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ABSTRACT 

Through this research study my aim was to critically examine the ways in which 

multimodal, autoethnographic art can enhance and expand educational experiences in general 

education art classrooms. In this study I investigate how participants’ perceptions of self and 

others within culture transform over a semester-long qualitative arts-based study. The study’s 

goal was to uncover teaching and learning strategies that help to disrupt traditional academic 

boundaries using autoethnography to create an engaged, cooperative university classroom 

environment. 

The participants for this study included 77 students in a general education art and culture 

course and myself as the co-teacher and researcher. Autoethnographic data were collected 

throughout the course in the forms of art research journals, pre-and post course questionnaires, 

researcher field notes, recorded class discussions, on-line discussion boards, notes from one-on-

one student/researcher communications and field notes from participants’ final multimodal, 

autoethnographic art pieces and presentations. The methods used for the study were a modified 

version of arts-based and grounded theoretical research models. A heavy emphasis was placed on 

the participants’ art-making and sharing their work with others in the study. The findings from 

the study indicated most of the participants experienced advancement in their understanding of 

self within culture and developments of new insights into the experiences and perceptions of 

others in the study.  

Results from the study confirm a steady growth in participant engagement and 

development of cooperative class environment throughout the semester. This study contributes to 

existing scholarship on the generation of new knowledge from arts-based research models and 
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autoethnograpy as method, teacher/student relationships in academia, and risk-taking in teacher 

professional development.  

The findings from the study might provide support and encouragement for meaningful 

discussions about the significance of exploring self through art making and art sharing in 

academic settings. By highlighting the achievements of the use of autoethnography as a method 

of inquiry, this study will add to the larger discussion of teacher and student identity in art 

education classrooms.  

Keywords: autoethnography, arts-based research, postmodern critical theory, critical 

pedagogy theory, transformative learning 
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CHAPTER ONE:  

INTRODUCTION  

 

Statement of Problem 

During my first year as a full-time history instructor at a local community university circa 

1997, I was invited to attend a conference in San Diego on teaching from the heart. The subject 

matter seemed squishy, strange, and less than academic. However, I had two small children at 

home, so a weekend in San Diego in a hotel with clean sheets and no crying babies sold it for 

me. The presenter was Parker J. Palmer (1989) …an excellent name for an academic, I thought. 

He was promoting his new book, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a 

Teacher’s Life. After listening to Palmer’s very inspiring and energizing presentation, I bought 

his book and read it quickly, hoping to find a blueprint for his Zen-like, self-aware approach to 

teaching. 

Certainly, there was no easy, quick fix offered in The Courage to Teach, yet his call for 

continued progressive, educational reform was familiar to me. His support for deconstructing and 

reconstructing traditional, formal education that reinforced unequal positions of power and 

authority between teachers and students was a familiar topic for me. His lecture and book drew 

me back to some of my prior readings of Erich Fromm’s (1941) Escape from Freedom, John 

Dewey’s (1916) Democracy and Education, and bell hooks’ (1984) Feminist Theory: From 

Margin to Center to name a few. In Palmer’s words, I felt a deep connection to his belief in 

educational theory and practice, which emphasized educational opportunities to share power and 

authority, commit to individualism, and provide adequate space for multiple voices and 

perspectives. More specifically, Palmer’s thesis promoted the idea that true teaching and learning 
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occurs when the teacher/student relationship is based on a mutual understanding, acceptance, and 

appreciation of our authentic, individual selves both in and outside the classroom. Even at that 

point in time, when I was energized and extremely idealistic, it seemed like a challenge. 

In academic circles, it is common to hear the adage, “You teach what you need to learn.” 

Now, as I approach nearly twenty years of teaching art and history in higher education, I have 

come to see the understanding of self as essential to meaningful, impactful teaching and learning. 

This view of education is not new or original, but it is often a tough sell in a field overwhelmed 

by standardized testing, learning outcomes, and pre-determined student success models. In 

academia, this type of endeavor might seem self-indulgent, unproductive, and wasteful of 

dwindling resources, but I would argue that finding the human element in teaching is crucial for 

the transformative nature of education to take hold.  

Art educators perhaps feel this tension more acutely than those in other fields of study. 

As we attempt to teach our students about the significances of creativity, reflectivity, and voice, 

we often struggle to hold on to the deep personal connections we once felt for our art, research, 

and teaching. Honestly speaking, we are often looking for ways to re-examine and re-engage our 

identities and experiences back into our lives and our work. Perhaps, it is in this statement the 

real problem lives. As art educators, we spend most of, many of our professional lives 

introducing the creations and influences of great artists, while at the same time attempting to 

inspire our students to explore and reveal parts of themselves through their own art creations. In 

both activities in the teaching process, there is no real designated place for our experiences and 

little evidence of our vested interest or well-earned voice in the art classroom. I am suggesting 

that as members of a scholarly community who work to convey the experiences and meanings of 
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art and the lives of others, we might be well served to explore, examine, and share our own life 

stories with our students through autoethnographic art.  

For the purposes of my study, I viewed autoethnography as a form of self-reflection 

through the creative process that explores the participants’ and researcher's personal experiences 

and connects their personal narrative to wider cultural, political, and social meanings and 

understandings. While ethnography, a qualitative research method in which a researcher uses 

participant observation and interviews to gain a deeper understanding of a group's culture, 

autoethnography focuses on the participant/researcher’s subjective experience rather than, or in 

interaction with, the beliefs and practices of others.  

Inspired by the idea of creating deeper, more meaningful connections with my students, I 

began to turn these concepts into practice in my art courses. I have been exploring the use of 

arts-based autoethnographic assignments in my teaching for the past two years. In these 

assignments, I have defined arts-based, autoethnography as a teaching and learning practice that 

puts the creation and evaluation of a series of creative art works that explore self and self within 

culture at the center of the art curriculum for the course.  I found inspiration for this type of study 

in the works of Palmer’s (1998) The Courage to Teach and bell hooks’ (1994) Teaching to 

Transgress. Specifically, I found a passage in which Palmer (1998) shares some of the strengths 

he believes a humanist, reformist educators possess. They include the following: 

• A capacity to combine structure or intentionality with flexibility in both planning and 

leading the class; 

• Clarity about objectives but openness to various ways of achieving them; 

• Thorough knowledge of the material assigned and a commitment to helping them 

master the material; 
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• A desire to help students build a bridge between the academic text and their own 

lives; 

• A respect for students’ stories that is no more or less than respect for the scholarly 

texts assigned to them; 

• An ability to see students’ lives more clearly than they themselves see them and a 

capacity to look beyond their initial self-presentation and a desire to help them see 

themselves more deeply; 

• An aptitude for asking good questions and listening carefully to student’s responses-

not only to what they say but also to what they leave unsaid; 

• A willingness to take risks, especially the risk of inviting open dialogue, without 

knowing where it will take the class. (p. 69) 

With these guiding concepts in mind, I introduced a voluntary, autoethnographic 

assignment to the students in a course I co-taught with Dr. Ryan Shin, East Asian Art and 

Culture, ART 150 B2 general education class at the University of Arizona. In lieu of one of their 

visual journal entries about art in the community, I proposed the option of creating one of their 

journal entries as a piece of art that explored concepts of themself and their ideas of self within 

culture. I went home from class that day and reviewed hooks’ advice on the role of risk-taking 

and sharing of self in holistic, engaged education. She writes: 

Progressive, holistic education, engaged pedagogy is more demanding than 
conventional critical or feminist pedagogy…it emphasizes well-being. That 
means that teachers must be actively committed to a process of self-actualization 
that promotes their own well-being if they are to teach in a manner that empowers 
students. (hooks, 1994, p. 3) 
 
Motivated by her powerful words, I decided to post one of my own autoethnographic 

essays for my students on our class Internet site.  My goal was two-fold. First, I aimed to provide 
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an example of self-reflective art work, and second, I was attempting to share parts of myself 

beyond my role as their professor. From my professional perspective, the posting made good 

pedagogical sense; personally, however, it made me feel edgy and exposed. I realized that the 

discomfort I felt in both offering an example of a personal, imperfect art piece combined with the 

vulnerability I felt by revealing parts of myself were exactly how art students feel daily. 

The data and preliminary results of my study indicated a marked increase in student 

participation and interaction during class after posting my writings. Within a week of sharing my 

essays, I had the pleasure of engaging in an increased number of productive and meaningful 

conversations with students before and after class and during office hours.  The conversations 

were not just about the material covered in class but significantly, the students began to share 

how the material related to their own lives. Though early inclusion of autoethnography into my 

curriculum was unscientific, I saw positive possibilities for deeper understanding, exchanges of 

experience and knowledge, and greater connectedness between the students and me. 

As the semester ended, the final pieces submitted for the assignment indicated to me that 

the students and I not only connected to each other on an intellectual level, but also at a human 

level. The pieces submitted were unbelievably moving reflections of the students’ views of 

themselves as individuals and as part of complex, constructed, mutable, conflicted, and crossed 

cultures. In drawings, sculpture, poetry, photographs, and essays, the students’ art work shared 

the ways in which they identify themselves…as unsteady adults, playful children, soldiers, in-

between cultures, optimists in the face of despair, tentative artists, romantics, hesitant academics, 

consumers, and so on. More importantly, the students’ work reflected their belief of themselves 

both as belonging to certain groups and unified with others and as individuals, different from 

others. 
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Because of the assignment, I began to see the students as individuals and as members of 

the classroom community. With this realization, my interest in improving classroom culture 

grew. As a teacher, I started to see the promise of creating and nurturing a university classroom 

where individuals are empowered by connecting their own lives to the material presented. 

Specifically, I had begun to form questions about how students might expand their own voice, 

power, and engagement in the classroom by exploring identity and self through art making.  

With the set goal of creating a democratic learning environment that hooks (1994) calls 

“engaged, critical pedagogy” (p. 21), course readings in my Art and Visual Culture Education 

(AVCE) Ph.D. program have reintroduced me to some of my favorite theorists (Freire (2005); 

Dewey, 1916; Eisner, 2008; hooks, 1994, and Palmer, 1984. Each brings specific thoughts on the 

need of reformative, critical pedagogy in education and provides me with pervasive re-thinkings 

and re-workings of traditional structures, roles, and institutions. They acknowledge that power, 

authority, and knowledge are often placed in the hands of the teacher, while students remain 

powerless, dependent, and deferential. The theories effectively argue that the power imbalance of 

traditional educational institutions stifle individual student voice and agency and limit 

meaningful, lasting opportunities for learning. 

Furthermore, hooks and Palmer assert that the traditional role of teacher as an all-

knowing, disconnected, and above all else, objective sage in front of the classroom diminishes 

and inhibits positive, productive, and engaged teaching and learning. Both hooks and Palmer 

suggest that by separating our academic selves from our authentic selves, we protect ourselves 

by holding on to a sense of control and authority at the expense of a meaningful, human 

connection with our students. According to Palmer (1998), it is in this spark of human 

connection where education “becomes a vital, interactive part of our lives” (p. 51). My study 
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proposes to find and explore the intersections of teaching, learning, and human connection in art 

classrooms. 

 

Purpose of Study 

The significance of this research is an attempt to study the possibilities of 

autoethnographic art projects as a means toward the creation of a more meaningful, 

transformative teaching and learning environment from a general education art course that 

explores concepts of self, culture, and community. Secondarily, this research will add existing 

arts-based research that begins to augment and expand notions of set, hierarchical teaching and 

research roles of teacher and student, subject, and researcher. Therefore, my study of meaningful 

connections and intersections of professional and personal selves through art making is where 

my research began. In my hand-written research notes from the past year of coursework, I found 

a passage circled and underlined stating “in art education, like in life, you are meant to come out 

changed, transformed by the experience.” This passage reminded me that I wanted my teaching 

to be transformative for both my students and me. This idea is what brought me into the 

profession of teaching, and I expect it to guide my research throughout the study. 

Like many educators before me, I painfully experienced the moment of discovery in 

which I realized earned degrees and applied pedagogy had limits when I was standing in front of 

a room full of students. For both students and instructors in university classrooms, the 

transference of knowledge without the presence of human connection or understanding of 

themselves or others often creates a sterile, unproductive learning environment. In the case of art 

educators, this point remains crucial not only to the success of their students but also to fresh 

research in the field. Art teachers are creators, curators, and communicators of culture who 
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attempt to explore and explain something about themselves and the world in which they live. 

They teach as they live, within their own context, in their own medium, in their own language, 

and most significantly, through a lens of how they see themselves. Yet as bell hooks (1995) 

achingly describes in Teaching to Transgress, academics often struggle to find ways to interpret 

and integrate important, relevant parts of themselves into their work. hooks (1995) views this 

struggle as the cause of severe crisis in education where “students often do not want to learn and 

teachers do not want to teach…we cannot address this crisis if progressive critical thinkers and 

social critics act as though teaching is a subject not worthy of our regard” (p. 12). With focus on 

exploration, interpretation, and of the understanding of self in the teaching and learning process, 

I suggest the need for reflective, qualitative analyses of artistic expressions of self in the art 

classroom. The semester-long course served as a research vehicle with the purpose of exploring 

understandings, meanings, and knowledge of self through art and how this reflective approach to 

teaching helps to engage students. 

Primary to my research is a focus on exploring how the creation and sharing of 

autoethnographic art helps to create and maintain a transformative, collaborative learning 

environment. Throughout the semester, participants were asked to create a series of 

autoethnographic works (data) of art in a research journal. Then, as a capstone project, 

participants reviewed, analyzed, and communicated insights about their work in a final arts-

based project that they presented to the class. My own autoethnographic journal, my field notes 

and communications between others served as data to show how and if the format of the course 

supports a participatory learning environment. Other data used for the research include pre- and 

post-class questionnaires, discussion boards, and videotapes from the presentations to glean 
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understanding of their experiences of the learning environment. The results of an analysis of the 

data are communicated in this dissertation. 

Directly stated, I am suggesting the use of autoethnographic art to advance and enrich 

teacher/student interactions and educational outcomes within the shared culture of the art 

classroom. My primary goal with the use of autoethnographic, arts-based research in the study is 

to expand beyond limits of traditional teaching and researching models to reach new 

understandings of self and others by letting each participant speak for themselves and about 

themselves through their art. By using an arts-based research method structure, this study 

enabled participants to investigate their lived experiences and their place in a culture through 

painting, film, drama, poetry, dance, design, sculpture, and drawing among other forms of art. 

The result was this qualitative study that uses a wide variety of art forms or autoethnographic art 

as the tools for a critical and reflexive analysis of understandings of self and the inherent 

relationships between self and how and if this process facilitates the development of a 

transformative, engaged classroom. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

In a qualitative study where the art and autoethnography as method come together to 

discover understandings of self, it is critical to ground the study in recognized, foundational 

theory. Thus, this study was based on Postmodern Critical and Critical Pedagogy Theories, both 

which consider specific, modern, oppressive forces in society, the power structures that hold 

them in place, and explore the ways in which individual and groups of individuals form 

resistance against them. I chose these philosophical frameworks for my research as they both 

emphasize the fluid, dynamic nature of the individual within society and the importance of 
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contesting and reconstructing existing oppressive boundaries, roles and assumptions. Chapter 2 

will provide a complete literature review with an in-depth exploration of these theoretical 

frameworks. In traditional, binary classrooms, much like in stratified societies, there is an 

inherent disparity of power. By allowing each participant the opportunity to explore, express, and 

communicate their own voice through art, I hope to uncover ways in which educators might help 

to address the goal of creating and maintaining liberatory, transformative classroom 

environments.  

 

Research Questions 

This study addresses the following main research questions: 

1. To what extent can autoethnographic art-making provide higher education instructors 

opportunities to explore and transform notions of self within art classrooms? 

2. In what ways can autoethnographic art serve as an educational tool to break 

traditional, binary boundaries between teachers and students in higher education 

classrooms? 

 

Contribution/Significance 

While many recent qualitative studies in the field of education have addressed the 

unequal, power dynamic of teachers and students, this study directly speaks to the potentiality of 

an investigation into the use of personal, autoethnographic art as a means of identifying and 

amplifying individual voice and growth in the university classroom. Combining the discourse of 

identity with the act of autoethnographic art making has the promise of revealing new and 

changing interpretations of personal experience, insight, and meaning for all participants in the 
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learning environment. Due to the lack of research on the applied role of autoethnography in art 

classrooms, my goal was to explore how incorporating the methodology into the curriculum 

might bridge understandings of power, voice, and agency for students and teachers alike. The 

resulting analysis of the data provided new insights into a more personal, holistic approach to 

teaching, researching, and creating art. In this sense, Ellingson and Ellis (2008) see 

autoethnography as a social constructionist project that rejects the deep-rooted binary 

oppositions between the researcher and the researched, objectivity and subjectivity, process and 

product, self and others, art and science, and the personal and the political. 

Certainly, there was no easy fix offered in calls for deconstructing and reconstructing 

traditional, formal education that reinforced unequal positions of power and authority between 

teachers and students. The topic, however, has been important to my work as far back as my 

early university readings of Fromm’s (1941) Escape from Freedom, Dewey’s (1916) Democracy 

and Education, and bell hooks’ (1984) Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. I felt a deep 

connection to educational theories and practices that emphasized educational reform that 

highlights opportunities for sharing power and authority, committing to individualism, and 

providing adequate space for multiple voices and perspectives. More specifically, I agreed with 

the ideology of Palmer, hooks, and other scholars who promoted the idea that meaningful 

teaching and learning occur when the teacher/student relationship is based on a mutual 

understanding, acceptance, and appreciation of our authentic, individual selves both in and 

outside the classroom. 

Unfortunately, I learned quickly in the world of academia that pondering about self is 

often viewed as non-intellectual, contrary to traditional teaching and researching models and 

frankly, poor form (hooks, 1995). In the broadest sense, educators are creators and curators of 



  
 

 26 

culture, trying to communicate something about themselves and the world in which they live. 

They communicate and connect with others within their own context, medium, language, and 

most significantly, in their own unique way (Brown, 2012; Heilbrun, (1988); hooks, (1995). 

While the study was conducted in an art classroom with art resources, it also offers a multi-

disciplinary, inter-disciplinary approach to autoethnography and other narrative-based research. 

In my experience as a student, administrator, and teacher in higher education, I have 

realized that knowing, sharing, and accepting myself as a person is essential to meaningful, 

impactful teaching and learning environments. This view of education is not new or original, but 

it is often a tough sell in a field overwhelmed by standardized testing, learning outcomes, and 

pre-determined student success models. As educators, we must spend time and exert effort to 

understanding who we are, what brought us to the profession, and how we might move beyond 

traditional, hierarchical classroom paradigms to build lasting, deeper human connections with 

our students. In academia, this type of endeavor might seem self-indulgent, unproductive, and 

wasteful of dwindling resources, but I would argue that finding the human element in teaching is 

crucial for authentic student engagement, intellectual growth and success. 

The nature of autoethnographic art as a transformative process was also apparent in the 

increased level of critical awareness of self over time. The participants’ developed sense of 

personal empowerment and agency appears to connect to tenets of Critical Pedagogy. Directly, 

this component of the findings addressed what Duncan-Andrade (2005) describes as an 

emancipatory educational experience with the potential of transformative practice. Further, my 

study findings on the importance of creating transformational educational experiences directly 

connected to my understanding of Friere’s revolutionary praxis of the teacher as learner and the 

learner as teacher. He described the phenomenon in this way:  
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[P]eople develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with 
which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static 
reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation. (p.81)  
 

As art educators, we attempt to teach our students about the significances of creativity, 

reflectivity, and voice. We often struggle to hold on to the deep personal connections we once 

felt for our art, research, and teaching. We try out new technologies, different methods, and 

academic catch phrases that might attract and keep the attention and approval of administration, 

peers, and students. Ultimately, our goal is to integrate notions of who we really are into our 

lives and our work. 

Definitions of Terms 

Autoethnography: Form of self-reflection and expression that explores the researcher’s personal 

experience and connects his or her story to wider cultural, political, and social contexts and 

understandings. It differs from autobiographical work in the way that critical analysis is applied 

to findings, often collecting data from ethnographic field work and writing. Autoethnography 

focuses on the researcher’s subjective experiences within the larger contexts of culture and 

society. 

 

Arts-based Research: Qualitative inquiry with a focus on uncovering meanings that arise from 

analyses of the expressive art forms/data or involve artistic practices as part of research process, 

analysis, and outcome production. The art form/data serves as “a foundation for creating 

expressive forms that enlighten” (Barone & Eisner, 2012, p. 9). Arts-based research looks for 

new knowledge and theory that adds to existing scholarship rather than a concentration on 

research for the sake of art creation. 
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Postmodern Critical Theory: Theoretical orientation that focuses on the fluid, dynamic nature of 

the individual within society. In this theoretical framework, the individual’s realities are 

constructed, contested, and ever-evolving (Collins, 2000) and continues to redefining one’s self 

over a lifetime by and against the oppressive ideologies and forces in society. 

 

Critical Pedagogy Theory: Philosophical theory that examines educational strategies and 

practices with the goal of creating and maintaining liberatory, transformative, equalized teaching 

and learning environments. The goal of this scholarly pursuit is ensuring individuals equal 

access, voice and power and a role for all individuals in creation and distribution of new 

knowledge in research. 

 

Transformative Teaching and Learning: Theoretical framework that is centered on how 

educators critically analyze and reflect on their own experiences in the learning process. This 

learning process maintains the goal of uncovering new knowledge from experience-based 

reflection. Dewey (1933) describes transformative learning as the point in which an individual 

comes to see parts of society, culture or the world in a new way and is changed by the process. 

 

Limitations 

 It should be stated on the onset that several limiting factors that can be seen as potential 

weaknesses in the study. Some limitations were characteristics out of my control such as the 

large size of participant population in the study. All seventy-seven participants were registered 

university students. It was not possible to limit the number of participants to limit the scope or 

amount of data collected. Another unforeseen limitation was the assigned classroom used during 
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the study. The room was a tiered, science space that was divided into two large sections that 

created physical boundaries for students and teachers. A few of the delimitations (characteristics 

within my control) included co-teaching a course with a heavy content load and the high number 

of autoethnographic art pieces assigned to student participants. The first characteristic created the 

need for continuous teaching negotiations between the co-teachers. Dr. Shin taught the core East 

Asian content for the course while I covered the autoethnographic elements for the course and 

my study. As a result, we both felt as though class time was too limited and student attention was 

strained. The second concern was the cumbersome amount of autoethnographic, reflective work 

assigned to the students. Because the assignments served as my arts-based data, I worked with 

over 1500 pieces of data during the study.   

