LGBTQ rights and its 

discussions in the field of art education. One person reported that she was interested in 

disability studies and the social construction of disability. Another participant mentioned 

her interest in artistic and educational meanings of historical monuments, such as the 

National September 11 memorial.   

Peer Interview 

 The students who were enrolled in the course participated in the peer interview 

activity in class on November 3, 2016. I provided five interview questions (see Appendix 

G) and they conducted the interview in pairs. They recorded each other’s answers by 

using their laptops, cell phones, or other audio recording devices, and transcribed them 

before they submitted the files. I discarded the files of the students who decided not to 

participate in this study after the semester was over. I address the participants’ responses 

to the questions in the order of the interview questions. What follows is a summary, with 

direct quotations from the student participants.  
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 The most memorable topic of class and the reason. Among ten participants’ 

responses, five of them chose racial issues, such as Whiteness, White privilege, and 

racism as the most memorable topic. Two people specifically mentioned that learning 

about Whiteness and its historical construction helped them to understand the systematic 

aspect of racism. They stated that the class discussions on the assimilation into the 

dominant group ethnic identity (White non-ethnic) in order to be in the position of power 

allowed them to understand the current social issues, such as cultural appropriation. 

Three of the participants stated that racism in general was the most memorable topic. 

Although the reasons why they found racism interesting were different, all of them stated 

that it was meaningful in that they were able to listen to different perspectives during the 

class discussion. For example, one person stated,  

 “As a person of color, it was interesting to hear a white person’s path to 

enlightenment of understanding race and what steps I needed to take to get other 

people to understand their own privilege.” 

 The other person mentioned that racism and white privilege in particular were 

striking in that they bring attention to multiple layers of power and privilege.   

 “There was a book chapter we read, Hillybilly Elegy by J.D. Vance and it was 

very helpful to me as it brought to my attention the many varied layers of 

privilege. I was able to then read the chapters on racism, feminism and even apply 

it to ableism and look at the issues more broadly and with greater feeling and 

understanding of what they were teaching which was the issues these groups face 

and how they are trying to surmount them.” 
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 On the other hand, two of the participants stated sexism as the most memorable 

topic. According to them, learning about gender as a social construction and prevalent 

sexist media depictions were something struck them the most. Two different participants 

pointed out heterosexism since it allowed them to see the oppressive aspect of 

homophobia and heterosexism not only for LGBTQ community, but also people who 

identify themselves heterosexual. One person also stated that the topic of heterosexism 

was particularly memorable because of a powerful and intense class discussion.  

 Lastly, one participant mentioned classism. The reason why the person chose this 

topic is due to the class reading on dehumanization of house keepers. The person 

described the example as “shocking.”  

 A specific term, concept, or theory that was helpful to understand social 

issues and the reasons. With the exception of one participant who did not mention 

anything regarding this interview question, nine of the participants stated specific terms 

and concepts that helped them understand social justice issues. The most popular answer 

was colorblindness. Four people addressed that colorblindness helped them see the 

connections between the public discourse on racism and its premise of post-racial society. 

One person stated,  

 “I wrote my paper on the whole concept or term colorblindness or colorblind 

racism. I myself have even said “Oh, I don't see color” and inside I knew that it 

was wrong, but I didn't know why. But now that I know how to identify it I can 

see oh yeah, this isn't ok.” 

 Three other people also explained the reason why they found colorblindness 

striking. All of them addressed that colorblindness allowed them to make sense of the 
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current social issues in the U.S. Interestingly, one person noted that they were able to 

understand the individual’s actions better through the notion of colorblindness.  

 “The term that stood out to me is colorblindness or the new racism. ... Learning 

about this term has helped me approach social issues without dismissing the 

individual. Colorblindness helps me understand the individual better because I 

have learned about the notions of the new racism and how it is exercised in our 

society.” 

 Three of the participants mentioned gender related concepts. For instance, two 

people mentioned that broad ideas and terms surrounding gender and heterosexism were 

informative to seeing gender as a socialization process and to issues of transgender 

oppression. The other specifically pointed out self-objectification as an enlightening 

concept. The person said, 

 “The new term that I learned is self-objectification. This is so important because it 

controls so many aspects of a woman’s life that you would never even expect. … 

This really helped me to understand how a woman can feel oppressed just by 

simply being exposed to the thousands of ads she’s exposed to in one day. It 

showed that even something as simple as playing a sport can be altered because of 

the concern a woman has for her body.” 

 Aside from those who mentioned colorblindness or gender-related concepts, one 

participant stated the notion of oppression proposed by Iris Marion Young was 

memorable. The last person said ageism was intriguing.  

 “I guess I never really thought about ageism, we always hear about gender roles 

and race and stuff like that but we never talk about growing old. So talking about 
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ageism was very interesting to me because it made me realize the issues…how 

youth as well as elder people are treated differently because of their age. I never 

thought about that issue before we discussed it in class.” 

 The term, concept, or theory that was the most challenging and the reasons. 

All of the participants addressed different ideas and theories that challenged their 

perspectives and beliefs. Their responses included colorblindness, racism, the social 

construction of race, adultism, the concept of structure, transgender, intersectionality, and 

sexual orientation. The reasons why they found certain concepts challenging were also 

various. One person expressed their frustration when we discussed ideas that conflicted 

with their religious beliefs. Furthermore, when the concept or idea was completely new to 

them, several people described the concept as challenging in a positive way. For instance, 

one person mentioned,    

 “The idea that same sex behavior has always existed in human and non-human 

species-concept of sexual orientation is a relatively new modern western concept. 

It wasn’t challenging but it was interesting.” 

 The other reasons were closely related to their prior and personal experiences. In 

terms of race, one participant noted that conceptualizing race as a social construction was 

challenging due to their own prior understanding on identity. The person said,  

 “The idea that race is a construction and not a biological trait. As someone of 

mixed race, the understanding that how other people identify me becomes my 

own identity, and that it is not my choice what society defines me as was 

challenging. It was difficult for me because I always thought that I had control 

over who I was.”  
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 In a similar vein, a few of the participants reported that they had a hard time 

understanding particular issues or concepts when they did not have personal experiences 

or they felt disconnected to the specific issue due to their identities. For example,  

 “Transgender was the most challenging term for me because I am disconnected to 

it. I cannot imagine being in their shoes and what it must feel like to be born in 

the wrong body. … However, it was challenging to make sense of it when 

learning about it because I cannot connect with the concept on a personal level 

because I do not feel contradicted by social norms.” 

 “The term that was most challenging to understand was structure. Structure within 

gender divides work in home for economic production and organizes sexuality 

and emotional life. This concept was unclear to me. This was challenging for me 

because I identify as female and present myself in a feminine way with feminine 

characteristics so it is hard for me to understand what people are going through 

when they do not identify with the gender that is pushed onto them.” 

 However, one person found adultism challenging due the fact that their own 

experience was different from the oppressive form of adultism and/or ageism. The 

participant said,   

 “I think adultism was really hard for me because I had to grow up really fast. I 

was the oldest, my parents went through a divorce and I had to take to care of 

everyone. To me that was something very normal, people saying “oh you're so 

smart” and “you look so much older.” Especially at work, because I work with a 

lot of people who are past their 30's and I'm the youngest one of the whole 

management team. Everyone talks about how mature I am and when they 
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remember how young I am they are like “oh yeah, you are really young.” And I 

can understand that, but I guess I don't get why it's a thing?” 

  Lastly, one student reported that the concept, such as intersectionality, was 

sometimes difficult to understand.  

 “Intersectionality was the term that stood out most. This term came up in other 

classes and I always had a hard time fully understanding what it meant, and after 

looking over examples and re-reading definitions it made more sense.” 

 Concluding thoughts. Although the participants’ responses to each question were 

different, many of the participants pointed out concepts associated with racism that 

included whiteness and colorblindness. According to the participants, they were both 

memorable and challenging to understand at the same time. A few of the participants 

mentioned that they were already well aware of the problematic aspects of 

colorblindness; however, they reported that they did not know the exact term to use in 

order to address the issue. On the other hand, two people mentioned that colorblindness 

was something they had not considered nor have problematized previously. They found 

learning new concepts like colorblindness challenging, yet meaningful to them and their 

understanding of our current social issues. I also found that many of the participants had a 

hard time understanding new ideas when they did not have relevant experiences and 

when the new idea conflicted with their own personal experiences and beliefs. 

Audio Narratives 

 I collected audio narratives from all the students on November 22, 2016. The 

participants recorded their own answers to the interview questions I provided by using 

their laptops, audio-recorder, or cell phones. The interview questions included the 
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concepts they learned, their experiences with class activities, and art-based assignments 

(see Appendix H). Eleven of the participants recorded their answers by themselves and 

submitted their audio files to the course website. I transcribed all of the audio files once 

they were completed. Below is the summary of their responses in the order of the 

questions.  

 The most striking ideas, concepts, and theories the participants learned in 

class. Among eleven responses, ten people answered at least one topic except for one 

participant who did not mention any particular topic for this question. Four of the 

participants specifically mentioned that the concept of colorblindness struck them most. 

Three of them answered that they found colorblindness striking since they had not 

learned about this term previously nor were they aware of the problem of being 

colorblind. One participant, who is a person of color, admitted that she was colorblind 

and did not understand why it could be problematic. Likewise, two other White 

participants mentioned that colorblindness opened their eyes to the issues of racism from 

a new perspective.   

 Another participant answered White privilege, and stated,  

 “The most memorable section was when we discussed the sections on racisms and 

the discussions about privilege. They really kind of struck home for me, because 

it was something that I had been working on personally and realizing on my own 

and with friends of mine that I didn’t understand the concept of how the theory 

worked.”  

 Two of the participants mentioned ageism as something that they had never 

thought about before. For instance, one person explained,  



165 
 

 “I always thought that older people were more discriminated against from age. 

And that when someone told you that you were inexperienced as a kid, that was 

mostly true and not a form of discrimination.” 

 On the other hand, two different participants answered feminism, homosexuality, 

and sexism since the topics were relatable to their own experiences.  

 “It was enlightening and gave me hope because I saw that so many authors saw 

the same issues that I’ve seen and acknowledge the existence of these social 

justice issues and how they came to be and now function within our society.” 

 Finally, two people wrote that the connection between social justice and visual art 

was something new and interesting. One person specifically addressed the difficulty of 

teaching social justice issues in an art classroom and this is why they found putting social 

justice and art education together exciting.   

 Concepts and theories that challenged the participants’ beliefs and 

perspectives. Seven participants answered different topics that challenged their beliefs or 

perspectives. Five of them answered concepts related to racism, such as colorblindness 

and White privilege, as the most challenging concept they learned in class. Below are two 

of the participants’ responses, which addressed the reason why they found colorblindness 

and White privilege challenging in particular.  

 “I think that whiteness, colorblindness and privilege challenged my perspectives 

the most. Whiteness challenged my perspectives because I am white and some of 

the things said involving race are things that I do not understand because I am not 

on the other side of whiteness. When we read about colorblindness I agreed with 

many of the ideas being said about how other races view how black people react 
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to racial issues. I did not understand some of the other values involving 

colorblindness because it was discussing the perspectives of black people. 

Privilege was just an arguable concept in general because it is difficult to say who 

has privilege and who does not.”  

 “I mean, I'm white, middle class, I've never experienced true poverty. I had both 

my parents in my home, things like that in comparison to people who don't have 

those things. I try to understand when people refer to white privilege. … I don't 

think that I will ever truly understand the entire thing. But I am trying to 

understand that, and I think that that is important.” 

 Another participant reported that privilege was a difficult concept to understand in 

general. One person stated ageism, ableism, and the social construction of disability were 

the challenging concepts. Four of the participants, interestingly, reported that they did not 

find any concepts challenging. One person simply answered that nothing was challenging 

without any explanation; on the other hand, three of them explained that the learning 

experiences in the course reassured their beliefs and validated their own experiences. 

These participants seemed to be already well aware of concepts in matters of inequity and 

oppression based on their life experiences. Although they did not find any challenging 

concepts in the course, two of the participants reported that the theories they learned 

changed their perspectives a lot and allowed them to see the current social issues from a 

different angle. Two other people similarly said how the new theories they learned aided 

their understanding of the social issues and social justice art education in general.  

 “This was not my first class dealing with social issues so my perspectives didn’t 

change on most of the issues but what did change was me realizing that these very 
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broad issues can be broken down and seen in a communal level and not just a 

global level.” 

 “There wasn’t much that challenged my own beliefs because I consider myself an 

activist already and am in support of a lot of the social issues that we have 

addressed in class.” 

 “The concepts we learned in class helped me think differently and see things from 

a perspective that I didn’t before in regard to poor Whites, and current issues 

surrounding nationalism, and the confederate flag, etc.” 

 Assignments and class activities the participants enjoyed the most. Aside 

from one participant, who said that they could not choose a particular one because they 

enjoyed everything, ten of the participants answered at least one assignment or activity as 

their favorite. Among many assignments and activities they were involved in throughout 

the semester, the personal narrative assignment was selected as the most enjoyable 

assignment. The personal narrative entailed writing personal experiences in relation to the 

participants’ social identities and creating visual narratives to deliver their stories visually. 

Below are two of the participants’ responses that chose their personal narrative as their 

favorite assignment.  

 “When writing the personal narrative, it felt like I was telling my story to a friend. 

The personal narrative also brought clarity to certain concepts that we discussed 

in class, such as, gender involving sexism and nationality.”  

 “The personal narrative was my favorite by far because I love to write about my 

own experiences especially in a classroom. Since the topic of the class is social 

justice, I thought the writing prompt asking us to address our privileges and 
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oppression was very helpful in understanding the intersectional aspects of my life 

and my classmate’s [sic] lives.”  

 Two of the participants reported that they enjoyed creating social justice art for 

their final project the most. Two people answered the class discussions and two different 

participants reported that reflection notes were their favorite assignment. The last person 

mentioned that having guest speakers was helpful and enjoyable since they brought in 

different perspectives to class. 

 Other suggestions for assignments and class activities. The participants 

provided various answers to the prompt asking if they had any other assignment or 

activity they would suggest to the instructor or would want to do in their own class about 

diversity and social justice. Eight of the participants specifically suggested some specific 

ideas. Aside from one person who wanted more presentation on the concepts and theories, 

the rest of them suggested art-based activities or assignments. I summarize their answers 

below.  

 A few more presentations and lectures to solidify challenging topics  

 “A personal art project, in which each student would create an artwork of what 

social justice means to them, whether they have personally experienced social 

justice, have witnessed it or want to show a specific part of social justice. Each 

student would explain what social justice means to them and how their artwork 

represents their personal meaning”  

 A Collaborative art-based project 

 Examine street art and graffiti  

 More hands-on activities to create art in class 
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 Self-portrait to express my social identities and to sympathize with the 

experiences of the oppressed 

 Performative elements such as activism through performance art 

 The participants’ experiences regarding class discussions on social justice 

issues. I asked the participants to describe their experiences regarding discussions on 

social justice issues and their emotional responses. Aside from a few participants who 

found the class discussions uncomfortable from time to time, most participants described 

their experiences within the class discussions as interesting and enjoyable. One person 

explained why she felt uncomfortable during the class discussions from time to time.  

 “It was sometimes hard to listen to people when I disagreed with their opinion. 

But everyone has their own thoughts and it’s important to listen to each other.” 

 The other participant specifically addressed her uncomfortable experience with 

the discussions on Whiteness.  

 “There were multiple discussions, in which, I found myself uncomfortable and 

felt it was better if I did not speak because I just could not understand where 

these opinions were coming from. One of the discussions that made me most 

uncomfortable was when we had a guest speaker who spoke about whiteness. I 

did not agree with many of the things he was saying and it made me not want to 

speak.” 

 Two other people reported that they sometimes felt discomfort when sharing their 

opinions or making sense of what other people had to say in class; however, they also 

noted that the class discussions were meaningful for them to understand different 

perspectives from other classmates who had a wide range of backgrounds.  
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 “My experience with the discussions in the class started as uncomfortable because 

I would hear stories about people dealing with oppression and I felt their issues 

were much worse than anything I had ever experienced. I soon changed my mind 

about that and realized that it is not uncomfortable at all to sit back and listen and 

learn because the only way to deal with social justice issues head on is to be fully 

informed about them and get to the root of the problem.” 

  “As far as the discussions go, sometimes I felt that maybe I was speaking out of 

turn or not choosing my words correctly and that made me uncomfortable. But I 

thought it was really great to have the interactions and so many different 

viewpoints going around and all of us being able to talk about things like that and 

nobody being made to feel, as far as what I witnessed, I don't feel that anybody 

was ever made to feel belittled or that their opinion didn't matter or anything like 

that. And there was just I thought that it was really interesting that we do have 

such a wide range of age and race and experiences in the class.”  

 With the exception of a few people who expressed their discomfort with the class 

discussions, half of the participants reported that they enjoyed the class discussions. Two 

of the participants explicitly indicated that they did not feel uncomfortable during 

discussions at all.  

 “I found all of the discussions interesting because I enjoy hearing various 

opinions about tough topics, such as race, equality, sexism, etc.” 

 “The discussions were my personal favorite of the class. I found them very 

interesting because we were not assigned a reading we got to choose from a set of 



171 
 

readings. I enjoyed hearing others and their personal life experiences as well as 

getting to share my own.” 

 The reason why they enjoyed the class discussion so much was mainly due to the 

diverse perspectives of the students in the course. Two people specifically mentioned the 

reason in their responses.  

  “I am glad that our classroom was so diverse and I got to hear everyone’s 

opinions.” 

 “I thought it was really cool that our class was smaller and we were able to talk 

about discussions that were a little more. Some people might have been offended. 

Some people might have different ideas and being able to express opinions 

in class is really important to me. And I think that a lot of our opinions were 

heard and understood. And I think I've taken what some other people have said 

and put it in input into my own life. I was never offended. I only enjoyed hearing 

and talking about controversial issues like I always have. I definitely think that 

the discussions were very impactful. And that these experiences I had with these 

discussions was just as important.” 

 The participants’ learning experiences in the course. In response to the 

question of how they would describe their learning experiences in the course, the 

participants chose several words to describe their experiences. “Eye-opening” was 

frequently used in their responses. Four people used the exact word of “eye-opening”; 

they explained the reasons that they were able to learn new terms and ideas allowing 

them to understand the current social issues and personal experiences from the different 

perspective.    
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 “Definitely eye-opening. That's a phrase, I guess, or a word I would use to 

describe this class. Because they were all terms I had known but not dug deep 

enough into to have as great of an understanding as I do now with examples.”  

 In a similar vein, two people noted that the learning experiences in the course was 

eye-opening in a sense that it challenged their beliefs and made them think of the issues 

they did not necessarily understand or agree with.  

 “I chose these words because everything I learned was eye opening. There were 

certain concepts that I did not know and that I did know and in both cases I 

learned of new experiences. The textbook had many readings that were eye 

opening whether it was ideas and concepts that I did not agree with or concepts 

that I did not understand as an issue because I had never experienced or witnessed 

the particular issue.” 

 “I believe the learning experiences in this course were really an eye opener. It 

really did put things into perspective for me. It made me question my values and 

beliefs.”  

 The rest of the seven participants described their learning experiences with 

various words and adjectives.  

 Another word is self-aware. I feel like I'm a lot more aware of what is going on 

around me. And another word is comfortable. I think that it's so important to feel 

comfortable to speak up in class and speak your opinion. And I think that this 

class really did make me feel very comfortable and not afraid to speak my mind 

or say something that might cause a ruckus or bring up a debate in class. So I 

really appreciated the comfort that I felt in this class.” 
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 Engaging (The lectures made all of us want to listen and give our own personal 

input) Enjoyable (You made coming to class at 9 am worth while [sic] and also 

fun!)” 

 Familiar, relatable, interesting.  

I have already learned about a lot of social justice issues so I chose the word 

“familiar.” The reason why I chose “relatable” is because I have experienced a lot 

of the injustices we learned about.  

 “I think this was a collaborative learning process. I think that InJeong (the 

instructor) wasn't just our teacher. I think I had six, seven, eight other teachers in 

the class, and it was very discussion-based so we got to learn from each other and 

I got to learn from myself just based on these reflections and really processing the 

information. So I would say collaborative and discussion-based.”  

 “Insightful, enlightening, exciting, and through-provoking” 

  “Better understanding and free speech. I chose these words because being able to 

converse with other people on these subjects helped me…the most.” 

  “I would describe my learning experience in this class as an experience that 

really pulled at my heart strings. I would chose [sic] that phrase because I didn’t 

realize how close to home some of the issues were. I didn’t realize that they were 

happening at a small scale among people I know or people around me. This really 

pulled at my heart strings because it made me realize that even though I am just 

one voice, I can still be heard and start helping these issues on a smaller scale and 

actually be heard.” 
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 “bringing you out of your shell, recognizing differences, looking at things in new 

ways.” 

 “Thought provoking, engaging, and challenging. A lot of the things we learned 

were on touchy subjects and I noticed that some of my peers would maybe get 

uncomfortable around certain subjects. But I feel that it is good to make people 

uncomfortable because that is the only way to shake things up.” 

 The participants’ experience with art-based assignments. The last question 

dealt with the participants’ experience regarding art-based assignments including 

discussing social justice artworks, such as in-class art-based activities, visual narrative 

assignment, and discussions on social justice oriented artists’ works. I asked the 

participants what they learned through art-based activities and assignments throughout 

the semester and ask them to compare their learning experiences in terms of text-based 

assignments to art-based assignments. Through the first and second cycles of coding, I 

found emerging categories including values of social justice artists’ works, the 

importance of art-based assignments for visual learners, and making art as a significant 

learning process. All of the participants not only responded that the art-based assignments 

were helpful for them to comprehend the concepts we learned in class, but also discussed 

the reasons why they valued the art-based assignments highly. The reasons why they 

valued the art-based assignments were the prevalence of visuals in our current society, 

making art as a learning process, and critical thinking that was involved in art-based 

assignments. For instance, one participant mentioned the reason why art-based 

assignments are important for visual leaners.  
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 “I think that my overall idea of social justice has made so much more sense and 

being able to visually display what I've learned, as well as discuss and see the 

word in different terms, through different points of views really helps me. … I'm 

a visual learner. And these descriptions really help me solidify a term.” 

 Likewise, other people said that the art-based assignments enabled them to reflect 

and to think critically of the concepts we learned in class as well as their emotional 

responses to them.  

 “I think that these art-based assignments helped expand my understanding of 

social justice because it allows you to visually represent your understanding 

through a different medium. By doing this, you are able to understand social 

justice in a different way and can visually see how what you are discussing 

influenced you based on how the artwork turns out. Creating an art-based 

assignment is also a reflective way to interpret the concepts of social justice.” 

 “I absolutely believe that the visual portion of this class helped expand my 

understanding of social justice. This is because it is one thing to hear about an 

issue or read about it but when you see a tangible version of that issue, it becomes 

real; it gives a face to the name. It was also helpful to be able to make art because 

it shows how feelings turn into art and makes you appreciate the art that we 

viewed a lot more.” 

 Three of the participants also discussed how talking about the artworks helped 

them to approach social justice issues from a different angle and have a better 

understanding of the issues. One person explicitly noted that the conversations we had 

based on the artworks were the best part of his learning experience in the course. The 
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other person also noted that discussing different perspectives about the artworks was a 

significant learning moment.  

 “I thought it was really interesting to see how other people see art and what spoke 

to them. … There are just so many different ways to help you see things in a new 

light in a way that you wouldn't have before. For me, that was a big part of it. 

People chose and introduced artists and artworks that spoke to them about what 

we just read. There were a couple of times that it was completely different from 

what I had expected it to be. And that kind of helped me to think about it in a new 

way.” 