 

Chapter One Summary 

In this study, the goal was to examine the role of holistic, personal investigations into 

identity and self in university art classrooms by infusing autoethnographic teaching and 

researching methods into the curriculum. As a researcher and educator in the fields of history and 

arts education, my aim for the study was to consider the value and meaning of examinations of 

self and identity and how they might address disparities of voice and power in university 

classroom culture. Qualitative arts-based research allows for the inclusion of innovative studies 

that have the potential to reignite and re-engage crucial experiences, beliefs, and meanings into 

the work of educators. For that possibility to occur, I argue that scholars must allow themselves 

to engage in considered, theory-based risk-taking in their teaching. This study served as an effort 

toward that goal. In Chapter 2, I will identify existing literature in the field that has influenced 

and informed my research. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The review of literature will be divided into two sections.  The first section provides 

historical and theoretical precedents to Critical Pedagogy Theory and how it lays the foundation 

for investigations into the role of teacher identity in transformative, equalitarian education 

models.  This section explores the origins and research principles of Postmodern Critical Theory. 

The second section of this chapter contains a literature review of the methodologies used in my 

study, autoethnography, and arts-based research. This section explains how and why I chose 

these methodologies for my study.  

 

Critical Pedagogy Theory 

Proposing a qualitative inquiry study where the arts and autoethnography as method 

come together to discover understandings of self is the one of the two main purposes of my 

research. The other purpose, based on Critical Pedagogy and other Critical Social Theories, is 

determining the ways in which analytical reflections on identity might help to address the goal of 

the creating and maintaining liberatory, transformative educational environments. Influenced by 

the ideals of Freire (1997), hooks (1994), Barone & Eisner (2012) and others previously cited, 

my proposed research aims to add to existing academic discussions on the importance of 

equalizing power relationships between teachers and students and between researchers and 

subjects to ensure that individuals are afforded educational access, voice, and power in the 

classroom and play an active role in the creation and distribution of resulting, new knowledge in 

future research. 



  
 

 31 

As one of the foundational texts in Critical Pedagogy, Freire’s (1990) Teachers as 

Cultural Workers continues to inspire those of us committed to identifying ways to combine 

theory and practice into transformational teaching and learning. In preparation for the study, I re-

read Freire’s (2005) Teachers as Cultural Workers and Teachers as Cultural Workers: Letters to 

Those Who Dare to Teach to reacquaint myself with two specific pieces of Freire doctrine 

crucial to my research: 1) the significance of the idea of praxis as the relationship between 

practice (teaching) and theory (knowledge) in education, and 2) the importance of an 

understanding of the cultural identities of students as both inherited and acquired. 

Freire (2005) discusses how socially conscious education requires a recognition of the 

active, contextual relationship between the applied, real-world practice (concrete) of teaching 

and the scientific, knowledge base (theory) as a set point of grounding. By way of employing 

everyday examples in education, Freire explains how one does not function effectively without 

the other. The basic premises of my research benefit from his notion that educators stand a better 

chance of connecting with their students (and vice versa) if they seek to gain understanding of 

the lives in which they exist. Arguing for preparation beyond considerations of discipline 

standards, Freire (2005) reminds us “no one rigorously teaches anyone to speak” (p. 146). 

Greatly influenced by Freire’s dialectic between practice and theory, hooks (1994) describes a 

series of transformational experiences in which she began to “understand the limitations of the 

type of education” she was receiving and discover “alternative strategies for learning and 

teaching” (p. 17). For hooks and other scholars influenced by Freire’s work, a commitment to 

addressing individual, holistic identities for both teachers and students serves as an important 

antidote to the unequal “exercise of power and authority within [the] mini-kingdom, the 

[university] classroom” (hooks, 1994, p. 17). 



  
 

 32 

With a practice of freedom in mind, Freire’s idea of critical pedagogy and hooks’ 

explanation of engaged pedagogy guided my research of using art making as a means of 

lessening the disparities of power in university classrooms. Like many educators, my first 

exposure to the concept of art forms serving as primary data in research came from the work of 

Sullivan (2005), who describes the employment of art forms in qualitative research as an applied 

process below: 

…the systematic and rigorous qualities of scientific inquiry with the artistic and 
imaginative qualities of the arts. In the process of researching, [the work] becomes 
creative and responsive and the representational form for communication embodies 
elements of various art forms-poetry, fiction, drama, two-and three-dimensional visual 
art, including photography, film and video, dance, music, and multimedia installation. (p. 
89) 
 
Perhaps stated even more clearly, Barone and Eisner (2012) explained that all types of art 

can be employed as data if the inquiry investigates “the expressive qualities of the form to 

convey meaning” (p. xii). My further understanding and interest in the possibilities of the 

methodology came from Leavy’s (2009) assertion that representational art forms can include 

self-narrated short stories, collages, performance art, and documentary films as data. With more 

exposure of current, diverse arts-based inquiries, I moved from an exploration of theoretical 

promises of arts-based research toward developing a direct application of methodology in my 

own teaching and researching.  

My attendance at the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry (ICQI) conference in 

May 2015 exposed me to the work of many current researchers using a variety of art forms in 

their research that expand well beyond literary genres. In this section, I examine the general art 

education frameworks provided by Bresler (2006) and Marshall (2010) as well present a few 

examples of form-specific, current studies by Greenwood (as cited in Latta & Thompson, 2012) 

and Cruickshank and Mason (2003), who employ arts-based methodology to their teaching and 
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researching. In total, these scholars and others are generating and promoting arts-based studies 

that help to bridge the gap between the “makers and viewers” to appropriately blur the lines 

between educator/student and researcher/subject and allow a place for “voices that have not been 

part of the scholarly literature” (Bresler, 2006, p. 52). 

Marshall (2010) provided art educators with a direct application of Dewey’s notion of 

learning as an active process by integrating art, teaching and research processes (p. 18). Her 

work suggested framing five key conceptual strategies in art making: Depiction, Projection, 

Reformatting, Mimicry, and Metaphor, into the process of applied inquiry through art. Marshall 

effectively asserted that the choice of methodology can make a difference in the quest to create 

possibilities for transformative, progressive teaching, learning, and researching. Additionally, 

Bresler (2006) made strong cases for the employment of self-reflective, arts-based studies as a 

practical and theoretical approach to address finding individual voice and agency in teaching and 

researching and for allowing for the co-creation and communication of new knowledge from 

experiences and perspectives that might have been otherwise silenced or obscured.  

Greenwood’s (2012) article, “Arts-Based Research: Weaving Magic and Meaning” in the 

International Journal of Education and the Arts served as an example of a study looking at 

relational outcomes of art-based research for improving learning environments. She employed a 

case-study approach to expanding Eisner’s (1998) concept of ‘multiple ways of knowing’ 

beyond the intellectual sense of the word to include research that allows for “engagement of the 

whole human being” and furthers the “desire of researchers to elicit, process and share 

understandings and experience that are not readily or fully accessed through more traditional 

fieldwork approaches” (p. 2). Greenwood (2012) asserted that collection, analysis, and 

presentation of art forms provide researchers with additional tools for uncovering “less definable 



  
 

 34 

aesthetic knowings” (p. 3). Her emphasis on the use of art forms as tools combined with an 

applied, aesthetic analysis was particularly useful for thinking about an inquiry that investigates 

complex relationships between individual artistic expression and interpretation of self and 

identity within culture. 

Another study that describes this type of non-traditional teaching and researching 

experience was Cruickshank and Mason’s (2003) “Using Photography in Art Education 

Research: A Reflexive Inquiry.” Their study used the art form of photography as the basis for 

their arts-based study of women’s home-based crafts in Brazil. Photography not only served as 

the primary visual data source for their documentation process, their study also employed 

aesthetic principles of photography. They used the concept of the “photographic gaze” (p. 7) to 

serve as the structure for the process of their analysis of the roles and meanings of crafts in the 

lives of the five women studied. They explained that the use of this concept within the process of 

the research “creates a complex multi- dimensional object, which allows viewers of the photo to 

negotiate a number of different identities both for themselves and for those pictured” (p. 7). This 

dual-purpose process of combining theory, aesthetic principles, and practical application helped 

me define and explain my argument for this study that employs reflexive inquiries of self within 

culture through art practice. Significant to my thinking, Cruickshank and Mason (2003) pointed 

out that their collected photos alone may transfer images or even evoke feelings and emotions to 

the viewers but the created art forms “are not capable of talking for themselves; the information 

has to teased out of them and decoded” (p. 21). 

For their part, Barone and Eisner (2012) made the same point but by invoking 

consideration of two art forms, the play A Raisin in the Sun, and Dorothea Lang’s photographs. 

They explained that the works of art can impart a sense of reality, recognition, and even deeply 
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felt emotion, but further analysis is needed to provide the context necessary for an understanding 

of the inherent meanings within them. Applied theory, they asserted, serves as “both a tool for 

representing and a means for securing perspectives that make understanding possible” (p. 157). 

My research attempted to uncover, analyze, and communicate the relationships between self-

reflective, autoethnographic art work and larger meanings of the underlying, interconnected, and 

overlapping contexts between self and identity and the world around us. 

My research and teaching experiences in the social sciences have provided me with some 

unique insights as I prepare for my current research. On one hand, I still hear the reproaches of 

some of my professors who instructed me repeatedly to remove my personal voice from the 

work. To these traditionalists, the written word, facts, and figures are considered sacrosanct, and 

subjective investigations into the meanings behind them have no place in the writing, reading, 

and teaching of history. On the other hand, I had history professors steeped in Marxist doctrine, 

who wrote and taught with the aim of turning out politically active scholars to carry on the work 

of the social movements of the 1960s and 70s. They argued, “the personal is political.” 

In feminist and critical social theories, one of the central tenets is an acceptance that the 

private is public and the personal is political. I, like many of the scholars cited in this 

dissertation, regard teaching as a public, political act with far-reaching implications and 

significances for society as well as private, personal, and meaningful experiences between 

teachers and students. In short, educators make a difference in the world of their students every 

day, for better or for worse. They influence students either in supportive, stimulating ways that 

engender individual thought, growth and intellectual curiosity, or they take on authoritative and 

binary teaching role that shuts down dialogue and often dims their students’ interest in engaged 

learning. Unfortunately, there seems to be little middle ground in the world of academia. Like 
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hooks and other scholars trained in inclusive, collaborative, equalitarian principles of Feminist 

and Social Critical Theories, I have experienced resentment, confusion, and disillusionment 

when faced with the harsh realities of the power dynamics within academic institutions. 

However, my research has exposed me to the works of many scholars in various fields who also 

have experienced and supported educational changes that address the transformative nature of 

education. Like the originators of the philosophical frameworks on which we base our inquiries, 

these scholars not only support the concepts in theory, but they also have validated them through 

their work. 

Central to my research are selected readings from Ellis and Bochner’s (2004) sixteen-

volume book series Ethnographic Alternatives. The series is comprised of cross-discipline, 

narrative-based forms of expression including “literary, poetic, autobiographical, multivoiced, 

conversational, critical, visual, performative, and co-constructed representations” (p. 4) of lived 

experiences. The collection serves as points of example and as sources of inspiration for future 

transformational, qualitative research. I am drawn to Volume 15 by Ronald Pelias (2003) titled, 

Methodology of the Heart: Evoking Academic and Daily Live. Pelias was honored twice for his 

lifetime contributions as a qualitative researcher at the 2015 International Congress of 

Qualitative Inquiry at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign I attended. At the conference, 

many of his students and fellow scholars read pieces from Methodology of the Heart and other 

works by Pelias. I would like to conclude section with Pelias’ introductory description of his 

autoethnographic work. He writes: 

The essays that follow tell stories of my daily life at home and in the academy. I 
share them not because they seem extraordinary but because they seem ordinary, 
unremarkable, except that they are like others’ tales: not all others, but familiar 
enough. I hope, to find commonality with many people. They want to open a 
space of identification, a place of understanding. They strive to connect heart to 
heart. I also share them as examples of alternative methodological possibilities for 
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generating research. As implied above, they participate in the ongoing discussions 
of what constitutes acceptable scholarship. They request entry into the academic 
arena. For some, this request will seem unnecessary; for others, it will seem 
inappropriate to even ask. Regardless, I hold close to my heart the delightful 
fantasy that the essays will be met with critical compassion. So, dear readers, 
come forward with open hearts and minds, ready to feel what might be there and 
ready to think of possibilities; ready to accept and ready to reject; ready to pull in 
and ready to push away (2004, p. 13). 
 
Creating art as representative of self is a brave act; exploring and sharing the deeper 

meanings behind them is braver still. My study proposed that individual and collective sharing of 

oneself with others is a crucial key element for creating engaged, transformative teaching and 

learning environments. Further, my research served as one piece of my continual development as 

a teacher and a learner. It was my hope that an investigation of autoethnographic art within 

grounded research might further my understanding of the fluid, multi-dimensional, complex 

nature of the roles of teacher and learner art classrooms. As hooks (1994) explains so eloquently, 

identifying and sustaining your own individual, engaged academic voice is a perpetual process. 

She writes, the “engaged voice [is] always changing, always evolving in dialogue with a world 

beyond itself” (1994, p. 11). Ultimately, I see my teaching and research as a commitment to the 

belief in the power and possibilities for instituting societal and institutional change from within 

and through personal, reflective academic dialogues.  

 

Postmodern Critical Theory 

Postmodern Critical Social Theory is another framework that informed my research topic. 

This ideology focused on the fluid, dynamic nature of the individual within society. According to 

this literature and particularly from a postmodern, feminist perspective, it was important to 

question the concept that as individuals, we define and maintain a sense of identity throughout 

our lifetime (Anderson, 1998; Cushman, 1995) and continually redefine ourselves by and against 
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the oppressive forces in society. An acceptance of personal realities as constructed, contested, 

ever evolving was a base requirement for an analysis of individual self and self within a modern 

society (Collins, 2000; Cushman, 1995). This fluid construction replaced traditional, simplified 

ideas of the development of self from birth, throughout childhood, and ending at early adulthood. 

It is here, with an explanation of self as transformational over time and circumstance, the 

literature revealed opportunities to study how notions of self require reflection and re-reflection 

through lens of race, class and gender among other categories of analysis.  

As a teacher of both art and history, the western construction of the Enlightenment period 

occupied a large space in the curricula. No discussion of the Enlightenment is complete without 

mention of John Locke among other 17th century philosophers, who asserted the right of all free 

citizens to an unrestricted education based on science, reason and critical reflection. 

Enlightenment educational thought brought momentous transformations to western society with 

far-reaching impact on scholarly institutions, professions, popular literature, voting rights and 

patterns, political constitutions, family relationships, and certainly, on art and culture. Western 

notions of the importance of growth of the nation and the individual through education were a 

radical leap of thought now. 

Combined with the growth of print culture, public libraries, and open museums, the 

institutions of education, art, and culture could no longer remain uninterested or disconnected to 

the lives of those outside the dominant category of white, landowning males within society. As 

with most periods of historical and theoretical change and growth, however, the promise of 

educational reform during the Age of Enlightenment had practical limits; ultimately, it did little 

to disturb essentialized, institutionalized constructions of academic facts. While Post 

Enlightenment education contained more points of access for more people and new ways to 
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distribute knowledge, academic disciplines and the research produced within academia were 

defined by affluent, white males with a stake in preserving the grounds in which they lived and 

worked. It was not until the post World War II period that the boundaries for what it meant to be 

educated began to slowly change. By mid-twentieth century, researchers began to look beyond 

singular explanations of knowledge and understanding from within the constraints of existing, 

positivist theory and toward the development of newly generated theory from research grounded 

in collected and analyzed data (Charmaz, 2006).  

In Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative Analysis, 

Charmaz (2006) credited the work of sociologists Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Glaser (1978) as 

creating a turning point in challenging positivist theoretical frameworks as the primary approach 

to sound research. Instead of holding researchers to their “beliefs in scientific logic, a unitary 

method, objectivity, and truth legitimized [by] reducing qualities of human experience to 

quantifiable variable” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 5), scholars in the 1960s and ‘70s began to explore the 

possibilities of locating emerged meaning and theory from within the data. Early advocates of 

this type of “grounded theory” as a research method began to replace notions of a required 

division of theory and research from the researcher and data. While definitions vary and have 

changed over time, Charmaz (2006) credited the basic concepts from Glaser and Strauss’ (1967), 

Glaser (1978), and Strauss (1987) as blueprints for modern grounded theorists. The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory by Glaser and Strauss (1967) provided guidelines for grounded theory that 

included the following elements: 

• Simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis, 

• Constructing analytic codes and categories from data, not from preconceived 

logically deduced hypotheses, 
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• Using the constant comparative method, which involves making comparisons during 

each stage of the analysis, 

• Advancing theory development during each step of data collection and analysis, 

• Memo-writing to elaborate categories, specify their properties, define relationships 

between categories, and identify gaps, 

• Sampling aimed toward theory construction, not for population representativeness, 

• Conducting the literature review after developing an independent analysis (as cited in 

Charmaz, 2006, p. 6).  

Importantly, the introduction of tenets of grounded theory occurred during a period of 

drastic and revolutionary historical, social, political, and cultural change in the western world. 

The Feminist and Civil Rights movements of the 1960s and ‘70s provided a generative landscape 

for the cultivation of new data and the construction of theoretical frameworks that arose from it. 

For academia, the combination of newly defined research methods and investigations of diverse, 

human experiences resulted in the development of innovative fields of study and fresh 

perspectives on constructions of meaning and knowledge. During the 1980s and ‘90s, these 

ideological breaks in traditional research philosophy allowed for the advancement of work based 

on new social theory frameworks. Much of the innovative research from this period accounts for 

what academia now labeled a ‘narrative turn’ in scholarly research. During this period in the 

history of education, the re-emergence of Feminist studies generated investigations into women’s 

experiences and identities within the various, overlapping layers of oppressive forces beyond 

gender and avenues of power in the contexts of culture and society. 

Beginning with works like Friedan’s (1963) The Feminine Mystique, a second wave of 

feminist activists began to challenge assumptions of uniformity of women’s experiences in 
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postwar America. Influenced by Friedan’s qualitative study of the experiences of white, middle-

class housewives, feminist researchers began to expand examinations of emergent theory from 

data sets based on women’s experiences in society as the oppressed and oppressor, the observer 

and the subject matter and the creator and interpreter of knowledge. By the 1970s, feminist 

literature benefitted from the diverse perspectives generated from data of the recorded, lived 

experiences of Gloria Steinem, Adrienne Rich, bell hooks, and Audre Lorde to name a very few. 

Hugely significant to my past and current research, the literature produced during this 

period moved Feminist theory into explorations of the “intersections” of women’s individual 

experiences and roles within society. Because my research examined the ways in which the 

creation of particularized, autoethnographic art might affect teaching and learning environments, 

Postmodern Feminist Critical Theory provided a strong core for inquiries of self, identity, 

transformation and voice within societal, cultural, institutional and educational settings. Writing 

in Judy Loeb’s (1979) Feminist Collage: Educating Women in the Visual Arts, Feminist scholar 

Linda Nochlin explained it this way: 

The question I shall deal with is…How can feminism in the arts implement cultural 
change, defining aims and developing a philosophy to deal with the outer and inner 
realities of women? The goal is to resolve a conflict between ingrained attitudes and new 
possibilities and to develop a plan for translating philosophy and aims into practical 
reality in cultural institutions. This is a rather large order. The best way of approaching it 
is a way that I’ve learned from the women’s movement—that is, in terms of my own 
personal experience (as cited in Loeb, 1979, p. 3). 
 
Assertions such as Nochlin’s laid the groundwork for a shift in academic writing that 

reached beyond the focus of the subject/participant to include an analysis of the researcher’s life 

experiences. Research from the period followed the guiding principles of emerging qualitative 

theory that focused on the importance of critical analysis of interconnected and sometimes 

conflicting layers of individual experience and self-identity. To many Social and Cultural 
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Critical theorists of the period, the new research aspired to uncover, individual understanding 

and knowledge. Expanded research subjects, topics, and questions allowed for more 

representational data with unedited, first-hand explorations into the lives of the previously 

underrepresented, misrepresented, and unrepresented within society. Critical theorists like Freire, 

for example, greatly advanced educational thought by applying democratic principles in his 

teaching and research philosophy. Freire’s (2005) promotion of pedagogy as an act of freedom 

advocated a learning environment where both students and teachers aimed for self-actualization. 

The theoretical connections between freedom and education became pivotal turning point for 

many scholars including bell hooks. 

In the introduction of her 1994 book, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice 

of Freedom, hooks  with providing the 

inspiration for her professional and personal development as an educator. hooks (1994) 

recounted her early learning experiences of “sheer joy” (p. 3) as a student in an all-black, 

southern elementary school. She traced her academic path that took her from a childhood place 

where she experienced “learning as revolutionary” (hooks, 1994, p. 2) to her unsatisfactory 

experiences as a post-graduate student in pursuit of a tenure track position at Oberlin University. 

After her long journey through academia, hooks explained that instead of feeling a sense of 

accomplishment and fulfillment, she began to experience severe episodes of anxiety and fear. 

These feelings were based not on her fear of failure of her academic goals but rather on the fear 

of the “reality that I would be granted tenure” (hook, 1994, p. 1). As hooks progressed in her 

academic career, she found her fears were realized as she became increasingly distant and 

disconnected from her early exhilarating learning experiences. As a newly tenured professor, she 

found she had lost a vital sense of connection with her students and began to hear her own voice 
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as rehearsed impersonations of the detached professors from her own university experiences. She 

attempted to discuss her experiences with her academic colleagues, but her concerns were met 

with indifference. hooks (1994) writes “Excitement in higher education was viewed as 

potentially disruptive of the atmosphere of seriousness assumed to be essential to the learning 

process” (p. 7). hooks describe how over time, she recreated a prescribed persona of what she 

thought a professor should be. In the process, she had lost her passionate, deep-seeded 

connection to her students, learning, and mostly, to herself. 

hooks’ ultimate disconnection to her passion for teaching and learning was a journey that 

resonated with my own professional experiences in education. Trained as a historian, I spent long 

hours grappling with presenting research with little room for the real lives behind the data. My 

research on immigrant women’s lives in postwar Tucson was gleaned from an analysis of oral 

histories that I had conducted. With gratitude to my advisors in the history department, I learned 

and applied qualitative research techniques grounded in Postcolonial and Postmodern theories. 