 Concluding thoughts. One of the notable findings from the participants’ audio 

narratives is that the majority of the participants enjoyed the personal narratives the most. 

The major reason why they enjoyed writing the personal narrative was that they were 

able to understand the multi-layered aspects of their experiences. They also found it 

meaningful because they could reflect on the connection between their personal lives and 

the theories we learned. In addition, they reported that writing the personal narrative was 

generally enjoyable due to its engaging style of writing.  

 The participants also suggested assignments and class activities they would like to 

do. Six people suggested several art-based assignments and activities. I found that they 

highly valued visual learning and the significance of art-based assignments in learning 

social justice concepts. All of the participants stated that the art-based assignments were 

not only helpful in understanding social justice issues, but also necessary to open up a 

conversation. In a similar vein, they found class discussions interesting. Three people 

reported that they felt uncomfortable participating in the discussion from time to time; 
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aside from those individuals, the rest of people said they enjoyed sharing different 

perspectives.  

 Most of the participants answered that their experiences in the course were eye-

opening and thought provoking, despite the fact that they sometimes felt challenged in 

terms of understanding issues that they had not previously considered. 

Reading Responses 

 Throughout the course of this class, all of the students were expected to submit 

three written responses to the course readings. The purpose of these responses was to 

summarize issues presented in the readings, as well as connect these ideas with actual 

examples of visual culture and the students’ educational and/or artistic experiences. They 

chose at least one reading that was assigned for the specific time period. For example, 

one could choose any reading assigned from the first week to the third week. The 

participants included a summary of the reading, an example of visual culture or the 

artwork that in some way related to the core content of the reading, description of the 

image, and the how the image related to the reading (see Appendix C).  

 The participants chose a wide range of journal articles and book chapters for their 

reading responses. For the first reading response, they were expected to choose a journal 

article or a book chapter on social justice art education and multicultural art education 

written by art educators such as Bell & Desai (2011); Desai (2000); Dewhurst (2011); 

Freeman (2004); and Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt (2012). For the second and third 

responses, they chose a specific reading discussing a wide range of social justice topics. 

The topics included, but were not limited to, social identity, oppression, racism, 

colorblindness, Whiteness, racially mixed people’s experiences, classism, wealth 
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inequality, white poverty, gender, homophobia, feminism, biphobia, transgender 

oppression, ableism, the social construction of disability, ageism, and adultism. I provide 

a brief overview of topics that the participants chose and the artworks or visual culture 

examples they included in their second and third responses in Tables 4 and 5.  

Table 4  
 
Overview of the Participants’ Reading Response 2 
 
Topics Number of the 

participants who 
chose the topic 

Relevant Artists, artworks, and visual culture 
examples 

Colorblindness 7  David Hammons, mixed media installation, 
The Door (Admissions Office) 

 A movie titled The blind side (2009) 
 A movie titled Crash (2004) 
 Rapper Kendrick Lamar’s performance at 

the 2016 Grammys 
 Shepard Fairey’s “hope” poster 

Classism 1  The picture of Kendall and Kylie Jenner 

The concept of 
oppression 

1  Kui Hai Zi, Sunflower Seeds 

Whiteness 2  A comic by Jamie Kapp on White privilege 
 Domingos Ulloa's painting, 

Racism/Incident at Little Rock 
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Table 5  
 
Overview of the Participants’ Reading Response 3 
 
Topics Number of the 

participants who 
chose the topic 

Relevant Artists, artworks, and visual culture 
examples 

Heterosexism 2  Keith Haring and his works 
 Nan Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual 

Dependency  

Heterosexual 
privilege 

1  A photo of Mildred and Richard Lovin 

Biophobia 1 None 

Adultism 1  A photographic series by Zuza 
Krajewska of a youth detention center. 

intersectionality 2  Banksy’s works 

Wealth and 
inequality 

1  Cartoonist David Horsey’s work on 
American wealth distribution 

The Social 
Construction of 
Disability 

1  Frida Kahlo’s work titled Self Portrait 
with the Portrait of Doctor Farill 

Intersection of 
racism and ageism 

1  A play written by Lorraine Hansberry, 
Raisin in the Sun, and the poem written 
by Langston Hughes, “Harlem”  

 
 Concluding thoughts. The structures of the participants’ reading responses were 

overall similar. They followed the guidelines I provided; they started with an 

introduction, discussed a specific topic, shared a relevant contemporary artwork or visual 

culture image, and explained the connection between the image and the topic. The 

majority of the participants discussed the chosen topics in depth and some of the 

participants shared their personal experiences in order to illuminate the issue. They 

sometimes addressed their emotional responses as well. For instance, two people 

mentioned how the concept of colorblindness hit close to home and how it challenged 

their beliefs. Although most of the participants chose the topic they learned the most, one 
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person wrote a response to express the disagreement. The person chose to discuss 

colorblindness and stated that racism is a matter of perspective, not a systematic problem. 

In terms of the images they discussed, the participants chose a wide range of visual 

culture images, murals, performance, and contemporary artists’ works. Through the 

images and artworks, they explained how they could make sense of the concepts in the 

reading and the connections to their lives.  

Personal Narratives 

  The participants submitted personal narratives in both written and visual forms in 

relation to social justice issues (see Appendix F). In this assignment, I asked them to 

share a story about a particular experience or a series of events that happened in their 

lives. In addition, they reflected on how they made sense of the events and how their 

social identities shaped their perspectives. In other words, the purpose of writing the 

personal narrative was to make meaningful connections among their experiences, others, 

and society through a reflective writing process. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) note that 

experience is personal and social since individuals always have relationships with others 

within social contexts. From this perspective, my students wrote about not only 

themselves and what happened/is happening in their lives, but also social 

meanings/connections of their experiences.  

 In addition to the written form of their narratives, the participants also submitted 

visual narratives. Visual narratives are defined here as visuals that tell stories explicitly. I 

asked them to focus on thoughts and feelings they thought they could not express enough 

in their written narrative. This process mirrored my own written and visual journals. The 

participants tried to express those ineffable thoughts and emotions in a visual form. They 
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could choose to create a visual narrative in abstract or figurative forms with any art media 

including painting, drawing, photography, graphic novel, sculpture, performance video, 

etc. The majority of them chose painting and a few of the participants chose photography 

and photo collage.  

  In the following section, I share brief explanations of the themes addressed in 

each of the participants’ narrative with their visual narratives in alphabetical order. As I 

explained in Chapter Three, I utilized thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008) in order to 

interpret and analyze narratives. As thematic analysis focuses on the content of 

narratives, I address what is written and visually shown in each of the participants’ 

narrative. Since the participants’ narratives contain private stories of themselves and their 

families, I try not to describe each narrative in detail. Furthermore, I blurred the 

participants’ faces shown in their visual narratives (see Figure 12, 14, 17). However, I 

decided not to include two visual narratives of Leah and Nancy since both of their works 

were the portrait photographs that clearly focused on the faces of their family and 

themselves. Instead of presenting them, I verbally describe the visual components of the 

photographs in the following section.  
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 Carolyn’s narratives. In her writing Carolyn shares one particular story 

happened when she was pregnant with her first child. Through this story, she brings up 

the issue of stereotypes on young mothers, teenager pregnancy, and sexism. In her last 

paragraph, she discusses her privileges as a heterosexual woman and how reflecting on 

her own experience and privilege changed her perspectives. She juxtaposes the fragments 

of this story and the pictures demonstrating her experience as a young mother (see Figure 

12).  

 

Figure 12. Carolyn's visual narrative, 2016 
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 Iris’ narratives. Iris’s written narrative shares her experience of being 

“otherized” throughout her childhood. She mentioned that she, as a biracial child, was “a 

perfect candidate for othering.” She discusses her family background, neighborhoods, 

poor quality of schooling, bullying, the LGBTQ community, and biracial identity of her 

own and her brothers. Her story demonstrates how she, as a biracial person, was often 

otherized from both black and white communities. In her visual narrative, Iris tells these 

stories with her self-portrait (see Figure 13). She notes, “My exploration of my identity is 

on-going, the difference now is that I am enjoying the journey.”  

 

 

Figure 13. Iris' visual narrative, 2016 
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 Jane’s narratives. Jane shares in her writing her story of traveling the European 

and African countries. She noted that she felt insecure as a young female traveling with 

her friends. According to Jane, her and her friends’ blond hair made them stand out in 

these countries and stated that this was something she had never experienced. She 

described the stares from other people as intimidating and disturbing. She also addressed 

she felt “targeted” because she was a white woman when traveling. In her photo-collage, 

she puts photographs together that show her experiences during her journey (see Figure 

14).  

 

 

Figure 14. Jane’s visual narrative, 2016 
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 Jim’s narratives. Jim’s written narrative starts with where and when he was born 

as well as his family background. His visual narrative shows several places that are 

meaningful to him (see Figure 15) and his written narrative touches the different 

moments of his life. He states that he had never seen overt racism while he grew up; he 

notes that he does not think he is privileged as a white male since he has been working 

hard to support his family like other people. He also shares his experience in the military 

where race was never an issue that was brought to his attention. He finishes his written 

narrative by stating that people should treat everyone like they would want to be treated.  

 

 

Figure 15. Jim's visual narrative, 2016 
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 Judith’s narratives. In her written narrative, Judith shares her story from her 

high school until now. Although she primarily discusses her sexual identity and 

heteronormativity, her narrative illuminates her multi-dimensional identities, which allow 

her to be both privileged and oppressed. She not only shares her struggles she 

experienced as a person with a minoritized identity, but also acknowledges the privileges 

she has. Judith’s visual narrative is an abstract painting, which expresses her feelings of 

going through the struggles she described her written narrative (see Figure 16).  

 

 

Figure 16. Judith's visual narrative, 2016 
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 Julia’s narratives. At the beginning of Julia’s written narrative, she wrote about 

gender and nationality as the strongest social category that have shaped her experiences 

and identity. Her narrative is mainly about her experience in Australia, where she lived 

for a year. She discusses the stereotypes against Americans that she heard from 

Australian friends. She wrote about her emotional responses to those stereotypes, 

especially when they stereotyped American females.  

 Julia’s visual narrative is in the form of a photo-collage. She puts together the 

words and photos that are meaningful to her in her life (see Figure 17).  

 

 

Figure 17. Julia’s visual narrative, 2016 
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 Kim’s narratives. Kim’s written narrative shares 16 separate stories as responses 

to the questions and comments developed by Root (2000). Root (2000) provides 50 

questions and comments that racially mixed people often are told and asked. Kim 

selected 16 questions that she could strongly associate with her personal experience. She 

shares her personal experiences as a biracial person, which she describes as “a series of 

micro-aggressions.” Her visual narrative expresses her experience as a biracial person 

and visually depicts the Black/White binary paradigm (see Figure 18).  

 

 

Figure 18. Kim's visual narrative, 2016 
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 Leah’s narratives. Leah’s written narrative deals heavily with her personal 

experience with racism. She shares several stories where she recalls racism from her own 

community. According to her, the majority of her experiences with racism happened with 

other people of color, especially with people who are considered as the members of her 

own community. At the end of her narrative, she shares her own struggle to fight against 

racism and colorblind ideology.  

 I do not include Leah’s artwork here because of confidentiality purposes; her face 

is clearly visible. Her visual narrative is a portrait photograph of herself. The photograph 

consists of the overlapping image of her face and the flag of the United States. Leah 

projected the flag of the United States on her face by using a projector. In the photograph, 

she is staring at the camera lens without a smile. It visually conveys the emotions and 

stories she describes in her written narrative.  

 Nancy’s narratives. Nancy’s written narrative includes several different themes: 

dyslexia, family background, her aunt, LGBTQ community, and same-sex marriage. 

Each of her stories highlights intersectionality and how she was privileged in certain 

aspects of her life and felt disadvantaged at the same time. She also describes how she 

became a LGBTQ ally and what she learned about the marriage equal right through the 

indirect experience with her family.   

 Because Nancy’s artwork shows images of herself and her family I do not include 

them here. Nancy’s visual narrative consists of several portrait photographs of her family 

members, whom she mainly talks about in her written narrative. Although she explains 

why they are important for her in detail in her written narrative, she does not use a 

particular photographic techniques or visual symbols in order to convey the message. 
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Rather, she focuses on the subjects of the photos and the photographs seem to be taken in 

casual situations. 

 Sarah’s narratives. In her written narrative Sarah addresses a series of events 

that have happened at her workplaces. She discusses different dimensions of her 

experience, which she viewed as both privileged and oppressed. Sarah particularly shares 

several stories associated with the gender stereotypes and sexism that commonly happen 

in the workplace. She describes these experiences as “limiting” and she conveys the 

visual metaphor of a bird cage in her visual narrative (see Figure 19). At the end of her 

written narrative, she emphasizes gender equality.  

 

 
Figure 19. Sarah's visual narrative, 2016 
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 Shirley’s narratives. In Shirley’s written narrative she shares many different 

fragments of her identities and experiences. According to Shirley, she is simultaneously 

“a double agent with many privileges” and “a member to the oppressed in the U.S.” 

Additionally, she addresses her personal experiences as a low-income single mother. Her 

detailed stories are visually expressed through cultural symbols and visual metaphors in 

her mixed media work (see Figure 20). She not only shares her private stories, but also 

shares her insights in women’s lives and gender oppression in general.  

 

 

Figure 20. Shirley's visual narrative, 2016 
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 Concluding thoughts. The themes of each the participants’ narrative covered 

various issues including class, disability, gender, heteronormativity, othering, stereotypes, 

race, racism, sexism, and the LGBTQ community. One thing I asked for my students to 

do for their personal narrative was to make connections between their personal 

experiences and theories of social justice we learned in class. Additionally, I put an 

emphasis on the term “intersectionality” and asked them to consider, describe, and reflect 

on their social identities and experiences. It was meant to guide them in understanding 

how their social identities and forms of oppression interact. The majority of the 

participants, with the exception of two who focused on only one major theme in their 

narratives, attempted to address multiple dimensions of their social identities and 

different social factors shaping their experiences.  

 The participants commonly shared stories associated with their respective 

disadvantages and this became one of the main pattern of the themes. Most participants 

shared their experiences of being stereotyped, discriminated, isolated, otherized, or 

harassed due to their social identities in terms of class, disability, gender, race, and sexual 

orientation. However, five people addressed not only their experiences associated with 

their minoritized identities, but also their own privileges. Three people explicitly stated 

that they acknowledged their positionality as both the agent of oppression and the 

oppressed. Although three people addressed their privileges, they did not discuss their 

reflections on their roles as the agent of oppression.  
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Final Project: Social Justice Art and Critical Visual Analysis 

 For the final projects, the participants created an artwork relating to social justice 

issues or chose to write a paper of critical analysis on visual culture images (see 

Appendix I). For those who chose to create a social justice artwork, they each submitted 

their artworks with statements about it. In this section, I present the participants’ artworks 

that addressed the concepts surrounding social justice or current political and social 

issues, along with their artist statements. I also provide the summaries of the visual 

analysis papers that three participants chose to write.   

 Carolyn’s social justice art project. The theme of Carolyn’s mixed-media 

artwork is the United States presidential election of 2016 and the racist discourse during 

that time (see Figure 21). She described the process of creating this artwork and the major 

message she intended to deliver in her written artist statement.  

 

Figure 21. Carolyn, Nope, 2016, mixed media 
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“I created this art to bring attention to racism and adultism in politics. I 

chose to focus on political cartoons as part of the art piece because I feel that they 

really take what is being said in real life and twist them in such a way that we find 

a horrible thing funny. The focus of the cartoons I chose was the election 2016.   

 I took a canvas that I had painted previously at a wine and paint night that 

was very pretty. There was a night scene and two birds on a dark branch. I printed 

out the cartoons and cut them down to fit on the canvas. I pasted them to the 

canvas with glue to cover the majority of the canvas. I then placed gold, glitter 

tape in weird x shapes across the entire canvas. Then, I created drips down the 

canvas by using acrylic paints in red, white, blue and black. Primarily, the drips 

are in black to symbolize the darkness of his statements. The red drips are for the 

pain people feel at the hatefulness of him and people who think like him. The 

white drips show kindness and empathy. Then I stepped away from the painting, 

the cartoons covered much of the original painting but some of the flowers peeked 

through. I made them larger in a purple/pink color to show that the world can be 

beautiful and that hate does not have to engulf us if we try hard to be better as a 

community. That to me is the purpose of social justice art education in order to 

make positive changes in how we treat others. I hope that this painting helps 

people look deeper into Trump’s statements and think for themselves…  

 To show that confusing thought process, I decided to emulate Jackson 

Pollock and use the primary colors again. I used a brush to fling and flick the 

paint across the canvas. I did not care where they landed or the size drops. I 

wanted it to be chaotic and strange.” (from Carolyn’s Artist Statement, 2016)  
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 Jim’s social justice art project. Jim’s photography project is a series of portrait 

photographs in which he took pictures of the participants and their stories (see Figure 22). 

Through this project, Jim tried to discuss how social and cultural stereotypes silenced 

people. In his written narrative he explained the process of recruiting people for this 

subject and the artistic choices he made to address the issues of stereotype and 

representation.   

 

Figure 22. Jim, Untitled, 2016, photograph 

“In today’s society, we are all judged by a first glance. The way we dress, the way 

we are, everything we are is determined how others react to us. Unfortunately, 

this usually leads to a negative response, with people thinking less of us because 

of prejudices that were instilled in our subconscious from early on in life. Because 

of that subconscious thought, we interact differently from one person to the next, 

all because of physical cues. 
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 Age, race, hair color, skin color, physical stature, clothing, gender, and 

much more all compete and change the way we see others. Social cues that we 

were raised in, from how people interact in front of us to what we watch on 

television and in the movies, dictate how we think, even if unintentionally. .. Even 

though these people have their own experiences, likes/dislikes, specialties, among 

many other things, because of our first impression of them and the stereotypes we 

label on them, we silence them. We do not fully take into consideration what they 

might have to offer. 

 In this series, I reached out to the community without knowing what 

people would want to choose. Out of the ten people who participated, I only knew 

three, and of those three, I only knew one person with any familiarity. This aided 

in the series, so that I would not be able to influence what people chose to write 

on their boards.   

 In the photos, the person is silenced by duct tape. You judge a person 

based solely on their looks. And instead of having this being a mixed media piece 

including audio to describe the person, I chose to use a sign to have each person 

write down what best describes how they’re judged and who they truly are. This 

forces the viewer to stop and look deeper into the photo, to learn about the person.   

 The red tape is to draw attention to the silence, to show how sharp the 

silence is compared to the black and white photo. The act of silencing the person 

can speak louder than doing almost anything else to them, because it can have 

lasting ramifications to the person after you leave them.” (from Jim’s Artist 

Statement, 2016)   
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 Judith’s social justice art project. Judith created an artwork with the intention 

of creating a conversation about the LGBTQ+ community (see Figure 23). In order to 

challenge heteronormativity and homophobic hegemony, she employed cultural symbols 

and colors to deliver her message. She also discussed the homophobic rhetoric during the 

United States presidential election of 2016 and how we can symbolically counter the 

hegemony through visual art.  

 

Figure 23. Judith, Make America what again? 2016, acrylic on canvas 

 “Through this acrylic art piece I have attempted to engage the audience in 

the conversation of social justice specifically in relation to LGBTQ+ experiences. 

This years’ election has been exhausting for most of the population in our country 

and especially for demographics of marginalized populations. Throughout our 

history the LGBTQ+ community has faced numerous injustices, and as a result 
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we have joined together to counter against these forces that aim to diminish our 

humanity. President Elect Donald Trump’s campaign slogan “Make America 

Great Again” suggests that our society should take steps backward on the path to 

social justice. To many gay, lesbian and bisexual people this is a terrifying notion. 

But as our community has done in the past, the negative connotation of language 

has been taken and reassembled in a way that dismantles its power.   

 My painting was inspired by the tongue-in-cheek twist that American 

Apparel and the Human Rights Campaign collaboratively developed to oppose 

Trump’s favorite catch phrase. This poignant quote “Make America Gay Again” 

is a nod to the disapproval of a patriarchal and heterosexist society. The images in 

my painting represent a force that opposes that hegemonic power. This artwork 

also functions to shed light on heterosexism. Heterosexism’s more active and 

visible counterpart is homophobia. To oppose Trump is to oppose homophobia 

and thus fight for social justice, even if that means simply wearing a hat that says 

“Make America Gay Again” or painting a fist and the colors of the rainbow. 

According to what I learned from this class, there is a symbiotic relationship 

between religious teachings concerning homosexuality and the secular, legal and 

political policies against homosexuality because the religious justifies the secular, 

legal and political. In today’s situation and in relation to my product and concept, 

we can replace “religion“ with “political” in the previous statement. With this 

rationalization, we can understand how Trump’s language can have adverse 

effects on the people that he does not explicitly support.  
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 I have introduced symbolism in each aspect of my piece. The fist in my 

painting is inspired by the Rosie the Riveter image that represents the fight 

against oppression. I included the name “TRUMP” using the same font as his 

campaign posters, in order to represent the political force that is the opposition. 

The colors are a symbol of LGBTQ+ pride and social movements. Openly gay 

activist Gilbert Baker chose the colors of the rainbow to represent the movement 

to push for social equality. Harvey Milk, the influential gay leader, challenged 

him to come up with a symbol of pride for the gay community. I chose to replace 

the red and white stripes of the American flag using these colors to say that 

America is not only made up of white, Republican, heterosexual people.” (from 

Judith’s Artist Statement, 2016)   

 

 Kim’s social justice art project. In Kim’s artwork she addresses her own 

personal experiences as a biracial person and embodied racism (see Figure 24). By using 

her own hair, she discusses how often she experienced racism as a child; through this 

personal story, she brought up the issue of the dehumanization of African American in 

our society. She explained the process of creating her artwork, its symbolic messages, 

and her understanding of social engaged art as well as activist art in her artist statement.  
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Figure 24. Kim, Don’t touch my hair, 2016, acrylic on canvas with human hair 

 “Don’t touch my hair is a metaphoric piece about racism. The hair of 

African Americans has been a huge defining characteristic both within the 

community and outside of it. Whether your hair is nappy, curly, kinky or afro’ed 

this type of hair has been seen as less appealing and less beautiful. This belief is a 

result of slaveability. … Even though Blacks are not enslaved in the traditional 

meaning of the word the institution is still in place through the prison system, 

capitalism, etc. because blacks are still viewed as less than. However the 

Afrocentric movement beginning in the early 1960s along with the Civil Rights 

movement began to redefine and glorify the heritage of African Americans 

including their unique appearance. This piece aims to do that. “Don’t touch my 
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hair” is a work about myself reclaiming my identity as an African American and 

denouncing slaveability.  

 The piece features me facing away from the viewer. All the viewer sees is 

the back of my head encircled by sunflowers. The piece is confrontational in a 

passive way. The implication is that I am walking away from the stereotypes and 

the social constructions of race and I am challenging someone to try and stop me. 

The title is very important because it also has a literal meaning. As a child many 

people would come up to me and touch my hair. It was very invasive of my space 

and extremely dehumanizing, I did not realize till much later how inappropriate it 

was and how it fed into the construction of race.  

 For this piece, I used a variety of materials including canvas, canvas 

paper, acrylic paint, hot glue, and my own hair. Paint and canvas have always 

been my go-to mediums so it seemed like a natural choice for this piece. 

However, I did not feel that paint was enough. I am using a metaphor to describe 

a huge issue and a flat surface seemed to detract from that intention. I thought that 

the incorporation of my hair would bring more power to the piece. Using my own 

hair is an offering and a sacrifice. It makes the piece extremely personal because 

not only is it a visual representation of my beliefs, but also I have physically given 

a piece of me to the work and the viewer. For the sunflowers, I decided to paint 

them separately. I wanted them to appear to be floating. The idea is that the 

flowers form a halo. The halo is implying some kind of martyrdom of the figure 

as a result challenging the norm. I chose sunflowers because yellow is symbolic 

of knowledge, knowledge that can set you free.  
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 Socially engaged art should start a discussion about an issue and bring 

awareness to the viewer. Activist art should help people engage in those issues. I 

think this piece is more socially engaged art than activist art. In this piece, I do not 

just hand the answer to the viewer. I make them work for it, maybe even a bit too 

much but I think the title gives the viewer enough of a hint. The viewer has to 

think about how hair can isolate people and label them the “other.” This piece it 

both informative of the oppression that affects people of color and a tribute to my 

hair and my identity.” (from Kim’s Artist Statement, 2016)     

 

 Shirley’s social justice art project. Shirley’s artwork shed a light on social 

injustice happening in North Dakota at the Standing Rock Sioux Indian Reservation (see 

Figure 25). Her mixed media artwork contained several images depicting what was going 

on in the reservation. Additionally, Shirley explained her identity as an activist artist and 

the intention of creating this work in her artist statement.  

 

 

Figure 25. Shirley, Standing Rock, 2016, mixed media 
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“Through art I try to reveal what’s going on under the surface of my 

skin—and much of it connects to both my identity as a mother and a woman of 

color. The challenges of thriving in the academic and domestic realms both 

inspire and stretch my art to push beyond the boundaries of the traditional. Much 

of my work is based on the dreamscape, or the between things that lie beneath fact 

and feeling. […] 

I am a multidisciplinary artist whose most recent passion is performance 

art and installation. For almost a decade activism has played a large role in my 

thoughts and motives for doing things. There are so many injustices in the world 

that its [sic] hard to turn a blind eye to what’s happening on the planet. … It’s 

important to be political, as a citizen or as an artist. Without individual 

commitment, democracy becomes a theatre for the elite. In the future, I hope that 

my visual and performative artworks provoke people to participate in the 

conversation of politics, social activism, and protest. 

This artwork is a response to the atrocities happening in North Dakota at 

the Standing Rock Sioux Indian Reservation. The commitment of the Water 

Protectors against such extreme police brutality has been difficult but inspiring for 

me to follow. Their unflinching activism in opposition to the Dakota Access 

Pipelines multibillion-dollar interests have even sparked counter movements of 

support in the form of national and international marches, sit-ins, and boycotts. 

Most recently, more than 2000 veterans have entered the camp to serve the Water 

Protectors in the most breath taking fashion—as human shields.  

I hope that the movement against our government’s twisted system 
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continues and gets stronger and even more radical in 2017.” (from Shirley’s Artist 

Statement, 2016)   

 

 Carl’s visual analysis paper. The major topic of Carl’s final paper was racism 

and contemporary artists whose works explore the issues of racism. Although my original 

intention of the critical visual analysis assignment was to analyze the visual culture 

images by employing Barthian semiotics, Carl decided to discuss six artists’ artworks and 

the ways they explore racism from different angles. The six artists and their artworks he 

discussed are Huong’s painting titled “We Are All Trayvon Martin”; Michael 

D'Antuono’s painting titled “A Tale Of Two Hoodies” and “Illegal Immigration”; Abdul 

Abdullah’s photography series titled “Siege”; Dáreece Walker’s painting titled “Made in 

the USA”; Gregg Deal’s mural titled “American Genocide Reconciled Through 

Football”; and Barry Blitt’s illustration of the president Barack Obama on the cover of 

The New Yorker.   

 Carl discussed the major messages of each artwork and the relevant racial issues 

in the current social context. The issues covered police brutality, the dehumanization of 

Muslims, cultural commodification, hate speech, and the racist rhetoric during the 2016 

presidential election. Throughout his paper, Carl brought attention to the systematic 

aspect of racism and stated that the core issue of racism is the system that supports racist 

ideology. In his last paragraph, he also noted the importance of creating collective voices 

to fight against systematic racism through visual art.  
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 Julia’s visual analysis paper. Julia analyzed seven advertisement images and 

discussed their connotative meanings. The images included print advertisements for Tom 

Ford’s fragrance, Aston Martin, Dolce and Gabbana, Burger King, Natan Jeweler, 

PlayStation Vita, and Mercedes Benz’s S-Class car. The main focal point of her analysis 

was sexism including the objectification of female bodies and sexist ideologies. In each 

image, Julia analyzed visual components, the main message, and the hidden sexist 

ideology. She discussed how certain angle and compositions would lead the viewer to see 

female bodies through the lens of objectification and how female bodies were depicted as 

something to be controlled. She concluded that the common message of the 

advertisements was that females are the objects of male domination.   

 Sarah’s visual analysis paper. Sarah analyzed seven commercial images 

including print advertisement and TV commercials. Like Jane, she also discussed gender 

norms and sexism embedded in commercial images. While Jane attempted to analyze the 

overall sexist message that each advertisement delivered, Sarah mainly focused on the 

visual depiction of gender norms in the images she found on the Internet. The topics she 

addressed covered the hegemonic body politics, the sexist depiction of female-male 

relationship, and the ideology of motherhood. She analyzed the signs—the signifiers and 

signified—in each image and how female bodies and women were visually objectified, 

stereotyped, and otherized. Despite the fact that she was aware of sexist commercial 

images, she mentioned she was shocked to discover the prevalence and scale in which 

they existed. She stated that the assignment led her to see how deeply rooted sexism is in 

U.S. society.  



206 
 

 Concluding thoughts. The final art project was geared towards creating artwork 

that would bring attention to and create conversations on a particular social issues. Each 

participant chose a particular issue they would like to discuss, such as LGBTQ+ 

experiences, stereotypes, the 2016 president election, embodied racism, and the Dakota 

Access Pipeline protests. Judith and Kim chose topics related to their personal 

experiences. They also wrote about the similar themes in their personal narratives. 

Carolyn and Shirley visually conveyed their stance and thoughts on the current event: the 

United States presidential election of 2016 and the Dakota Access Pipeline protests. 

Lastly, Jim discussed the issues of social and cultural stereotypes. Jim’s project involved 

actual people whose identities were often stereotyped. He created a space where they 

could come to his studio and share their stories. This collaborative process of creating the 

artwork was as meaningful as his final product. On the other hand, the other four 

participants tried to raise awareness on the particular issues by visually expressing their 

personal experiences as well as viewpoints. Each of the four participants utilized many 

symbols that represented their ideas of social justice in their artwork.  

 Three of the participants who wrote their visual analysis papers examined the 

issues of racism and sexism. Julia and Sarah chose to address sexism for their analysis as 

they did for their personal narratives. They stated that sexism was something they could 

personally relate to. Carl’s analysis discusses racism, which he also actively talked about 

during the class discussions. Julia and Sarah both addressed how hegemonic ideas 

supporting sexism were prevalent in the commercial images. Unlike Julia and Sarah, Carl 

discussed different ways that contemporary artists explored the issue of racism. His 

analysis put an emphasis on the systematic aspect of racism. In their analysis papers, they 
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all highlighted the importance of visuals and contemporary art in examining and 

confronting social injustice.  

Conclusion 

 In Chapter Five I presented the data I collected during the study period. I 

presented my researcher’s journal and audio narratives after rewriting them in a poetic 

way and included visual images that captured the main ideas of the experiences. This 

approach to presenting the data was drawn from the idea of Denzin’s (2001) “a 

performative sensibility” (p. 25) and Pollock (1998)’s performative writing. I considered 

the data I collected from myself as embodied stories, which could not be delivered in the 

passive voice.  

 The second half of the chapter delivered summaries of the data I collected from 

the participants. This section included the summary of the participants’ responses to a 

pre-course questionnaire, peer interviews, and audio narratives. I described the data based 

on the main themes and topics with several representative samples of the participants’ 

visual, oral, and written data. Lastly, I provided the summary of the participants’ personal 

narratives as well as their final project assignments including the image of their artworks.  

 In Chapter Six, I discuss what I found through the data analysis. I present the 

findings in the order of the research questions. I also further examine how the findings 

could be related to the relevant studies I discussed in Chapter Two: Literature Review. 
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CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION 

Introduction 

In this chapter I address the interpretations that are inferred from the data I 

presented in Chapter Five. Drawn from Haraway’s (1988) concept of situated knowledge, 

I attempt to deliver interpretations that are affected by a particular sociocultural and 

political context where the researcher is situated. Thus, the objective of this chapter is not 

to present “the truth” nor to deliver full stories. Rather, I deliver the meanings and 

insights I found through the data analysis and reflecting on my experience.  

In this study I seek to bring an in-depth understanding of my teaching experience 

and students’ perspectives on social justice art education in an undergraduate course. 

Accordingly, this study has two focal points: one is on my teaching and learning 

experiences and the other is on the students’ learning experiences in the semester-long 

course. In order to reflect on my own approach and teaching experiences, I conducted an 

autoethnographic study. I also utilized a case study to examine the students’ experiences 

of learning social justice issues through art projects including rewards and impediments 

of discussing social justice issues in an art education course. Since this study has two 

focal points, the research questions guiding this study also are two-fold. What follows are 

the main research questions and sub-questions.  

1. How do I understand my experience of teaching social justice issues through 

art in an undergraduate art education course and what do I continue to learn 

from it? 

Sub-questions 
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1.1. How do I approach and teach social justice art education? What 

strategies do I employ to help students feel more open to exploring 

social justice issues in a university classroom setting? 

1.2. What kind of challenges do I experience and what rewards have I 

gained in teaching social justice issues in this course?  

1.3. What additional insights on practicing social justice art education 

have I gained through reflecting on my teaching? 

2. In what ways do undergraduate students navigate and learn about social 

justice issues through class discussions, writing and art-based assignments? 

Sub-questions 

2.1. What are the significant learning moments for the student participants 

in understanding social justice issues and in what ways do art-based 

assignments help their learning process? 

2.2. What impediments and rewards do the student participants share 

about the process of examining social justice issues through class 

discussions, writing and art-based assignments?  

I have arranged the findings in order of the research questions listed above. I 

discuss the data analysis and its connections to literature in each section. Under the 

section on research question one, I use the term “students” to generally indicate all fifteen 

students who enrolled the course I taught. However, I use the term “participants” to 

indicate the twelve students who agreed to participate in this study in the section on 

research question two. Although I discuss my own teaching experiences based on the 
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interaction with all students enrolled in the course, I only analyze and discuss works and 

responses of the participants who submitted their consent forms.  

Research Question One: A Teacher Researcher’s Experience 

How do I understand and what do I continue to learn from my experience of teaching 

social justice issues through art in an undergraduate art education course? 

Sub-Question One: My Approach to Social Justice Art Education and Teaching 

Strategies 

How do I approach and teach social justice art education? What strategies do I employ 

to help students feel more open to exploring social justice issues in a university 

classroom setting?  

 When it comes to social justice issues, such as racism, sexism, and so on, I sensed 

that many students, including pre-service art teachers, had vague and broad 

understandings of terms and concepts surrounding social justice. The term social justice 

has been a “buzz word” throughout my graduate school experience; yet, I often felt that 

my classmates and I had different understandings of the concept. During my coursework, 

I was involved in a class activity to define the meanings of social justice in art education. 

The majority of my classmates named different terms and concepts, such as cultural 

recognition, representation, diversity, human rights, community, equity, inclusion, 

tolerance, and so on. The conclusion was that all the words we mentioned were the main 

topics of social justice art education. It sounded to me that almost everything could be 

social justice art education, including multicultural art education and community based 

art education. As Hyten and Bettez (2011) argue, educators should be careful with using 

the term social justice since our efforts to dismantle social injustice lose its critical 
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purchase when the term social justice is used to refer almost everything. Thus, I began to 

question, “how do I define and what do I know about social justice art education?” 

Although the term social justice cannot be static, I believe teacher educators should work 

on providing powerful visions of teaching for social justice. This is the reason why I 

reflected on my understanding on social justice art education and strategies to engage 

students in social justice issues in an art education course.  

As I mentioned in Chapter Two, many art educators discuss the meaning and 

features of social justice art education. The key features of social justice art education 

include student empowerment (Dewhurst, 2014; Garber 2004), activism (Anderson, 

2010; Boyd, 2011; Dewhurst, 2014; Garber, 2004; Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 2012), 

critical awareness (Boyd, 2011), resistance to oppression (Garber, 2004) and intervention 

in systems of injustice (Dewhurst, 2014), and social change (Anderson, 2010; Dewhurst, 

2014; Garber, 2004; Quinn, 2006; Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 2012). I agree that all of 

these features are significant in helping students develop their critical understandings on 

issues of injustice, make arts that address social justice issues, and take actions for social 

change.  

Although my approach to social justice art education draws on the key features 

above, I accentuated multiple forms of oppression in my social justice art education 

course. Drawn from Bell’s (2007) definition of social justice art education, I approach 

social justice art education as a way to analyze multiple forms of oppression and to help 

students understand issues of diversity and oppression both in the social system and in 

personal lives through learning about and creating art. I believe social justice art 

education should start with recognizing, naming, and discussing injustice in the given 
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society. As one of the core assumptions of social justice education is that social injustice 

exists (Russo & Fairbrother, 2009), I center the discussion on injustice, how injustice 

manifest in individual, intuitional, and cultural levels, in my teaching practice. In order to 

engage students in in-depth conversations on injustice and personal reflections on their 

social positions, I highlight the concepts of structural injustices and intersectionality. In 

addition, I attempt to create a learning community where all students are fully engaged 

and reflexive.  

Structural injustices. Throughout the semester, the students and I discussed 

multiple forms of oppression, including racism, classism, sexism, transgender oppression, 

ageism, ableism, and so on. Discussions on oppression focused on how target groups are 

at a disadvantage in terms of cultural recognition and economic distribution due to the 

unequal power relation and the social system. Accordingly, students who have dominant 

social identities, such as a White, heterosexual, and male, tend to show feelings of 

defensiveness. During our class discussion on racism, most of the White participants 

usually remained quiet or emphasized that they would not judge others by their 

appearances. One participant mentioned in his narrative that he does not feel privileged as 

a White male because he had to pay bills and work hard to achieve things. He showed 

empathy for people of color who were frequently mistreated and stereotyped; however, 

he considered racism as a matter of individuals’ attitudes and actions. I found his 

individualist perspective on racism and White privilege common especially among White 

students; racism is often viewed as “an individual character flaw” and conflated with 

overt bigotry (Wise & Kim, 2013, p. 18). This individualistic and interpersonal view on 

racism leads White students to feel judged and blamed as oppressors who passively 



213 
 

accept advantages (Wise & Kim, 2013). As a result, students often take the colorblind 

stance to avoid being labeled as a racist (Yoon, 2016). Nevertheless, colorblindness and 

the individualist view on racism hinder the critical conversation on racial issues and 

White privilege by overlooking institutional and sociocultural levels of racial oppression.  

As Young (1990) argues that oppression is structural, I also accentuate the 

institutional and structural aspect of injustices. Young (1990) notes that oppression is not 

the result of a few people’s choices or politics; rather, it is caused by “unquestioned 

norms, habits, and symbols as well as assumptions underlying institutional rules and the 

collective consequences of following those rules” (p. 41). Accordingly, people 

unintentionally and unconsciously perpetuate the system of oppression by simply doing 

their jobs or living their lives (Young, 1990). Young’s (1990) view on structural 

oppression can be also linked to institutional injustices. An institution means not only 

local, national, and multi-national organizations affecting a community, but also an 

established practice, custom, and law (Wells & Peng, 2009). I found this approach to 

discuss structural and institutional injustices helpful to navigate social justice issues since 

it minimize the feelings of guilt and defensiveness (Wise & Kim, 2013). Discussions on 

how well intended actions and decisions may function to sustain the system of oppression 

helped the students see how oppression operates in institutional and sociocultural levels, 

as well as the individual level. In addition, I worked with the students to understand how 

structural and institutional injustices influenced our everyday lives and experiences and 

vice versa. By doing so, the students and I were able to discuss how we were socialized 

into the system of oppression and how we learned to accept structural injustices as 

normal (Hardiman, Jackson, & Griffin, 2010). This approach was particularly meaningful 
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when one reflects on one’s social identities and positions in the system of oppression in 

the personal narrative assignment.  

 In a similar vein, I highlighted normalization as a way to understand concepts 

surrounding social injustices, specifically privilege. I noticed that the majority of students 

understood privilege as economic advantages. I also had several students’ written 

responses that showed resistance to learning about the concept of privilege. The reasons 

why they would not see their privileges were primarily related to economic 

dis/advantages; for instance, I often heard students saying, “I grew up poor even though 

my family is White,” or “my parents’ success was due to their hard work, not because of 

privilege.” The system of oppression benefits dominant groups economically; however, I 

found cultural and symbolic aspects of privilege more helpful in maintaining class 

discussions on privilege. Privileged groups have an “unmarked status,” which do “not 

require any special comment” (Rosenblum & Travis, 1996, p. 142); consequently, 

privileged groups come to represent the society’s norm and the dominant social identities 

are more valued (Pease, 2011). Prieto (2009) also notes that “cultural privileges belong to 

those persons who possess implicit ‘norm’ status in our society” (p. 31). In contrast, the 

normativity of privilege contributes to “othering,” which means some social identities are 

devalued and represented as “others” in relation to the dominant groups (Pease, 2011). 

Through this process, one’s dominant identity is naturalized and taken for granted. What 

I attempted to do with my students in the narrative assignment and class discussions was 

to deconstruct normativity that shapes our everyday experiences.  

Viewing/analyzing and making art. The broad range of social justice arts 

provides room for a range of different focuses and teaching strategies of social justice art 
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education (Bell & Desai, 2011). Many art educators have discussed various ways to teach 

art for social justice and examine issues of social justice through art. As I explicated in 

Chapter Two, I analytically divide various teaching approaches of social justice art 

education into two categories: viewing/analyzing and making. Although these two 

processes of viewing and making are inseparable and equally crucial in the actual art 

class, I separate them for the analytical purpose of comprehending different art educators’ 

approaches to social justice art education. While the “viewing/analyzing” approach 

highlights the critical analysis of visual culture and utilizes contemporary artists’ works 

(Desai, 2010; Quinn et al., 2012), the “making” approach focuses on creating artworks 

that examine social justice issues and make an impact on social inequity (Boyd, 2011; 

Dewhurst, 2014; Kraehe & Brown, 2011; Lee, 2013; Shin, 2011).  

I incorporated both approaches of viewing/analyzing and making in my teaching. 

I tried to incorporate critical analysis, visual culture images, or contemporary artworks 

addressing social justice issues in each class. For visual analysis activities, I asked the 

students to walk around campus and find a poster, image, advertisement, and public art 

that conveyed messages concerning gender issues. The students analyzed how it 

represented or attempted to subvert gender norms. We also had a class discussion where 

we shared our findings. The second activity was to analyze mass media images by using 

Barthian semiotics and to search for hidden ideologies relevant to oppression and 

normativity. The students found many interesting commercial images that were relevant 

to various issues we covered in class. Third, I asked the students to present visual culture 

examples to discuss the class topics throughout the semester. I found that the majority of 
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the students enjoyed these analytical activities since they could share different 

perspectives and interpretations. One of my students mentioned,  

“We were doing the analysis in class and we had funny pictures. I think Iris 

picked the one with women sitting on the Prozac pill. Things like that. There were 

just so many different ways to help you see things in a new light in a way that you 

wouldn't have before. For me, that was a big part of it: having people pick artists 

and artworks that spoke to them about what we just read. Because there was [sic] 

a couple of times that it was completely different from what I had expected it to 

be. That helped me to think about it in a new way.” (Carolyn, Audio narrative, 

2016) 

One student showed a Chanel perfume commercial video at the beginning of class 

and we had a long and active discussion on gender binaries, representations of gendered 

bodies, femininity, and sexuality. In addition, I introduced many contemporary artists’ 

works including Judy Baca, Judy Chicago, Pedro Reyes, and so on throughout the 

semester. Many students wrote that learning about activist artists’ works was particularly 

intriguing. I also asked the students to include a relevant contemporary artist’s work in 

their reading responses and to discuss how the artist explores the issue in an artistic way.  

In addition to viewing and analyzing activities, I included several art-making 

activities in class as well. Two major art assignments were creating a visual narrative and 

social justice art. On top of this, I incorporated visual mapping and drawing activities in 

class as well. I tried to guide students to make sense of the theories we discussed visually. 

For instance, the students made a visual map on social justice art education by connecting 

words we discussed in class. They also created another visual mind-map at the end of the 
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semester to review the concepts and ideas we learned throughout the semester. The 

objectives of these hands-on activities were to let the students approach concepts and 

theories surrounding social justice in more aesthetic ways, reflect on their learning 

process by visualizing it, and encourage them to incorporate art-making in their process 

of learning. I noticed that some students, particularly those who did not take art studio or 

art education classes, had a hard time developing ideas and choosing art materials for 

their assignments from time to time. Nevertheless, I found that art assignments and 

hands-on activities gave them an opportunity to try a new and different way to learn 

ideas.   

Linking the personal to theories of privilege, oppression, and 

intersectionality. After teaching the course for two weeks, I noticed that many students 

associated the term social justice with “-ism” languages (e.g., racism, sexism) and they 

considered discriminatory treatments labeled with “-isms” as derived from individual 

malice, ignorance, or wrong beliefs. This view on social justice veils the historical and 

structural forces shaping an unjust system where individuals unconsciously think and 

unintentionally act in favor of the dominant group. With this limited understanding, the 

students tend to think the system of oppression operates somewhere “out there” and often 

do not see how they unwillingly perpetuate the system of oppression by remaining 

unconscious. When students understand the interconnection between their experiences 

and the larger social and cultural system, they are more likely to see their agency in social 

transformation.  

From this perspective, I focused on the connections between individual students’ 

life experiences and structural dynamics of power and inequity through a lens of 
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intersectional privilege in my course. The reason why I decided to talk about privilege is 

that it helps us to see the invisibility of normativity and the social relations between the 

dominant and subordinate groups. Privilege is “an invisible package of unearned assets” 

and advantages (McIntosh, 1988, p. 3) that are given to members of dominant groups 

based on their social identity (Case, 2013). People possessing implicit “norm” status can 

benefit from the system of privilege (Prieto, 2009). Johnson (2001) and Adams (2010) 

note that oppression is the flip side of privilege and privilege of one group is directly 

linked to another group’s disadvantage.  

Even though privilege has been widely discussed by educators advocating social 

justice, classroom discussions of privilege can be pedagogically challenging in many 

aspects (Case, 2013; Tatum, 1994; Wise & Case, 2013). For instance, Wise and Case 

(2013) discuss barriers to conversations about racism and White privilege, such as 

defensiveness, guilt, shame, the myth of meritocracy, hopelessness and so on. Among 

many different kinds of privileges, White privilege is indeed a sensitive topic. I also have 

had a hard time talking about White privilege due to the defensive reaction that has been 

previously addressed. Through this experience, I learned how to start a conversation 

about privilege, especially White privilege through a more nuanced approach without 

causing the immediate shut-down. When I told my students that I was aware of emotional 

burdens they might feel with the term White privilege, most students nodded. I 

intentionally mentioned this because I wanted to hear students’ honest reactions to the 

term. The students started to talk about why it made sense to them or not. One student 

shared a book titled Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis by J. D. 

Vance and commented that the term White privilege could be difficult to make sense 
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especially for poor White people. Based on this brilliant comment, the students and I 

started a conversation about intersectionality. 

With the concept of privilege and oppression in mind, I designed the narrative 

assignment where the students reflected on their social identities concerning the system 

of oppression and intersectionality. I facilitated class discussions and a narrative project 

in order to enhance students’ understanding of how privilege and oppression 

systematically work in our society and the students’ own relationship to the system of 

injustice. The first activity was the students’ reflection on their multidimensional social 

identity. Banks, Pliner, and Hopkins (2013) argue the significance of students’ reflections 

on their beliefs and experiences in relation to privilege prior to engaging them with any 

theoretical concepts surrounding social justice.   