Still, the reality remains that qualitative scholars face the dilemma of testing research boundaries 

with methodologies like autoethnography, while at the same time managing the expectations and 

demands of acceptance within academia. Within the field of art education, I see open horizons 

for the creation of meaningful scholarly work that attempts to bridge the two objectives. 

As mentioned previously, my early graduate research allowed me the opportunity to learn 

oral history methods for my qualitative research on women’s constructions of identity in the 

America post World War II period. Using oral histories as primary data in women’s history has 

the ability of the researcher to uncover previously unheard first-hand accounts of the lived 

experiences from periods and events of the past. Because storytelling is the key elemental form 

the data takes in oral histories, I became interested in exploring other autobiographical, narrative-
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based research methods. With the introduction of Dewey’s work (1916, 1922, 1938), my focus 

on narratives in research intersected with my interest in creating meaningful learning 

environments in my teaching through storytelling. With an emphasis on the importance of 

sharing human experiences in the processes of learning, Dewey’s writings appealed to my own 

beliefs that emotive, personal stories, and identity cannot be removed from academic 

environments. Dewey led me back to a review of the work of hooks (1994), Palmer (1998), and 

Leggo (1995) and introduced me to works unfamiliar to me like Eisner (1984, 1991, 1995, 

1997), Barone (1990, 1992, 2000, 2001, 2010), Pelias (2004), Leavy (2009) and Ellis and 

Bochner (1992, 1996, 2004, 2011) to name a few. My collective exploration of these studies 

allowed me to think wider and deeper into the realm of possibilities of an arts-based, qualitative 

inquiry of teacher/student identity and connected relationships of identity to voice and 

transformation within the classroom through artistic, autoethnographic expressions of self.  

 

Autoethnography 

My working definition of autoethnography in this study was derived from Chang’s 

(2008) characterization of methodology as an exercise of understanding of self and others 

through multi-cultured, hands-on, and collaborative curriculum. My curriculum for the study was 

designed to allow participants to experiment with explorations about themselves through 

reflexive, self-representational forms of art. In my mind, the distinctive element of the study was 

the question of how and why autoethnographic art-making might advance and transform 

participant understandings of personal, political, specific, and common understandings of self 

and others within culture and society. 
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As with many non-traditional forms of inquiry, questions of legitimacy, validity and 

proper uses of autoethnography have caused divisions in academia. With not much middle 

ground between them, one school of thought held tight to a positivist, critical stance on 

autoethnography in qualitative work, while the other school promoted a reconsideration of 

established research boundaries of traditional research. The former asserted that 

autoethnographic research should occur only within established conditions, perimeters, and 

contexts. Anderson (2006), for example, promoted the use of “critical” autoethnography where 

the researcher is: “1) a full member in the research group or setting, 2) visible as such a member 

in the researcher’s published texts, and 3) committed to an analytical research agenda focused on 

improving theoretical understandings of a broader social phenomena” (p.375). Further, Anderson 

(2006) asserted autoethnographic research must include traditional symbolic analysis and contain 

the following five key features: “1) complete member researcher status, 2) analytic reflexivity, 3) 

narrative visibility of the researcher’s self, 4) dialogue with informants beyond self and, 5) 

commitment to theoretical analysis” (p. 378). Here, my research departed from this school of 

thought to propose a wider application of autoethnographic methods that includes both a 

symbolic analysis of themes and meanings and allows for an examination of primary data (in this 

case, art creations) to uncover contextualized, emotive experiences. 

On the other side of the autoethnographic debate, there are scholars like Ellis and 

Bochner (2000, 2001), Reed-Danahay (1997), Denzin (1989, 1997) and Richardson (1994) who 

had argued for an expansion of the methodology to include new types of data and multi-

discipline approaches. Their version of “evocative” autoethnography represented inquiries into 

the meanings and understandings uncovered by an analysis of lived experiences through 

individual, subjective storytelling. As one of the top proponents of reflective, evocative 
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autoethnography, Chang (2008) promoted the methodology in both researching and teaching 

because she found it: “1) offers a research method friendly to researchers and readers; 2) 

enhances cultural understanding of self and others; and 3) has the potential to transform self and 

others to motivate them to work toward cross-cultural coalition building” (p. 52). Bochner, Ellis, 

and Leavy (2009) add to an emerging list of scholars validating autoethnography as a 

methodology that can foster agency and voice of the individual rather than upholding a singular 

idea of knowing, understanding and truth in research. 

At the 2015 annual International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry (ICQI) conference held 

at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Bochner, Ellis, Leavy, Peliasand, and many 

others held the spotlight as autoethnographic researchers. Representing a multidisciplinary, 

multinational panel of scholars, the sessions covered topics as diverse as feminist perspectives on 

life in academia, borderland life, queer studies and literature, effects of war on culture, health 

care for the mentally disabled, experiences of racial discrimination, motherhood, and terminal 

illness. In Ellis and Bochner’s session on the employment of autoethnography in their work, Ellis 

spoke about how the approach allows for the necessary development of new knowledge and 

understanding from marginalized, underrepresented experiences and perspectives. She cited the 

abundance of experienced, highly published presenters and the record number of attendees at the 

conference as supporting evidence of the emerging interest and endorsement of autoethnographic 

work in the international, multi-discipline qualitative research arena. 

At the conference, I was fortunate enough to spend time with some of the practitioners of 

the methodology in one-on-one workshop sessions. This experience helped my study in two 

ways; first, I was provided with perspectives and insights into experiences from qualitative 

researchers with autoethnography at the core of their research, and second and more importantly, 
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the researchers in the sessions were willing to share some of their research strategies for 

embarking on future studies. My exposure to an incredibly vibrant emerging body of 

autoethnographic work from these scholars provided me with resources that were of great benefit 

to this study.  

Two of the scholars that have influenced the direction of my proposed study were 

Michael Angrosino and Carolyn Ellis. In his book Doing Cultural Anthropology, Angrosino 

(2007) wrote an account of a lecture he gave to an introductory anthropology class using Ellis’ 

autoethnographic research as part of the required reading for the course. Throughout his text, 

Angrosino employed an autoethnographic, arts-based approach by writing the chapters in the 

form of narrative accounts of conversations with his students. This first conversation began after 

the students have read Ellis’ (1995) book on the death of her partner titled Final Negotiations: A 

Story of Love, Loss, and Chronic Illness. Angrosino’s story followed the path of the students 

from initial confusion to a place of understanding and appreciation of the differences between 

standard ethnography (studying others) and autoethnography (study of self). The latter, 

Angrosino explains, used personal narratives as a means of connection to one’s self and to 

others. Through evocative, interpretative storytelling, his students were brought into the world 

and experiences of the author/artist/teacher to see both generalizable associations and distinct 

differences between each other. Angrosino (2007) wrote: 

[The] goals of autoethnography are not validity-or accuracy-in the traditional sense of the 
word. Instead, autoethnographers attempt to communicate emotional truth…it is the job 
of readers to determine if they think the story is honest and if it rings true to their 
experiences. The whole idea of autoethnography is to show readers ways they are like 
and different from others in the world. (p. 163)  
 
In my application of autoethnography as method in this study, I collected and analyzed 

data/art forms beyond traditional literary devices. As students and teachers, examined and 



  
 

 48 

examiners, audience and creator, all participants in my research had the opportunity to find and 

share their voice through the creation and sharing processes of their own artwork. To explain the 

autoethnographic process to the participants, I used Ellis’ (1995) pared down description of 

autoethnographic method as a way in which researchers open a dialogue about themselves 

through art-making and then, share it with others in the class. The goal of this type of 

conversation through art was for all participants to understand themselves, their culture, and one 

another at a “deeper, more meaningful level” (p. 17). Angrosino (2007) encouraged this type 

artistic conversation as he urged his fellow scholars and students to accompany the author/artist 

on a self-exploratory “journey” and “to add their own emotions and reactions as they travel into 

worlds of new discoveries and possibilities” (p. 166). In my mind, art classrooms are perfect 

teaching and learning environments for studying the connections, differences, meaning, and 

understandings between the personal and the cultural and between self and others. Finally, I hope 

my study encourages educators to examine the ways in which their own life experiences can 

present personal and intellectual insight and growth for themselves, their students and their 

institutions. 

My study speaks directly to the defining elements and potential promises of a study of 

self within autoethnographic art with university art classroom. Autoethnography differs from 

other narrative-based inquiries of self as autoethnography investigates self and identity in 

relation to broader social and cultural relationships and contexts (Reed-Danahey, 1997). By 

using a variety of art forms as the tools to discover the connections to self and others within 

society, my study aimed to facilitate the ways in which students and teachers identified and 

communicated understandings of themselves and their experiences through representational art 

forms (Leavy, 2009). Much like oral histories allow participants to recount ways of knowing in 
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their own words, I allowed autoethnographic art to function as an expressive language of sorts 

for participants to communicate their voices in their own way. Through a study of these 

processes, my research objective is two-fold. One is to examine how the approach might 

generate transformative experiences for individual participants, and two is to explore the ways 

the processes might help to promote a collegial, engaged learning environment in the university 

art classroom. My hope for all participants was to introduce them to the explorative process of 

autoethnography and allow them to express their own experiences as a valued member of the 

discussion on the merits of the methodology in the art curriculum. 

 

Arts-Based Research 

Because my study addressed the transformative nature of autoethnographic curricula, it 

was important to include an approach that would assist my examination of how expressive forms 

of data can convey meaning and understanding within qualitative research. I employed the tenets 

of arts-based research for my study to give more structure and texture into how the collected data 

might offer insights into the use of autoethnography as a tool in an engaged, collaborative 

classroom.  

In a discussion of the appropriate applications of arts-based research, it is vital to make a 

distinction between the methodological process and research that is based in art. Because my 

study addressed the ways in which autoethnographic art creation, analysis, and interpretation 

might help to create a transformative learning environment, the key element in this arts-based 

study was an inquiry into how the methodological and artistic processes provided avenues of 

analysis toward new knowledge and ways of seeing self and others. Without a focus on the 

meanings that arise from analyses of the expressive art forms/data, the process would prove to be 
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an exercise in creation rather than in understanding. Barone and Eisner (2012) explained the 

difference between arts-based research and research based in art as the former constituting “a 

foundation for creating expressive forms that enlighten. Research based art is the use of research 

in any modality that serves as a basis for creating a work of art” (p. 9). Perhaps more directly put, 

arts-based research adds to existing scholarship in academia rather than concentrate on research 

to further the creation of art. For my study, this distinction was important because I focused 

attention on the connections between the processes of autoethnographic art making, the 

strengthening of individual voice and the creation of a more egalitarian learning environment. 

Art not only served as the primary mode of inquiry and data, but hopefully, the conclusions can 

add to existing scholarship by offering insights into new knowledge and understanding gained.  

With this focus in mind, my study relied on recognized guidelines for arts-based research 

methods provided by leading scholars including Barone and Eisner (2012), Sullivan (2010), 

Cahnmann-Taylor and Siegsmund (2008), Cole and Knowles (2008), and, Leavy (2009), Chang 

(2008), and Bresler (2006). While the criteria and conditions for art-based research set by each 

scholar differ slightly, my study design attempted to meld artistic processes with accepted 

research principles. 

Finding a working, balancing point between the processes of art and inquiry is at the 

heart of the definitions of arts-based research included in this literature review. Importantly, each 

work reviewed provided structural insight into linking guiding principles of qualitative research 

with aesthetic considerations of the art forms. The art created serves as sources of primary data 

aimed at generating new knowledge about issues within individual and collective social and 

cultural experiences. I purposefully begin with Barone and Eisner (2012), who offer specific 

criteria for researchers while at the same time provide reassurance that would-be researchers 
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need not be “a Toni Morrison or a Tony Kushner” (p. 57) to engage in the process of reflexive, 

arts-based studies. Encouragingly, they see arts-based research as a wide-reaching, cross-

discipline mode of inquiry in which the researcher engages in the creative process to better 

understand human experiences and phenomena. Barone and Eisner (2012) directly assert that 

arts-based research is “at its deepest level, about artistic and aesthetic approaches to raising and 

addressing social issues” (p. 57). 

Beyond definition, I turn to application of the method, meaning the prescribed processes 

and criteria set by arts-based researchers as a starting point to my research study. According to 

Barone and Eisner (2012), “incisiveness, concision, coherence, generativity, social significance 

and evocative illumination” (p.148) constitute the six points of criterion required for art forms to 

be considered a source of data. In a similar instructional fashion, Sullivan’s (2005) essential 

work, Art Practice as research: Inquiry in the visual arts, promotes self-reflexive inquiry that 

adheres to a process that is “informed by discipline knowledge and research expertise…meta-

analytic…subject to debate and discussion, initially within the research project itself, and 

eventually among the research community…[and is] involved in a common cause to enact 

artistic, social, political, educational, or cultural change” (p. 110). Sullivan (2005) and Barone 

and Eisner (2012) have long promoted a widening of processes and research methods to allow 

for variations of understanding of human experience rather than a reliance on scientifically based 

studies that promote notions of universal knowing.  

A review of literature on arts-based inquiry illustrates how current researchers have been 

influenced by Graeme Sullivan’s collection of work (2005, 2006, 2008, 2010) on the topic. Cole 

and Knowles (2008), Irwin and de Cosson (2004), Hickman (2007), Bresler (2006), and Leavy 

(2009) are some of the leading scholars who credit Sullivan’s work as foundational in their own 
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research. Here, I attempt to synopsize Sullivan’s (2006) explanations for applications of the 

methodology or “art research acts” (p. 28) in arts-based research, arts-informed research, and 

practice-based research. I also include a discussion of his grounding of art practice into 

“theoretical acts” (Sullivan, 2006, p. 31). Lastly, I explore Sullivan’s far-reaching influence on 

current research in the field. 

Pivotal to my understanding of arts-based research as a method of qualitative inquiry is 

Sullivan’s (2006) Research Acts in Art Practice. In this article, Sullivan asserts that both 

qualitative and quantitative scholars share a defined formula of “clearly defined intentions, 

whether expressed as hypotheses, research questions, lesson objectives, or standard statements” 

(p. 19) in the acquisition of new knowledge for their discipline. His concise explanation of well-

defined research acts combined with art practice as the process for constructing probable and 

possible new theory has served as a beginning point for my proposed research. Sullivan writes: 

Here, research and educational inquiry assume that knowledge emerges from an analytic 
and holistic account through consensus and corroboration where patterns and themes are 
the elements used to represent complex realities. Knowledge in this sense is explored as a 
difference in ‘kind’ or quality, where insights are characterized by their particularity. This 
is how we construct plausible theory. (2006, p. 19) 

 
By delineating arts-based research in terms like more traditional research in quantitative 

and qualitative fields, Sullivan encourages scholarship that employs measurable outcomes from 

inquiry, yet allows for creativity in the process. It is important to clarify that as interest in arts-

based inquiry expands to other fields, not all practitioners use the same approach. The three 

related but not identical research approaches Sullivan discusses in depth are arts-informed, 

practice-based, and arts-based. According to Sullivan, the incorporation of many genres of art 

such as poetry, visual arts, dance, and music has helped to expand the practice of art used as data 

in qualitative research. Arts-informed researchers focus their attention on developing 
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artists/teachers into qualified, recognized researchers. My proposed study concentrates on the 

category of arts-based inquiry described by Sullivan (2006) as studies “interested in improving 

our understanding of schooling and how the arts can reveal important insights about teaching and 

learning” (p. 20).  

Adding insight and direction into the formulation of my study are the researching teams 

of Knowles and Cole (2008) and Irwin and de Cosson (2004). Through their respective texts, 

Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research and A/r/tography: Rendering self through arts-

based living inquiry, my research is influenced by their considerations of the role and power of 

subjectivity, self-study, and interconnectivity in qualitative scholarship. Initially trained in social 

science research, my education in history was directed at finding an application of a singular, 

objective focus in research. In the field of history and other social sciences, any understanding 

gained from the study of human experience is often seen viewed through a lens of theoretical 

frameworks that locate agency and resistance in relation to dominant paradigms. While an 

understanding of principles found in traditional research is critical, so too is identifying a space 

for research that unites supported processes of analysis with the creative processes of the arts. 

Scholars interested in producing quality arts-based research are charged with balancing rigorous 

analysis and an examination of expressed experience through art creation. 

In terms of concrete examples of applied, arts-based research, my study benefited greatly 

from carefully reading Cole and Knowles’ (2008) Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research. 

In their comprehensive, prescriptive text, a process is laid out for connecting art forms as 

research data with established inquiry processes. According to Cole and Knowles (2008), this 

type of meshing of methods allows researchers to move beyond conventional, rigid guidelines 

and “follow a more natural process of engagement that relies on common-sense decision making, 
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intuition, and general responsiveness to the natural flow of events and experiences” (p. 61). This 

does not imply there are no guidelines to arts-based inquiry. In fact, Cole and Knowles (2008) 

assert that sound research of this type must include the “intentionality of intellectual and moral 

purpose; researcher presence; aesthetic quality, methodological commitment, a holistic quality 

that includes authenticity; communicability; advancement to knowledge; and potential for 

theoretical and practical contribution to the field” (pp. 65-66).  

As mentioned earlier in this dissertation, Sullivan (2006) identifies arts-based inquiry as a 

method of research focused on uncovering new ideas and knowledge with the goal of improving 

education. The works of Hickman (2008) and Cahnmann-Taylor and Siegsmund (2008) reveal 

new strategies for research with this purpose in mind. Hickman offers an inter- and cross-

disciplinary approach aimed at student-centered research questions and topics with identity and 

experience as central. Without a hint of a defensive stance, Hickman asserts arts-based data 

collection and analysis process can be used as a powerful research tool for change by focusing on 

the lives, experiences, and educational needs of students.  

Similarly, Cahnmann-Taylor and Siegsmund (2008) see the need for reformulations of 

qualitative, arts-based research methodologies to include analyses of identifying avenues for 

connecting with students and sharing their educational experiences with educators. Their work 

asserts the need for scholarly acceptance of new modes of inquiry with art forms as the primary 

data. More directly, Irwin (2008) argues that arts-based research should constitute a separate 

category of analysis in research. All the scholars mentioned within this response call for an 

implementation and acceptance of a more widely defined arts-based methodological model. 

Leavy’s (2009) Art as Method, Chang’s (2008) Autoethnography as Method (2008), and 
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Bresler’s (2006) article Toward Connectedness: Aesthetically Based Research all serve as 

successful examples of a new research model of this sort. 

Since the beginnings of arts-based research in the 1970s, practitioners and promoters of 

the work have been hesitant to impart prescribed, regulated procedures for the methodology. 

Because qualitative research in the arts offered an alternative to positivist representations of 

knowledge and experience, researchers in arts-based research have been careful not to replace 

traditional research criteria with a set of new rigid guidelines. That said, current scholars in the 

field have helped to provide researchers some established practices as a beginning point. Leavy 

and Chang’s (2008) work serves as practical, how-to guides for current and future qualitative 

scholars. Leavy, trained as a social scientist, suggests arts-based researchers should not rely on 

an overlay of conventional data collection and analysis but instead begin new research with a 

well-defined, well-communicated methodological design and an application of theoretical touch 

points to help meet their specific research objectives (pp. 47-50). By following her process, my 

study uses personal and student autoethnographic art as form (data) within feminist and critical 

pedagogy frameworks (theoretical grounding) with a proposed goal of creating and maintaining a 

more democratic, collaborative art and visual culture classroom (defined objective). My study 

follows Leavy’s assertion that a reflexive yet critical analysis of the data set can illuminate 

shared and diverse lived experiences and provide insight into larger societal issues. In other 

words, this research study proposed that of individual experiences, when analyzed and shared, 

have the potential to provide strategies for educators in the creation of transformative, 

collaborative teaching and learning environment. 

As a source of equal parts instruction and inspiration, Bresler’s (2006) work Toward 

Connectedness: Aesthetically Based Research serves as impetus in the development of my 
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research topic. Bresler’s article introduces the possibility of interactive, dialogical research that 

promotes scholarly study of both self and others in culture by finding the introspective 

connections between the artistic and research processes. Like feminist scholars before her, 

Bresler explains the importance of research that binds the two threads of the personal and public 

to illuminate a narrow as well as a wider understanding of the experiences of both ourselves and 

others within culture. She names the interconnected workings of teaching, researching and art-

making as a “tri-directional relationship of (1) a connection to the phenomena or artwork, which 

propels, (2) a dialogic connection to oneself. This dialogue is enhanced by, (3) a connection to 

the audience” (Bresler, 2006, p. 54). With this type of full-circle connectedness in mind, my 

study aims to pull together critical analysis of representational, evocative artwork with an aim 

toward self-awareness within a non-hierarchical classroom environment and cooperative 

teaching/learning relationship between and among participants. In this arts-based study, the 

participants’ art creations serve as data for analysis. By allowing for creation and expressions of 

self among participants, I created opportunities for what Bresler (2006) describes as an “open-

ended…dialogue [that] enables the expansion of self in interaction with the [learning] 

environment” (p. 57). Then, for the purposes of this study, self and other are the participants 

(teacher and students), and the environment studied is the classroom. More directly, the aim of 

the research is to use autoethnographic art as data within both the inquiry process and the 

research text with an objective of better informing and improving my own teaching and learning 

environments. 

In every conversation about autoethnographic research, scholarly or otherwise, a debate 

arises about how to define, produce, and analyze whether art-based data constitutes “good” art 

and therefore, “good” research. With each step of my literature review, I have come to 
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understand that most academics using an arts-based approach have experienced the same concern 

and skepticism toward their research topics and findings. Because this study is my first attempt at 

employing the methodology, my understanding of aesthetics within qualitative, arts-based 

research, originates directly from the insights and experiences of the scholars responsible for the 

works cited in this review. 