In order to help the students understand intersectionality and their social identity, 

in class I shared the social identity diagram (see Figure 26) I made based on the “koosh 

ball” metaphor by Wildman and Davis (1995). Wildman and Davis (1995) use this 

metaphor to show that one’s multiple social identities are intersected and connected with 

a center point in a three dimensional form. Even though my diagram is two-dimensional, 

I asked the students to imagine it as three-dimensional where each line (social identity) is 

related to other lines and one’s position in a particular social identity is situated in a 

continuous line, with “privileged” at one end and “disadvantaged” on the other end. The 

goal of using the visual was not only to highlight intersectionality, but also to show the 

complicated concept of social identity. Through the diagram highlighting 

intersectionality, the students and I were able to develop our conversation beyond a 
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dichotomous understanding of privilege and power (e.g., dominant and subordinate) and 

a flattened conception of each identity category.  

 

Based on students’ reflections, I asked the students to write about an important 

event or experience that influenced their perspectives on themselves, others, or the social 

system. This narrative project was conducted over several weeks; the students 

brainstormed and free wrote in relation to the topics of social identity, privilege, 

oppression, and social justice several times in class. In addition to their written personal 

narrative, the students also created visual narratives. Visual narratives have a unique 

power in narrating stories in that they can draw an immediate attention to the image, 

describe and communicate ineffable emotions, and give more a room for empathetic 

interpretations for viewers. As Bach (2007) argues, visual narratives add another layer of 

meaning to narrative inquiry by making meaning of experience both visually and 

narratively. I particularly consider visual narratives as a vehicle to make sense of 

multifaceted social identities and personal experiences in a more empathetic way. 

Figure 26. Intersectionality of social identity 
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Through visual narratives, the students were able to empathize other people’s experiences 

and open up to a more honest dialogue on the systematic inequity issues. The narrative 

project deepened our classroom conversations about the social dynamics of privilege and 

oppression and how often they are invisible. bell hooks (1994) states,  

One of the reasons I appreciate people linking the personal to the academic is that 

I think that the more students recognize their own uniqueness and particularity, 

the more they listen. So, one of my teaching strategies is to redirect their attention 

away from my voice to one another’s voice. (p. 151) 

I found that visual narrative assignments particularly evoked meaningful 

conversations about the system of oppressions and its connections to our individual lives. 

I considered this visual narrative assignment as a learning moment for me, as a teacher 

who was able to see how my students tried to comprehend structural injustices through 

their personal experiences.   

Mutual vulnerability. I attempted to facilitate a conversation-based learning 

environment in my course. In my researcher’s journals and audio narratives, I asked 

myself the question of how to facilitate engaging and critical dialogues in my classroom 

several times. After reflecting on my own learning and teaching experiences, I decided to 

open up and share my stories first in order to create a dialogic space where the students 

are willing to share their perspectives and stories, I opened up and shared my stories first. 

Brantmeier (2013) defines pedagogy of vulnerability as “education that invites 

vulnerability and deepened learning through process of self and mutual disclosure on the 

part of co-learners in the class” (p. 97). Its premise is to share and to learn together. 

Brantmeier (2013) states that students will model self-examination when the teacher 
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opens her or his identity and life up for examination. As a result, students will go deeper 

in their learning and learning becomes relevant (Brantmeier, 2013). I found that the 

students were more likely to share their life experiences when I shared mine first. I also 

modeled self-reflection by admitting my privilege as a heterosexual, married, cis-woman. 

Additionally, I told students my experiences of oppression not in a way to blame 

someone, but to confess how I internalized oppression and accepted dominant ideologies 

as norms. I openly admitted that I was still deconstructing my own internalized 

oppression and beliefs on normativity. I believe my self-reflection helped the students 

reflect on themselves. bell hooks (1994) also writes about mutual vulnerability.  

When education is the practice of freedom, students are not the only ones who are 

asked to share, to confess. Engaged pedagogy does not seek simply to empower 

students. Any classroom that employs a holistic model of learning will also be a 

place where teachers grow, and are empowered by the process. The empowerment 

cannot happen if we refuse to be vulnerable while encouraging students to take 

risks. … When professors bring narratives of their experiences into classroom 

discussions it eliminates the possibility that we can function as all-knowing, silent 

interrogators. It is often productive if professors take the first risk, linking 

confessional narratives to academic discussions so as to show how experience can 

illuminate and enhance our understanding of academic material. Most professors 

must practice being vulnerable in the classroom, being wholly present in mind, 

body, and spirit. (p. 21) 
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My students told me that they appreciated my engagement in sharing stories 

during class discussions. Below is a side note that I received from one student during the 

semester.   

“I also wanted to thank you for taking the time and bravery to share your own 

experiences in our class. I don't feel a lot of teachers I've had have shared so much 

of themselves to connect learning in my classes before. I just wanted you to know 

I appreciate your perspectives and it really is helping me broaden my view on 

social justice! Thank you.” 

When I met the same student a few month later after the semester was over, she 

told me the reason why she liked my teaching style: “I did not feel much distan[ce] from 

you like I would feel in other university classrooms. You know, you were REAL.” 

Although it was not easy to share my personal experiences and self-reflection with my 

students, I believe mutual vulnerability is the key to create a learning community where 

everyone is fully engaged and responsible for their growth.  

Sub-Question Two: Challenges and Rewards of Teaching Social Justice Issues 

through Art 

What kind of challenges do I experience and what rewards have I gained in teaching 

social justice issues in this course?  

 Silence and resistance. One of challenges I experienced in the classroom was to 

engage the students in a deeper level of conversations. In my audio narratives, I 

frequently mentioned that I felt frustrated about students who did not seem to read the 

assigned materials or did not want to participate in any class discussions. I found that a 

few students did not read the assigned materials or quickly skimmed them through when 
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the readings are crucial to understand the key concepts and engage in the class 

discussions. Instead of reflecting on their experiences and beliefs in the light of the new 

concepts they learned, a few of them simply assumed the author’s points and jumped to 

conclusions. Most of the students did not express their negative reactions or resistance in 

class; rather, they addressed their disagreement in their written assignments. For instance, 

one student wrote a paper attempting to refute a reading discussing how dominant groups 

are normalized and subordinate groups are otherized through unequal power relations. 

The key points of the article are about the complexity of social identity and how an 

individual identity is situated in a given social, cultural, political, and historical context. 

The student disagreed with the author’s main points by calling the author a bigot because 

the author, according to the student, was talking about the group identity, instead of 

individuals. The student concluded the paper with the statement that her or his White 

heterosexual identity has nothing to do with her or his life. This type of resistance to learn 

concepts relevant to systems of oppression manifested from time to time in my students’ 

written responses. I was a bit shocked after reading a few students’ responses, which 

expressed a sort of antagonism toward the theories about oppression, because none of my 

students expressed their disagreement or negative reactions to the readings in class. 

I soon realized that students’ silences did not mean agreement. Ladson-Billings 

(1996) discusses White students’ silence in an education course on race, gender, and 

class. Ladson-Billings (1996) notes that White students tend to respond to the content that 

made them feel upset by remaining silent or withdrawing from the discussion. One of my 

students wrote, 
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“There were multiple discussions, in which, I found myself uncomfortable and 

felt it was better if I did not speak because I just could not understand where these 

opinions were coming from. One of the discussions that made me most 

uncomfortable was when we had a guest speaker who spoke about Whiteness. I 

did not agree with many of the things he was saying and it made me not want to 

speak.” (Julia, Audio Narrative, 2016) 

Julia was one of the students who were usually quiet during the discussions. In the first 

two weeks, she was one of the students I was concerned about because she hardly talked 

to me or in class. Nevertheless, I was impressed with her several written responses where 

she showed critical understandings on sexism and gender oppression. I considered her 

silence as a process of learning about racial issues, where she might feel less confident to 

share her ideas as a White. However, I realized that her silence was an expression of 

disagreement after listening to her answers to my interview questions.  

 However, it is important to know that students’ silence in class does not mean 

ignorance (Ladson-Billings, 1996). Lewis (1990) contends that students choose to remain 

silent when they are afraid of saying something wrong or offensive things in class. There 

were times when my students started talking to each other about the class topic in a less 

formal environment. I saw a White student who was usually quiet in class and a Black 

student passionately talking about police brutality during the ten-minute break. It almost 

seemed like they had more meaningful conversations than they did in class. At that 

moment, I realized that students might not talk in class because they were afraid of being 

misunderstood by other classmates when they shared their opinions. I also noticed that 

students selectively remained silent in conversations about the issues where they were a 



226 
 

member of the dominant group. For example, no male students talked in class when the 

class topic was sexism and gender oppression. Even when I asked them directly about the 

readings on masculinity and socialization as a male, they did not share any thoughts. 

Likewise, many White students did not actively share their ideas in the conversations 

about race. There were a very few White students who were willing to be challenged 

through talking about racism in class. Unlike the topics of race, ethnicity, and gender, 

most students seemed to feel comfortable to talk about their privileges in matters of 

ableism, ageism, and adultism. One student, who expressed his resentment about the 

concept of White privilege in his paper, readily shared his experience and admitted his 

privilege as a temporarily abled-bodied person in class. It was interesting that the students 

tend to be more resistant to learn about the White and male privilege, whereas they easily 

understand their privileges in other aspects of their social identities.    

Self-doubt as an “Other” teacher. “The classroom of a predominantly white 

campus is a contested terrain when the teacher fits the image of the ‘other’ more than she 

resembles a stereotypical academic authority figure” (Vargas, 1999, p. 30). Since I started 

teaching courses as a Teaching Assistant in a university in the U.S., I have had strong 

self-doubt about myself as a teacher. I was well aware that my differences, such as my 

appearance and expressive behaviors, did not fit the persona of a “normal” teacher 

(Rodriguez, 2009) in the U.S. I frequently felt hostility from students and their doubts 

about me the first day I walked into the classroom. The students who doubted my 

capabilities sometimes questioned my teacher authority (e.g., I want to talk about my 

grade to your “professor,” not you) or complained about my characteristics (e.g., she has 

an accent and I can’t understand her). I was caught up with concerns about how my 
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students would perceive my differences. I was also afraid that differences would be 

perceived as incompetence (Baker & Copp, 1997).  

 I internalized the image of a “normal” professor, who is a White and a native 

English speaker, as well. I started judging myself and my teaching practices from a White 

person’s eyes (Lee, 2006; Rodriguez, 2009). I expected my presence in a predominantly 

White classroom to evoke hostility. I did not see the possibility that my presence and 

teaching could challenge my students’ prejudices about teachers of color (Vargas, 1999). 

Instead of considering my “Otherness” as an agent of change that can interrupt White 

supremacy and patriarchal forms of domination, I considered it as a weakness. I 

internalized self-doubt; I often felt incompetent in my classroom. When my students 

stared at their laptops and did not pay attention in class, I blamed myself. Because I was 

overly critical about myself as a teacher, I felt more sensitive and vulnerable. I expressed 

feelings of frustration, pain, and vulnerability in my audio narratives.  

“I feel much better after meeting students in person. I was honestly concerned 

about hostility from students because I am a young Asian, a non-native English 

speaker, and a TA.” (Researcher’s audio narrative, 8/23/16) 

“I cannot even express how much pressure I felt last night. I felt really, really 

vulnerable. I just wanted to leave here and go back to Korea. I never felt in that 

way before about teaching back in Korea. I constantly think about my limits as a 

young female TA, whose first language is not English.” (Researcher’s audio 

narrative, 8/25/16) 

“I did not grow up here in the U.S. so students might see me as an outsider. They 

might think that I am not legitimate to talk about racism and White privilege in 
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the U.S. context. I guess it made feel anxious.” (Researcher’s audio narrative, 

9/15/16) 

 The effect of internalized oppression often reinforces self-fulfilling negative 

stereotypes (Padilla, 2001). Self-doubt is one of the consequences of internalized 

oppression in company with helplessness, frustration, mistrust, and so on (Harro, 2010). I 

perceived my linguistic and cultural identity as a deficit in my teaching practice, rather 

than a benefit. I studied learning diversity and social justice in education in many 

graduate courses I took; however, I was internalizing oppression at the same time and 

tried to reduce my “Otherness” in order to be assimilated. This dissonance sometimes 

caused pain, anger, and frustration inside of me. When I decided to discuss oppression 

and injustice in my own classroom, I had to admit that I also internalized oppression and 

I would continuously deconstruct my own internalized oppression. In retrospect, this was 

one of the main reasons I felt vulnerable to talk about social justice issues as a female 

teacher color.  

Connections. One of rewards I gained through teaching an art education course 

on social justice issues is that I felt strong connections to my students. I focused on the 

connections between individual students’ life experiences and structural dynamics of 

power and inequity through a lens of intersectional privilege in my course. In order to 

encourage the students to reflect on their social identities and experiences in light of 

systems of oppression and privilege, I asked them to write personal narratives and create 

visual narratives. I received powerful and resonating narratives that helped me not only 

understand my students, but also rethink my positionality as a teacher. Many students 

shared their stories that addressed their painful experiences and identities they did not 
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share openly. As I mentioned in the previous section, I also frequently shared my stories 

in class to start the conversations. One student mentioned in her audio narrative as well as 

written assignments that she appreciated that I shared my personal experiences. She said 

it helped her open up and be more engaged with the topics we discussed in class. 

Before teaching this course, I constantly felt distant from my students and myself 

as an international Teaching Assistant. I thought I would not feel easily connected to any 

of the students in the U.S. due to our different cultural and linguistic identities. 

Nevertheless, I felt strongly connected to my students this time, especially those who had 

marginalized identities, through sharing our stories and perspectives on oppression. I was 

able to find commonalities between my experience and the students’ experiences as 

women of color. It was a sort of empowerment and validation of my emotions. Like 

Rodriguez (2009) states, I learned that my students and I should remind ourselves that we 

are not being too sensitive. By sharing our personal experiences and emotions, we were 

able to empathize with each other as well as with stories of the oppressed. 

Catalyst for creative teaching. One of the questions I have been asking myself 

throughout this research is about how I can balance art-based assignments with reading 

and writing assignments to clarify and discuss significant concepts relating to social 

justice. In order to understand the concept of oppression, social justice, and diversity, I 

relied on many books and journal articles as well as artists’ works. Nevertheless, the 

question about how to teach these concepts through art-based activities and assignments 

was not easy to answer. I did not want creating art to be an auxiliary activity to discuss 

the theories or concepts; I wanted them to be the essence of experiences of understanding 

social justice issues. Then what art-based activities could make that possible? I gained 
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useful ideas about teaching art for social justice from reading many other art educators’ 

works. I designed my course with several art-based activities and incorporated many 

contemporary artists’ works in class discussions. Nevertheless, I wondered if this was 

enough for the students to learn about social justice in an artistic way.  

 Consequently, I kept thinking about different ways to engage students in art-

making activities as well as visual thinking throughout the semester. This was sometimes 

challenging since I had to keep pushing myself to try new pedagogical ideas, instead of 

teaching the way I was taught in my university. Furthermore, I had a mixed group of 

students who were studying different majors. The students majoring in art and art 

education seemed more comfortable with the art assignments. On the other hand, the 

students who were less familiar with art-making processes tended to have a hard time  

completing their art assignments. As much as I put an emphasis on the ideas of the 

students’ artworks, I also wanted them to have a successful experience in creating art as 

well as to be satisfied with their final works. I still do not have an answer to solve all the 

questions; however, teaching this course encouraged me to be more creative in teaching 

an art education course and think about engaging students with different levels of art 

techniques in art-based assignments. Overall, this course served as a momentum for me 

as an art educator to continue to contemplate meaningful instructional strategies and 

activities to teach art for social justice.   

Sub-Question Three: Additional Insights on Teaching Social Justice Issues in an 

Undergraduate Art Education Course 

What additional insights on practicing social justice art education have I gained through 

reflecting on my teaching? 
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Safe space for whom? A question about creating a safe space for everyone to 

explore issues of oppression, injustice, and inequity lingered with me throughout the 

semester. How can I help students feel safe to talk about their thoughts? How can I make 

my classroom more inclusive for “everyone” to explore the loaded topics like social 

justice? There were definitely moments when students and I could feel growing tensions 

during the class discussions. Discussions sometimes got heated, usually when we talked 

about race and racism.  

When it comes to discomfort and tensions in the classroom, I tried to minimize 

any possibility to upset my students’ feelings. I believed that I could create a more 

inclusive and safe space for everyone, including myself. However, I almost felt that I 

failed to teach any concepts relevant to racism by avoiding the possible conflicts. I 

wanted to challenge the students’ perspectives, but at the same time, I did not want to 

push them too hard. I was afraid of the consequences of conflicts and arguments in the 

classroom that might affect my teaching in the future. Fears held me back from 

discussing racial issues, particularly White privilege, in a more critical way.  

With this experience in mind, I started questioning how I would define “a safe 

classroom” and more specifically, for whom I would create a safe place. In retrospect, I 

did not feel safe to share my honest thoughts on racial issues in a White dominant 

classroom. It is not because of my student participants, but because of my concern with 

disrupting the class dynamics. I could share my honest thoughts only when the course 

topic was about race and racism. Even when the class topic was about race, I 

unconsciously “toned down” my points of views on racism not to upset my White 

students’ feelings. In a similar vein, I also tried not to explicitly bring up issues of sexism 
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when I talked to male classmates or students. I realized as a result of this study that I have 

unconsciously silenced myself in favor of dominant group members in everyday 

interactions in and outside of the classroom.  

I questioned, “For whom do I want to make my classroom safe?” I was also 

wondering if it is even possible to make a classroom safe for everyone, especially when 

the course is about issues of equity and justice. Rodriguez (2009) argues that teachers 

should let go of the myth of the safe classroom since “teaching social justice issues will 

always take place in an uncomfortable space” (p. 492). Leonardo and Porter (2010) 

develop the discussion on the safe classroom discourse further particularly when the 

course is on race. They note that the premise of the safe classroom is that it provides a 

format for both people of color and Whites to discuss racial issues in an inclusive, not 

dangerous way. The safe classroom is fundamentally a space where no one gets offended. 

Nonetheless, “the ironic twist is that many individuals from marginalized groups become 

both offended and agitated when engaging in apparently safe spaces” (Leonardo & 

Porter, 2010, p. 147). Leonardo and Porter (2010) contend that the term ‘safety’ often 

used to protect White students’ feelings; as a result, “a space of oppressive 

colorblindness” is established (p. 147). In this case, the “safe” classroom is meant to 

prevent students from “looking racist”  (Leonardo & Porter, 2010, p. 147).  

The classroom that I wanted to create was a challenging place where my students 

had to think hard and reflect on their positions, even though it might be demanding 

emotionally and intellectually. I hoped that the students reflected on their unearned 

privileges based on their social identities so they could be aware of their agency as an 

individual who can be a part of the process of liberation, instead of oppression. In order 



233 
 

to engage students in the discussion on loaded topics about privilege and oppression, 

conflicts and disagreements are unavoidable. Thus, I reconsidered my own idea of the 

safe classroom; I define a safe classroom as a place where my students and I are willing 

to solve problems we face in class, instead of avoiding any possible problems. bell hooks 

(2010) also articulates the meaning of safety in teaching for social justice.  

Instead of focusing on the commonly held assumption that we are safe when 

everyone agrees, when everyone has an equal time to speak, if we rather think of 

safety as knowing how to cope in situations of risk, then we open up the 

possibility that we can be safe even in situations where there is disagreement and 

even conflict. (p. 87) 

I sometimes avoided heated discussions in my classroom because I wanted to see 

all of my students smiling and being content, instead of being upset. I should also admit 

that I wanted an immediate affirmation from my students that they liked my class or me. 

However, bell hooks (1994) states that “moving away from the need for immediate 

affirmation” was crucial to her growth as a teacher (p. 42). One of my friends, whom I 

respect as a colleague, told me that our role, as a female teacher of color, is not to 

validate all students’ opinions. When we face oppressive thoughts, we should challenge 

them even if it will cause pain and conflict. Since my pedagogical approach draws on 

“engaged pedagogy” (hooks, 1994), I wanted my students to be deeply involved in class 

discussions, to open up to be challenged, and to grow eventually. This is why I redefined 

my understanding of the safe classroom.   

Paying attention to emotions. As much as I valued the students’ lived 

experience as a form of knowledge, I also learned that emotions should be acknowledged 
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as a part of the learning process. Many of the participants wrote in their reflection notes 

that they felt emotional about writing their personal stories, sometimes felt disturbed and 

angered during the discussions, and felt shocked and surprised about what we learned in 

class from time to time. I designed the course with an emphasis on social injustice and 

systematic oppression in order to challenge students’ understandings about social justice 

and encourage them to consider new perspectives. hooks (1994) notes that this type of 

learning process, which shifts the ways of thinking, is very hard and even painful. There 

were moments of joy and excitement; however, there were also moments where I could 

feel tension, frustration, and discomfort from my students. What I learned to do was to 

acknowledge the emotions that emerged in class and utilize them as moments to reflect 

and learn from ourselves. “If we focus not just on whether the emotions produce pleasure 

or pain, but on how they keep us aware or alert, we are reminded that they enhance 

classrooms” (hooks, 1994, p. 155).  

 Like my students, I also frequently addressed my feelings of frustration, anger, 

disappointment, surprise, and joy in my audio narratives. “Understanding emotions are 

crucial in not only getting students to understand their own subject positions but also in 

gaining a deeper understanding about how teachers of color deal with student resistance” 

(Rodriguez, 2009, p. 503). Due to deeply ingrained self-doubt as a female teacher of 

color, I often felt vulnerable and uncertain as to my teaching and my presence in class. 

Furthermore, teaching for social justice inherently entails controversial topics to discuss. 

As Rodriguez (2009) insists, female teachers of color have to figure out creative ways of 

dealing with emotions, such as the pain and frustration of teaching social justice issues. I 
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realized a need to “learn how to appreciate difficulty, too, as a stage in intellectual 

development” as a teacher (hooks, 1994, p. 154).  

Research Question Two: Participants’ Experiences 

In what ways do undergraduate students navigate and learn about social justice issues 

through class discussions, writing and art-based assignments? 

Sub-Question One: Learning Moments in Examining Social Justice Issues 

What are the significant learning moments for the student participants in understanding 

social justice issues and in what ways do art-based assignments help their learning 

process? 

Colorblindness. “To me, that is what colorblind racism is all about, ignoring the 

past and ignoring the problems that people of color may have endured and trying to start 

with a fresh slate. Instead, we should address the elephant in the room and communally 

decide the best way to move forward” (Sarah, Reading response 2, 2016). 

Among many class topics, the participants mentioned racial issues as key learning 

points that struck them most. Seven participants chose to discuss colorblindness for their 

second reading response where they could choose many other topics to discuss. In 

response to an audio narrative question about the most striking ideas and theories 

participants learned in class, four of them answered the concept of colorblindness and 

two participants mentioned racism and privilege, particularly white privilege.  

“I think colorblindness really opened up my eyes to an issue that I had thought 

about, but never in that much detail.” (Jane, Audio narrative, 2016) 

“The most memorable section was when we discussed the sections on racisms and 

the discussions about privilege. The really kind of struck home for me, because it 
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was something that I had been working on personally and realizing on my own 

and with friends of mine that I didn’t understand the concept of how they theory 

worked.” (Carolyn, Audio narrative, 2016) 

In response to a question of challenging concepts and theories, several 

participants mentioned the concept of colorblindness and White privilege. Leah, who is a 

person of color and is critical about racial issues, discussed colorblindness in her audio 

narrative.  

“I didn’t realize that myself had done it to other people just as well as others had 

done it to me.” (Leah, Audio narrative, 2016) 

Sarah, a White female student, also shared a similar moment of clarity about 

colorblindness in her reading response.  

“It hit me a lot harder than I expected it too [sic]. What really stood out to me was 

that by basically trying to avoid being racist, it can in turn still be racist just by the 

fact that you’re ignoring certain things or phrases. … My takeaway is to not be 

colorblind and to see the struggles people have been through and try to move on 

instead of ignoring it.” (Sarah, Reading response 2, 2016) 

I have been noticing colorblind ideology prevalent in university classrooms, 

where students are hesitant to share their honest thoughts on racial issues. Colorblindness 

seemed like a way to avoid the conversations about racism and to not be perceived as 

racist (Leonardo & Porter, 2010). By simply stating that they do not judge other people’s 

skin colors, students would be free from the “racist” discourse. In a similar vein, I noticed 

that most White participants took the stance of colorblindness in order to avoid being 

accused of racism. On the other hand, the participants, who identified themselves as 
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people of color, were critical about colorblindness. Several participants shared their 

experiences of microaggressions in class to refute the argument of being in a post-racial 

society. One of the participants, Iris, articulated her critical point of colorblindness as 

well as how it has put a burden on her to navigate everyday racism.  

“I have often been in a conversation about race with a White co-worker or 

acquaintance that was starting to move into the dark and deep waters of racial 

discourse when they responded quickly and dismissively “well, I don't see color” 

or “I’m colorblind. Everyone's the same to me.” With the use of those simple 

phrases, the conversation comes to a halt. It has been shut down and I, as the 

person of color in the conversation, am left in these waters alone without a voice. 

I could cause some waves by pointing out how the other person may not in fact be 

colorblind as evidence by numerous assumptions and micro-aggressions I have 

encountered in my relationship or observation of them in our time together. If I do 

so, I may cause a rift in a friendship or create an even more uncomfortable 

workplace. The person of color is left with these heavy decisions daily because 

colorblind racism is so commonplace most people do not realize they are 

participants in its growing discourse. Through colorblind racism, I am seen as the 

aggressor, touchy, and overly sensitive. I am expected to not make everyone 

around me uncomfortable despite the actions of others that may have lead me to 

these feelings. Additionally, by stating such phrases the speaker is then erasing 

me of important components of my identity, culture, and my race.” (Iris, Reading 

response 2, 2016) 
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Although most participants found colorblindness helpful in understanding the 

current racial discourse, one participant did not accept the main points of colorblindness 

as a new form of racism and systematic racism. She wrote that readings about 

colorblindness and structural racism are “biased” because the authors “point fingers at a 

particular race,” White people. She argued that racial issues in the U.S. are about 

individuals, particularly people who are biased, in her reading response. She added that 

people of color took things too personally and mistakenly accused Whites of racism; thus, 

racism is not systematic but individual. This participant’s argument resonated with what 

Bonilla-Silva (2006) explicates about different perspectives on racism; White students 

and students of color cannot agree on racial matters in general because most Whites 

consider racism as prejudice whereas for most people of color, racism is systematic. 

Tatum (2003) also explicates that non-privileged racial identity groups are more aware of 

systematic dis/advantages than their privileged counterparts. While this participant tried 

to deny systematic racism in her reading response, Carl highlighted systematic racism 

that is prevalent in U.S. society in his alternative final paper.  

“Racism is not just the hate for a person. … Racism is a system. … Racism has its 

long standing history and there are reasons why it continues today.” (Carl, Final 

paper, 2016) 

Reflecting on one’s experiences in terms of systems of oppression. All of the 

participants noted that the narrative assignment, in which they reflected on their social 

identities and experiences in terms of systems of oppression and privilege, was helpful to 

understand social justice issues. According to Garber (2004), many students tend to be 

emotionally overwhelmed when they examine their own social positions and prejudices; 
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however, if students do not learn about themselves, they unconsciously otherize the 

narrative of differences. Additionally, Hackman (2005) asserts that teachers and students 

can grow together through commitment to self-reflection and personal interrogation. Self-

reflection can also serve as “a constant motivator, as it knocks teachers and students out 

of complacency and steers them in the direction of the solution instead of the problem” 

(Hackman, 2005, p. 107).  

Half of the participants chose the personal narrative assignment as their favorite 

class assignment. Several participants noted that writing and reflecting on their personal 

stories helped them understand the theories and concepts they found difficult.  

“I think writing personal narratives completely helped me understand what we 

were learning about in class because up until I wrote the narrative, I had no idea I 

was experiencing a social injustice in my daily life.” (Sarah, Personal narrative 

reflection, 2016) 

 “Anytime I can make a connection to my personal life and be able to write it out, 

I really could feel everything coming together and making much more sense. 

Even from class when we give personal examples, that is when I start to 

understand a hard concept better than anything.” (Jane, Personal narrative 

reflection, 2016) 

 “When you start to realize that these concepts and theories are a part of your 

everyday life, you realize just how important it is that you understand them.” 

(Kim, Personal narrative reflection, 2016) 

In addition, the participants were able to contextualize their experiences and how 

their identities affected their understandings of society. Iris described her childhood 
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experiences as a racially mixed kid and how she was often “othered” and labeled as a 

“weird black girl” in her personal narrative. She later stated in her reflection note that she 

was able to make sense of what she was going through as a biracial child, such as 

Othering and colorblindness, which was unknown to her at that time. Leah, who wrote 

about her experiences of racism in her own community, also mentioned that she could 

understand the reasons why she experienced racism from other people of color more 

often. Leah tried to make sense of colorblind racism in the context of her own 

community. Kim, who wrote about her experiences as a biracial person in response to the 

work of Root (2010), stated that reflecting on her past memories allowed her to see her 

biracial identity and to make sense of what she went through.  

Lastly, the participants not only wrote about their experiences in relation to their 

marginalized identities, but also confessed their privileges. Carolyn, Judith, Nancy, and 

Shirley mentioned how they were privileged as well as oppressed. They attempted to 

understand people around them and what happened to their lives from the perspective of 

oppression and privilege. In her narrative, Carolyn wrote about an event that happened 

while she was pregnant in her early twenties; she addressed stereotypes and mistreatment 

against young pregnant women. On top of this, she admitted that her experience allowed 

her to realize privilege she has as a heterosexual and married woman.  

“By understanding the concepts we learned in class, I was able to look at what 

happened in a different way. I never understood how my saying ‘I’m married’ 

was a privilege. How using my heterosexual status was a privilege.” (Carolyn, 

Personal narrative reflection, 2016) 
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Overall, I found that writing personal narratives provided a meaningful 

opportunity for the participants to comprehend theoretical concepts on a deeper level, 

contextualize their experiences, and reflect on their social identities that provide 

advantage and disadvantage at the same time. Finally, like Judith mentioned in her 

reflection note, reflecting on their experiences also let them see the other people’s 

different perspectives, which they could not understand before.   

Art-based assignments as a way to examine experiences of oppression. Most 

participants noted that the art-based assignments helped them develop their understanding 

on issues we learned in class and gave them the opportunity to approach the issues from a 

different angle. Throughout the semester, the participants searched for and discussed 

many activist and socially engaged artists as well as visual culture examples, including 

movies, advertisements, posters, etc. They not only analyzed the artworks and images, 

but also were involved in hands-on activities, such as visual mapping and creating a 

visual journal (see Figure 27). All of the participants created visual narratives to tell their 

intersectional social identities. On top of this, as evidenced by what the student 

participants’ viewed during our gallery walk, the majority of the participants also chose 

to create their own artworks for their final projects, which conveyed messages for social 

justice (see Figure 28). In this study I found that the participants created social justice 

artworks that supported Bell & Desai’s (2011) contention that it, “explore[s], critique[s], 

and challenge[s] oppressive social relations” (p. 289).  



242 
 

 

Figure 27. Selected participants' works of visual mapping and journaling 



243 
 

 

Figure 28. Final art project: Gallery walk in class 

Almost all participants answered one of the audio narrative questions that they 

found these art-based activities and assignments helpful to reflect on their own 

understandings and emotions about social issues. Dewhurst (2011) suggests that in order 

to translate ideas into an image or object, learners should reflect on “what aspects of the 

idea they will convey and determine what symbols, colors, and forms might best 

communicate that idea to another person” (p. 372). Thus, translating their ideas into 

aesthetic objects can be a way of pursuing knowledge and a way of knowing something 

(Dewhurst, 2011). Both Julia and Sarah stated that creating art-based assignments, which 

included viewing, analyzing, and making, enhanced their understandings about social 

justice issues.  
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“I absolutely believe that the visual portion of this class helped expand my 

understanding of social justice. This is because it is one thing to hear about an 

issue or read about it but when you see a tangible version of that issue, it becomes 

real; it gives a face to the name. It was also helpful to be able to make art because 

it shows how feelings turn into art and makes you appreciate the art that we 

viewed a lot more.” (Sarah, Audio narrative, 2016) 

“I think that these art-based assignments helped expand my understanding of 

social justice because it allows you to visually represent your understanding 

through a different medium. By doing this, you are able to understand social 

justice in a different way and can visually see how what you are discussing 

impacted you based on how the artwork turns out. Creating an art-based 

assignment is also a reflective way to interpret the concepts of social justice.” 

(Julia, Audio narrative, 2016) 

 Other participants shared similar thoughts on their art-making experience for the 

class project. Leah mentioned that making art was a part of her learning process; even 

drawing simple diagrams and doodling helped her make sense of the concepts she 

learned. Shirley also stated that art-making activities and assignments allowed her to 

develop critical ideas for the bigger project as well as incorporate other genres of arts, 

such as poetry and performance.  

“For sure the art based assignments were helpful to understand the issues of social 

justice that we discussed. For me, the assemblage that I created challenged me to 

share more than I expected but it actually led to the project I am doing in my 
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independent study class, a performance piece that I will be doing next month.” 

(Shirley, Audio narrative, 2016) 

Creating art requires higher order thinking, such as problem solving and critical 

thinking; accordingly, creating artworks that examine social justice issues allows learners 

to practice critical thinking and communicate in alternative ways (Boyd, 2011). As 

Shirley and Julia mentioned above, many participants considered art-based assignments 

as a way to reflect on their learning, approach the issues from a new angle, and challenge 

their own thoughts. As Desai (2010) states, producing artworks as strategic interventions 

can open up meaningful dialogues about the complexities of social justice issues. I found 

that the participants and I were able to open dialogue on sensitive topics, such as racism, 

through sharing, discussing, and creating art.  

Sharing different perspectives through dialogues. hooks (2010) states that 

conversation-based learning is especially useful and suitable for a diverse classroom 

(hooks, 2010). I found that the students enrolled in this course had diverse perspectives 

on many different issues despite the fact that the students with the dominant identities 

outnumbered the students with the minority identities based on the social categories 

including class, ethnicity, disability, race, and sexual orientation. As I mentioned in 

Chapter Three, I had several participants who discussed their minority identities based on 

the social categories in their written assignments. Aside from the social identities of the 

students, three of the students were non-traditional students who already had social 

experiences before they came back to the university. Consequently, the students seemed 

to have a wide spectrum of life experiences as well as different points of views on social 

issues. This group dynamic was one of the reasons why I was able to facilitate lively 
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discussions when it comes to the issues of race, gender, heteronormativity, class, and so 

on.  

The participants also answered that class discussions were meaningful learning 

moments for them. Nancy stated that her personal favorite was the class discussions, 

where she enjoyed hearing others and their personal life experiences. Likewise, many 

participants noted that they not only found class discussions interesting, but also could 

learn better, when they actually heard about other people’s different experiences and 

perspectives. As bell hooks (1994) contends, engagement in dialogue is one of the 

simplest ways teachers and students begin to cross boundaries and “the barriers that may 

or may not be erected by race, gender, class, professional standing, and a host of other 

differences” (p. 130). Jim and Sarah both mentioned that having conversations and 

listening to other classmates were an opportunity to comprehend social justice issues.  

 “If I actually am conversing with somebody, I'm actively engaged and the end 

result is that I'm going to be more readily available to keep that knowledge.” (Jim, 

Audio narrative, 2016) 

“My experience with the discussions in the class started as uncomfortable because 

I would hear stories about people deal with oppression and I felt their issues were 

much worse than anything I had ever experienced. I soon changed my mind about 

that and realized that it is not uncomfortable at all to sit back and listen and learn 

because the only way to real deal with social justice issues head on is to be fully 

informed about them and get to the root of the problem.” (Sarah, Audio narrative, 

2016) 
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What Jim and Sarah spoke about resonates with hooks’ (2010) perspective on 

conversation-based learning, in which a conversation can be “a location where 

knowledge acquired stays with us, empowering us to abandon fear and insecurity and 

find the place of compassion and connection” (p. 46). A few participants admitted their 

uncomfortable feelings especially when they disagreed with other people. However, the 

majority of the participants found disagreement and diverse perspectives intriguing and 

intellectually challenging in a positive way.  

 “I thought it was really cool that our class was smaller and we were able to have 

discussions many times. … being able to express my opinions in class is really 

important to me. And I think that a lot of our opinions were heard and understood. 

I think I have taken what some other people have said and put it in input into my 

own life. I was never offended. I only enjoyed hearing and talking about 

controversial issues like I always have. I definitely think that the discussions were 

very impactful.” (Jane, Audio narrative, 2016) 

Like Jane mentioned above, Carolyn and Shirley also stated that the way I facilitated the 

discussions was helpful for the participants to share their perspectives.  

“I thought it was really great to have the interactions and so many different 

viewpoints kind of going around and all of us being able to talk about things like 

that and nobody being made to feel, as far as what I witnessed, I don't feel that 

anybody was ever made to feel belittled or that their opinion didn't matter or 

anything like that.” (Carolyn, Audio narrative, 2016) 



248 
 

“It was really helpful to me to see how you facilitated the discussions, allowing 

for every opinion even if two students had conflicting views. It was all very 

democratic.” (Shirley, Audio narrative, 2016). 

Ford and Malaney (2012) assert that, “dialoging across different social identity 

groups fosters positive effects in communication and personal growth within students, 

while furthering the prospects for social change” (p. 19). I tried to encourage all the 

participants to share their thoughts and challenge each other throughout the course. What 

I highlighted was listening, which is “an exercise in recognition” to ensure that no one 

remains invisible in the classroom (hooks, 1994, p. 41). I worked to create a democratic 

and engaging learning space where everyone is responsible to contribute to communal 

learning and intellectual growth (hooks, 1994). One of the participants, Kim, described 

her learning experience in the course as collaborative.  

“I think this class was a collaborative learning process. I think that IJ (the 

instructor and researcher) wasn't just our teacher. I think I had six, seven, eight 

other teachers in the class, and it was very discussion-based so we got to learn 

from each other and I got to learn from myself just based on these reflections and 

really processing the information.” (Kim, Audio narrative, 2016) 

Like Kim described, dialogues were a crucial component in creating an engaging 

learning space where students grow through navigating conflicting and different views.  
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Sub-Question Two: Impediments and Rewards of Learning Social Justice Issues 

through Art 

What impediments and rewards do the student participants share about the process of 

examining social justice issues through class discussions, writing and art-based 

assignments?  

Vague understandings of social justice. The majority of the participants 

mentioned that they discussed social justice topics in art education courses on a frequent 

basis. All of the participants majoring in art and visual culture education wrote that they 

were very familiar with the concept of social justice art education since they learned 

about it from other art education and education courses. Many participants also wrote 

about their knowledge in the connections between art and social justice; they addressed 

several artists who have been using art to express their sociocultural identities and to raise 

public awareness on social issues. A participant notes,  

“I’ve heard that phrase social justice all the time, and that the arts are a way to get 

social justice awareness out there. I understand that social justice covers some sort 

of social issues.” (Judith, Reflection note 1, 2016) 

In contrast, two participants, who were not in the art and visual education majors, wrote 

that they were unfamiliar with social justice art education. 

“Before taking this class, I had taken a few classes dealing with social justice but 

it never dealt with or focused on art.” (Sarah, Reflection note 1, 2016) 

“As a whole, social justice education is a completely new concept to me. But I 

have seen activist and social justice art evoked changes in many ways.” (Carl, 

Reflection note 1, 2016) 
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The students’ comments about their frequent exposure to the subject matter were 

uplifting to me. At the same time, I was curious about how they had been developing an 

understanding of social justice. Although many participants stated that they had heard of 

the term social justice art education quite often, their understandings on both social 

justice and social justice art education were somewhat vague.  

“I always thought that social justice had to be about big topics like race, gender, 

socio-economic class, etc. but social justice can be more.” (Kim, Reflection note 

1, 2016) 

“The word social justice is everywhere but we all define it so differently so I had 

a hard time understanding what is actually meant to me.” (Jane, Reflection note 1, 

2016) 

After reading their first reflection notes, I asked them to write down their 

understanding of social justice in more detail. Participants’ answers included 

collaborative works to make changes in society; the “right” thing versus the “wrong” 

thing; the movement toward the equality of class; culture, and race; and human rights, 

liberty, and freedom. Except for one participant who mentioned equality in her definition, 

none of participants mentioned any terms of (in)equity, or forms of oppression. I found a 

few assumptions behind vague understandings of social justice specifically from two 

participants below.  

 “Everyone has a different idea of their personal ideas of social justice concerning 

wealth, politics, and what they view through their own eyes. We all have different 

opinions, and things affect us differently. I used to pretend that I knew what I 
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meant, but never felt very comfortable defining it.” (Jane, Reflection note 2, 

2016) 

“Social justice is the way the right thing versus the wrong thing is taken care of in 

our culture.” (Jim, Reflection note 2, 2016) 

Jane viewed defining social justice as subjective and dependent on “personal opinions.” 

Other participants expressed this viewpoint from time to time as well during the class 

discussions. When the argument got heated, a few participants defended their points of 

view by saying that we had all different viewpoints; thus, we should not say who is right 

or wrong. Although I acknowledge and respect different viewpoints derived from each 

individual’s various life experiences, approaching social justice issues from the stance of 

subjective relativism can be problematic since it obstructs meaningful discussions. Some 

participants clouded the issues or defended their points by directing the topic of 

conversations to the question of morality and taking the relativist stance. For instance, 

what Jim wrote about social justice reflected his subjective relativist stance.  

“What one person thinks is “right” or “wrong,” someone might think it’s “wrong” 

or “right,” or in the gray area. It is really hard to determine what is “right” or 

“wrong” when it comes to people having conflicting opinions with each other.” 

(Jim, Reading response 2, 2016) 

Several participants sometimes related the concept of social justice to morality in 

their responses and during class discussions. Jim’s understanding of social justice directly 

shows his confusion between the concept of social justice and morality. Although he 

stated in his reading response that he learned about more “layers” of its meaning of social 

justice later on, he constantly showed his confusion between the concept of justice and 
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morality during the class discussions. Although the concept of social justice links to 

moral assumptions and ethics, identifying social justice with morality caused many 

misconceptions on current issues and sometimes interrupted meaningful class 

discussions. On top of this, a few participants frequently approached social justice issues 

as if they could simply identify causes and results, the oppressor and the oppressed, racist 

and non-racist, etc. The tendency to simplify the complicated social issues and 

multifaceted identity politics sometimes hindered learning social justice concepts.  

Dealing with the concept of privilege. Some participants mentioned that they 

had a hard time understanding the concept of privilege, particularly White privilege. A 

few of the participants identified themselves as being part of the LGBTQ community or 

people of color and they said they were well aware of the concept of privileges; however, 

the majority of the participants associated privileges with economic advantages, rather 

than everyday experiences.  

“I think that whiteness, colorblindness and privilege challenged my perspectives 

the most. … Privilege was just an arguable concept in general because it is 

difficult to say who has privilege and who does not.” (Julia, Audio narrative, 

2016) 

Just like Julia, many of the participants considered the concept of privilege as something 

along the lines of material possessions instead of experience. Accordingly, they 

understood that being privileged means that they owned something, such as education, a 

job, a house, etc. that they did not deserve or did not work hard to achieve. This 

misconception about privilege made them to feel defensive about admitting their 

privileged identities, such as being White, heterosexual, cis-gender, temporarily able-
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bodied, a male, etc. Jim disputed the idea of White privilege in his entire personal 

narrative.  

“Growing up in the eighties and nineties, I never really thought of race as an 

issue. Tucson is a mixture of Caucasian and Hispanic cultures, among others, so 

the color of my skin never made me think that as a white male, I was privileged. 

… Getting put into debt to make ends meet, sacrificing dreams, social life, etc., 

just to raise your small family… that just doesn’t sound like a privileged life. … 

I still don’t really feel privileged in anyway [sic].  I have bills to pay. … I am 

sorry for those people who are put down socially/mentally/physically/etc. because 

of the color of their skin or gender or whatever might make a person think they 

are better than another is. I think one thing comes to mind when it comes to how 

you should interact with someone else:  “Treat everyone like you would want to 

be treated.” (Jim, Personal narrative, 2016) 

What Jim addressed in his narrative was mainly his life experiences and that he did not 

considered himself privileged; rather, he achieved things through his hard work. 

Nonetheless, he stated that he was never aware of racial issues nor had he experienced 

racism in his life: This implies White privilege that he could not see.   

Another participant, Sarah, shared her stories of working at different places. In 

her story, she described her experiences of benevolent sexism as her “privileged 

experience.”  

“When I realized I was experiencing privilege because of my gender, I started to 

remember certain things that were said to me at each job. At the store [where] I 

worked, I remember asking if they needed me to go outside and collect carts from 
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the parking lot to which I got the response “no sweetie, it’s too hot for you out 

there” meanwhile they had a male employee outside bringing carts in by the 

dozens. This was so easy to overlook but so crucial to my point; there was a 

complete double stand at play. It was as if I was too fragile or not strong enough 

to handle a physical job in the heat. I had the “privilege” of clearly working not as 

hard for the same amount of pay that the people working twice as hard as me were 

receiving. I began to think about my other jobs and then I remembered something 

that happened at the gym that I worked at and it was very similar to the situation 

at the grocery store. I asked if they needed help cleaning the weight sets and I was 

told “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt”; again, I was “lucky” enough to get the 

easy job. The last, and most obvious example of my privilege at the workplace 

happened when I was working at a restaurant, I asked if I was able to maybe try a 

different job and cook for a little bit and the manager told me “you know that 

you’re here just to look cute.” (Sarah, Personal narrative, 2016) 

Later Sarah analyzed her experiences and the detrimental aspects of her “privilege” as a 

woman, which affected other employees and her. She critically analyzed how she, like 

other women, was underestimated and not taken seriously at her work. However, she 

mistakenly described her experiences of benevolent sexism, which is perceived as a 

benefit at face value but derives from stereotypes about women, as if it was her privilege.  

Even a participant who tried to comprehend the concept of privilege as a middle 

class White female acknowledged her feelings of guilt and being blamed. Carolyn 

mentioned,  
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“I mean, I'm white, middle class, I've never experienced true poverty. I had both 

my parents in my home, things like that in comparison to people who don't have 

those things. I try to understand when people refer to white privilege. … I don't 

think that I will ever truly understand the entire thing. But I am trying to 

understand that, and I think that that is important. As far as how I feel about that, I 

think that it's one of those things where you feel guilty when you realize how 

lucky you are in your life and how fortunate you've been that many of the things 

that you experience are shaped by how you were raised and how you were able to 

go through your life.” (Carolyn, Audio narrative, 2016) 

“I learned that I used and use my privilege in many ways I never think about and 

that is disturbing. I am very lucky in my life and I am really starting to realize 

how fortunate I have been as I am exposed to more people and differing ways of 

life from my own.” (Carolyn, Personal narrative reflection, 2016) 

 There are many educators who discussed obstacles to teach and learn about 

privilege (Case & Cole, 2013; Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005; Wise & 

Case, 2013). Wise and Case (2013) identify six barriers to effective conversations 

specifically about racism and White privilege: “defensiveness and feelings of personal 

judgment” (p. 18); “feeling blamed for the suffering of others” (p. 19); “the myth of 

meritocracy” (p. 19); “the tendency to refocus on marginalized identities” (p. 20); 

“entitlement and the fear of loss” (p. 20); and “hopelessness in the face of injustice” (p. 