Throughout the history of education, set canons and levels of mastery define and uphold 

the standards for academic fields of study. The discipline of art is certainly no exception. Arts-

based research within academic fields of study identifies art forms as both process and product to 

uncover ways of knowing that both “think and feel” (Bresler, 2006, p.12). Significantly, arts-

based research also relies on art to serve as new, generative data sets that can move scholars 

beyond oppositional scientific vs. qualitative research arguments. The question that remains is 

how can scholars approach bridging the sanctity of aesthetics standards in art with solid, 

defendable arts-based research so that the academy might deem it legitimate and worthy of 

study? While I would not presume to answer this question, it does seem certain to me that 

without consideration of new paradigms to capture and communicate ideas uncovered in less 

familiar methodological designs, the emergence of fresh perspectives, voices, and actions might 

be hindered. It will take academic courage to create and maintain what Bresler (2006) calls a 

“special place…where formative aesthetics (her emphasis) …may never become a datum for 

measurability, but which remains an essential part of how we arrive at understanding the 

constructions of our own aesthetic realities” (p. 11).  

In short, the course co-taught by Dr. Shin and I provided assignments that required 

participants to familiarize themselves with a broad overview of the aesthetic standards within 

East Asian art. However, because my qualitative study conducted from within the course was 
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intended to explicate individual and collective understanding of self and others, no evaluation of 

the produced data as “good” or “bad” art took place. The emphasis of the study was on process 

rather than end art product. Additionally, participants were purposefully given the choice of 

medium to best engage their own artistic experiences and increase their comfort level in the art-

making process. The art forms ultimately served as primary data to uncover individual and 

collective themes and meanings in the context of the university art classroom environment. To 

get lost in debates of what constitutes valuable or legitimate art defeats and deflects from the 

intended objective of experiencing and learning from the process of autoethnographic art making 

in a democratic, collaborative learning environment. Instead of evaluating the aesthetic qualities 

of the art/data, my study assessed the art forms as a means of discovering new knowledge and 

understanding of self and others within the processes of art education and critical inquiry. 

Leavy is a central voice in the postmodern feminist and critical theorists’ call for 

expansion and inclusion of a wider variety of art forms, topics, questions and interpretations in 

arts-based research. She explains that “the emergence of these new methods necessitates not only 

a reevaluation of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ but of ‘beauty’” and the research community needs to 

“expand the concepts of ‘good art’ and ‘good research’ to accommodate these methodological 

practices” (Leavy, 2009, p. 17). Likewise, Barone and Eisner (2012) remind those interested in 

arts-based inquiry that they must be able to defend arts-based studies against claims of being 

unaesthetic, unreliable and even as acts of meaningless self-indulgence where art is used as “an 

ornament” (p. 57). Leavy (2009), Barone and Eisner (2012), and Ellis (2011) are among many 

members of academia who assert that arts-based research for future research requires an opening 

up of methodology, outcomes, and scholarly discussion rather than an automatic closed-door 

response to divergent, unfamiliar, and creative ways to collect and analyze data. Bresler (2006) 
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provides motivation for future arts-based, autoethnographic studies when she discusses the 

importance of integrated, multidisciplinary research topics and methods that might generate new 

dialogue and understandings. Bresler (2006) reminds us that compelling research, like 

compelling art, “involves making something which did not exist before” (p. 60). Encouragingly, 

Bresler  (2006) sees arts-based studies to be “crucial to expanding perception and 

conceptualization” of future qualitative inquiry and as a “powerful research tool that aids both 

novice as well as expert researchers” (2006, p. 60).   

Chapter Two Summary 

My goal in data interpretation was uncovering ways to enhance the transformative 

experiences within university classrooms through students’ exploration and expression of self in 

art. As my target, I am using the strategies of Freire (1997), hooks (1994), and primarily, Dewey 

(1934) who place importance of equalizing power relationships between teachers and students to 

ensure individual are afforded educational voice and power within educational environment with 

a goal of overcoming oppressive forces through education. My career in university classrooms 

has spanned thirty years; twenty as an educator and administrator and another decade as a 

graduate student in two different fields. My experience in higher education has granted me real 

life glimpses into the disparities of power, voice, and agency in university communities at 

several different levels and contexts. My research interest lies in finding participatory, engaging 

practices such as autoethnography to create such learning environments. The study was 

conceived at the intersection of my teaching experiences, my studies in Critical Pedagogy 

Theories, and my desire to experiment with new methodologies like autoethnography and arts-

based research. The next chapter will discuss my application of these methodologies in my study. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  

METHODOLOGY 

 

Rationale for Study Design 

Traditional higher education models posit the instructor as the expert imparting discipline 

knowledge to novice and largely passive groups of students (Dewey, (1916), Freire, (1968), 

hooks (1994).  In this arts-based autoethnographic study in which art educator and art students 

serve as participants, my hope is to reach beyond traditional teaching models to create a 

participatory, transformative university classroom. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, critical 

pedagogy theorists such as Dewey, Freire, and hooks inspired the study by calling for 

dismantling and reconstructing traditional classroom hierarchies and power disparities into more 

democratized learning environments.  I understand how long-established, binary expert/novice 

models provide a certain comfort zone for higher education teachers in academia. Moving 

beyond traditional education’s binary requires the teacher to take some instructional risks by 

stepping out from behind the “expert” role.  In this study, however, I argue the risk of employing 

less conventional teaching methods such as arts-informed curricula hold the potential to create 

higher levels of student engagement and more opportunities for the crucial development of 

student voice and agency. 

To reiterate, my study used autoethnographic art to investigates self and identity in 

relation to broader social and cultural relationships and contexts (Reed-Danahey, 1997). By 

using a variety of art forms as the tools to discover the connections to self and others within 

society, the study served as an examination of the ways in which autoethnographic art work 

might facilitate how students understand themselves through representational art forms. Through 
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course assignments, participants could become “experts” in recounting ways of knowing in their 

own words and images. They accomplished this by using autoethnographic art as an expressive 

language of sorts to communicate their voices in their own creative way. The study’s intent was 

to measure if and how this autoethnographic approach to teaching art in a university classroom 

provided an avenue for students to find a level of competency in finding their voice as an 

authoritative, equal member of the classroom environment. 

In quest to cover core curriculum, higher education art teachers often employ direct yet 

somewhat passive instruction (lecture) or hands-on (studio) demonstrations.  In both approaches, 

however, the instructor serves as the discipline expert, and there is little time designated for 

teachers and students to engage in the teaching and learning process together. To bridge that gap, 

I am suggesting the potentiality of autoethnographic art work to create a more equalized, 

engaged classroom experience, where students and teachers openly explore, enhance, and 

express their academic and artistic voices. Specifically, this study tested Sullivan’s (2006) 

assertion that arts-based studies might speak to educators who are “interested in improving our 

understanding of schooling and how the arts can reveal important insights about teaching and 

learning” (p. 20). The data collected and analyzed in this study was based on Sullivan’s notion 

that the incorporation of many genres of art such as poetry, visual arts, dance, and music holds 

the potential to expand the practice of art used as data in qualitative research. 

Chang (2008) offers an even more defined process for arts-based research as a productive 

and sound methodological tool. Chang agrees with Leavy’s (2009) process of a meta- 

interpretation of the data to uncover new knowledge is crucial for necessary development of 

future qualitative research. To meet that end, Chang provides a process that begins by scanning 

the data to identify themes or categories of both universal and unique human experiences within 
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culture or society. She further advocates for arts-based researchers to apply an analysis of both 

internal (self) and external (perspectives of others, cultural and societal norms, etc.) data. This 

standard qualitative practice, called triangulation of data, helps to ground and validate research 

findings and “allow for complexities and multiple roles of the participants” (Chang, 2008, p. 54) 

experiences to arise. For my study, I apply the triangulation process of interconnected data 

analysis in required assignments for all participants (teacher and students) in the forms of journal 

writing, informal interviews with each other, observation notes, and participation in formal 

questionnaires. The focus and intent of this purposefully structured interconnectivity is to 

advance understandings of self and others within a university classroom environment. 

Ultimately, the intent of the study was to promote and evaluate the ways in which 

students explore and expand their own dynamic academic voice through the creation of personal, 

reflective autoethnographic art work.  One of the participants in my study succinctly documented 

support of the inclusion of self-reflective art in her final journal entry. She wrote, “Creating my 

doodlings is the fun part of art. Explaining how they are a part of me is scary but became much 

easier as the class went on” (Victoria, discussion, October, 2016) Insights such as this contained 

common themes among participants and spoke to the core of the research questions for the study, 

which focused on the following research questions:  

1. To what extent can autoethnographic art-making provide higher education instructors 

opportunities to explore and transform notions of self within art classrooms? 

2. In what ways can autoethnographic art serve as an educational tool to break 

traditional, binary boundaries between teachers and students in higher education 

classrooms? 
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Study Design  

According to the Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods (2008), qualitative 

methodologies focus on examining individual life experiences and their meanings and follow a 

path toward the development of new understanding and knowledge. However, the ways in which 

the data is collected and used differs based on the researcher’s interests, academic discipline, and 

research motives. For the purposes of my study on the impact of autoethnography on teaching 

and learning environments, I followed a qualitative, grounded theory case study model that 

includes a set of arts-based, autoethnographic research questions, a defined role of participants as 

both teachers and learned, a multi-layered data collection process over the course of a semester, a 

two-step internal/external coding procedure, and a final analysis and interpretation of the 

findings. Like other qualitative researchers, I attempted to assign new meaning and 

understanding to the connections, patterns, and themes that emerged from the participants’ 

insights, perceptions, and gained knowledge. Specifically, my semester-long case study allowed 

reflective, creative, and evocative data to emerge as its own analytical category (Ellis & 

Bochner, 2010). Autoethnography, an offshoot of ethnographic research, was chosen as a method 

of inquiry to highlight the process of participant understanding of self through a study of created, 

self-representational art forms. 

Focusing on the reflective process of autoethnographic art experiences rather than on the 

evaluative, final outcomes of more traditional methods was an attempt to open communication, 

dialogue, and expressions of self within the classroom. As a means of self-expression, all 

participants were expected to produce and share reflective notes on their art-making process, 

interactions with other participants, and their finished art pieces.  
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My application of autoethnography specifically adopted Chang’s (2008) characterization 

of autoethnography as an exercise of understanding of self and others through a cultured lens. 

This study intentionally collected evocative autoethnographic data to represent the meanings and 

understandings uncovered by an analysis of lived experiences through individual, subjective 

storytelling by all participants. In particular, Chang (2008) has promoted the methodology in 

both researching and teaching because she finds that: “1) it offers a research method friendly to 

researchers and readers; 2) it enhances cultural understanding of self and others; and 3) it has a 

potential to transform self and others to motivate them to work toward cross-cultural coalition 

building” (p. 52). Additionally, my study choice to employ autoethnography as a methodology 

was an effort to foster agency and voice of the individual rather than upholding a singular idea of 

knowing, understanding, and truth. 

By design, my research has a purpose of identifying and advancing individual voice and 

transformation within a collaborative, equalitarian classroom. For the purposes of my study on 

the impact of autoethnography on teaching and learning environments, I followed a standard 

qualitative research model based on studies by Brown (2012), Leavy (2009) and Chang (2008) 

that include the following elements: identification of research questions based on a topic of 

interest (autoethnography); definition of participant roles (students in class and myself); process 

for collecting autoethnographically generated and triangulated data; procedures for coding, 

analyzing, and interpreting data to report findings; and representation of conclusions found at 

end of study. During the research process, I employed a layered, arts-based approach within the 

theoretical frameworks of Critical Pedagogy and Postmodern critical theories. 

Subjects for the study included undergraduate students and myself in a general education 

art course, ART 150 B2, “East Asian Art and Culture,” during Fall 2016. I co-taught the course 
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with Dr. Ryan Shin and served as both researcher and participant since the population was 

primarily first or second year students taking the course to fulfill the global awareness 

requirement for graduation. With the course topic of Asian art and culture, there was a mixture of 

local, out-of-state, and international students. Many of these students indicated they had never 

taken a university-level art course. Students were expected to gain and apply new knowledge of 

the meanings behind fundamental Asian arts, crafts, cultural practices, and aspects of popular 

culture—as well as explore and share an understanding of themselves within their own cultures. 

More specifically, the study was designed to explore how and if the use of autoethnographic art 

might improve student engagement while simultaneously furthering individual and collective 

understandings of self within higher education art classrooms. For the purposes of my research, 

the following course objectives were added to the syllabus: 

• Explore our understanding of sense of self within our own individual cultural beliefs, 

backgrounds and practices.  

• Examine and share the experiences that contribute to your own worldview.  

The process of co-teaching the course during the study period was challenging and a 

positive experience at the same time. Dr. Shin and I spent several meeting prior to the beginning 

of the semester working on the course syllabus to accurately describe course contents and the 

added element of the research study for students. The element of the autoethnographic 

assignments were embedded into existing course work so not to create more work outside of the 

course requirements. Throughout the semester, we found it necessary to adjust allotted time for 

discussion to allow for the large number of participants. Additionally, our class was held in a 

two-tiered, science classroom that configured the students into two separate spaces. Because this 

classroom orientation made it difficult to effectively communicate with all of the students, we 
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decided to move students into the front of the room. After a bit of initial student resistance to the 

new seating arrangements, the adjustment Dr. Shin and I made worked much better for 

discussions.  

During the first week of class, I introduced the students to my autoethnographic study, 

which would include their art creations as primary data. Because my goal was to look at the 

transformative nature of autoethnography in a university classroom, I made the decision to serve 

as both the researcher and a participant in the study. My participation was intended to model the 

somewhat risky process of sharing self-reflections with others as members of a class community. 

Students were told that their participation was voluntary and would not affect their course grade; 

in addition, participants were informed that they could opt out of the study at any time during the 

semester. Dr. Shin and I explained that the datasets collected were course assignments including 

art research journals, responses to pre-and post class questionnaires, online discussion boards, 

field notes from class interactions and group work, video-taped presentations of final 

autoethnographic art projects, and individual face-to-face and email communications between 

the researcher and participants. Participants could ask questions before, during, and after 

deciding to sign a release to participate in the study. Throughout the semester, I used part of our 

class discussions to explain the steps of data collection, sorting, marking, and categorizing for a 

qualitative study. 

 

Research Procedures 

As co-teachers, Dr. Shin and I agreed on the division of roles and responsibilities. We 

decided that Dr. Shin would cover material from the course outline, while I used my class time to 

expand on the weekly topic with a focus on the students’ perspectives of themselves within a 
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self-identified culture. To gather triangulated data for the study, the assignments included a 

variety of instruments such as discussion group reflections, journal entries, questionnaires, in-

class drawings, surveys, and observation field notes from class sessions. I explained to the 

participants that because the study was autoethnographic in nature, I would act as both 

participant and researcher.  

My data was gathered from the collective work of students in a 15-week semester Art and 

Culture of East Asia course. Since participation in the study was voluntary, students had the 

opportunity to decide whether data from their work would be included. Students were given the 

opportunity to ask questions before signing consent forms. Additionally, to protect their 

identities, students were informed that only first names would be used in the formal presentation 

of the findings and in required university data archives. 

During the first week of class, participants were informed that the data materials were 

embedded into the required assignments in the course syllabus and would not require any 

additional coursework. Dr. Shin served as the outside observer for the study. He gave the 

students the option of signing a consent form to participate and I was not given any identifying 

student information about consent until the end of the study. During one of the first discussion 

groups, the participants were informed of the background and uses of autoethnography as an 

inductive method of inquiry in higher education research. My role as participant-researcher was 

described in detail to provide context for the decision to include my own art making and 

reflective insights into the study. 
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Participants 

The participants in the study were enrolled in ART 150 2B and constituted a cross-

section of general education students from first semester freshmen to final semester seniors. The 

class began with 82 enrolled students and ended the semester with 79. All students were invited 

to participate in the semester long study and were given the option to not participate and/or end 

participation at any time during the study. Identifying factors such as major, class ranking, sex, 

ethnic and/or racial group, gender identity, socioeconomic status, language preference, and other 

categories of analysis were not required for participation in the study. Despite this fact, most 

students self-identified in at least one major category of analysis during the study. The following 

are some of the identifying factors about the participants that arose from an examination of the 

data: 

• Only 12 participants self-identified as art majors; 

• The majority were first or second year university students; 

• Males and female’s participants were nearly equal in number; 

• About one quarter of participants self-identified as international students; 

• Only two participants had any experience in autoethnographic work; 

• All but two students agreed to participate in the study; 

• None of the participants indicated prior experience in analysis of self through art 

work. 

 

Data Collection 

Throughout the semester, I collected the visual, written, recorded, and created pieces of 

participant data. The process I followed came from an adoption of Chang’s (2008) and Leavy’s 
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(2009) meta-analysis method that positions reflective, autoethnographic art as data for qualitative 

research. The methodology process began with the creation of a wide variety of self-reflective art 

assignments for participants in the course. For the study, autoethnographic reflective art served 

as the tools for generating and making sense of meaningful data gathered. As Chang suggested, I 

included assignments that addressed themes or categories of both universal and unique human 

experiences within culture or society. This standard qualitative practice, called triangulation of 

data, helps to ground and validate research findings and “allow for complexities and multiple 

roles of the participants” (Chang, 2008, p. 54) experiences to arise. The study was conducted by 

an examination and analysis of the following materials: 

• Autoethnographic Art Research Journals  

• Researcher’s Visual/Written Autoethnographic Journal created throughout semester  

• Research Observation Field Notes from the students’ visual and written self-

reflections in journals, discussions, and class assignments  

• Videos from end-of-semester student presentations of their experiences with 

autoethnographic art making  

• Weekly Participant Discussion Board on D2L for participant reflection on 

interactions and experiences with others  

• Participant Pre- and Post-Course Reflection Form  

• Detail of Final Art Pieces  

While examples of data used in its entirety can be found in the Appendices, descriptions 

of course assignments related to the study, field notes, and research memos are included below. 

In sum, with a total of seventy-eight participants (myself included), the final set of data collected 

constituted more than 1500 pieces of autoethnographic art, reflections from each participant from 
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each art piece, field notes from class discussions, notes from video-taped presentations, weekly 

blog discussions, pre and post reflection forms, notes from one-on-one discussions and email 

communications between student participants and me. Another factor that added to complexity 

of the data collected was the fact that all participants were allowed to choose their form of 

artistic expression. The art pieces that served as data included: a blown glass figurine, original 

musical compositions, poetry, paintings, drawings, short videos, collages, rap presentations, 

multidimensional, multi-method sculptures, wood carvings, paper figures, photography, figures 

created from found materials and cartoons among many other forms of art.  

 

Visual Journal Blog   

Throughout the semester, students created a visual journal as an interactive blog with at 

least ten entries that documented Asian art, objects, crafts, exhibits, performances, or cultural 

practices. To find these images and objects for their journals, participants explored their 

surroundings, such as Asian markets, restaurants, and cultural centers, or cultural events and 

festivals. In addition to the exploration of Asian art and culture, five of the ten entries from the 

blog focused on the students’ understanding of self within their own culture. The entries were 

autoethnographic in nature, meaning they could be written or visual representations of 

participants’ experiences of self within culture. 

 

Weekly Discussions on Self within Culture 

Each week, a question that elicited reflections of cultural identity was distributed in 

advance for a discussion session the following week. In response to the question, participants 

wrote reflections and/or created images in their art journals. Discussion sessions were video or 
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audio-taped to capture comments and insights from all participants. Additionally, I gave students 

a short, post discussion session questionnaire to help triangulate the data findings. 

 

Historical Fiction/Material Culture  

Students were required to read a piece of East Asian historical fiction and instructed to 

identify three objects that depicted or symbolized some major cultural themes or scenes from the 

novel. For the purposes of the research study, the students were expected to find or create three 

more objects that depict or symbolize major themes, events or scenes of themselves within a 

culture. To accompany the found or created objects, the students wrote and shared a one-page 

reflection paper that described how the objects represented themes or metaphors from their own 

life story. The self-representational, created objects as well as the participants’ written reflections 

about them served as data for the study. 

 

Final Autoethnographic Project  

Students had the option to write a five-page intercultural research paper, make a short 

video, or create a piece of artwork by choosing two cultural objects or practices: one of Asian 

origin and the other from their own cultural tradition. Participant-created videos were accepted in 

the format of a documentary, storytelling, news report, movie, advertisement, or even a reality 

TV show. Written work was accepted in the form of a created chapter in a book, a newsletter, 

comic strip, or children’s storybook with images/drawings to present new knowledge. The final 

project allowed for art pieces created with any medium including work in the visual, performing, 

or fine arts; however, a short, two-page artist’s statement was required with each submission.  
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Field Notes 

As Charmaz (2006) points out, ethnographers attempt to study a group of people within a 

setting to uncover “their worlds and their actions within them” (p. 21). In a similar manner, my 

research used self-reflective, autoethnographic tools to find understanding of student experiences 

within art classrooms. One of the main tools used was my own observation field notes from 

individual and class discussions, small group interactions, reviews of student-created art, and 

participant presentations. Throughout my study from beginning to end, my field notes allowed 

me to record emerging concepts, connections, and meanings from all aspects of participant 

activities. The field notes, in conjunction with my written memos, provided a window into 

understanding shared and unique student experiences. 

 

Research Memos 

I used 5” x 7” index cards to capture the emergent initial codes and then place them into 

categories that emerged from the data. As I began to identify patterns of words and images from 

my initial coding phase, I created categories that were then placed on a single card. Each card 

contained information such as references, details, comparisons to other pieces of data, empirical 

evidence, potential gaps, conjecture, and new questions raised. At this point in my study, I used 

the memos to move my thinking beyond data collection to data synthesis (open coding) and then 

onto development of interconnected categories (selective coding). The memo-writing allowed 

me to move closer to finding research conclusions about the data.  
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Researcher’s Art Making and Exploration of Self 

In addition to the autoethnographic art created by student participants, my own 

autoethnographic art was used as part of the final collected data. This key component to my 

study design attempted to identify the extent to which teacher/student connections through 

autoethnographic art making breaks teacher/student boundaries based on hierarchical voice and 

power dynamics. By including data from my own classroom experiences, I focused on an 

exploration of the potentially transformative role of autoethnographic art making in university 

classroom culture.  

 

Data Analysis 

The processes described in the following pages are modified versions of grounded theory 

models suggested by Chang (2008), Leavy (2009), Saldaña (2008), and Charmaz (2006). Leavy 

and Chang both identify the ways in which the artistic process contains a similar structure to 

traditional qualitative inquiries. I employ the same processes of data analysis presented in 

Saldaña’s work. Saldaña (2009) defines coding as “most often a word of short phrase that 

symbolically assigns a summative salient, essence capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a 

portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 43). 
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Figure 1. Saldaña’s process of coding, Reprinted from The coding manual for qualitative 
researchers, (2009), p. 43. 