21). Among six of them, I noticed at least the participants’ defensiveness, feelings 

blamed, feelings of personal judgment, and arguments for meritocracy when they wrote 

about privilege. Even though I incorporated strategies to discuss privilege more 
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effectively, such as emphasizing daily experiences, introducing intersectionality, 

highlighting institutional forces of privilege, acknowledging exception, and modeling 

self-reflection on my privileged identities (Banks et al., 2013; Wise & Case, 2013), I felt 

the term privilege sometimes automatically caused misunderstandings and defensive 

feelings for a few participants. 

The lack of hands-on activities. Although all participants found art-based 

assignments helpful for their learning, as noted earlier, some participants expressed their 

concerns about creating artworks in relation to social justice issues. The participants were 

studying several different majors, including art education, media studies, anthropology, 

and general studies. The participants who were not majoring in art education particularly 

showed less confidence in developing ideas for their artworks. They asked me for extra 

advice about materials, techniques, and possible ways to convey their ideas visually. 

There were several times when I had to ask them re-do their art assignments due to the 

misunderstandings of a term, such as collage. For the visual narratives, I let the 

participants choose the art forms and media they preferred. When I checked in with the 

participants who were concerned about the visual narrative, I brainstormed with them and 

recommended that they create a collage using photos or found images. Contrary to what I 

expected, two participants submitted a set of photos of themselves and other people they 

had taken, instead of creating an art piece with the photos. I learned that the participants 

had very different levels of knowledge and confidence in creating art.  

In addition, there was a big discrepancy in participants’ knowledge, confidence, 

and levels of techniques in creating art. A few participants already had experiences of 

working as a professional designer, photographer, and artist. These participants were 
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familiar with the expectation of art-based assignments and had many ideas about what 

and how they wanted to convey their ideas visually. Nonetheless, they also found it 

challenging to develop their ideas at a deeper level in the course.  

 “I just don't know if my art-based assignments were as successful as I would 

want them to be, because usually in art classes we have a lot of help with our 

concept and our direction before we start making the art, and this was just me 

reflecting and deciding what I wanted to say.” (Kim, Audio narrative, 2016) 

Jim also suggested that he would like to have more hands-on activities in class to 

examine social justice issues. Unlike other studio classes, we did not spend enough time 

discussing students’ ideas nor practicing art techniques they needed to create artworks. 

The lack of the hands-on workshop component was an impediment for the participants to 

feel successful in creating artworks.  

Student empowerment. I found that discussing social justice issues and making 

sense of them through art were empowering especially for the participants who had 

marginalized identities as to race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, etc. Hackman 

(2005) addressed that subordinate group members can be empowered by examining how 

they have internalized oppression, how it has influenced their lives and communities, and 

how their dominant and subordinate identities interact. Whereas several participants had 

sophisticated understandings of systematic injustice and privilege due to their experiences 

of oppression, some participants were not well aware of injustice and oppression they 

experienced, partially because they internalized oppression and they did not have an 

opportunity to examine it. Kim mentioned in class that readings and discussions on 

experiences of racially mixed people helped her make sense of her confusion and 
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experiences as a biracial woman. Racially mixed students tend to be internally divided 

because their intersecting racial and ethnic identities challenge monolithic racial 

categories (Ford & Malaney, 2012). Kim also stated in her reflection note,  

“I always thought that my experiences as a mixed race person were unique until 

very recently. I think that it is upsetting that until now I have not had the 

opportunity to talk about racism from my own view specifically.” (Kim, 

Reflection note 3, 2016) 

 Tatum (1992) states, “students of color who have had the opportunity to examine 

the ways in which racism may have affected their own lives are able to give voice to their 

own experience, and to validate it rather than be demoralized by it” (p. 23). By 

understanding internalized oppression and its victimization, students may be able to 

“move beyond victimization to empowerment and share their learning with others” 

(Tatum, 1992, p. 23). Additionally, a few participants of color mentioned that concepts in 

relation to racial oppression, such as colorblindness, allowed them to contextualize their 

experiences and validate emotions they had been going through as people of color.  

 “The concepts we've learned in class particularly relating to privilege and race 

real fleshed out some of my past experiences and gave me a clearer context of 

what I was going through. When I was younger the concept of colorblindness or 

“othering” was not something I was familiar with, but know I can look back and 

see these experiences I had clearly.” (Iris, Personal narrative reflection, 2016)  

As Ford and Malaney (2012) find, students of color and multiracial students 

emphasize the centrality of race in their lives. I also found that the participants of color 

highlighted the importance of understanding racial issues in order to deconstruct their 
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own internalized racial oppression as a practice of liberation. Facilitating a conversational 

space where all participants could voice their thoughts on racial issues was particularly 

significant for the student participants of color. On top of this, several participants of 

color, who were pre-service art teachers, expressed their passion for teaching art from an 

anti-racist perspective.  

“I see colorblindness always in all of my classes, when issues of race come to the 

table. Most people who identify as Caucasian avoid these topics. … As a person 

of color I always try to tackle these topics, because only through mistakes will I 

learn. And yes I do feel fear and discomfort from time to time about these topics, 

but I do feel responsible about facing these issues. Because I cannot be an 

educator of color and not know how to show my students how to confront these 

issues. … I have noticed others now starting to voice their opinions on these 

issues when we discuss them in class. … as a future art educator I want to be able 

to approach these topics in a way to engage both people of color and non-color 

people.” (Leah, Reading response 2, 2016) 

 Delgado and Stenfancic (2001) argue that people of color have their own racial 

stories that need to be shared. Likewise, the participants in this study who have 

marginalized identities in terms of gender, sexual orientation, age, and (dis)ability found 

that telling their stories initiated meaningful conversations in class. For people who are 

marginalized, to remain silent disconnects them from their experience and internalizes 

their own oppression (Tatum, 2003). Therefore, it is significant to encourage students to 

break their silence. As Tatum (2003) reminds us, “Learning to break the silence is a 

survival issue” (p. 198).  
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 An eye-opening experience. Many participants described their learning 

experience in this course as “eye-opening.” I found this word frequently in the 

participants’ reflection notes and audio narratives. As a response to the interview 

question regarding the participants’ experiences in the course, four participants 

mentioned the word, “eye-opening.” 

 “Definitely eye-opening. That is a phrase, I guess, or a word I would use to 

describe this class. Because they were all the terms I had known but not dug deep 

enough into to have as great of an understanding as I do now with examples. 

Another word is self-aware. I feel like I'm a lot more aware of what is going on 

around me.” (Jane, Audio narrative, 2016) 

“An eye opening experience. I chose these words because everything I learned 

was eye opening. There were certain concepts that I did not know and that I did 

know and in both cases I learned of new experiences.” (Julia, Audio narrative, 

2016) 

“I believe the learning experiences in this course were really an eye opener. It 

really did put thing into perspective for me. It made me question my values and 

beliefs. It also showed me that social justice is an issue that many educators just 

overlook, and we shouldn’t. It should be something we incorporate in our 

everyday lives and lesson plans.” (Leah, Audio narrative, 2016) 

“This class was eye opening. I loved connecting the content to the world around 

me.” (Nancy, Audio narrative, 2016) 

Similarly, Carolyn described her learning experience as “bringing you out of your shell, 

recognizing differences, and looking at things in new ways” (Carolyn, Audio narrative, 
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2016). I found that most participants learned to see the connections between their 

personal experiences and systems of oppression as well as between the personal and the 

academic materials. I assume this linkage led them to be more engaged with the 

conversations, activities, and class projects. I still vividly remember the moment when 

one of the participants shared her honest thought on the course. It was the day after the 

United States presidential election of 2016 and she said that she appreciated this course 

because she was able to make sense of what was going on around her much better than 

before. One of the big rewards that the participants and I gained through this course was 

that we were able to work hard together, even when we had conflicts and faced 

challenges, to reflect on ourselves and make sense of the world around us in order to 

create a good impact.  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I discussed major findings of the study based on my data analysis 

and interpretation. Drawing upon the concept of situated knowledge (Haraway, 1988), I 

attempted to describe what I noticed and interpreted in the data from my positionality. In 

other words, I, as a teacher researcher, recognize my partial knowledge. Therefore, the 

findings of this study do not represent the truth; rather, they are tentative (Haraway, 

1988).  

 In response to the first main research question, I addressed my approaches to 

teaching social justice art education including centering the discussion of systematic 

injustices; connecting the personal to theories of privilege, oppression, and 

intersectionality; utilizing various art-based activities; and mutual vulnerability. I also 

discussed the challenges of teaching social justice issues, such as student resistance and 
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my self-doubt about my identity as a female teacher of color. Nevertheless, I felt 

rewarded through the strong connection to my students. Additionally, I discussed how I 

reconsidered the meaning of safe space and emotions in teaching and learning for social 

justice.  

 In order to answer the second main research question on the participants’ 

perspectives and experiences, I discussed the significant learning moments, challenges, 

and rewards that my participants mentioned throughout the study. The important learning 

moments included learning about colorblindness, personal reflections about their own 

social identities in relation to systems of oppression, and various art-based assignments 

they participated during the course. I also found that the participants had a vague 

understanding of social justice, had a hard time dealing with the concept of privilege, and 

needed more hands-on activities to enhance their understandings of social justice issues. 

Although the participants mentioned that they felt frequently challenged, they also noted 

that they felt empowered through discussing systematic oppression and injustice. Many 

participants described their learning experiences eye opening.  

 In the final chapter, I discuss the insights I gained through this study and 

pedagogical suggestions for educators who are interested in incorporating art-based 

activities in discussing social justice issues.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

 This study explores my teaching experience and the students’ learning 

experiences in discussing social justice issues through art in an undergraduate art 

education course at the university level. In Chapter Six, I addressed the findings of the 

study in relation to relevant literature. The findings demonstrated students’ and my own 

affective responses to my approaches to teaching social justice art education through 

centering the discussion of systematic injustices; connecting the personal to the theories 

of privilege, oppression, and intersectionality; utilizing various art-based activities; and 

mutual vulnerability. The findings reflected challenges that I experienced in class, such as 

resistance and self-doubt, as well as challenges that my students experienced, including a 

vague understanding of social justice, difficulty understanding privilege, and the lack of 

enough direction in hands-on activities.  

 With those findings in mind, the implications outlined in this chapter focus on, (a) 

pedagogical suggestions for educators teaching social justice issues in K-16 classrooms, 

and (b) suggestions for art educators who teach diversity and social justice issues or 

educators who are interested in teaching social justice through art in a university setting. 

These educational implications are followed by a section outlining suggestions for further 

research in the field of art education. 

Implications 

Insights about Teaching for Social Justice 

In this section I share the insights I gained through this study. I first highlight the 

significance of personal reflection in teaching for social justice. I explain how my 
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personal reflections on my positionality through autoethnography helped me make sense 

of my practice of social justice art education. Based on this reflection, I argue that social 

justice education should start with the teachers’ personal reflection on their positionality. 

Secondly, I shed light on the importance of the teacher’s gender and racial identity in 

teaching social justice issues. I discuss the importance of affirming the cultural and 

linguistic identity of teachers. In addition, I discuss the need of solidarity and a 

community of female teachers of color who work for social justice.  

Critical reflexivity: Teaching should start by reflecting on our positionality. I 

employed an authoethnographic component to this study in order to examine my teaching 

practice as well as my positionality as a female teacher of color. Through this study, I 

was able to clearly see the linkage between my social identity, everyday experiences, 

socialization, and social structures. Personal reflection through autoethnography allows 

me to explore how I came to be a teacher/researcher. According to Warren (2011), it is 

important for teachers to trace how we arrive at the classroom and how we come to 

believe what we believe. 

One of the questions that initiated this study was, “What do I mean by teaching art 

and art education for social justice and why is it important to me?” Through reviewing 

other art educators’ works on social justice and contemplating my own approach and 

practice, I was able to find a partial, but in-depth answer to the question. I actually found 

having conversations with people in and outside of the field of art education to be helpful 

for me to reflect on my teaching as well as to find my voice as an art educator working 

for social justice. I learned that reflexivity often occurs outside of the classroom where I 

live my ordinary life and socialize with other people.   
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Although I had many epiphanies while I talked to people or read books, writing 

autobiographic stories played a major role in reflecting on my practice. I attempted to 

deeply reflect on my own assumptions, beliefs, and practices of social justice art 

education. Autoethnographic writing kept me reflecting on the personal qualities that 

inform my practice (Hackman, 2005). It also allowed me to trace my own sense making 

as a female teacher of color and provided a foundation of who and how I came to be a 

teacher (Warren, 2011). I was able to reflect on my positionality and make sense of why I 

highlight certain topics, such as oppression, privilege, and normativity in my class 

through the process of audiorecording, creating art, and writing. Warren (2011) insists 

that critical autoethnographic work enables us to “have a transformative conversation 

collectively, demonstrating how power, privilege, and oppression have shaped us and 

enabled us to become the kind of teacher we have become” (p. 143). By connecting my 

personal experiences to my current understandings about social justice issues and 

teaching practices, I could also remind myself about the linkage between students’ prior 

experiences, social identities, and their learning process.  

Reflexivity is not only meaningful for teachers, but also helpful for students who 

examine social justice issues. Harrell (2009) underlines that teaching for social justice is 

likely to be most effective when educators prepare students to “undergo a serious and 

ongoing process of self-reflection” (p. 189). Personal reflection is also one of five key 

components useful in teaching from a social justice perspective, which is suggested by 

Hackman (2005). In addition, “ongoing self-reflection also reminds educators that there 

is always more to consider, and helps to keep their minds open to other possibilities” (p. 
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107). Through critical reflexivity, being a social justice advocate becomes “an act of 

conscious integrity” (Harrell, 2009, p. 189).  

In conclusion, critical reflexivity should be considered as one of the key 

components of teaching and learning for social justice. I found personal reflection 

specifically significant for those teaching for social justice since it reminds us of our own 

positionality and its influence on classroom dynamics and students’ learning process. 

When the teacher is willing to disclose her or his privileged and oppressed identities, 

students feel safer to open themselves up and model self-examination (Platt, 2013; Wise 

& Case, 2013). 

Affirming cultural and linguistic identity of female teachers of color. I 

approached this study from the perspective of situated knowledge, proposed by Haraway 

(1988). Haraway (1988) rejects forms of “unlocatable” knowledge that claims its 

objectivity and passiveness of its vision (p. 583). Based on the metaphor of vision, 

Haraway (1988) argues against the idea of passive and disembodied visions that are 

detachable from its positioning. Haraway (1988) notes, “all eyes, including our own 

organic ones, are active perceptual systems, building on translations and specific ways of 

seeing, that is, ways of life” (p. 583). What Haraway (1988) argues for is “partial, 

locatable, critical knowledge sustaining the possibility of webs of connections called 

solidarity in politics and shared conversations in epistemology” (p. 584).   

From this perspective, my teaching practice and teacher identity cannot be 

detached from my own positioning. Students should not be thought of as 

decontextualized beings who passively receive knowledge. Likewise, we, as teachers, 

should also discuss our own multifaceted personal and political identities that constantly 
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inform our teaching practice (Lal, 2000). Being a female teacher of color is connected to 

how I construct my identity as a scholar and as a woman (Rodriguez, 2009). My cultural 

and linguistic identity as a Korean is significant not only for my teacher identity, but also 

for my academic works, my students, and the classroom where I am present. As I 

mentioned in Chapters Four and Six, I used to struggle with assimilation and tried to 

erase my “Otherness” in predominantly White classrooms. I considered my presence a 

weak point, as an “Other” teacher, who did not fit into the image of the typical academic 

figure. However, the autoethnographic study on how I have been socialized to see, act, 

and believe in certain ways according to my social identities provided an insight: I have 

been looking at myself through the eyes of domination. Through this study, I felt a need 

for positive affirmation of my ethnic, cultural and linguistic identity. I learned that I 

cannot and should not separate my cultural and linguistic identity from my professional 

identity (He, 2006; Lal, 2000; Lee, 2006; Reyes, 1997). Affirming cultural and linguistic 

identity of female teachers of color is not simply acknowledging our “differences.” It 

should be envisioning our position as border-crossers and our roles as agents of change, 

who consistently disrupt normative ways of being. According to Lorde (1984), “as 

women, we have been taught either to ignore our differences, or to view them as causes 

for separation and suspicion rather than as forces for change” (p. 112). The positionality 

of female teacher of color creates “points of celebration that inform our research by 

providing us with an outsider's critique that we find integral to our research,” even if our 

positionalities force us into daily negotiations (Johnson-Bailey & Lee, 2005, p. 117). As 

bell hooks (1990) stated, “our very presence is a disruption” (p. 148).  
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Lastly, I argue for a community of female teachers of color who teach for social 

justice. I needed a sanctuary where I could honestly share my feelings and experiences 

after teaching loaded topics, specifically Whiteness, racism, and colorblindness. Talking 

to my friend, who is also a female teacher of color and who was teaching about similar 

issues, was a big help. I also met many female doctoral students of color who shared their 

experiences of teaching social justice issues in the predominantly White campus in other 

schools. hooks (1990) notes that “the space of radical openness is a margin—a profound 

edge. Locating oneself there is difficult yet necessary. It is not a ‘safe’ place. One is 

always at risk. One needs a community of resistance” (p. 149). With this in mind, a 

strong community of female teachers of color is crucial to create a collective effort to 

fight against institutional sexism and racism.  

Pedagogical Suggestions for Educators Teaching for Social Justice 

 This section contains pedagogical suggestions for educators who are interested in 

teaching social justice issues though art. I developed these suggestions during my 

reflections on my teaching experience in an undergraduate art education course about 

diversity and social justice issues; hence, these suggestions are more appropriate for those 

who teach social justice issues in universities and incorporate art in their teaching. 

However, any teachers interested in teaching for social justice may benefit from these 

suggestions.   

 Deconstructing privilege through art-based activities. One of the findings 

reveals that teaching the concept of privilege linked to social identities is challenging 

especially when the majority of the students are members of the dominant group. 

Although it was not easy to encourage all of the students to reflect on privileged aspects 
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of their identity, I found that focusing on everyday experiences instead of economic 

benefits was helpful to talk about privilege. Furthermore, introducing the concept of 

intersectionality helped many students to comprehend the complexity of their own social 

identities as well as systems of oppression. Since intersectionality is not a simple concept 

to comprehend, I used many visual metaphors, such as a koosh ball, atomic structure, and 

a quilt while discussing the concept. Asking students to create visual metaphors or 

images to express central concepts including privilege and oppression would be effective 

not only for students but also for teachers to check students’ understandings. 

Additionally, viewing and analyzing art that deconstructs normativity in society can be 

beneficial to engage students in the discussion of privilege. As Prieto (2009) notes, 

“cultural privileges belong to those persons who possess implicit ‘norm’ status in our 

society” (p. 31). Educators can utilize contemporary art and visual culture to reveal 

cultural norms in society, which are taken for granted and remain unquestioned. Desai 

and Koch (2012) argue that artistic practices, such as creating art, are one “possible 

avenue of rethinking education as a cultural-aesthetic practice that is engaged in the 

redefinition of knowledge” (p. 35).  

 Platt (2013) suggests three approaches for teaching privileged undergraduate 

students about the nature of privilege: “make it personal, make it relevant, and manage 

emotional responses” (p. 207). These three approaches can be successfully applied to art-

making assignments. Many students mentioned that the visual narrative assignment led 

them to be aware of emotions that they did not much pay attention to previously. Creating 

artworks as a means to reflect on their personal experiences, as well as their emotions, 

can be a way to enhance students’ understanding of privilege. Although I asked my 
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students in my class to create one visual narrative, I would suggest utilizing visual 

narratives several times in order for students to explore their daily experiences in terms of 

privilege and to deconstruct systematic privilege embedded in society. In Table 6, I 

suggest possible art-based activities to examine students’ social identities and privilege.  
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Table 6  

Art-based Activity Ideas to Enhance Understanding of Privilege 

Topic Social identity, normalization, and privilege 

Objectives Students will understand the relationship between normativity and 
privilege through reflecting on their social identities and personal 
experiences.  

Brief 
Activity 
Descriptions 

Primary Class Discussion & Writing Activity and/or Assignment 
 Students learn about many of the social categories that describe 

their multi-dimensional identity (race, ethnicity, socioeconomic 
class, gender, sexual orientation, age, (dis)ability, nationality, first 
language, religious affiliation, etc.) 

 Among these identities, students consider what identities they 
think about most often and least often 

 Students reflect on the reason why they think of the certain 
identity/ies least often 

 Students discuss what social identities have the strongest effect on 
their worldview and perspective on themselves 

Art-based Activity 1 
 Based on this reflection, students create a collaborative artwork 

such as a sculpture, video piece, mural, quilt, or collage that is the 
collection of their different social identities 

 Students make artistic choices to express each identity 
 Students reflect on how and why they make certain artistic choices 

to express their social identities 
 Students reflect on how their particular identity/ies is/are 

unmarked or unnamed 
 Possible art media: Quilt, photography, painting, mixed-media 

Art-based Activity 2 
 Students write personal experiences relating to their social identity 
 Students create visual narratives using digital storytelling 

techniques that share a series of stories that describe their 
everyday experiences 

 Students share their visual narratives. 
 Students address their target audience and reflect on the reason 

why they choose a specific group for their audience. 
Art-based Activity 3 

 Students collect mass-media images from social media websites or 
other websites for a particular time period 

 Students analyze which racial, ethnic, gender, age, religious, 
(dis)abled-bodied group appeared most often and what messages 
they represent 

 Students discuss what people are considered “normal” in society 
and how mass-media images perpetuate the idea of normativity 
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Considering students’ resistance as a part of their learning process. I would 

like to suggest that educators teaching social justice issues develop our understanding of 

multilayers of students’ resistance and utilize them as learning moments, instead of 

focusing on reducing student resistance. Student resistance may frequently manifest in 

the discussions of social justice issues when new learning concepts conflict with their 

beliefs, assumptions, and experiences that they brought into the classroom. For instance, 

it may be hard to understand one’s own privilege especially if they have experienced 

different forms of oppression due to their low-socio economic class. In a similar vein, a 

student had a hard time being involved in the discussion of heterosexism and transgender 

oppression due to his religious belief. In order to enhance students’ critical awareness, 

educators should be well informed about the types of barriers that students may face as 

well as resistance to be challenged.  

 Many educators provide insights into student resistance in learning social justice 

concepts. Tatum (1992) discusses three major sources of student resistance to talking and 

learning about racism based on her experience teaching a course on the psychology of 

racism and an application of racial identity development theory. Tatum (1992) states the 

three major sources of resistance are “race as taboo” (p. 5), “the myth of meritocracy” (p. 

6), and “the denial of any personal connection to racism” (p. 8). Race-related content in 

college classes often generates emotional responses in students such as guilt, shame, and 

anger. Accordingly, this discomfort leads students’ resistance in learning (Case & Cole, 

2013; Tatum, 1992). Tatum (1992) suggests offering students the opportunity to 

consciously observe their learning process, particularly resistance, as a part of their 

development.  
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 Likewise, Case and Cole (2013) address student resistance in learning about 

privilege. They also note that teaching about privilege is different from other topics:  

because of the ways it demands that students and teachers reflect on their own 

assumptions and social locations, and consequently, often those engaged in such 

reflection respond with emotion. These qualities were the roots of resistance. 

(Case & Cole, 2013, p. 43) 

One way to utilize student resistance as a learning moment is that teachers address 

possible feelings of resistance to learn about loaded topics in advance. For example, I 

shared my experiences of talking about white privilege with a classmate before I started 

discussing the concept of privilege in class. I explained how a classmate had negatively 

reacted to the term white privilege and was pretty upset about me using the term. I 

admitted the fact that I failed to contextualize what I tried to argue and I could understand 

people’s negative reactions and be aware of misconceptions surrounding the idea of 

privilege. I found that admitting possible discomfort and resistance that occur in the 

process of learning about privilege allowed my students to have a more contextualized 

learning experience (Case & Cole, 2013).  

 On the other hand, Flynn (2015) attempts to reconceptualize the very notion of 

resistance, particularly white resistance. Flynn (2015) provides an insight into the 

dynamic of White students who attempt to understand the complexity of racism. Unlike 

the ideas of White resistance, guilt, or fragility, Flynn (2015) uses the term “White 

fatigue,” which describes the dynamic of White students “who intuitively understand or 

recognize the moral imperative of antiracism; however, they are not yet situated to fully 

understand the complexity of racism and how it functions as an institutional and systemic 
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phenomenon” (p. 115). Instead of naming students’ responses to systematic injustice as a 

resistance or guilt, Flynn (2015) frames the struggle of White students as a necessary 

“fatigue” in the process of anti-racism and racial identity development. Flynn (2015) 

suggests that educators pay attention to students’ struggle to understand the complexity of 

institutional and systematic injustice.  

 One thing I learned from this study is that knowing students is crucial to develop 

meaningful conversations in social justice art class. Like Case and Cole (2013) suggest, 

educators develop an awareness of regional, local, and campus contexts and common 

psychological constructs that hinder learning about social justice topics in order to make 

strong connections between the content and student perspectives. They recommend using 

low-stakes writing assignments, such as free writing and journaling as a way to learn 

about students’ pre-existing beliefs (Case & Cole, 2013). Likewise, I found personal 

narrative assignments meaningful to learn about my students’ personal beliefs and 

significant experiences that shaped their perspectives. Reflection notes also helped me 

understand the struggles that some students had in learning new concepts and the reasons 

why they struggled. I believe this effort to understand student struggle and resistance 

leads educators to design effective class activities that promote open dialogues. In doing 

so, educators can prepare for meaningful responses to student resistance and provide 

more nuanced and contextualized learning experience (Platt, 2013).    

 Acknowledging and accepting uncomfortable emotions as a learning process. 

Through this study, I found that teaching and learning social justice entail abundant 

emotional engagement of both teachers and students. My students specifically noted that 

they became more emotional than usual when they examined their own privilege and 
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oppressive experiences through personal narratives. Students’ emotional reactions to 

social justice topics, privilege and racism in particular, have been widely discussed by 

many scholars (see Flynn, 2015; McIntosh, 1988; Platt; 2013; Tatum, 1992; Todd, 

Spanierman, & Aber, 2010; Wise & Case, 2013). As a teacher who taught social justice 

issues in an undergraduate course for the first time, I was concerned about student 

resistance and negative emotional reactions; accordingly, I also felt emotional, 

vulnerable, and sometimes fearful about discussing racial issues and privilege.  

 One of the ways to deal with negative emotional responses in a course discussing 

social justice issues is that a teacher and students explicitly acknowledge and name 

emotional responses that they have in a learning process. As I mentioned in Chapter Six, 

I frequently started the conversation on social justice issues by sharing my personal 

stories as well as describing the emotions that accompanied my experience, such as 

frustration, anger, sadness, and joy. Tatum (1992) states that the emotional responses that 

students have in class about racism are predictable and related to their racial identity 

development. However, students typically do not know this and think they are the only 

one who is having negative emotional reactions, such as such as guilt, shame, anger and 

an uncomfortable experience in learning about racial issues (Tatum, 1992). Tatum (1992) 

suggests “informing students at the beginning of the semester that these feelings may be 

part of the learning process” (p. 19). Tatum (1992) argues that this is not only ethically 

necessary, but also helpful to normalize the students' experience. 

 As Jaggar (1992) argues that emotions play a vital role in developing knowledge, 

teachers should reconsider the role of emotions in the classroom and how we can utilize 

those emotions in the process of learning. Jaggar (1992) contends, 
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It is not unusual for people to be unaware of their emotional state or to deny it to 

themselves and others. … But lack of awareness of emotions certainly does not 

mean that emotions are not present subconsciously or unconsciously, or that 

subterranean emotions do not exert a continuing influence on people's articulated 

values and observations, thoughts, and actions. (p. 161) 

Jaggar (1992) proposes the alternative epistemological model, which shows “the 

continuous interaction between how we understand the world and who we are as people,” 

“how our emotional responses to the world change as we conceptualize it differently” and 

“how our changing emotional responses then stimulate us to new insights” (p. 170). This 

is also linked to self-reflexivity that constantly includes an examination of oneself, our 

positions, actions, emotions, and our relation to society, which I discussed earlier.  

 Therefore, educators teaching for social justice need to actively acknowledge and 

pay attention to emotional responses in the process of learning, particularly when the 

course content is challenging. Along with understanding students’ emotional responses, 

educators should also manage their emotions in response to the challenges we face in 

teaching for social justice. Educators often pay a high price of personal emotional energy 

when they teach sensitive topics (Platt, 2013). Educators can also utilize their own 

emotional challenges to reflect on our practice and sharpen our awareness of what is 

going on in class. As Wise and Case (2013) insist, valuable learning can come from 

uncomfortable emotions.  

Teaching and learning about how to be a social justice ally. Tatum (1992) 

contends that heightening students' awareness of social justice issues “without also 

developing an awareness of the possibility of change is a prescription for despair” (p. 20). 
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After spending more than ten weeks discussing social injustices, my students and I felt a 

need to talk about what we could actually do for change. As Tatum (1992) suggests, 

empowering students as change agents is a necessary part of learning social justice issues. 

In Tatum’s (1992) class, her students found it helpful to read about individuals who have 

been effective change agents. Hackman (2005) also states that discussing one’s agency 

for change can prevent the feelings of hopelessness and powerlessness that students 

sometimes encounter when discussing macro-level social issues” (p. 107). From this 

perspective, I spent the last two weeks discussing activism and becoming a social justice 

ally with my students in order to prompt them to recognize their agency. However, I now 

consider that designing the social justice art curriculum to be geared toward social justice 

ally-ship might be more effective to consistently inspire students to take actions.  

In addition, educators should consider different types of ally identities and which 

ally-ship they would model for their students. According to Edwards (2006), a social 

justice ally could take three different ally identities: “ally for self-interest, aspiring ally 

for altruism, and ally for social justice” (p. 47). Edwards (2006) proposes this conceptual 

model demonstrating different ally identities based on a wide range of perspectives, 

motivations, and behaviors. The concept of “Allies for self-interest” (p. 46) is about being 

an ally to an individual whom they personally care about; the motivation is to protect the 

specific individual, not the whole group. These types of allies generally consider the 

world as a just place; thus, they are not interested in systems (Edwards, 2006). They 

usually intervene in specific isolated instances to protect someone and feel proud that 

they did a right thing. On the other hand, “Aspiring allies for altruism” (p. 49) start 

developing their awareness of privilege and seeking to engage in ally behavior. Since 
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some university students are aware of systems of oppression and their privileged 

positions, they may become “highly defensive admitting mistakes in an attempt to 

maintain their status as exceptional members of the dominant group and manage the guilt 

associated with this newly acknowledged privilege” (Edwards, 2006, p. 49). They aim to 

be an exception from systems of oppression; however, they still have the mindset of “I do 

this for them.”  

In contrast, as Edwards (2006) suggests, “allies for social justice” work with 

members of the oppressed groups in partnership to dismantle systems of oppression (p. 

51). They also actively seek to reflect on their privileged sides of their identities and 

critically analyze their own well-intentioned behaviors as a means to realization of full 

humanity (Edwards, 2006). Lastly, allies for social justice recognize that systems of 

oppression are harmful for everyone, not just for the members of subordinate groups, 

although the harm done to the dominant groups are not comparable to experiences of 

subordinate people. The goal of working as allies for social justice is to liberate all of us 

and reconnect to our own full humanity (Edwards, 2006).  

Based on this identity model, I suggest developing social justice art curriculum 

that teaches how to be a social justice ally. This might be particularly effective for the 

students who examine social justice issues when they have a dominant social identity. 

Since many students tend to feel guilt when recognizing they benefit from privilege, a 

class activity such as planning action steps for change can channel those emotions to 

positive action for social change (Platt, 2013). Likewise, learning to be a social justice 

ally can empower subordinate group members. By learning how to plan small and large 
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action steps to advocate for their community and other subordinate communities, they 

can enhance solidarity for the future.  

Future Research Initiatives 

 This study brought up new topics that I would like to examine in the future as 

well as many avenues for future research. I address possible topics of my future research 

in Table 7. 

Table 7  
 
Possible Topics for Future Research: InJeong Yoon 

Topic of Research Methodology Question(s) 

Pre-service art 
teachers’ 
understanding on 
social justice art 
education and its 
translation into their 
teaching practice  

Case study 
Narrative 
inquiry 

 How do pre-service art teachers 
understand social justice art education? 

 To what degree do they adopt and 
translate the perspectives of social 
justice art education in to their teaching 
practice? 

Experiences of 
female teachers of 
color in teaching 
racial and gender 
issues in an art 
education course  

Case study 
Critical 
ethnography 

 In what ways do gender and racial 
identities of teachers affect classroom 
dynamics and students’ attitudes in 
learning racial and gender issues? 

 How do female teachers of color 
negotiate their identities and navigate 
issues of teaching racial and gender 
issues in their art classrooms? 

The connection 
between critical 
consciousness and 
the art-making 
process 

Art-based 
research 
Case study 

 How does art-making experience, such 
as creating art journals, visual mapping 
and so on, help students to be reflexive 
and critically conscious about 
themselves and society? 

Social justice ally 
identity development 
through creating 
activist art and 
socially engaged art 

Art-based 
research 
Case study 

 How does art-making experience, such 
as creating activist art and socially 
engaged art, enhance critical 
understanding of the social justice 
issues? 

 How do students plan to take actions as 
social justice allies through creating 
activist art and socially engaged art? 
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 Among the many topics I would like continue to study, I am highly interested in 

how pre-service art teachers adapt their learning experience of social justice art education 

from the teacher education program to their actual teaching practice when they become 

in-service teachers. Although I am interested in the experiences of pre-service and in-

service art teachers, I would like to continue to work with both pre-service art teachers 

and non-art education major students who are interested in social justice art education. 

Through this study, I found that these two student groups have different learning 

expectations and background knowledge to complete art-based assignments. Pre-service 

art teachers tended to be more interested in pedagogical aspects of social justice art 

education, such as how to teach social justice issues through art; on the other hand, 

students who were from outside of the art and visual culture education majors were more 

intrigued by creating social justice artworks and studying contemporary artists whose 

works are social justice-oriented, and, not surprisingly, less interested in curriculum 

design. Both groups came to the art and visual culture education course on diversity and 

social justice with different motivations, expectations, and prior knowledge. This student 

dynamic was challenging for me as I had to adjust my expectation for the quality of their 

artworks and my teaching strategies. Nevertheless, I found this group dynamic to be more 

meaningful since students could share their different perspectives derived from their 

academic backgrounds and work together to accomplish the learning goals.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 Throughout the journey of teaching and researching social justice art education, I 

sometimes felt deeply challenged, vulnerable, but also rewarded and excited at the same 

time. Frankly speaking, I was the most nervous about my responsibility as a teacher 



281 
 

researcher to present stories of my students as well as my own experiences. Although the 

purpose of the study is to provide in-depth descriptions of my teaching experience and 

my students’ learning experiences in an undergraduate art education course, I had several 

moments when I felt overwhelmed to put into words the multilayered, complex, and 

muddled reality of experiences in the classroom. I asked myself numerous times, “how 

do I know what my students learn; how can I be sure that my students tell their honest 

thoughts; how do I lay out the complexity I experienced in the classroom?” With these 

ethical concerns in mind, I read my participants’ papers and responses repeatedly to 

understand the nuances of their ideas. After analyzing and reflecting on my own journals 

and participants’ responses, I have reached the conclusion that I will never be able to 

know “the truth” of this experience. At this very moment, I have reconsidered the 

purpose of my educational research, specifically that I conducted as a teacher researcher 

in my own classroom. The purpose of conducting educational studies that examine lived 

experiences of the teacher or students in the classroom is not about providing “the truth,” 

and rather about adding complicated layers of meanings to understanding teaching and 

learning in the educational discourse.  

 I would like to describe this study as a partial description of the trajectory of my 

students and my on-going growth that will continue after this study. I believe bell hooks’ 

(1994) idea that authentic learning goes beyond the classroom. I believe even the students 

who resisted learning the new concept of racism, sexism, heterosexism, and so on, were 

processing, struggling, and learning in and outside of the classroom. I also learned that I 

should guide students to explore why they see the world as they do instead of teaching 

students to see the “right way” (Rodriguez, 2009). I learned that reflexivity should be one 
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of the key components of teaching and learning for social justice. Reflecting on my own 

teaching practice led me to consider my classroom as “a productive site for critical 

investigation” (Warren, 2011, p. 141). I hope that sharing my autoethnographic stories 

continuously reminds me, and other teachers working for social justice, about the 

importance of reflexivity in teaching. As Warren (2011) accentuates, pedagogy-centered 

research is about “a renewal in reflexive” (p. 140).  

 Lastly, this study allowed me to positively recognize my racial, sexual, cultural, 

and linguistic identity as a teacher and researcher. I was able to confront my own 

internalized oppression and self-doubt through the autoethnographic study. Furthermore, 

I gained abundant insights from my students, friends, classmates, and professors who 

were willing to share their experiences by opening myself up to them and having honest 

conversations. This study was the most important learning experience for me to break the 

silence as a young woman who grew up in a patriarchal society. The autoethnographic 

study is the trajectory of my continuous struggles to name injustices and tell my stories 

even if naming and speaking can cause discomfort and controversy. “I have come to 

believe over and over again that what is most important to me must be spoken, made 

verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood” (Lorde, 1984, p. 

40). Additionally, this study was an effort to envision my positionality and role as a 

female teacher of color to be an agent of transformation. “In the transformation of silence 

into language and action, it is vitally necessary for each one of us to establish or examine 

her function in that transformation and to recognize her role as vital within that 

transformation” (Lorde, 1984, p. 43). As a female teacher of color, I continuously work 
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to dismantle normativity and status quo by activity affirming my difference and diversity 

as a means to empower marginalized students and initiate a positive impact.  

Those of us who stand outside of the circle of this society’s definition of 

acceptable woman … it is learning how to stand along, unpopular and sometimes 

reviled, and how to make common cause with those others identified as outside 

the structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is 

learning how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the master’s 

tools will never dismantle the master’s house. (Lorde, 1984, p. 112).  

  As I complete this study, I am grateful to have worked with my students, who 

were willing to open up and share their personal stories, perspectives, and visions for the 

community in the course. I was able to gain an enriched understanding of social justice 

art education through their participation, input, and insights. This study will continue to 

serve as an inspiration and foundation for my future research and teaching practice for 

social justice.  
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APPENDIX A: COURSE SYLLABUS 
 

ARE 434 Diversity Issues in Art and Visual Culture Education Syllabus, Fall 2016 
Tuesdays and Thursdays, 9:00-10:45 am 

 
Instructor: InJeong Yoon 
Office hours: ART #243B, Tue & Thu 11:00 – 11:50 am 

 
Catalog Course Description 

Diversity and social justice issues within art and visual culture education. 
 

Extended Course Description 
Understanding multicultural, cross-cultural, race, ethnicity, gender, (dis)ability, and class 
through art have aggregated in art and visual culture education under the umbrella term of 
“social justice.” We will work in this class to understand and explore what this means 
through art making, school or community work, and reflective writing. 
 

Course Objectives and Learning Outcomes 
Participants 

 will understand how systematic injustice affects people’s lives and be able to 
connect personal experiences to the social issues, as evidenced by the final project 
and writing assignments.  

 will explore definitions, issues, approaches, and controversies of social justice art 
education in order to become critically aware of and understand the significance 
of social justice and diversity, and the ethics of doing so. These explorations and 
growing awareness will be evidenced by writing assignments, the final project, 
and class participation. 

 will reflect their own biases, values, and beliefs regarding social inequity and 
diversity, as evidenced by class participation as well as art and writing 
assignments.  

 will deepen their abilities to listen to and accept diverse points of view, even 
though those views differ from their own, as evidenced by writing assignments, 
the final project, and class participation.  

 will develop an attitude to take actions for justice, as evidenced by writing 
assignments and the final project.  

 
Readings 

The text for the class is: 
Adams, M., Blumenfeld, W. J., Castañeda, C. R., Hackman, H. W., Peters, M. L., & 
Zúñiga, X. (2010). Readings for diversity and social justice (2nd ed.). New York: 
Routledge. 
Additional readings will be available on the course d2l site as PDF downloads 
(content>readings).  
Supplies: 

 Art and writing supplies  
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Assignments and Grading 
All grades will be posted on D2L as assignments are completed and assessed. You should 
keep 
up with your grades and progress through the class site. There is a two-weeks turnaround 
time for grades. If you have any questions in regards to your grade, please contact me as 
soon as the questions arise. DO NOT WAIT UNTIL THE END OF THE SEMESTER 
TO BRING UP GRADE ISSUES OR QUESTIONS. 
Students will be assessed upon the intensity of their engagement in the experiences, 
attention to detail, willingness to exceed minimum expectations, and contributions to the 
class as a whole. 
Any student who fulfills these criteria thoroughly and thoughtfully is capable of earning a 
B in this course. Those who consistently display exceptional effort and involvement will 
earn an A. 
 
A (90-100%) The student fulfills all course requirements and performs at a superior level. 
B (80-89%) The student fulfills all course requirements and performs at an above-average 
level. 
C (70-79%) The student fulfills all course requirements and performs at an average level. 
D (60-69%) The student fulfills all course requirements but performs at a below-average 
level. 
E (59% and below) The student fails to fulfill all course requirements and performs at a 
poor level. 

A : 450 or above      B: 400-449     C: 350-399    D: 300-349    E: 299 or below 
 
[The grade of Incomplete will be assigned ONLY under the following circumstance: only 
a small 
percentage of the semester’s work is still outstanding and was not completed due to a 
documented medical emergency.] 
 

Grade Distribution 
 

Assignment Percentage of final grade 

Final project 30% 150 
Reading Responses (3) 15% 75  

Personal Narratives 10% 50  
Reflection Notes (KLR) 15%  75 

Audio Narrative 5% 25  
In-class Activities 15% 75  

Participation 10% 50  
Totals 500 

 
 
 

Brief Assignment Descriptions 
Reading Responses: You are expected to submit three written responses to course 
readings. The responses must be submitted by the due date posted on the course calendar. 
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While you are expected to read all of the assigned readings and participate in class 
discussions, you are only required to respond to three. Each response should contain a 
brief summary of the reading, a visual image that in some way relates to the core content 
of the article, and a description of how your selected image relates to the reading. No 
make-up responses will be accepted. All responses must be uploaded to the appropriate 
d2l dropbox prior to due dates outlined in the course calendar. Responses submitted after 
the deadlines are subject to the late- work policy. In total, the reading responses account 
for 15% of your final course grade.  

Personal Narratives (Written and Visual form): You are expected to submit a written 
and visual personal narrative in relation to social justice issues. A personal narrative is a 
story you choose to share about your experiences and understanding of yourself and 
society. In other words, one can make meaningful connections among his/herself, 
experiences, others, and society through a reflective writing process. You are expected to 
write about not only yourself and what happened/is happening in your life, but also social 
meanings/connections of your experiences. Detailed guidelines will be provided. The 
personal narratives account for 10% of your final grade.  

Reflection Notes (KLR chart): Know-Learn-Reflect (KLR) chart will be provided in 
order to help you reflect on ideas, concepts, and theories we learn in class. You will have 
a time to fill this out at the beginning of each class. The KLR chart will be checked by the 
instructor biweekly.  

Audio Narrative: You are expected to audio-record your answers to the questions I will 
provide at the end of the semester. The questions will be about your personal history, 
educational experiences, and learning experiences in our class. This assignment is 
designed for you to reflect your own learning process regarding social justice issues. You 
are going to record your answers to the questions and submit it as an audio file.  

In-Class Activities: Throughout the semester, we will do several different individual and 
group activities during the class time, such as free writing, drawing, art appreciation, 
critique, and so on. You are expected hand in your activity sheets at the end of class. 
Your works will be graded based on completion. These activities account for 15% of 
your final grade.  

Participation: Participation is two-part: class presentation and d2l discussion. First, you 
are expected to share your reading summary, reflection, and relevant artists or artworks at 
least once throughout the semester (not necessarily all at once, you may share your 
reading summary one day and talk about the relevant artist the other day; we will make a 
schedule for this). This will be an informal presentation. That said, you don’t have to 
make any PowerPoint or present in front of the classroom. The length can be anywhere 
between 10 min to 25 min depends on you. Second, I highly encourage you to share 
artworks, video clips, news article, etc. which are relevant to the course topic under the 
discussion section on d2l. We will also utilize your posts in class.  

Final Project 30% of your final course grade 
1. Making Activist or Socially Engaged Artwork: Your artwork can be a conceptual or 
performative piece which can provide a space for people to discuss social justice issues. 
Or, your artwork can be about social justice issues with the purpose of raising public 
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awareness. You are expected to address a few social justice ideas and concepts that 
inform your artwork in your artist statement.  

2. Critical Analysis of Visual Culture: You are expected to analyze visual culture 
images (advertisements, posters, the Internet memes, etc.) by using semiotics (we will 
talk about this on Thu the 10th.) You are going to choose a particular issue you want to 
examine (gender norms, racism, classism, ableism, etc.) and then collect 7-10 images. 
You are going to critically analyze how those images perpetuate the norms and the 
oppressive power relationships. Or you can explain how the images subvert the 
commonly accepted ideologies and challenge the status quo.  

Absence and Class Participation Policy: 
Please notify the instructor in advance if you must miss a class by sending an email message.  
Work you miss due to absence can be made up only under very exceptional circumstances. If 
you are absent, it is your responsibility to find out what you missed. Over two unexcused 
absences will result in a lowering of your final grade 10 points per additional absence. You will 
be administratively dropped after 10 absences. If you arrive ten minutes after class has begun, 
you will be marked late. 
 
If you are more than ten minutes late three times, each additional tardy will result in a lowering of 
your final grade 5 points per additional tardy. If you are more than forty minutes late to 
class, you will be considered absent. Although I reserve the right to administratively drop you 
from the class if you do not attend our first class meeting, dropping the course (if you choose to 
do so) is your responsibility and you should attend to it promptly. The UA’s policy concerning 
Class Attendance, Participation, and Administrative Drops is available at: 
http://catalog.arizona.edu/2015-16/policies/classatten.htm 
 
In order for an absence to be excused, it must be documented and meet one of the following 
requirements: serious illness or injury, family emergency and University-sponsored travel.  
The official documents concerning your absence should be handed in within 2 weeks from the 
date you are absent. All holidays or special events observed by organized religions will be 
honored as excused for those students who show affiliation with that particular religion. The UA 
policy regarding absences for any sincerely held religious belief, observance or practice will be 
accommodated where reasonable, http://policy.arizona.edu/human-resources/religious-
accommodation-policy 
Absences pre-approved by the UA Dean of Students (or Dean Designee) will be honored. See: 
http://uhap.web.arizona.edu/policy/appointed-personnel/7.04.02 
 
Additional Course Policy 
 Preparation and deadlines: It is essential to be prepared and to meet course deadlines. 