In my content analysis of data, I categorized and labeled the acquired data into 

recognized patterns, relationships, and themes to derive meaning and new knowledge. Coding, or 

what Charmaz (2006) calls a process of finding “what the data is about” (p. 43), can be described 

as a “categorizing segments of data with a short name that simultaneously summarizes and 

accounts for each piece of data. Codes show how you select, separate, and sort data to begin an 

analytic accounting of them” (p. 43). My process for making sense of my collected data followed 

Saldaña’s (2009) steps of transcribing, sorting, marking, and then coding the passages into 

categories to find patterns and connections of student knowledge, understandings, and 

experience. 

In the first stage of the coding process, I spent several months conducting an initial 

review of the data. Throughout the review, I began to conceptualize ideas by marking and sorting 

the information into categorical themes that emerged from quotes or phrases (codes) of the 
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participants’ work. Finally, I wrote extensive memos from the categories that highlighted 

patterns, relationships, and themes to derive meaning and new knowledge.  

Because my study centered on finding meaning in the lived experiences, I chose to 

employ an initial method of coding called “In Vivo”, described by King (2008) as a process of 

using a word or short phrases to capture, categorize, and prioritize each participant’s experiences 

from within the data. To highlight the subject’s individual voice, this cultural studies method of 

coding allows for vernacular, specific cultural phrases and non-academic language to uncover 

ideas, strategies, and themes of self within larger and interwoven social, political, and cultural 

contexts. This defining element is crucial to coding autoethnographic data; it allows for 

examinations of academic and professional experiences, where individual voice and agency are 

often altered and/or suppressed by the words, actions, or interpretations of others in positions of 

power. Saldaña (2008) sees this type of research coding, or what he often calls “jotting” (p.17), 

to allow participants’ own words and ideas to reveal meaning, claim a spot in the representation 

of self in a culture or society. Furthermore, they provide both the researcher and audience with 

learning opportunities for ways to cope and overcome shared challenges in life.         

After the initial coding process was completed, I moved from initial coding to a more 

focused categorizing of the data. I began the intensive, comparative search for consistent, 

connected ideas to serve as the main themes to address my research questions. Because the study 

was autoethnographic in nature, I attempted to let the participants’ own imagery, symbols, and 

artistic creations define the themes that would address my research questions. Saldaña (2008) 

calls this a “participant-inspired rather than a researcher-generated” (p. 74) approach to 

qualitative studies.  
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Within each theme, I reviewed some of the complexities that emerged and created sub-

categories to express similar/dissimilar participant experiences. For instance, within the heading 

of “university as a culture,” I found both connected and distinct ways in which participants had 

experienced themselves within this culture. Participants repeatedly expressed their identification 

of self within university as a culture although not always in the same ways. I had not expected it 

to emerge in any meaningful way. In this category and others, I could address the research 

questions by allowing individual and collective voices emerge from the data. 

 More than any other element of the research, the memo-writing process provided the best 

opportunity to transform the raw data into main concepts and categories, make connections 

within the categories, and assign meaning to them in the final stages of analysis. As a researcher, 

my hand-written memos on index cards served as record of my research and helped me distill 

raw data into content and analyze meaningful classroom experiences for the student participants 

and myself. Throughout the study, I maintained a careful and continuous review of the memos, 

allowing the categories of analysis to rise to top of the data.  After the final categories emerged, I 

used the memos to conceptualize the ideas and understandings into my findings. 

It is important to state here that because the data assigned and collected is in both written 

and visual forms, I placed individual narrative meaning at the center of interpretation and 

analysis. This research compared my findings with themes gleaned from Critical Pedagogy and 

Postmodern Critical Social Theories including race, class, gender, and other categories of 

analysis that inform all participants’ complex understanding of self. The goal of this process of 

interpretation and analysis was to move from coding and categorizing to developing and 

communicating new concepts that emerged from the data.  
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Methodological Limitations 

As with any research, there were methodological limitations on my study. First, from a 

logistical standpoint, the course chosen for the study had 77 students enrolled (and myself as a 

participant), which made it difficult to maintain individual contact between participants and 

researcher.  Communication was usually initiated by a small group of students approaching me 

before or after class or by email. The classroom in which the course was held was split into a 

front and a back section. Predictably, the students seated in the front of the room participated and 

engaged in discussions more than those in the back of the room. By mid-semester, we attempted 

to remedy the situation by asking the students to only occupy the front of the room, but by this 

time, some valuable interactions between students may have been lost.  

Additionally, because I was not the sole instructor of the course, students seemed unsure 

of research communications, office hour visits, and feedback on autoethnographic assignments. 

While most students indicated they liked having two instructors, it may have made the research 

discussions more complicated than necessary. As co-teachers of a course with complex 

objectives to cover and a research study to conduct, both Dr. Shin and I had many discussions 

about the limitations of class time. 

 

Chapter Three Summary 

Before moving on to a discussion on my findings from the study, I want to reiterate that I 

purposefully decided to look at the role of autoethnography in transformative university 

classroom for both students and teachers. Therefore, Chapter Four will present findings from 

student data and following that, Chapter Five will explore findings of myself as a co-instructor 

and participant in the study. I made this research design decision knowing that my role as a 
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researcher prohibited me from acting as an “equal” to the other participants, yet my participation 

was an attempt to level the academic playing field of traditional power disparities between 

teacher/student and researcher/participant. Within the setting of this university art classroom, 

each participant told their own story, used a chosen language of art to convey their story, and 

was considered an “expert” in field of their experiences. Just as I hoped that the use of 

autoethnographic art-making would allow individual participant voices and ideas to be heard, I 

further expect the study might contribute to a larger discussion of how the uses of 

autoethnographic art might create new dialogues in research. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

PRESENTATION OF DATA—STUDENT FINDINGS 

 

Introduction  

The purpose of this qualitative, grounded theory study was to explore the ways in which 

autoethnographic coursework might provide a transformative role for students and teachers in 

higher education art classrooms. The study investigated how adding autoethnography into 

curricula might enhance student engagement, voice and inclusivity within the university 

classroom community. The researcher believed from earlier teaching experiences that the use of 

autoethnography would allow for new opportunities to move beyond the expert/novice model 

found in traditional, didactic academic settings. While the next chapter will address my own 

experiences within the research study, this chapter presents the key findings obtained from the 

student participants’ art journals, questionnaire and survey results, interpretive, self-reflective art 

pieces, online discussion boards, email communications and research field notes.  

This chapter follows a modified-version of grounded theory for the final steps of data 

coding and analysis. Data was collected in semester-long case study with students enrolled in 

East Asian art course at the University of Arizona. I followed a two-stage, inductive qualitative 

paradigm of research used by Saldaña (2014), Leavy (2009), and Reed-Danahey (1997). The 

goal was addressing the research questions by allowing individual voice to arise through a 

process of open coding of emergent themes, patterns and issues from the data. Once the open 

codes were identified, I placed them into the larger contexts of Critical Feminist Pedagogy and 

Postmodern Critical Theories to view how participants learned to express their own voice 

through their self-reflective art. Then, I began the selective coding process of discovering the 
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interconnectivity of data’s content. My findings are an attempt to describe and assign meaning to 

the transformation of individual and collective participants’ learning experience through the 

untold stories within their words and art. The data captured a dynamic process in which students 

and teachers explored and shared connections of self with others in the class (Pelias, 2004). By 

including illustrative quotes and art pieces in this chapter, the intent is to allow the student 

participants’ own experiences speak for themselves. Field notes from a survey of student 

participant data revealed the broad categories of issues raised as illustrated in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Emergent Topics Raised by Student Participant Data 

Topic Percentage 
Cultural Belonging (96%) 
Questions of Artistic Ability (84%) 
Cultural Dissociation (54%) 
Self-Identity Conflicts (31%) 
Societal Issues (27%) 
Issues of Body, Health and Death (14%) 

 

It is important to emphasize choice of multimodality art creation and reflection pieces for 

the participants. This choice of media and modality was a conscious decision made in this arts-

based, autoethnographic study design. By allowing the participants to choose the types of 

material and the mode to convey knowledge about themselves, they could use a medium that felt 

comfortable and meaningful and placed their voice at the forefront of their art creations. 

Representational forms chosen by the participants included but were not limited to traditional 

visual art forms, short written narratives, collages, photographs, interpretive dance, blown glass, 

sculptures, poems, short films, sewn objects, carved artifacts and musical compositions. Here, 

three students expressed their concerns of the arts-based format of the study and the importance 

of choice of medium in sharing themselves through their artwork: 
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I’m not an artist so I was very nervous about the art assignments. I don’t like to talk about 
myself much but when I saw that other students were making collages and taking 
photographs of themselves, I thought I can do that. (Raven, email communication, 
October 2016) 
 
Talking about autoethnography in class was confusing to me at first. When I understood 
it just meant creating any kind of art that helped explain me, I thought, you mean I can 
write a rap? I’m in. (Otis, art research journal, November 2016) 
 
I hate art classes, I’m saying it. But when you explained that I’m the expert of art about 
me, I thought there was a catch but there wasn’t. I made art, about me. (Daisy, art 
research journal, November 2016) 
 
Another concern of the students that came through in the data was the requirement of 

sharing their creations and reflections with others in the class. In the initial class questionnaire 

about the study, students were asked about their experiences, interests and concerns 

autoethnographic art-making. Of the 74 questionnaires received, 14 participants (19%) indicated 

they had previous experience in autoethnographic art; 57 participants (73%) expressed interest in 

learning more about the methodology; and, 64 participants (86%) reported high levels of concern 

over sharing their autoethnographic art work with other participants. These results provided me 

the opportunity to adjust assignments to address student apprehension and increase comfort 

levels of participants.  

After a review of this finding, I made the decision to begin a discussion session with a 

piece of my own autoethnographic art to help reassure participants that the classroom was a safe, 

collaborative space.  I chose a photographic collage that illustrated my working-class 

background and the effects of my upbringing in my work as a teacher. I explained how my view 

of myself as working class seemed like a barrier in the beginning of my career but that I now, 

years later, I viewed my background as an asset to understanding and empathy for individual 

experiences within the university classroom setting. As the discussion progressed, I gave some 



  
 

 82 

simple suggestions on how to begin their own creation of autoethnographic art for their research 

journals. The PowerPoint slide read  

Getting Started on your Autoethnographic Art Research Journal 

• Think about an event, experience, time, image, theme, issue, or place, element of 

popular culture, interaction, or feeling that had meaning in your life.  

• Just get started (the hardest part) on an art piece that conveys any meanings about 

yourself that you have undercovered [sic] through your art making. The class is your 

audience and we will all create a safe, open environment for you to communicate 

your understanding of yourself through art. 

• Consider how, why or if your piece reinforces, contradicts or complicates a view of 

the culture around you. 

Early in the semester, I asked students to draw an informal, self-representational image, 

write a one sentence reflection of the image and share it with someone seated next to them. 

Hesitant at first, most participants slowly began to show each other their drawings and start the 

process of introducing themselves to others through their artwork. I collected and coded the 

images after class to see if any themes arose. In light almost timid drawings, I observed most 

participants (84%) claimed they were not artistic. Another large segment of the class (73%) 

expressed some discomfort about finding an aspect of themselves to share with others. Anita 

drew a faint image of a floating angel explaining she tries to be a good person but did not know 

if that was a fair description of who she was as a person. Aizary drew a small pair of eyeglasses 

and reflected in her field notes from her first autoethnographic drawing: “The symbol of the 

eyeglasses is that I am hard-working; in studies, etc. In my opinion, people with eyeglasses on 

are hardworking . . . in a way” (Sep. 2016). 
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After repeating this exercise several times throughout the semester, I observed more 

robust, animated conversations and less discomfort with sharing art with others. In one of his 

final entries in his journal, Alex offered this observation about sharing his art: 

This is the first watercolor painting I’ve ever done. I decided to try something new after 
seeing some of the art [others] are doing. My art was always private before this class.  
(Alex, art journal, November 2016) 

Another participant, Dylaina, presented a large painting as her final autoethnographic art 

piece to depict her multifaceted cultural and life experiences.  In her artist statement for her 

painting, she wrote: 

First, I am an artist, which provides the basis for this project. I create art and my final 
project is a piece of artwork, therefore representing that culture I am a part of. While 
creating this piece was a fun process, it challenged me greatly. I don't paint very often, so 
to this final project as a painting was something I found difficulty with. I had a while to 
think about what I wanted to put on the canvas because I knew I could never put 
everything.  
 

 
Figure 2. Dylaina, artist statement, Nov. 2016 
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During her final presentation of her piece to the class, a student asked Dylaina the 

meaning of the three symbols in the center. She hesitated briefly and then simply stated, “my 

three sisters were killed in a car crash when I was 11. Each symbol represents them and I have 

the same images as tattoos on my back” (Video tape of presentation, November 2016). Nearly all 

the participants in class that day, fell silent, some holding back tears. Concerned about Dylaina’s 

well-being after the emotional content of her presentation, I quickly emailed her and asked her to 

contact me. She wrote back that she was fine and that the presentation provided her with a 

feeling of relief and power: 

It was a difficult presentation and I wasn't anticipating someone to ask about my sisters’ 
death. While it was difficult to talk about my life, it warms my heart to share it and know 
it touched others. My family and I have been through much, but the best we can ask for is 
that our story helps others persevere. (Dylaina, email communication, December 2016) 
 
Dylaina’s reflective comments are particularly important as a part of a larger whole of the 

autoethnographic process. Her planned presentation on the meanings behind her images were 

altered by a question from one of her peers. This reflected the interactive, cooperative, often 

intricate nature of autoethnographic art in the classroom. Ellis (2009) described this phenomenon 

well when she wrote the following: 

The last thing I want is for autoethnography to be tamed. Autoethnography shows 
struggle, passion, embodied life, and the collaborative creation of sense-making in 
situations in which people must cope with dire circumstances and loss of meaning. 
Autoethnography wants the reader to care, to feel, to empathize, and to do something, to 
act. It needs the researcher to be vulnerable and intimate. Intimacy is a way of being, a 
mode of caring, and it shouldn’t be used as a vehicle to produce distanced theorizing. 
What are we giving to the people with whom we are intimate, if our higher purpose is to 
use our joint experiences to produce theoretical abstractions published on the pages of 
scholarly journals? (p. 450). 
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Collected and Analyzed Data 

As outlined in the last chapter, the study was conducted by a metacognitive examination 

and analysis of student reflective art journals, course questionnaires, weekly in-class visual art 

creations, D2L discussion boards, email communications, notes from audio and videotaped class 

sessions, and field notes from participant presentations of their final, multi-method 

autoethnographic art pieces.  Throughout my study, my own research field notes allowed me to 

record emerging concepts, connections, and emerging patterns of thought and experience. In this 

open coding phase of the study, I identified patterns of words, phrases and images that then 

created categories of analysis (Saldaña, 2004). These categories were recorded on separate 

research memo cards as part of selective coding process. The memo cards contained information 

such as references, details, comparisons to other pieces of data, empirical evidence, potential 

gaps, conjecture, and new questions raised. A careful analysis of the memo writing cards became 

the basis for my interpretation of the data and conclusions to the research questions. 

 

Autoethnography and Transformative Learning Experiences: Three Major Findings 

 As mentioned in the introductory chapter of this dissertation, autoethnography differs 

from other narrative-based inquiries of self as autoethnography exclusively allows participants to 

explore self and identity in relation to broader social and cultural relationships and contexts (Ellis 

and Bochner (2000, 2001), Reed-Danahay (1997), Denzin (1989, 1997) Leavy (2009) and 

Richardson (1994). By allowing participants in this study to create and share themselves through 

their art-making, the research facilitated ways in which students and teachers might transform 

traditional, hierarchical learning relationships and processes. Specifically, autoethnographic art 

in the study functioned in two ways: first, as an expressive language of sorts for participants to 
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communicate their own voices within the university classroom community and secondly, to 

collect and analyze arts-based data for my inquiry into the transformative nature of the method in 

university art classrooms. In this way, art served as the primary two building blocks for 

integrated, holistic Leavy (2008) research process that allowed me to identify emerging concepts 

and themes, find patterns of meaning and understanding within the concepts and themes and 

finally, to weave together an interpretation and analysis of the data to address my research 

questions. These themes that emerged from the student data allowed me to directly address my 

first research question: 

To what extent can autoethnographic art-making provide higher education instructors 

opportunities to explore and transform notions of self within art classrooms? 

Through the research process, three major findings emerged:  

1. Art experiences that fostered a sense of cultural belonging  

2. Artistic expressions of self within the culture of university  

3. Expressions of conflict between or within cultures 

 

Art Experiences That Fostered a Sense of Cultural Belonging 

Out of the semester-long study of seventy-seven participants, seventy-four (96%) of them 

created art that revealed a deep and profound connection to their sense of cultural belonging. 

Participants self-defined their own cultures along lines of ethnicity, race, geographic origin, 

socio-economic standing, sexuality, and family structures among other categories of analysis. 

The participants’ reflective art illustrated a clear identification of themselves as a part of a larger 

set of connected values, norms, and traditions. Participants created images and shared reflections 

that revealed commonalities about how they define and ground themselves in culture. Most of 
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the early research journal entries described important cultural influences in their food, dress, 

customs, artistic and aesthetic traditions. Some examples of these evocative participant art pieces 

and their reflections on them follow.  

After class one day early in the semester, I had a verbal conversation with Ting, an 

international student from China. Ting explained to me that she identified herself as an Asian 

American rather than Chinese because she expected to remain in the United States after she 

completed her education. Many of her art creations were grounded in her memory and 

understanding of East Asian culture and traditions. She explained:  

I am Asian American and when I was young I used to watch Samurai Jack, my favorite 
cartoon. I was really into ninjas and Samurai. I had several fake toy katanas (samurai 
swords). As a little kid, I drew a lot of samurai pictures. As a young artist, my most 
popular subject to draw was samurai, and as a result, I can draw a realistic looking (anime 
style) samurai from memory. As I was going through my old drawings, I decided to make 
a new samurai drawing with myself as the samurai. I drew images using ink and water 
colors. I felt nostalgic while I was drawing it, and it made me realize that I still can draw 
a samurai from memory! I used a similar technique for my project but instead I made a 
stamp, like Dr. Shin’s. I chose to carve a stamp because it would represent me. I am a 
very traditional people [sic]. I thought there are ways to see traditional culture, one is to 
feel great about your own culture and another is to transfer the culture. (October 2016) 
 

 
Figure 3. Ting, ink 
and marker, 2016. 

 
Figure 4. Ting, carved rubber, 

2016. 

 

 
Figure 5. Ting, stamped image 
with ink, 2016.  

Nearly half of the participants (49%) in the study identified with the culture of their 

ethnic, racial or national background. While most created art pieces explored culture from their 

country of origin, seventeen participants (22%) presented art inspired by a specific city in which 

they were raised. Ajay, a transfer student from Chicago, used his photographic art blog to 
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highlight his aesthetic connections to big city life and culture. Through his reflective art pieces, 

Ajay expressed his struggles in adjusting to the smaller, less robust city of Tucson. This 

definition of self against a new and unfamiliar culture was a common theme among participants 

from geographic regions different from Tucson. hooks described this type of data as “recognition 

of the familiar” and “defamiliarization” and important to the development of individual means of 

expression (1995, p.3). With vivid detail about the city culture he admired and missed greatly, 

Ajay shared: 

This artwork of Chicago represents my culture in many diverse ways. My culture 
revolves around the big city life of Chicago. Some huge parts of my culture are the 
diversity of food in the city, the huge population and traffic of Chicago, musical diversity 
in the city from rap to jazz and performing arts of theatre, sport life of the city, and the 
culture of architecture in the city. I am made up of these parts of growing up in Chicago. 

 

 
Figure 6. Ajay, “My City Shoreline,” photograph, 2016. 
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Similarly, Cierra described her identification within a fluid, mobile military culture and 

the challenges she faced living in the desert of the southwestern United States. She wrote in her 

research journal: 

Growing up as a military child, I have been privy to seeing so many different types of 
terrain. Now that I am in a landlocked state, I get to see a new type of desert terrain. 
However, I miss the culture of the coastal towns I really grew up in. Some of my favorite 
memories were playing on the beach or even just drowning myself in the sounds of the 
wind and salty sea air. I grew up around mountains and went hiking frequently with my 
friends and my mom and those memories are so sweet to me. (Cierra, Research Journal, 
November 2016) 
 
Most, many participants (89%) created artistic representations of self within culture 

around the experiences preparation, eating and celebration of food. In detail, students explored 

how and why particular foods were important to their cultural identities. For example, Maekela 

created a series of photographs in her research journal of the food prepared during her visit home 

during the Thanksgiving break. Maekela explained that the dishes prepared at her family 

homecoming were not of the traditional fare; rather, her family created diverse menu items such 

as strawberry shortcake and bibimbap. She wrote:  

Korean food is a huge part of who I am, though growing up it was hard to find outside of 
my home. Luckily a Korean friend of mine took me to Seoul Kitchen this week and I was 
not disappointed. I think Korean food so unique is the way it plays with spicy and acidic 
flavors and I see myself through this dish. Kimchi holds such a strong cultural influence, 
but its juxtaposition with cooling side dishes like cucumber, creates a rich effect. 
Bibimbap reminds me of this, it doesn’t have to be spicy, its basis is in the vegetables and 
rice, but by adding sauce or kimchi the flavors become richer. My experience with myself 
and my culture mirrors this: it is much easier to connect to when you add your own flavor 
to it. (Maekaela, Research Journal, 2016) 
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Figure 7. Maekela, photograph, 2016. 

Similarly, Constance, an international honors’ student from the Congo, described one of 

her favorite dishes she makes for herself to remind her of her cultural past. In richly detailed 

photographs, recipes and textual reflections, Constance shared one of her earliest memories of 

eating spicy Congolese stew made with sweet potatoes, fish or meat and eaten with fufu, a ball-

shaped bread made for dipping into the food. Interestingly, she explained that when she arrived 

in the United States seven years ago, she found familiarity and comfort in both Chinese and 

Mexican food because of their similarities to the dishes she ate as a child. To Constance, the 

creation of food as art allowed her to express and honor shared traditions of her culture.  