Expectations and deadlines are outlined in the daily calendar posted under “Content” in d2l. 
Please check the d2l news feed and your d2l email before our class meets, as the calendar is 
subject to change and is our primary means of communication. Expectations will be shared at 
the beginning of each class period for the following course meeting. For unexcused absences, 
in class work cannot be made up and other assignments that are late may not be accepted. 

 Written work: Written work must be typed, proofread, double-spaced, 12 pt. font, and 
submitted on time. Complete and proper MLA or APA citations must be used where 
references are required (consult the University Library and its website for style guides). 
Grammar, spelling, and punctuation count! Writing is expected to be correct and coherent. 
Free tutoring and editing services are available at the University Writing Center 
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(http://thinktank.arizona.edu/tutoring/writing). Your name, the date, and the assignment 
title must be placed at the top of all assignments. Please do note that all written work 
submitted to d2l will be assessed through the plagiarism detector program “turnitin.” 

 Late work policy: For each calendar day (i.e. each 24 hour period after the deadline) late 
work and your attendance grade will be reduced by 1∕2 letter grade (for the project- 5% of the 
total points) and 10% (for your attendance grade). Work more than one week late will not be 
accepted. For example, if the assignment is worth 100 points, then you would lose 5 point for 
each day late. 

 Electronic communication/contacts: You are responsible for keeping up with the online 
course calendar available on the d2l site. Please check the news feed before our class meets. I 
will make every effort possible to post news by 8:00 AM. I will communicate with students 
personally via U of A email. Please contact me via U of A email only. 

 You are expected to be prepared for each class meeting. Your contributions are an 
important part of each class. This includes thoughtfully reading and reflecting upon course 
readings, participating in class discussions and in on-line discussions in a timely manner, 
keeping up with journal entries, other homework and assignments. This preparation and 
participation is a factor in grading. 

 
Classroom Behavior Policy: To foster a positive learning environment, students and instructors 
have a shared responsibility. We want a safe, welcoming and inclusive environment where all of 
us feel comfortable with each other and where we can challenge ourselves to succeed. To that 
end, our focus is on the tasks at hand and not on extraneous activities (i.e. texting, chatting, 
reading a newspaper, making phone calls, web surfing, etc). 
Students are asked to refrain from disruptive conversations with people sitting around them 
during lecture. Students observed engaging in disruptive activity will be asked to cease this 
behavior. Those who continue to disrupt the class will be asked to leave lecture or discussion and 
may be reported to the Dean of Students. 
 
Threatening Behavior Policy: The UA Threatening Behavior by Students Policy prohibits 
threats of physical harm to any member of the University community, including to one’s self. 
See: http://policy.arizona.edu/education-and-student-affairs/threatening-behavior-
students. 
 
Notification of Objectionable Materials: This course will contain material of a mature nature, 
which may include explicit language, depictions of nudity, sexual situations, and/or violence. The 
instructor will provide advance notice when such materials will be used. Students are not 
automatically excused from interacting with such materials, but they are encouraged to speak 
with the instructor to voice concerns and to provide feedback. 
 
Accessibility and Accommodations: Our goal in this classroom is that learning experiences be 
as accessible as possible. If you anticipate or experience physical or academic barriers based on 
disability, please let me know immediately so that we can discuss options. You are also welcome 
to contact Disability Resources (520-621-3268) to establish reasonable accommodations. For 
additional information on Disability Resources and reasonable accommodations, please visit 
http://drc.arizona.edu/. 
 
If you have reasonable accommodations, please plan to meet with me by appointment or during 
office hours to discuss accommodations and how my course requirements and activities may 
impact your ability to fully participate. 
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Please be aware that the accessible table and chairs in this room should remain available for 
students who find that standard classroom seating is not usable. 
 
Code of Academic Integrity: Students are encouraged to share intellectual views and discuss 
freely the principles and applications of course materials. However, graded work/exercises must 
be the product of independent effort unless otherwise instructed. Students are expected to adhere 
to the UA Code of Academic Integrity as described in the UA General Catalog. See: 
http://deanofstudents.arizona.edu/academic-integrity/students/academic-integrity. 
The University Libraries have some excellent tips for avoiding plagiarism available at: 
http://www.library.arizona.edu/help/tutorials/plagiarism/index.html. 
Selling class notes and/or other course materials to other students or to a third party for resale is 
not permitted without the instructor’s express written consent. Violations to this and other course 
rules are subject to the Code of Academic Integrity and may result in course sanctions. 
Additionally, students who use D2L or UA email to sell or buy these copyrighted materials are 
subject to Code of Conduct Violations for misuse of student email addresses. This conduct may 
also constitute copyright infringement. 
 
UA Nondiscrimination and Anti-harassment Policy: The University is committed to creating 
and maintaining an environment free of discrimination, http://policy.arizona.edu/human-
resources/nondiscrimination-and-anti-harassment-policy 
Our classroom is a place where everyone is encouraged to express well-formed opinions and their 
reasons for those opinions. We also want to create a tolerant and open environment where such 
opinions can be expressed without resorting to bullying or discrimination of others. 
 
Additional Resources for Students 
UA Academic policies and procedures are available at: http://catalog.arizona.edu/2015-
16/policies/aaindex.html 
Student Assistance and Advocacy information is available at: 
http://deanofstudents.arizona.edu/student-assistance/students/student-assistance 
Confidentiality of Student Records 
http://www.registrar.arizona.edu/ferpa/default.htm 
 
Online Administrative Drop With No Grade Awarded Deadlines: August 22 – September 4, 
2016 
Online Administrative Withdraw Deadlines (Grade of W is Awarded): September 5– 
October 30, 2016 
 
Subject to Change Statement: Information contained in the course syllabus, other than the grade 
and absence policy, may be subject to change with advance notice, as deemed appropriate by the 
instructor. 
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APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM 
 
 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 
 
 
Study Title: Teaching and Learning Social Justice Through Art with University Students 
Principal Investigator: Injeong Yoon 

 

This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about 
this study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information 
carefully. Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions 
before making your decision whether or not to participate. 
 
Why is this study being done? 
The goal of this study is to provide an in-depth understanding of the teacher’s and 
students’ perspectives on social justice art education. Thus, I will study my own teaching 
practice of social justice art education in a university classroom as well as examine 
students’ perspectives on learning social justice through art. In other words, the aim of 
this study is understand both students’ and my own perspectives on social justice art 
education regarding its practice and the roles of art in social justice education.  
The research questions are two-fold. First, I will focus on my experience teaching social 
justice through art. Second, I will explore students’ perspectives on learning social justice 
through art and how visual art can be effectively used to enhance the understanding of 
social justice. The first focal point is more reflective and concerned with teaching 
practice; meanwhile, the second focal point concerns students’ perspectives and the roles 
of visual art in social justice education. 
 
What will happen if I take part in this study? 
This study will take place in the context of a regular university course. The course 
content will not be altered due to this study. Your works submitted as class activities and 
assignments will be collected as data. You are NOT expected to submit extra works for 
participation in this study. Data will be gathered through researcher’s journal, a 
researcher’s visual journal, audio-recorded reflection, and students’ works including 
writing assignments (personal narratives, reading responses, and reflection notes), audio 
narratives, and art projects. Your works may be included in my dissertation, article, or 
book chapter in the future. Any identifiable information will be disguised in this 
publication.   
 
How long will I be in the study? 
You are expected to participate during the fall semester in 2016, which will be from 
August 22, 2016 through December 6, 2016. 
 
How many people will take part in this study? 
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This will be a blind study, meaning instructor will not know who consented to participate 
until the final grades are posted for the course. The study will only be conducted with 
class members in ARE 434. Since I will recruit participants in this class, I expect that 
participants will be less than 25 people; I am anticipating approximately 15-25 
participants. 
 
Can I stop being in the study? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate in this study. If you 
decide to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time by contacting Dr. 
Hochtritt (lhochtritt@email.arizona.edu). No matter what decision you make, there will 
be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your usual benefits. Your decision will 
not affect your future relationship with The University of Arizona. In addition, your 
decision will not affect your grades. 
 
What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study? 
The assignments given in class pose no known physical health risks to you. You may use 
art materials for the art project in this course; I will make sure that all materials are 
deemed safe for classroom use industry-wide. I will prohibit any identified allergens such 
as latex being brought into the classroom.  
I deem emotional risks in the study to be similar to what some undergraduate students 
typically experience in other courses focusing on diversity and social justice issues. For 
the art project, the degree to which you take the project is of your own choosing, and 
especially successful samples created for the course may be helpful resources to use in 
your future teaching or art making practice.  
 
What benefits can I expect from being in the study? 
You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study. Possible benefit 
would be that you can reflect your own learning process and contribute to a larger and 
evolving body of knowledge on the topic of social justice art education. 
 
What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study? 
You may choose not to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled. 
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Names and any personally identifying information of subjects will be coded throughout 
the process of documentation and data collection. Physical data, completed consent 
forms, and password protected computer files may be stored in a locked file in the Harvill 
Building, Room 128. In addition, each class sessions will be conducted in a classroom 
located in the art building on the University of Arizona campus. The doors of the 
classroom will be closed during the class time in order to keep the class discussion 
private. The interview will be conducted in physically private locations to ensure that 
participant responses are not overheard, intercepted, or viewed by non-participants.  
Efforts will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.  However, there 
may be circumstances where this information must be released.  For example, personal 
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information regarding your participation in this study may be disclosed if required by 
state law.   
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups: 
The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board  
The University of Arizona, College of Fine Arts 
 
 
Who can answer my questions about the study? 
 
For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Dr. Lisa 
Hochtritt (lhochtritt@email.arizona.edu). 
 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-
related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program. 
 
If you are injured as a result of participating in this study or for questions about a study-
related injury, you may contact the same.  
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 
of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 
applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 
rights and welfare of participants in research. 
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Signing the consent form 
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked 
to participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have 
had them answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this 
form. 
 

 
 

  

Printed name of subject  Signature of subject 
   

 
 
AM/PM 

  Date and time  

    
    

 
 
Optional 
If you provide me your permanent address and your non UA email contact, I will share 
my dissertation and possible publication, such as journal articles and book chapters which 
may be published based on this study in the future.  
 
Participant’s permanent address: 
__________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Non UA email contact: _____________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: READING RESPONSE GUIDELINES 
                                                                            

 
Throughout the course of this class, you are expected to submit three written responses to 
course readings. The purposes of these responses is for you to summarize issues 
presented in the readings, as well as connect these ideas with actual examples of visual 
culture and your educational and/or artistic experiences. You need to choose at least one 
reading that is assigned for the specific time period (For RR1, you need to choose 
reading(s) assigned from week 1 to week 3, RR2-Week 4-6, RR3-Week 7-11). The 
responses must be submitted by the due date posted on the course calendar. No make-up 
responses will be accepted. Preparation for these activities includes thoughtfully reading 
and reflecting. 
 
Details: 
Each response should contain all of the information described below: 
 

• An introductory paragraph devoted to summarizing the reading(s). You should 
identify the article (by full title) and author (by either full or last name – not 
first!), and discuss the general goal of the article (i.e.: the main point). Do not 
repeat what the author has said, but rather try to convey their main point in your 
own words. For example, if you were to tell a friend what this article is about in 
one or two sentences, what would you say? Then, briefly mention the most 
important ideas from the article (i.e.: sub topics) that you think help back up the 
author’s main idea. 
 

• An example of visual culture (advertisement, movie, poster, etc.) or the artwork 
that in some way relates to the core content of the reading. The image can be 
retrieved from websites; Please do cite the source/website that the image came 
from.  

 
• One or two paragraphs describing the image you included. You need to include a 

general explanation on the image (the main message of the image or artwork, 
analysis on artistic components, such as color, composition, light, etc., the 
connections between the artistic style/components and the message). You should 
also explain how the image relates to the reading. You can also consider these 
questions; Does your image reinforce ideas presented in the reading? Or perhaps 
negate those ideas? 
 

• A conclusion paragraph. Address your own reaction/ideas about the reading. You 
can discus relevant experiences or general thoughts on the main argument. Do 
make sure that you focus on the main details listed above before you move on to 
your own thoughts. 
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APPENDIX D: REFLECTION NOTES: STUDENT WORKSHEET WITH GUIDING 
QUESTIONS 

 
 
 
Reflection notes 
Know 
(Concepts, ideas, and theories 
that you already know 
Explain them in detail) 

 

Learn 
(New concepts, ideas, and 
theories you learn) 

 

Reflect 
Do concepts, ideas, and 
theories you learn in class 
conflict with your prior 
knowledge? 
How new concepts and 
theories change or influence on 
you understanding of ______? 
About what do you want to 
learn? 
How can you apply concepts 
and theories you learn in the 
real life situation? 
Do you want to challenge any 
theory? How will you back up 
your idea? 
Any critique for the theories? 
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APPENDIX E: PRE-COURSE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

Your name:___________________________ Major: ___________________________ 
 

1. Have you taken similar courses before? (multiculturalism, multicultural education, 
social justice, social justice education, feminism, race and ethnicity, etc.) If so, 
please write down the course prefix, number, and title. If you can, please provide 
a brief description about what you learned from the course.  
 

2. What are the most important things you hope to learn in this course? 
 

3. How would you rate your current understanding of the key topics (diversity and 
social justice) of this course?  
 
 

4. How do you hope this course will benefit your academic work or future career? 
 

5. Do you have any specific questions/topics you would like the course to cover?   
 

6. What are the three most important things I should know about you as a learner 
and person? 
 

7. What are your goals for this course?  Note:  You will be asked to reflect on your 
progress toward meeting these goals as time goes on.  Think about how you will 
assess your progress. 
 
 

8. Tell me something interesting about yourself (your experience, hobby, etc.). I will 
use this for the class activity so tell me something you don’t mind to share with 
the class.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



297 
 

APPENDIX F: PERSONAL NARRATIVE GUIDELINES 
 
Personal Narrative Writing Guidelines 

Throughout this course, you are expected to submit one personal narrative in both written 
and visual forms in relation to social justice issues. A personal narrative is a story you 
choose to share about your experiences and understanding of yourself and society. In 
other words, one can make meaningful connections among your experiences, others, and 
society through a reflective writing process. Clandinin & Connelly (2000) note that 
experience is personal and social since individuals are always have relationships with 
others within a social context.2 Therefore, you are expected to write about not only 
yourself and what happened/is happening in your life, but also social 
meanings/connections of your experiences.  
Here are some questions to consider to write your personal narrative.  

1. What social issues do you want to highlight in your personal narrative? 
2. What event(s) do you want to share? 
3. When and where did the event(s) occur? 
4. What happened to you after the event(s) occurred?  
5. How did the event(s) impact you directly or indirectly? Did it change your 

perspectives, attitudes, relationships to other people, and so on? If so, how? 
6. Who are the important people involving in your narrative? Why are they 

important for your narrative? What is the relationship between you and other 
people in your narrative?  

7. What meanings did you find in your story? How would you effectively address 
the meanings you found?  

8. What are the connections between your story and other people and/or society?  

In addition to the written form of your narrative, you are also expected to submit the 
visual narrative. Visual narrative indicates visuals explicitly telling stories.3 Visual 
narratives can not only express ineffable emotions, but also add another layer of the 
meanings of one’s stories (Bach, 2007). The goals of creating written and visual 
narratives are 

 To understand the connections between our everyday experiences (the personal 
level) and the structural dynamics of power and privilege (Bell, 2010, p. 11) 4 (the 
social/structural level)  

 To open up more honest and engaging dialogue on social justice issues 

                                                 
2 Clandinin, D. J., & Connolly, F. M. (2000) Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in qualitative 
research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass 
3 There are many terms associated with visual narrative, which include but are not limited to narrative art, 
pictorial stories, illustrated stories, and visual storytelling. 
4 Bell, L. A. (2010). Storytelling for social justice: Connecting narrative and the arts in antiracist teaching. 
New York, NY: Routledge. 
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 To empathize other people’s different experience which cannot be easily 
recognized and understood from one’s own standpoint 

 To better understand the complexities of the social dynamics of privilege and 
normativeness and how they shape our experiences  

Requirements: 
1. Vivid Description. If you want to describe a specific moment or situation in your 

narrative, you should add sensory details to create a vivid scene, which can lead 
the readers to feel the way you felt in that situation (Faulkner & Squillante, 
2016).5 However, if you would like to describe a long term experience or a series 
of similar experiences, you should provide the context of your stories in more 
detail.  

2. Conversational and Engaging Writing Style. Writing personal narratives are 
different from writing traditional scholarly papers. Think of it as telling your 
stories to a person who really cares about you. You want to tell what happened, 
what it meant to you, and how you felt in detail, instead of explaining the event in 
a dry tone. Don’t be afraid to utilize informal styles of writing. Including actual 
conversations (or conversations you remember even if they may not be correct) 
would be one way to invite readers in your memory. Make your narratives vivid 
and engaging.  

3. Visual Narrative. You don’t have to explain your messages in your visual 
narratives since you already wrote about it. Focus on thoughts and feelings you 
think you could not express enough in your written narrative. You should try to 
express those ineffable thoughts and emotions in a visual form. It can be abstract 
or figurative in any forms (painting, drawing, photography, graphic novel, 
sculpture, performance video, etc.).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 Faulkner, S. L. & Squillante, S. (2016). Writing the personal: Getting your stories onto the page. 
Rotterdam, Netherlands: Sense.  
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APPENDIX G: PEER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 
 
Interview activity  
Please type your interviewee’s answers and submit it by Nov 10. 
Interviewer: __________________ Interviewee: __________________ 
 

1. Among the 8 sections we covered in class, which session or specific chapter was 
the most memorable?  

 
2. What did you learn from the chapter or whole section and why was it 

outstanding?  

 
 
 

3. What particular term, concept, or theory was helpful for you to understand a 
particular social issue? (If you want to share a quote, please do so.) In what ways 
was it helpful? 

 
 
 

4. What term, concept, or theory was the most challenging for you to make sense of?  

 
 
4.1. Why do you think it was challenging for you? (Do you think it would make sense 
for other people too? Was it contradicting to your prior knowledge or experiences?)  
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APPENDIX H: AUDIO NARRATIVE GUIDELINES 
 
 
Audio Narrative Assignment 
Please type or audio-record your answers and submit the file to the dropbox. 
The purpose of this audio narrative assignment is to help you reflect your own learning 
experiences and it will serve as a meaningful advice for my teaching. Reflection or 
reflexivity are the key aspect of critical thinking and learning. I would like you to 
honestly and thoughtfully reflect your own learning process and experience. If you want 
to add additional thoughts aside from the questions below, you are more than welcome to 
do so.  
 
*Full points will be given based on the completion, not the content.  
**If you are going to record your answers, please say the question number before you 
answer.  

 

(Question 1 and 2 are already included in the interview activity but I would like to 

ask you again just in case you could not answer thoroughly or your interviewer 

could not write down your whole answers.)  

 

1. What struck you the most among the ideas, concepts, and theories we learned in 

class? 

2. Did anything challenge your beliefs, values, or perspectives? How did you feel 

about that?  

3. What assignment/activity did you enjoy the most? Why? 

4. Is there any other assignment/activity you would suggest for me or want to do in 

your own class about diversity and social justice?  

5. How would you describe your experiences regarding discussions on social justice 

issues?  Did you find them interesting or uncomfortable? What are the reasons? 

6. How would you describe your learning experiences in this course with a few 

words? Why did you choose those words?  

7. In our class, you shared and discussed contemporary artists whose works dealt 

with social justice and diversity issues. You also made visual narratives to reflect 

your own experience and tell your stories visually and in an empathetic way. Do 

you think these art-based assignments helped you expand your understandings on 

social justice? If so, how? 
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APPENDIX I: FINAL PROJECT GUIDELINES 
 

1. Making Activist or Socially Engaged Artwork (50 pts) + Label (30 pts) + 
Artist statement (70 pts)  
I will primarily focus on the quality and the concept of your artwork. Your 
artwork can be a conceptual or performative piece which can provide a space for 
people to discuss social justice issues. Or, your artwork can be about social justice 
issues with the purpose of raising public awareness. You are expected to address a 
few social justice ideas and concepts that inform your artwork in your artist 
statement.  
 
Things you need to address in your artist statement – 70 pts 

 Art materials you used and the reasons for your choices 
 A particular social justice issue(s) you try to discuss in your art (explain 

the concepts and ideas by citing the relevant scholar’s work) 
 The multiple meanings of your artwork and how you try to convey them 
 Your own understanding of activist art or socially engaged art  
 In what ways do you try to engage the audience in the conversation on 

social justice?  
 Minimum length: 500 words 

 
Label – 30 pts 
Your name, the title of your work, materials, a brief explanation about your work 
(around 150 words) 
 
Gallery walk: You are expected to bring your artwork on Dec 6 for the galley 
walk. You will also share the meanings of your work with the whole class.  (15 
pts) 
 

2. Critical Analysis of Visual Culture (150 pts)  
You are expected to analyze visual culture images (advertisements, posters, the 
Internet memes, etc.) by using Barthian semiotics. You are going to choose a 
particular issue you want to examine and then collect 7-10 images. You are going 
to critically analyze how those images perpetuate the norms and the oppressive 
power relationships. Or you can explain how the images subvert the commonly 
accepted ideologies and challenge the status quo. If you would like to analyze a 
video, such as a TV commercial, M/V, movie, you can capture 7-10 images and 
analyze them separately. And then you will discuss the meanings of the video as a 
whole.  
 
Step 1: Please read Duncum’s seven principles for visual culture education and 
van Luuwen’s semiotics and iconography (pp. 92-100) (both are on d2l-readings-
week 12). van Luuwen’s chapter talks about how to analyze images by using 
Barthian semiotics (denotation-connotation) that we discussed in class. Make sure 
that you read the chapter before you start analyzing images. 
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Step 2: Think about a particular issue you would like to discuss in this project 
(for example, heteronormativity, classism, colorblindness, gender norms, ableism, 
etc.) The topic should be closely relevant to our class topics.  
Step 3: find 7-10 images related to your topic either online or offline. If you find 
the images online, make sure that you include the website addresses you found the 
images (not like “I found them on google.”) Images should not be private ones. If 
you want to analyze a video, capture 7-10 images that you consider important.  
 
Step 4: Analyze each image by using Barthian semiotics (signifier-signified, 
denotation, connotation, and hidden ideology).  
 
Step 5: Write up your paper based on your analysis. I recommend this structure 
along with a few questions to consider: 
Introduction - 30 pts 

 The reasons why you decided to discuss a particular topic you chose 
 A brief discussion about the topic (explain the main terms, for example, if 

your topic is heteronormativity, you need to explain the definition of the 
term and ideas surrounding it. Cite the relevant class readings).  

 A thesis statement 
Body (Analysis) – 70 pts 

 Explain the terms you would use for your analysis. (e.g., signifier, 
signified, connotation, denotation, ideology, etc.)  

 Insert each image in the body paragraphs with your analysis. You can 
insert a table including the images and analysis.  

Discussion – 30 pts 
 What are the overall and common messages that the images try to deliver? 
 What ideology or dominant ideas are manifested or challenged in the 

images?  
 What strategies the images use to perpetuate or challenge/subvert the 

dominant ideology? 
Conclusion – 20pts 

 Brief summary and your concluding thoughts.  
 
Presentation: You are expected to present your visual analysis project on Dec 1. 
Please use PowerPoints or similar programs to share your findings. (15 pts) 
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Adams, W. J. Blumenfeld, C. R. Castañeda, H. W. Hackman, M. L. Peters, & X. 
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