The importance of food and the traditions that surround it was apparent in the visual 

journal of Leah, a self-identified Italian-American. In one of three entries about the significance 

of Sunday dinners in her and her family’s lives, Leah writes: 

I grew up in a traditional Italian household. My great grandparents were born in Italy and 
immigrated over to Chicago when they were 18. My family has a tradition of going to 
church every Sunday and directly after we attend a “Sunday Family” dinner at my Nana 
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house. Both my mom and dad family did this tradition but after my Grandma passed 
away on my dad side, the Sunday family dinner came to an end. Luckily, my mom 
mother still does this wonderful tradition, she is also an amazing cook and the tradition 
lives on! (Leah, Research Journal, September 2016) 
 

 
Figure 8. Leah, photograph, 2016. 

Pelias (2004) has asserted that autoethnographic research allows for participants in 

studies to tap into both ideas of self and of self within a prescribed culture. In the final survey 

question of this research study, participants were asked to reflect on what part of 

autoethnographic art making was the most meaningful to them. Among many diverse answers, 

the top four responses (in order) were: a newly-gained understanding of cultures other than their 

own (98%), themselves (63%), themselves as artists (60%) and art as a means of self-expression 

(47%). All but six of the participants in attendance on this day mentioned their presentations of 

the final projects as significant to the overall course.  

 

Artistic Expressions of Self Within the Culture of University  

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the participants of the study were free to define or 

interpret “culture” in their own way. More than half (52%) identified “university” as their 

predominant culture to which they belonged. Definition, descriptions and experiences of 
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university as a culture differed significantly among participants yet the common theme that arose 

from the data was: either participation in or rejection of traditional elements of university life. In 

this category, the art pieces and reflections on them revealed participant-defined traditional 

university student activities as including but not limited to: club-oriented, residents of a dorm, 

participation in Greek organizations, sport teams and full time (non-working) student status. Out 

of the participants who used university as a culture, the split was roughly 24% to 76% between 

those who defined themselves within traditional university life and; those who defined 

themselves against it, respectively. Most of these participants used some type of metaphor in 

their autoethnographic work to signify belonging to or defining their own university culture. 

In the first category of identification in traditional student life, the data revealed strong 

belief systems on the importance of belonging to a larger group as part of their identity. Many of 

the participants cited family and friend influences as significant in their decision to join 

organizations. Their reflective art usually depicted themselves as part of group with others rather 

than self-representations. For example, out of the twenty-three students who self-identified 

themselves as members of the University of Arizona’s fraternities and sororities, sport teams, 

clubs or associations, nineteen (83%) used metaphors such as rowing a boat, puzzle pieces fitting 

together, a dance or spokes of a wheel. In her photographic collage, Kensie used her sorority’s 

nautical logo to signify all members working together as part of a larger team of deckhands. In 

an email communication with me, Kensie explained the use of the boat symbol throughout her 

research journal and final project. She wrote: 

Delta Gamma is a huge part of my culture even though I joined them this 
year. We are focused on sisterhood and philanthropy and that has been the center of my 
life so far. My sorority has brought me many amazing sister and love. I use the boat in 
my collages because they have helped me find myself and shape myself into the person I 
am. (Kensie, email communication, November 2016)  
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Another participant, Leah, expressed similar sentiments of the transformative nature of 

identification within a Greek organization.  

 

 
Figure 9. Leah, “Our Flag,” photograph, 2016. 

 

Something that is new to me and my culture is my sorority. I am a member of Alpha 
Epsilon Phi, ever since joining this sorority I have felt more involved with others and in 
the community. My sorority pushes me to be a better person in so many ways. I have 
done tons of charity events to help better me and others around me. My grades have 
improved since I join because I have over a 100 sister to help motivate me to do better. I 
have been able to speak better in front of others and in larger group since Lastly, I have 
more confidence within myself and it is because I have all my sister to help if I’m ever 
feeling down. (Leah, Research Journal, September 2016) 
 
As a dance major, Jeffery created original compositions for his research journal and his 

final project. While he expressed a desire to continue to develop his own artistic vision through 

choreography, the art pieces he shared with the class exemplified the use of dance as metaphor 

for individual artists working together to create one, unified vision. He included a video clip of 

his choreographed piece title, “Onwards and Upwards” and shared: 

This piece means alot [sic] to me as a person. These shows are considered very 
prestigious and competitive in my major. The poses that these dancers are doing are from 
my piece because it was created with a variety of gestures to get one overall vision 
across. This vision was that with great focus one, with others can push to do great things. 
(Jeffery, Research Journal, October 2016) 
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In the data collected, nearly three-quarters of the participants either defined themselves 

against what they considered traditional university students or felt they created their own sense 

of culture within university. As Leavy (2004) and hooks (1994) have suggested, 

autoethnographic research allows individual voices, experiences, differences and identities to 

emerge often in reaction against what is perceived as a dominant culture. In this study, these 

diverse voices evident in participants’ written texts, images and discussions. Several excerpts 

that contain metaphors of individual growth and transformation follow. 

In my painting of Chihiro, I chose to give her a more downbeat and somber appearance 
as I felt that this fit very well with the original piano piece that I chose to perform and 
gave a better representation of the final transformation able to face the real-world kind of 
individual. I tried to do this to represent my own personal culture of going through a 
similar experience and transformation when I graduated high school and began going to 
university at the University of Arizona. I chose to portray Chihiro because I feel that the 
journey, transformation and characteristics of Chihiro mirror myself in a sense. In the 
film, Chihiro is originally shown to be a rather selfish and unprepared girl who must deal 
with many changes occurring in rapid succession in her life. This begins when she and 
her parents move away from her original home town and head off to a new one and she 
must cope with leaving behind all her old friends and acquaintances. I felt this was very 
like my own personal culture as when I left to go to the University of Arizona I had to 
leave behind all my old high school friends and start fresh with a group of people who I 
was wholly unfamiliar with. (Daniel, Research Journal and presentation of final project, 
November 2016) 
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Figure 10. Daniel, “Self-Portrait as Chihiro,” painting, 2016 

Hilda created a final three-dimensional book to discuss the aspects of her own traditions 

that she believed make her stand out as an atypical university students. As a first-generation 

university attendee, Hilda’s art piece had elements of her traditional Hispanic culture melded 

with her own defined creation of a new family tradition, university.  

I used the symbol of a 3-D book because I feel like this is important to myself and my 
culture because in Hispanic cultures not many people make it past high school. But I have 
made my mark by starting at the University of Arizona, being (almost) the first in my 
family to go to university. I say almost because my brother will be graduating in 
December and my mom recently graduated from becoming a Medical Assistant. (Hilda, 
discussion of multimedia sculpture, November 2016) 
 
In her final project, Maddison shared this reflection about herself outside of university 

culture: 

Finding where I fit in culture has always been a tough concept for me. To me, when 
someone says culture, I think religion, nationality, and traditions. For the most part, I’m 
left unsure what to talk about when the topic of culture is brought up for I don’t identify 
with a religion or a nationality in which I can talk about and connect to others with. 
However, through this project, I learned that, maybe culture isn’t what group you fit into, 
but what your interests are and how you can connect to others through what you like. , I 
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drew a recreation of a selfie of me and my cat. My drawing may sound a bit far fetched 
[sic] from culture, however, multiple aspects of it represents who I am as a person. To 
begin, I’m a very big fan of cats. Cats are not often preferred over dogs, and, in my 
experiences, hated quite a bit. For example, when doing the ice breaker activities in 
classes and groups that ask about favorite pets, most always there is most of, many of dog 
lovers, but there’s always a few who like cats. I think this shows how even in a small 
group of people there are big differences, however, there’s usually someone you can 
identify with and share interests. It shows how people, like myself, who doesn’t really 
understand the idea of a culture, can be considered within a group of people. (Maddison, 
Research Journal, December 2016) 
 

 
Figure 11. Maddison, “Like a Cat,” colored pencil and markers, 2016. 

In an after-class discussion with two other students, Eddie confided that in high school, 

he felt the need to fit into a crowd of surfers and tried very hard not to stand out in any way that 

would differentiate himself from that community. The norms of the surfer group dictated his 

manner of dress, speech and even the music he played on his car stereo. Now in his second year 

of university, Eddie has found more freedom to define himself in less prescribed, specific ways. 

The pixelated photo collage he submitted as his final project represented his surfer background 

while at the same time portraying his complex, multidimensional experiences outside of that 

lifestyle. He explained: 

It’s like a wave, you know, I’m a surfer. They start out looking the same and people look 
the same but none of us are. University culture starts out as one thing then probably 
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changes to another by the time we’re finished, who knows where we crash and land. 
(Eddie, notes from class discussion groups, November 2016) 
 

 
Figure 12. Eddie, pixelated mosaic, 2016. 

As described in the introduction, the assignments in the study allowed students the 

opportunity to choose their own words, images and art creations to explore themselves within a 

“culture.” The fact that 74% of the participants chose to use university life as type of culture to 

which they belonged came as a surprise to me. Within that group of participants, 53% of the 

participants’ final projects used some sort of metaphor to express their own transformations since 

entering university. Some of the words, phrases and images included; seasonal changes in nature, 

tears falling into a body of water, losing weight, recreation of physical self through dress, 

jewelry, makeup and tattoos, transforming silence into song, growth of flowers and trees, three-

dimensional models to represent many side of one individual, carving wood into a weapon, 

breaking free from the constraints of a haiku as a release of an abusive relationship, and stars as 

religious or spiritual roadmaps.   
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Expressions of Conflict Between or Within Cultures 

The final finding of the study that emerged from the autoethnographic data was evidence 

of participant conflict of self-identity between or within cultures. Through poetry, dance, musical 

composition, and self-portraiture among other art forms, twenty-six (33%) of the participants 

expressed conflict around belonging to two or more cultures. For example, a collage created by 

one participant (who asked not to be identified by the pseudonym, “Alex”) contained floating, 

unconnected symbols of his Jewish and gay and bisexual cultures. At the bottom of the piece, the 

student’s own eyes cut and pasted from a photograph and are gazing upward at the symbols. In a 

discussion after class, I asked the student the significance of his eyes in his work. “Alex” 

explained, “I feel like I’m looking at who others think I should be from the outside of my own 

life” (Field notes, October 2016).  

Research journal entries from participants with bi-racial and bi-ethnic backgrounds often 

expressed words and images that depicted identities that conflicted with each other. In these 

reflections, participants described feelings of difference, being silenced, not belonging to any 

group, acting as a bridge or peacemakers between cultures, and being forced to confront multiple 

stereotypes. Liana, who self-identifies as part of multiracial and adoption cultures, described her 

often conflicted sense of self. For Liana, poetry has served as a means of understanding, voice 

and expression as she has grappled with the uncertainty of her identity as an adopted, multiracial 

child.  In her final poem, she wrote: 
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Figure 13. Liana, “I Am Me,” poem, 2016. 
 

After a class discussion about the often-competing elements in our everyday lives, the 

students broke into smaller groups to share their own experiences of negotiating the space 

between cultures. My field notes from the small group discussions revealed observations from a 

student named Jonathon. Jonathon described himself to the group as “half-white and half-black” 

and shared that he felt an obligation to present himself differently, depending on which part of 
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his family he was around. (Field notes, September 2016). He explained that even in our class, he 

experienced a familiar dilemma of whether to sit with black or white students. Similarly, out of 

the eleven students who self-identified as multiracial, eight expressed conflict with how to 

describe themselves and how to present themselves to others. This duality of self was evident in 

Torin’s autoethnographic poetry: 

Lightskin 

 

The product of a beautiful white mother 

And a charming black father 

I am black enough to be the center of jokes 

White enough to not quite fit in with the colored folks 

What am I? I am lightskinned 

Unlike many kids of color from my hood 

I go to school, do my work and behave like I should 

They cheer my name when I’m on the field playing ball 

But stare at my friends and me as we walk through the 

mall 

Prejudice happens to everyone and isn’t fair 

It just seems worse when you have darker skin and 

nappy hair 

We try to remain calm and not act out 

Because we are smart enough to know we will be 

arrested or shot without a doubt 

I hear people saying things aren’t as bad as they could be 

I say, tell that to mothers of dead black sons watching 

the officer’s innocence plead.  

Figure 14. Torin, “Lightskin,” poem, September 2016) 

Another example of conflict of cultures that emerged from the data was on the topic of 

religious belief systems. Over half (59%) of the participants self-identified as religious, spiritual 
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or a member of an organized religion. Most cited family influence on their practice and belief in 

their religious belief system. Twenty-three out of this group, reported tension revolving around 

religious traditions and expectations and in their own sense of identity.  In the presentation of her 

photographic blog, Kiana explained she was raised in a strictly Catholic family and felt obligated 

to make life decision dictated through the teachings of the Church. After taking several 

university classes on East Asia, however, she revealed her interests and beliefs seemed equally 

aligned to Eastern religion and philosophies such as Buddhism and Taoism. She was drawn to 

Taoist belief of “wu-wei” or “non-action” in the face of uncertainty or confusion. These 

characters constituted the making of her first tattoo which she had not yet shared with members 

of her family or church. As a caption to a photograph of her tattoo, she wrote,  

I asked the tattoo artist to design the tattoo in a way that also represents nature, so instead 
of designing the tattoo of the calligraphy like brush strokes, the lines of the calligraphy 
are vines to represent the saying ‘let nature take its course’. 
 

 
Figure 15. Kiana, photograph of self-designed tattoo, 2016. 

It is important to point out that while many participants articulated conflict between 

cultures, other students indicated they believed their multicultural backgrounds enhanced their 

identities and enriched their lives. This difference in seeing multiculturalism as a hindrance to 

some and an asset to others became an opportunity for dialogue on many occasions during the 
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semester. In group discussions, for example, Constance, Anita, and Mikaela communicated their 

experiences of individual growth through acceptance of many faceted identities. (Field notes, 

September 2016). Constance, an international student who is currently learning her sixth 

language, introduced herself to the class as a fusion of all the countries and cultures in which she 

has studied. In her research journal, she shared: 

I am from Congo which is a country in central Africa. My country is full of different 
beliefs, traditions, religious beliefs and cultures. Coming to America gave me the 
opportunity to learn about many others and what is important in their daily lives and 
ancient beliefs and how its adapted today. This helps me to become a fuller human being 
even in this class. (Constance, research journal, September 2016) 
 
Another example of integration of self with others in the class is found in Otis’ rhythm 

assisted poem: 

Yo Dr. Shin I’m about to go in, 
 
Like oceans and rivers, I keep it flowing, 
Back to the clouds, so u know it pours in, 
Snow hits Japan in explosions, 
You know the motions, always devoted, 
I am a man of my city, I’m posted, 
Since I was born, they knew I was chosen, 
Born at Cedars hospital in L.A., 
Father synched his tie, he had to get paid, 
Commercial Real Estate, we’ve been cutting cake, 
Moved to where he spent his childhood days, 
Pacific waves carry tons of weight, 
Splash from Japan with the freight, 
20 footers got me high off the ground, 
Barrels come in rounds, I never been afraid, 
Storm watch is my favorite time to play 
Or catch me on dirt any day, 
Throttle my moto, I’m in my own lane, 
Kawasaki from Japan, 
I feel, like the, man, 
Fly love the hangtime 
Feel like Lil’ Boat when it’s game time 
 
Moved back to the city, beach felt like a blip, 
Came up from nothing, my block doing flips, 
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Hancock Park, riding after dark, 
Luxury life on second and park, 
I ball to the net, I shoot a nice arc, 
Catch me in the yard, never liked a narc, 
Recession was real, parents couldn’t swim, 
Moved to Crenshaw, I had nothing to spend, 
Out here on my blocks, lead pumps like a gym, 
Bloodstains and crosses nobody sings hymns, 
Cops don’t come around, the Lord doesn’t either, 
All I see around are hoopties and beaters, 
House got robbed and I knew who it was, 
Had to throw hands, try to get back cuts, 
The man was broke, I was out of luck, 
Washing my hand of the blood got me struck, 
Had to transcend my surroundings go buck, 
The hood gave me perspective I lacked, 
Culture and smack, the crack of a city, 
take me out, the hood will always be with me, 
 
I am the Buddha, I’m on a mission, 
Dropped my addictions I valued nutrition, 
Material things had me in submission, 
But I am just fission, of body and soul, 
I’m able to shift up, transmission, 
All of you witness the death of my ego, 
Came out the Matrix yea I feel like Neo, 
I do not need those, 
Silly little things that you buyin at the mall, 
Yeah, my spirit is wealthy, heavens just called, 
 
Posted on my block at the retreat 
All my dawgs are with me in the streets 
Shocked by the culture of the Dirty T 
That’s Tucson, art fills my city 
Sicily or Mount Capri with young Vicki 
this ghetto art is the heart of my city 
I got love for my AZ family 
Live free, if you die tomorrow it better be in peace 
Yeah, I’ll let the beat ride, I’ve been living life, 
Catch me on all 7 continents in one night. 

Figure 16. Otis, rhythm assisted poetry (RAP), 2016. 

Participants took risks in their reflective art making and over time, shaped a concept of a 

shared, connected classroom culture. Raven, a participant who rarely shared her insights during 

the beginning of the class, slowly began to express parts of her self-identity in class discussions 
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and in her final art presentation. In her introduction to her presentation, Raven explained that she 

did not intend on sharing the origins of her art until she witnessed other sharing the inspirations 

for their art. She described the making of her hand-stitched stuffed animal in this way:  

I like using raw materials and recycling things and turning them into something new, just 
like I did with my pants and the old stuffed animal that was falling apart. Giving things a 
new purpose is always fun to do and at the same time I am saving the Earth a bit of mess 
that people tend to leave behind. This stuffed animal is kind of important to me because I 
also love to work out and exorcise. For the longest time, I was overweight by a great deal 
and it was hard for me because so many people would make fun of me because of my 
appearance. One summer and days, weeks, and months the weight began to burn away. 
All the close that use to fit me where becoming baggy and then it got to the point they 
were way too big to even stay on me. The only reason that I had material to make this 
stuffed animal is because I lost that weight and had pants I could no longer wear. The 
little guy is like a happy reminder that I made a change for the better. 

 

 
Figure 17. Raven, stuffed animal from 

recycled “fat” clothing, 2016. 

 
Later, in her written artist statement, Raven shares: 

Over all this also shows that I work hard to create things, even with myself. I tend to do 
my makeup every day and it’s always different, I also try to dress up every single day in 
unique clothing because it makes me happy. Yes, I know I get weird looks but that’s what 
me being in the culture or into the things I am into are about. It’s like every day is 
Halloween to me even though people make rude remarks.  In my culture caring about the 



  
 

 105 

Earth and taking care of it is very important. Recycling, reusing and trying to limit things 
that go to waste is what we aim for along with being spiritual and connecting to the Earth. 
Taking in it natural beauty. This stuffed animal has its own beauty and imperfections. 
The way I see myself and how I view things is more open minded than most of my family 
and more open than most peoples. In this class, I have learned I could share about myself 
and learn about many cultures and see the different viewpoints and perspectives can 
create something new. 
 

In all what I like most is creativity and new experiences, so making something 
from complete scratch, no instructions, and taking the time to put everything together was 
a lot of fun for me. The sewing of the Dang thing though took a few days and some areas 
need to be redone but that’s alright it’s a piece of art and the beauty of it is seeing the 
effort through the stiches and the fabric and even the seams throughout the entire piece.  

(Raven, Artist statement, November, 2016) 
 

Chapter Four Summary 

A careful study of the student-produced, autoethnographic data found three major themes 

emerged for analysis: Art experiences that fostered a sense of cultural belonging, artistic 

expressions of self within the culture of university and expressions of conflict between or within 

cultures. While these themes remained central throughout the study sets of data, many other 

nuances of experience and understanding appeared in their art-making. For example, because 

participants created an arts-based visual journal as one of the assignments, my field notes 

indicate a marked increase in comfort level in the creation and sharing of self-representational 

art. In most of the earlier journal entries, student participants often used images taken for the 

Internet or photos of others in their lives to reflect on themselves within culture. By the end of 

the semester, most journal entries were arts-based in nature and much more personal and 

reflective in nature. The data collected at the end of the semester also revealed a more complex 

view of the participant’s life experiences, belief systems and their role as a member of a culture. 

In one of his final journal entries, Eddie wrote: 
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Not all my past is good or bad. [sic] just parts of who I am and who will be. I honestly 
see no limits to becoming someone who tries to find new things in life. That has been 
hard for me to do growing up. (Eddie, journal entry, November 2016) 
 
The next chapter will explore data findings from my own research journal, field notes 

(including video tapes) from class, one-on-one, and email discussions and reflections from the 

making and presenting of a final project. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  

PRESENTATION OF DATA—SELF FINDINGS 

 

Introduction  

One of the key core components of my research study was finding the connections 

between the students’ autoethnographic expressions of self and my own as their instructor. 

Following the call of reformative, critical pedagogy theorists, a goal of the study was to 

challenge the traditional notion of teachers as an all-knowing, disconnected sage behind the 

podium in front of the classroom. Educational reformists, particularly hooks (1994), have argued 

that by separating our academic selves from our authentic selves, we are essentially protecting 

ourselves by holding on to a sense of control and authority at the expense of creating meaningful, 

human learning interactions with our students. According to Palmer, it is in this spark of human 

connection our teaching “becomes a vital, interactive part of our lives” (1998, p. 51). Chalmers 

(2002) adds that, for him, teaching and researching have become increasingly more self-

reflective. He explained, “I increasingly find I want to tell my story-to share those aspects of my 

life that have shaped the person that I am still becoming today (p.21). The findings of self and 

identity presented in this chapter speak directly to the importance of finding and maintaining 

these “human connections” between teachers and students.  

Because my study was framed within the theoretical philosophies of Postmodern Critical 

and Critical Pedagogy, a key component was attempting to equalize voice within the classroom 

through art. Specifically, this meant equalizing power relationships between teachers and 

students. To break the traditional boundaries in education, my goal was to create a community of 

teachers and learners who contributed to the making and sharing of new knowledge. This 
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element of the study was crucial to constructing a community of equal participants, teaching 

others about their own expertise, themselves.  

In addressing my research questions, emphasis was paid to how the teacher/student 

connection within the classroom helped to create transformative exploration of self among 

participants and using autoethnographic art as a tool to break traditional hierarchical boundaries 

between teacher and student. To model identity exploration through autoethnographic art, I 

served as one of the participants in the study and my own autoethnographic art served as one set 

of data for analysis. Through my reflective art pieces, I shared my own personal thoughts, 

feelings, stories, and observations as a way of understanding the social and cultural contexts in 

which I identified myself. I made decision to serve in a multilayered role of 

instructor/researcher/participant to collect data that reflected my own transformative experiences 

of teaching within a dynamic, equalitarian classroom. Each of the examples provided in this 

chapter demonstrate my attempts to generate opportunities for personal connections to the 

students and to create a non-hierarchical, transformative classroom culture.  

The decision to serve as one of the participants in the study was made to address my 

second research question:  

• In what ways can autoethnographic art serve as an educational tool to break 

traditional, binary boundaries between teachers and students in higher education 

classrooms?  

In the creation of my art research journal entries and my final autoethnographic art piece, 

I followed the same self-exploratory assignments as described to the students in the syllabus. The 

syllabus described the Autoethnographic Art Journal assignments as follows:  

Throughout the semester, you will keep a visual and/or written journal or blog 
documenting self-portraits, visual performances or skits, crafts, photographic “selfies,” 3-
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D collages, video collages or other approved forms of self-reflective art forms that 
represent your own identity within culture.  
 
As you create your art entries, consider how the pieces represent your own experiences, 
voice and power as an individual. Explain how and why you chose your art topic and 
reflect on the experience of its creation. 
 
Following this assignment description was a description of the final project—the 

Autoethnographic Art Piece: 

You are expected to create a presentation by choosing one of your art journal entries for a 
class art exhibition. Chose an entry that you believe represents your own voice and power 
within your own culture. You will create an autoethnographic piece of art using any 
medium or combination of media, including but not limited to; a series of photographs (a 
minimum of ten), drawing or painting (20 x 30 inches for any dimension), sculpture, 
video, digital story telling, music, poetry, collage, mosaic, cartoon, print-making, etc. 
Before making an artwork, you are encouraged to analyze, investigate, reflect, and/or 
examine your own ideas of self and culture. You may also identify your own ideas of 
your individuality with your own culture life style, traditions, world views, philosophy, or 
belief-system. In addition to your art work, you are expected to write a two to three-page 
paper to describe the meaning of the piece and how it expresses your culture and 
reflection on yourself. In short, your final piece and writing will address how and why the 
piece represents your notions of self within your culture(s). 
 
As mentioned in my discussion of the study design, I made the decision to include my 

own autoethnographic art pieces and reflections in the final analysis of the data. The 

autoethnographic data was collected including my expressions of self in the form of written 

essays, photographic collages, drawings, sculpture and a mosaic garden mural. As a participant, I 

followed the same progression of assignments as presented in the course syllabus. Early in the 

semester, I created a list of potential art pieces throughout the semester and made decisions about 

which to share with the class based on discussion topics, connections to themes displayed by 

others participants and by assessing which piece explored a new or changed element of my own 

lived experiences. I began my final art piece, a multi-media sculpture, at the beginning of the 

semester and shared it in a presentation to the class. As a participant, it was important to me to 
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create and share my autoethnographic art in the same manner that was required of the other 

participants in the study.  

The primary goal of each of my twenty-two entries was to explore and express my own 

sense of self and identity within culture(s). The topics chosen for each entry were not 

predetermined but followed the free-form list of possible themes for exploration. The journal 

entries followed a multi-layered path of my understandings of chronological, biological, social 

developments of self-identity. The following table illustrates themes that most frequently 

emerged throughout an investigation of the twenty-two entries.  

Table 2 

Emergent Topics from Self-Generated Art Research Journal Entries 

Italian Heritage (12 entries) 
Health, Illness and Body Issues (7 entries) 
Motherhood (7 entries) 
Gendered Expectations of Self Within Culture (6 entries) 
Class Identity Within Culture (6 entries) 

     

In addition to my research journal entries, the self-generated data included my field notes 

from class and one-on-one discussions, reflexive writings and a videotaped presentation of my 

final autoethnographic art piece. From a study of art that explored my multicultural, 

traditionally-gendered, working class background, three major themes emerged:  

 

1. Cultural identification with my Italian ancestry  

2. Personal struggles with traditional prescribed gender roles 

3. Clashes between my constructed working-class worldview and the culture of 

academia 
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Context   

Addressing individual voice, power and place within the classroom was key to the 

identification of my research questions. I aimed to investigate the ways in which 

autoethnographic art might contribute to Ulbricht’s (2007) design for a more “democratized 

education [that] helps us see the derivation and individuality of our perspectives and those of 

others” (p.61). My self-generated data contributed to an understanding of my own identity as a 

teacher and my relationships to the students as part of a larger classroom culture. The data 

presented here highlights autoethnographic journal entries with reflexive art pieces, family 

photographs, and narrative vignettes. The individual entries and the journal provided a structure 

for critical analysis of these cultural ideas, forms, and artifacts within an investigation of 

transformative university classrooms.  

While the emergent themes in this set of data differed from those in the students’ set, the 

use of metaphor to explain transformational shifts in personal growth, thought and experiences 

was evident. Within these themes, the use of metaphor to convey self meaning and knowledge 

including gardens, illness/wellness, and female body/appearance images was apparent. Like the 

findings in students’ data, my own arts-based, autoethnographic data revealed examinations of 

self within set cultural and societal norms.  

One of the primary categories that arose from a critical analysis of my research journal 

entries was the exploration of my identification as an Italian-American. The field notes from my 

research journal reveal more than half (53%) of my entries contained references to my Italian 

heritage, childhood memories and expressions of traditional Italian culture and adult experiences 

while travelling in Italy. Importantly, the coded notes show a distinct illustration of how my 

cultural Italian identity transformed over time and context.  
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My Italian-ness 

As was the case with many participants in the study, the data revealed a struggle with a 

storied ancestry that did not match my own self of cultural identity. My mother’s family 

members were Italian immigrants who came the United States and settled into the poor, 

ethnically determined neighborhoods on the outskirts of Chicago. I did not know my maternal 

Italian grandparents because they died, tragically, at very young ages. My parents moved our 

family from Chicago to Tucson when I was three years old, cutting off most ties to any Italian 

relatives left behind. Despite the physical disconnectedness I experienced from this culture, my 

mother would regale us with family stories of old country traditions such as gardening, cooking, 

raising chickens and using an out-house for the first ten years of her life. Interestingly, my 

mother would adopt a heavily Italian-accented, male voice when telling the stories. These 

experiences had no connection to my life experiences growing up in Tucson, Arizona. The fact 

that very few relics existed from this side of my ancestry made visual identification and 

representation difficult. Only a handful of photographs remained from my mother’s childhood. In 

my interview with her for my art research journal, she explained: 

Having a camera was a luxury we couldn’t afford. We didn’t have one so I assume the 
photos I do have were taken with someone else’s camera. This is the only picture I have 
of me as a child.” (Interview with Patricia Hyne, November 2016) 
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Figure 18. Family photograph, date unknown. 

During the analysis of my research journal entries, more than half (53%) focused on my 

detachment from and a reconnection to my Italian heritage. The main emergent theme in the 

visual and written data was a disconnection from the “told” version of mother’s stories about our 

“Italian-ness.” These stories held no resonance as if they were obscure fairy tales without any 

association to my childhood reality. As an adult, this disassociation changed during a series of 

visits to Italy. Through my travels, I began to identify with a culture unknown to me previously. , 

a review of my autoethnographic data revealed connections between my experiences in Italy and 

my developing interests in cooking and gardening.  

On entry in my journal described in detail, my recent experiences of learning how to cook 

traditional dishes in the many kitchens of Italian friends. Putting myself into the role of an 

unknowing, inexperienced student in these settings has provided me with a transformational 

opportunity to learn from these culinary experts while redefining my “Italian-ness.” My entry 
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describes a pleasurable experience in Imma’s small Italian kitchen. While she was teaching me 

how to make homemade ravioli, she looked down at my hands, smiled and told me that I had 

large, strong “Italian hands.”  The narrative that accompanies the image of my hand helps to 

contextualize the evidence of a reconstruction of self identity outside of and within a cultural 

norm. In part, it reads: 

I have big hands, big like a man. Growing up, it always felt as though they should be 
smaller and less man-like but they also made me feel strong and confident. It is a strange 
combination of self-consciousness and pride I feel about my hands. Even as a child, they 
were larger than normal with heavy veins and thick strong skin surrounding them. They 
felt protective, capable but not at all like a girl’s hands. My hands looked just like my 
mother’s hands. See would often say with pride, “your hands look just like mine.” This 
would horrify me because her hands looked heavy duty machinery, like they were three 
sizes too big for her body. Then, so many years later, in Imma’s little kitchen, my 
gigantic, man-like hands felt like an asset. It was if all the concern about my hands being 
different took on a new meaning...mine were Italian hands. (Research Journal, September 
2016) 
 
Below is my visual representation of this part of my Italian ancestry. 

 
Figure 19. “My Italian-ness,” painted photograph, 2016. 
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Garden as a Visual Symbol 

One of the goals of this research was to identify educational strategies that help to break 

traditional, binary boundaries between teachers and students in university classrooms. By 

including my own reflexive data in the study, it allowed for “an investigation that creates 

believable realities and empathetic understandings through expressive and contextual language,” 

(Barone & Eisner, 1997, p. 17). The field notes from my self-generated data illustrated the use of 

a garden in eight of the twenty-two entries as a metaphor for personal growth, positive 

movement toward a goal or necessary change. Some symbols that correspond to this 

transformative element in my autoethnographic entries included budding plants, the sun, the 

moon and birds in flight.  

Three entries described my attraction to gardens in Italy during a particularly 

transformative time in my life. Using gardens as a universal symbol of growth, transformation 

and resilience, I hoped to spark deeper interpretations of self within culture for myself and for 

the other participants. During my time in Italy, I was riveted by the fact that almost all Italian 

residents in rural areas had modest yet vigorous, operating gardens in their yards. I spent hours 

wandering through my friends’ gardens, asking them questions about planting, growing and 

preparing their produce. The journal entry included reflections and images of Italian gardens 

occupied several entries including the excerpt and accompanying photos taken from outside of 

Orvieto below: 

The gardens in Italy are not fancy or particularly ornate. They serve a grand purpose and 
they seem to have a higher meaning but without much fanfare. From my observations, 
they are always in flux. Something is always beginning and other things are always 
dying. It is a constant state of movement, like a hummingbird’s wings, so fast you can’t 
see them moving. And yet, it is still. It’s both at the same time.  
 

It’s a strange place to sit in someone else’s garden. You can appreciate the care 
and love that went into the plants, the careful rows, even enjoy the vegetables from it but 
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you can’t really be a part of the process of the growth that occurred there. We can 
appreciate, enjoy and try to understand someone else’s garden but we cannot ever 
embody their act of digging and planting and nurturing the plot. We must try and grow 
our own. (Research Journal, November 2016)  

 

 
Figure 20. “Italian Garden,” photograph, 
2016. 

 
Figure 21. “Italian Garden,” photograph, 2016. 

Another entry from my journal illustrated and described my application of the meaning 

behind gardens as a representational symbol of strength, growth, and transformation. After 

twenty years of living in the same house, I purchased a small 1940’s cottage near the University 

of Arizona in 2013. My previous house had lush and well-maintained gardens that were the 

result of the considerable time, work and attention I had given them. The new house, while 

charming inside, had a backyard that suffered from decades of neglect and had nothing but dirt 

and knee-high weeds. Inspired by my experiences in Italian gardens, one of first projects for my 

backyard was building a garden of my own. My written reflection on from this entry reads: 

This poor yard has suffered through the years. It has had no care, no love. It was dead but 
I knew it could come back to life. The tangelo and pomegranate trees were signs that this 
house, this land are survivors...there were still standing. When I moved in, I wrote myself 
a description of how I envisioned the backyard. The description included more trees, 
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lights, music, dancing, gatherings of family and friends, shared food and drink, color and 
in capital letters, I wrote: GARDEN. 
 

Planting a garden meant more than just starting a hobby or trying to make the 
yard look more attractive. To me, planting a garden symbolized the recreation of life in 
an empty space, the construction of a new home, attachment to this new land and 
nourishment of my body, mind and soul. (Research Journal, October 2016) 

 
A series of four photographs in the same entry, capture the process of reclaiming and 

redefining notions of identity and self through gardening. The first in the series is a realtor’s shot 

of my soon-to-be backyard; the second, is a photograph of an African daisy making its way up 

through the rubble of my yard; the third, is a mosaic art piece I created to commemorate the 

building of the garden; and the last image is my garden after I planted its first crop.  

 
Figure 22. “Garden of Leaps,” first in series of photographs, 2016. 
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Figure 23. “Garden of Leaps,” second in series of photographs, 2016. 

 

 
Figure 4. “Garden of Leaps,” third in series of photographs, 2016. 
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Figure 25. “Garden of Leaps,” fourth in series of photographs, 2016. 

 

Representations of Female Beauty  

As many postmodern, feminist scholars like hooks (2007) and Steinem (1993) have 

explored through their work, prescriptions of beauty must be viewed, analyzed and experienced 

through the lens of the dominant social and cultural influences that defined them. Arts-based, 

autoethnographic methods hold promise for uncovering biases and dismantling constructions of 

beauty based on preconceived standards, social norms and accepted conventions. Seven out of 

my twenty-two (32%) of the entries in my visual research journal addressed my struggles with 

this issue. The data on the topic revealed varying levels of compliance with, resistance to or 

acceptance of prescribed notions of female beauty within culture. All but one of the reflective 

pieces of data on the topic showed my own transformation of thought, behavior and 

understanding over time and circumstance. By personalizing these concepts and putting them 

into a context of human lived experiences, the goal was to model reflexivity and vulnerability 

within the participants’ autoethnographic explorations. 
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One research journal entry, titled, “Go Brush Your Hair,” discussed coming to terms with 

my own understanding of the meaning of hair for women in society. The textual essay begins 

with an analysis of the meanings behind artistic depictions of women and their hair, specifically 

visual imagery of women’s hair in modern Italian cinema. I describe how the female protagonist 

in many Italian dramas usually resists traditional cultural norms and, by the end of the film, she 

is either liberated from the bonds of oppressive societal forces or she is institutionalized in prison 

or a mental hospital. Regardless of the outcome of the film, the protagonist’s hair usually 

transforms from long, flowing locks in the beginning of the film into a short, boy-like cut by the 

final images. In this example, I make a connection to hair as a conflicted symbol of beauty, 

conformity, resistance, power, and liberation. The essay reads as follows:  

In modern Italian movies I’ve seen, by the end of the movie every one of the women 
protagonists either go crazy or get their long hair cut off or both. I brought this to the 
attention of my Italian friends who think I made up this fact to prove some sort of 
American, feminist point. I swear, I didn’t make it up and you can test it for yourself. 
Feminist perspective or not, I think after the first three or four I saw with the same 
ending, I came to suspect some sort of morality tale was at hand. The films seemed to be 
saying to women, watch yourself, don’t step out of your boundaries, too much hubris will 
cost you your hair, your sanity and without a doubt, your prince charming. I mean, it goes 
without saying that crazy, bald women never get the man in the end.  
 

Growing up as an American girl in the 70s and 80s, the movie theme holds true. I 
blame it all on Farrah Fawcett. Way before she was making girls feel completely 
inadequate as a Charlie’s Angel, she was making us feel completely inadequate in 
television commercials. Yes, yes, she had gigantic, blindingly white teeth, tan skin, a 
killer perfectly toned athletic body, but it was really all about her hair. Come on, before 
Farrah, who on earth had hair like that? Starting at about eight or nine years old, all the 
girls in my neighborhood would sit in front of the television in awe as her hair bounced 
and shined in “Gee, Your Hair Smells Terrific” shampoo commercials. These 
commercials were the beginning of endless, zombie-like walks down the aisle of drug 
stores searching for the magic shampoo that would transform our dingy, lifeless mops 
into Farrah’s long, feathered, sun-highlighted mane. Yes, you got it, it never happened 
but I swear even to this day when I smell the stuff, it makes me believe a miracle might 
occur with just one shampoo, rinse and repeat.  

 
Starting at about three years of age, I was blessed/cursed with golden blonde, very 

curly hair. If I can remember, my hair just wanted to do what it wanted to do. No 
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shampoo, conditioner or haircut was going to change my hair’s direction. When I was 
very little, grown-ups always thought it was adorable but as I got older it was wild and 
uncontrollable and a long-standing source of unease for nearly everyone but mostly for 
my mother. Never a day passed when she didn’t say to me, “go brush your hair.” When I 
would tell her that I had already brushed it, she would give it my hair a disappointed 
look, sigh, and give up.  

 
One day, in an act of equal parts of motherly stubbornness and denial, my mom 

decided she would pin curl my hair like she did my sister’s hair. The results were 
ridiculous. I remember walking down the street with my yellow hair bouncing like the 
dancing afros on American Band Stand and Soul Train. I thought it was fabulous until the 
neighborhood kids let me know otherwise. After the pin curl episode, my mom couldn’t 
take it anymore and kept bringing me into “beauty salons” for pixie cuts that she swore 
all the movie stars wore. Of course, now I know only one, Mia Farrow, had it and Mia 
Farrow I was not. I also know that my mom’s movie star pitch was really a thinly-veiled 
way for my mom to get out worrying about brushing my hair. She was a mother of four 
children with no patience, no time, and no money for fancy hair care products. The pixie 
equaled at least fifteen minutes less effort in her over-packed, under-appreciated day. For 
me, the pin curls and the pixies led to a never-ending string of very, very bad hair choices 
all attempting to take back my hair power once and for all and find “my look.”  

 
Starting in my late teens, my ideas about my how my hair should look came from 

what I knew most…television and rock stars. Depending on the year, I copied hairstyles 
from everyone from Stevie Nicks to Julie on the Love Boat to Rod Stewart. Some worked 
better than others but generally, I found that my “problem” hair could be easily 
manipulated from one state to another, straight and spikey one month and poofy and 
wind-blown another. In other words, most of my adult life, I have spent a lot of time and 
money I didn’t have on my hair.  

 
Throughout my twenties and thirties, for better or worse, my hair was my marker 

for defining myself. During the 1980s and 90s, big, wild rock star hair was my tag. Later 
as a young working mother, I adopted an unfortunate newscaster woman hairstyle 
complete with short bangs, too-perfect highlights and lots of hair spray. Interestingly, a 
few years ago, I ran across a pictorial narrative of all my hairstyles throughout the 
years…in a People magazine layout of the career of Bon Jovi. Yes, Jon Bon Jovi and I 
have had the exact hairstyles throughout these years! To be clear, I didn’t copy his 
hairstyles on purpose, Jon and I just have eerily similar hair sensibilities. Big hair band 
style one season, then a shorter and more classic style, then back to longer yet sleeker 
hair the next time…and on and on. To be even clearer, the hairstyles always looked better 
on Jon Bon Jovi. (Autoethnographic essay, posted October 2016) 
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Figure 6. “Hair,” family photograph. 1965. 

In the final paragraphs of this reflexive piece, I recount my feelings of a loss of control, 

power, and identity when I lost my hair during chemotherapy treatment for breast cancer in 

2005. I wrote: 

So, in accordance to the ancient Greek principles of hubris and modern Italian cinema, 
this obsession with my hair was bound to come to an end at some point and sure enough 
it did. I lost it all. When I was diagnosed with breast cancer, I asked my oncologist two 
questions; was I going to die and would I lose my hair? He patiently and caringly 
answered, no, he didn’t think so to the first and yes to the second. Later, he told me that 
everyone of his breast cancer patients ask those same two questions but sometimes in 
reverse order…a telling example of how in that split second, our hair can seem more or 
just as important as our lives. After so many years of curling, straightening, dyeing, 
cutting, growing, blow-drying, head-banding, highlighting, low-lighting, deep-
conditioning, loving and hating my hair, it was a sure goner. Seventeen days to the day 
after I started my chemo treatments, my hair began to fall off my head in chunks. In a 
state of pure denial and momentary insanity, I went to my hairdresser to ask her to “cut it 
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short” so the hair loss wouldn’t be so noticeable. Of course, this expensive trip to the 
salon made absolutely no sense but I sat in the chair trying to fool myself into believing I 
could control the uncontrollable. I watched the stylist in the mirror as she tried everything 
she could to disguise the look of horror on her face as she combed my hair and handfuls 
of it came out in her hands. She tried to do the best she could to hold it together and so 
did I. I went to pay her and she refused. I refused back because I couldn’t stand the pity, 
paid her and left without bursting into tears until I got into my car. (Research journal 
entry, September 2016) 

 
Sharing intensely personal reflexive experiences such as the one illustrated here was a 

conscious part of the study design. Without my commitment to full participation in the self-

exploratory process, the research questions would remain unanswered. To begin to break through 

traditional boundaries between teachers and students, my expressions of self through art were 

intended to reach them at a human level. My field notes of discussions with students indicate 

strong teacher/student connections occurred in discussions when I addressed universal themes 

such as health, family, societal expectations and the next example, love. In one of my most 

personal autoethnographic essays, I shared my employment of humor as a coping mechanism in 

dealing with the reality of cancer that had become an unexpected, central theme in my life.  

During the Year of Cancer, being nice, smiling at everyone somehow gave me some 
control over a situation in which I had none. Think about it now, I realize that smiling at 
someone who was performing some heinous procedure on me, helped me to get back 
some sense of ownership in my life, agency, some part as a player in the very unequal 
equation in which I found myself. It was utter craziness and setting the scene and adding 
some pleasantries allowed me to apply some sanity to the spectacle of it all. This was an 
absurd misplaced sideshow in my well-planned life: a place where technicians were 
performing terrifying exams on me but weren’t allowed to tell me what the tests revealed; 
the nurses in the depressing chemo-rama room simultaneously poked me with straight 
poison and covered me with garish afghans knitted by grannies to help make the poor 
cancer patients feel at home; the distracted pre-surgery nurse put the tumor marker in my 
left breast even though my cancer was in the right; and the surgeon and anesthesiologist 
stood over me and waited for me to go under by flirting and remembering the old medical 
school days before performing a life-changing, did-it-spread-or-not, permanently body-
altering operation…smile! As I saw it, making the dreaded small talk, forcing direct eye 
contact, and grinning like an insane person was all a means of survival. A currency of 
sorts, in a ridiculous Darwinistic fairy tale. It’s totally fucked up, for sure, but hey, I had 
two little kids to raise.  
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In retrospect, the forced smile, the pretend calm in the wake of utter chaos, slowly 
became my way of surviving, coping, managing the unmanagable. Importantly, an equal 
and valuable partner to the smile was the gift of audacity or what I like to call making fun 
of cancer. In fact, the title of this essay started out as “Fun with Cancer or Cancer is 
Funny” but I thought “Smile” would make people more willing to read it. Now, I know, I 
know, cancer isn’t really funny but it is so much more bearable when you crack a joke at 
it. (Research journal, September 2016) 

 
Themes of resistance to cultural, gendered norms is also apparent in my final art piece, 

titled, “Mended Love.” In a multidimensional sculpture of two lovers embracing, neither figure 

conveys characteristics attributed to male or female representations of normative culture. Both 

figures are having no hair, no defining facial features and are nearly identical in height and build. 

I explained in my video-taped presentation to the class that the equalized representations of the 

figures were meant to signify a more adult, less-romanticized version of love where external 

demarcations are not relevant to the meaning of the relationship between the two. Additionally, 

the material used (except some of the beads) were recycled items found in junkyards and trash 

piles. I explained that the pieces of discarded items came together and were transformed into a 

larger symbolic meaning of self-created and self-identified beauty.  

 
Figure 27. “Mended Love,” closeup 
photograph of multimedia sculpture, 2016. 

 
Figure 28. “Mended Love,” photograph 
of multimedia sculpture, 2016. 
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However, while previous journal entries attempted to dismantle prescribed cultural 

notions of beauty, my reflective notes from a class discussion on the visual cultural images of 

mermaids revealed my willingness to accept and internalize others. In the field notes from a 

piece of audio-taped discussion, I uncovered my own tendency to favor the popularized, western 

version of mermaids as representational beauty without attempting to explain and explore the 

underlying assumptions of beauty in these images.  

In the beginning of the class discussion on gendered images within culture, I showed the 

students two separate images of historical mermaids; one an East Asian depiction of a violent, 

sinister sea-witch with sharp nails and teeth and wild, snake-like hair, the other; a typical Greek 

mythological image of topless, long-haired fish-woman. My analysis of the two images clearly 

portrayed one as dangerous, evil and scary and the other one as alluring and aesthetically-

pleasing. My potentially gender and culture biased comments emerged during my analysis of my 

PowerPoint lecture and field notes from the class discussion.  

Before the lecture and discussion session, I gathered images illustrating the vast 

representations of mermaids throughout history, cultures and geographic region. I knew I had a 

limited amount of time to present the topic, explain cultural meanings and appropriations of the 

images and give the students an opportunity for discussion. I chose the contrasting versions of 

the Eastern and Western mermaids to demonstrate how gendered stereotypes of women can 

evoke certain emotions and beliefs from viewers. My notes from the discussion reveal the 

student responses largely supported binary assumptions of the subjects as either “good” or “bad” 

mermaids. By reviewing my field notes on the PowerPoint after the lecture, I found evidence of 

my own biases that might have influenced the students’ evaluation of the images. 
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A series of handwritten comments above photographs I took of images of mermaids from 

the south of Italy critique my presentation of the topic by asking: “Does this reject or support 

cultural biases of beauty?” The question posed served as an example of how I was not immune to 

presenting images as “good” or “bad.” Because I felt pushed for time and because I was more 

drawn to the Western version of the mermaid, I focused my presentation and discussion on the 

preferred image based on visceral reactions of participants rather than on a critical, 

contextualized analysis of both images.  

 
Figure 29. “Mermaid Image,” PowerPoint 
Discussion, 2016. 

 
Figure 30. “Mermaid Image,” PowerPoint 
Discussion, 2016. 
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This example illuminates the potential of autoethnography to identify and present a more 

comprehensive version of ourselves as teachers and researchers. By a true examination of selves, 

we do not always see our preferred version of ourselves as enlightened educators; instead, we 

can uncover our strengths and our weaknesses, our sound pedagogic objectives and our 

unintended biases. In this case, the reflexive nature of my notes allowed for careful introspection 

on how to enhance and strengthen my role as a navigator in interpretations gendered images and 

their meanings.  

 

Clashes Between Working-Class Worldview and the Culture of Academia 

The final theme that emerged from my own autoethnographic data was the continual 

negotiation between the embedded belief systems of my working-class background and often, 

conflicting realities of working within the field of academia. My initial interest in teaching came 

after exposure to the work of educational reformists like Freire (1968) and hooks (1994). Their 

conceptualizations of education as freedom spoke directly to my experiences as a first-generation 

university student from a working-class family. Specifically, my self-generated data clearly 

communicated experiences of overcoming my perceptions of traditional limitations and 

expectations for working class women, working within the patriarchal, hierarchical bounds of 

institutions of higher education and finding tools and strategies like autoethnographic curricula 

that create transformative bonds between teachers and students.  

The findings in my post-lecture field notes revealed strong participation and lively, 

engaged discussion after I communicated my experiences as the first person in my family to 

attend university. My autoethnographic work on the topic illustrated confusion over family 

expectation for women, lack of support for a career in education and my own internal battles 
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over whether I “belonged” in university. I explained to the students that reveal revelation about 

myself has helped me to understand the importance of continually trying to become a more 

effective and compassionate teacher. After sharing this specific issue about myself, the notes 

reveal that the students began to disclose their own similar cultural and societal struggles and the 

ways in which they navigated between the two worlds of family expectations and university 

culture. This theme for many of us helped our classroom community identity shared connections 

between each other became the focus of our autoethnographic art.  

Representations of class and “women’s work” appeared in six (22%) of the twenty-two of 

my research journal entries and was the topic of two discussion topics with the class. The 

findings on this theme reveal an internal struggle between the expectations for women in my 

family and my desire to resist and reject those boundaries. In one entry, a photographic collage 

of some of the female members of my family, illustrates how family photographs conveyed 

assumptions about the roles of women in traditional, immigrant working class culture. A 

segment from the reflective narrative read:  

Working outside of the home was never an option for my mother, her mother or my 
grandmother. It was just an unspoken expectation that my sister and I would choose the 
same path. University was so far out of the question that it was never once discussed as a 
possibility for any of us in my house growing up. Not once. (Research journal, November 
2016) 
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Figure 31. “Women’s Work,” collage of family photographs, 2016. 

 

One of the goals of conducting this autoethnographic research study about was my 

attempt to more fully realize the idea of reflexivity by which the researcher becomes more aware 

of their role in and relationship to the profession of teaching. The self-generated data uncovered 

several illustrations of my motivations in becoming a teacher, my grappling with serving as an 

authority figure with academia, and the ways in which my working-class ethics informed my 

teaching. One journal entry titled, “Can You Make Me Some Copies?” explores my own 

perceptions of “not belonging” within the institution of academia. In part, the entry reads: 

On one of the first days of the semester, I was feeling very professional when popped into 
my Dean’s office to order copies for a coming lecture. I was standing in my Dean’s very 
fancy office, nervously waiting for her assistant to return. The door of the office opened 
but it wasn’t the secretary. Instead, my old writing instructor walked in the office, 
looking for donuts. You know this guy, don’t you? Greying beard, round glasses and an 
old, black beret, smart but everyone avoids him because he treats everyone like the idiots 
he thinks they are. Here was my chance. As a start to my new career, hell, my new life, 
this guy would recognize me, know that I had gotten in as a faculty member against steep 
odds, and tell me how he always knew I would make good in academia. This was going 
to be one of those moments when I realized it was all worth it. Without breaking his 
stride and without looking me in the eyes, the guy handed me his stack of papers and 
asked, ‘Can you make me some copies?’ It took everything I had inside of me to not the 
copies for him. (Research journal, “Can you make me some copies?” September 2016) 
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Chapter Five Summary 

The application of autoethnography in this study was chosen to examine how individuals 

come together in a university art classroom to learn about themselves and others through their 

art-making. A key element was my multilayered role as co-teacher, researcher and participant. 

By participating in the study with the students, I could model, observe and experience the 

vulnerability and connectivity inherent in applied autoethnographic method. The analysis of the 

data revealed information that both supported and conflicted with my progressive, ideological 

beliefs and practices as a teacher. In both cases, however, the data illuminated my desire to 

continually improve and enhance educational connections with my students.  

Through this examination of myself through art, I could better understand the concept of 

the evolutionary nature of teaching. None of us are born teachers. Instead, we risk, investigate, 

succeed, fail, reevaluate, and grow from the collective experience of teaching and learning. In 

conjunction with the finding from the students’ work, the findings from this set of data helped to 

conceptualization the potential of autoethnographic art as a tool in creating engaged, 

transformative learning environments.  
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CHAPTER SIX:  

DISCUSSION  

 

Introduction  

In the previous two chapters, I introduced and analyzed themes that arose from 

participant autoethnographic data over the course of a semester. This chapter will discuss my 

findings in relation to the research questions, the conclusions of using autoethnography as 

transformative tool in the classroom as well as insights gained for future research on the topic. 

Finally, this chapter will weave together the emergent themes from the grounded theory study to 

assess the potentially transformative role of autoethnography in a university teaching and 

learning experiences. The use of autoethnography as a means to creating transformative 

educational experiences served as my main point of focus. Autoethnography, Jones (2005) 

explains, 

is a blurred genre . . . a response to the call . . . it is setting a scene, telling a story, 
weaving intricate connections between life and art . . . making a text present . . . refusing 
categorization . . . believing that words and images matter and writing toward the 
moment when the point of creating autoethnographic texts is to change the world. (p. 11) 

 
Beyond an attempt to participate to a larger scholarly discussion with the field, my study 

was conducted to provide my students with opportunities for personal understanding and 

development through autoethnographic art making. Secondarily, I hope to further discussions 

with art educators and researchers who are attempting to identify meaningful, transformative 

learning environments for themselves and their students. In the discussion to follow, I will place 

my research findings within the context of existing Postmodern Feminist and Critical Pedagogy 

literature in the field. 
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Discussion 

 In this chapter, my discussion will focus on significant issues that emerged how my 

research connects to existing Postmodern Feminist and Critical Pedagogy literature. There were 

four main emergent topics that appeared at the conclusion of my investigation into the use of 

autoethngraphy in university art classrooms. Following on Cole and Knowles’ (2007) 

assumption that all research is “inherently autobiographic-a reflection of who we are” (p. 61), I 

structured my study around the participants’ expressed knowledge and understandings of 

themselves through art. Distilled from the student and teacher findings outlined in chapter four 

and five, four major findings emerged as valuable findings from the study. They included: an 

increased sense of voice, power and cultural understanding among participants as a result of 

autoethnographic art work; understanding of teaching and learning through autoethnography as a 

process; viewing self within a university classroom is a new, different way to address concepts of 

culture; and, autoethnographic art work challenges perceptions of tradition, hierarchical 

boundaries between teacher and students. 

Each of these emergent understandings from the research was influenced and informed 

by scholars within the field of art education as well as others in the fields of higher education and 

the social sciences. More than any other body of scholarly work, this study was influenced by 

bell hooks’ call for addressing and engaging the “class body politic” (hooks, 2010). My study, 

grounded in Postmodern Feminist and Critical Pedagogical theories was inspired by hooks’ 

discussion of the need to redefine traditional student/teacher roles, boundaries and belief systems 

by creating and sustaining an equalitarian learning community within the university classroom. 

While writing this final chapter, I recall thinking about hooks’ recommendations for realizing 

new pedagogical paradigms while I developed my research topic and questions. My study 
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applied these principles within a context of a general education art education course. I suggest 

that the use of autoethnographic art works to address some of the goals set by pedagogical 

reformers like hooks and Halsey-Dutton by enhancing honest, reflexive connections with 

students, engaging with the students in meaningful, risk-taking art activties and using humor as a 

means of leveling unequal, hierachical positions of voice and power. With those strategies in 

mind, I reintroduce my research questions: 

1. To what extent can autoethnographic art-making provide higher education instructors 

opportunities to explore and transform notions of self within art classrooms? 

and 

2. In what ways can autoethnographic art serve as an educational tool to break 

traditional, binary boundaries between teachers and students in higher education 

classrooms? 

For example, to understand how autoethnography might enhance art classroom 

experiences, I used concepts taken from Erving Goffman’s social theory presented first in his 

1959 work, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Like Goffman, my study focused on how 

and why individuals use the formation and perpetuation of continually differing sides of self to 

survive and thrive in society. To Goffman, a series of analytical frames (ideas, images and 

perceptions) provide the structure for the study of organization of social experiences. In much 

the way Goffman describes context or meaning of the experiences contained within frames, my 

study used autoethnographic art as the “frames” for participants to explore and explain 

themselves in a dynamic and meaningful way. My study of autoethnographic self-exploration 

through art is grounded in Goffman’s use of the term dramaturgy described by Leavy (2009) as 

the concept of the ways in which we all operate in society as “actors on life’s stage” (p. 7). 
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Leavy (2009) supports the notion of autoethnography and other forms of narrative inquiry 

as a method and a means of reflective expression of self by asserting that educators and 

researchers are “storytellers...in fact collaborators and co-creators of knowledge” (p. 34) that 

construct and convey important and often hidden life stories, experiences and meanings (Gough, 

2010). Speaking directly in support of the use of autoethnography within education research, 

Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011) assert the practice helps participants to understand and assert 

their own cultural experiences and identities and thus, serves as a politically just and socially 

conscious act within scholarly research. 

 

Increased Sense of Voice, Power and Cultural Understanding Among Participants 

 The first major finding that emerged was that most of the students in the study 

experienced varying degrees of an increased perception of voice, power and cultural 

understanding through their autoethnographic art work. A challenging element of my research 

was gaging precise measures of how the perceptions were a result of their participation in the 

study or other factors within the classroom. It is important to state on the onset, the findings did 

not produce clear results that substantiate expected outcomes on the degree to which 

autoethnography produces transformative experiences within art classrooms. However, there was 

evidence of an increased level of engaged, contributive discussion around developments in 

understandings of self, particularly on issues of gender, sexualities, race and ethnicity.  

Postmodern, feminist scholarship supports research that contains discussions of fluidity 

of understandings of self within the contexts of gender within society. Postmodern Feminist 

Critical research replaces generalized notions of women’s experiences with more specific 

historical and cultural women’s contexts at the center of analytical framework. Primarily 
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influenced by the works of Michel Foucault, Postmodern Feminist Critical Theorists attempt to 

relativize their analysis of data to account for women’s experiences within society based on race, 

class, sexualities and other categories beyond gender (Collins, 2000). This literature relates to my 

study as it seeks to replace notions of static, established identities with a model that posits the 

growth and transformation of individuals through continuous process of development and re-

development of self within larger political, societal and culture systems. Within this framework, 

Collins (2000) and hooks (2005) among others reinforce my study’s use of investigations of 

personal realities and experiences as constructed, contested, and progressing within culture.  

 Throughout the semester, my field notes focused on surveying patterns of student 

engagement, participation in class discussion and one-on-one discussions with me before or after 

class. My notes indicate that at the beginning of the semester students remained hesitant to 

contribute to whole class discussions. On average, the same five or six students offered their 

insights to discussion topics during the first month of the semester. At the end of the first month 

of class, this pattern began to change after participants began communicating ideas of themselves 

through their art research journals. By mid-semester, I recorded evidence of more frequent 

student engagement with me and with each other. For example, during the first part of the 

course, comments from fellow participants on art journal discussion posts were scant 

affirmations such as “good job,” and “interesting piece.” By end of mid-semester, the students’ 

observation to each other were richer and more critical offerings like “I can see how your lines 

are bold in some areas of your face and very faint in other parts of your face…why is that?” 

Findings from the end of the semester revealed nearly all the students were responding to at least 

two or three participant posts a week in class and group discussions. These end-of-the-semester 

remarks revealed careful consideration of autoethnographic art pieces posted. In his comment to 
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Liana’s posted art piece, Stratton responds: “That engraved table look like it took lots of work. 

It’s unfortunate that it has bad memories attached. The painting with the butterfly is really 

fascinating as well, the lack of color elsewhere make the butterfly pop,” (On-line discussion 

thread, December 13, 2016). I interpreted this emerged trend in the data as sharp inclination in 

class involvement as an indicator of developed expression of voice over the course of the 

semester. Dylaina’s response to Cierra’s photographic collage demonstrates a gained 

appreciation and aptitude for demonstrations of self through art. Dylaina observes, 

I really how you present yourself in the posts and throughout your pictures. I really get a 
sense of who you are and what you’re about. Reading your review on Panda Express food 
has made me hungry. It reminds me of when Dr. Shin told us that if the food is amazing 
and super tasty then it’s probably not traditional Asian food. And while I agree with you 
about how misguided and warped our ideas of Asian culture and food are, I can’t help but 
be conflicted because Panda Express is delicious. How can this be a bad thing? I really 
liked that your posts were really about you because I learned so much more about who 
you are! Thank you for sharing yourself! (On-line discussion thread, December 9, 2016) 

 

Understanding of Teaching and Learning Through Autoethnography as a Dynamic, 

Transformative Process   

Another major finding was that participants’ positive classroom experiences with 

autoethnography did not occur immediately but instead developed over the course of the 

semester. As indicated earlier, most students experienced some uneasiness with completing the 

autoethnographic assignments in the “right” way. The process of developing confidence of their 

own work as relevant and valid took time and effort on the part of the participants. Many art and 

higher education scholars (Bochner & Ellis, 2002; Marshall, 2005; Sullivan, 2006) champion the 

potentiality of inquiries into the evolution of self over a period. My research paid attention to the 

dynamic process of self-exploration and expression. I continuously reminded the students that 

they were the experts of their own lives and experiences and therefore, no right or wrong attempt 
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at self-expression existed. To make this point, I posted Brown’s (2012) from her work on the 

topic, “You are born a maker: we need what you can bring to us because you are the only one 

who can bring it.” That week, I had several interactions with students who commented on how 

the Brown quote has helped them feel more at ease about the autoethnographic assignments. A 

conclusion that can be formed from this finding is that process of connection and cooperation 

between participants in an art classroom is dynamic and complex and is developed over a period. 

In explanation of the progression, Anthony writes:  

I didn’t think my art would seem art-y enough. I don’t consider myself artistic and 
thought maybe I should be in another class. To be honest, I didn’t want to do the extra 
project but now I’m glad I did. Reading everyone else’s journals helped me not think so 
much about how worried about I was about my stuff. By the end, it felt kinda easy to 
finish my journal. (Anthony, final class assessment, December 2016) 

 
 Through an examination of my own research journal, I found similar sentiments to the 

ones expressed in Anthony’s reflections.  Notes from my initial sharing of my autoethnographic 

pieces indicate my nervousness and concerns over how they would be received by the students 

and my co-teacher, Dr. Ryan Shin. In one post-lecture memo, I reflected: 

I worry that my reflexive piece today was too much, too soon. I thought there was no 
other way to begin the process of creating and sharing art than to begin creating and 
sharing art. It was difficult for me to both introduce autoethnography in a meaningful 
way and then share my first piece with them. The students seemed interested yet maybe a 
little freaked out by the concept of having to actually create and share themselves with a 
group of people they don’t know yet. After class, Ryan and I discussed the lecture and he 
suggested I had tried to introduce too much into one day and I had. In the next discussion, 
I need to open the concept of self-identity up to the students so we can really begin to see 
their participation as both an individual and a group approach. (Lecture memos, 
September 2016) 

 
By the end of the semester, as I witnessed the development of a supportive and connected 

class community, I found myself much more at ease with my reflective pieces and with sharing 

them with other participants. I learned through the study that the use of autoethnography was not 

a quick solution to creating a cooperative, engaged art classroom but a key factor in the slow, 
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organic process toward that end. Like Anthony, I began to view my work as gradual yet effective 

explorations of self that contained meanings and insights that were constructive to the larger 

classroom learning experience. In my reflective notes from the final day of the students’ art 

presentations, I revealed: 

Watching these presentations is one of the most amazing experiences in my career. It 
feels like the students, Ryan and I have created something almost magical with these 
students. I am in awe of their art and mostly, how courage and sophistication of their 
descriptions of it. Just four month ago, I had no idea if this study wouldn’t even “work” 
and now, I’m watching these presentations and there is no doubt that the students learned 
some profound things about themselves and other people in the class. Mostly, I have 
learned that these kind [sic] of experiences in classrooms do matter. This lesson is one I 
hope I don’t soon forget. (Final presentation notes, November 2016) 

 
In this study, creating and sharing their art allowed students the opportunity to see their 

knowledge and understanding through lived experiences as valuable and contributive to a larger 

cultural context.  

 At the beginning of the study, participants’ understandings of self was usually limited to 

identification to a particular race, ethnicity, gender, economic standing or social organization. 

Over the course of the semester study, however, the participants’ understanding of self within 

culture seemed to broaden and deepen in understanding and artistic expression. For example, 

initial entries in the research journals specified participants’ larger association with a singular 

culture or in a alliance to a group such as a sorority or fraternity. Later entries reflected more 

complex representations of individual practices, beliefs and life experiences. One participant 

who self-identified as a member of a campus sorority gave few indicators of herself outside of 

the membership in the organization early on in her journal. In later entries, this student began to 

explore more individual aspects of her life such as enjoyment of nature and interest in eastern 

philosophy. This pattern of a development of individual critical analysis of self was apparent in 

the majority of participants’ final art pieces. Interestingly, while participants moved toward the 
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development of their own individual voice, another key finding shows how participants began to 

define themselves within the developing culture of our classroom.  

 Because I included myself as a participant, it is important to discuss some of the ways in 

which I experienced transformations as a teacher and a research during the study. In fact, the 

autoethnographic premise was structured around the notion that my participation might affect the 

outcomes of study. A review of my field notes on in-class and on-line discussions indicate a 

significant increase in my confidence levels while I presented my own work to other participants. 

My written and visual notes reveal my discomfort in presenting my autoethnographic work by 

the use of descriptions like “clunky discussion today” and “I spoke too much about 

autoethnography rather than sharing autoethnography…it’s scary to be in the front of the class 

talking about breast cancer” (Field notes, September 2016).  

 As risky as it felt sharing my stories with the class, I believed that trying to overcome my 

inhibitions about sharing my truth was crucial to encouraging the students to revealing their own 

life experiences through art. The process of creating a trusting, cooperative learning environment 

was not quick or simple; in fact, development was gradual, organic and non-linear. Discussion 

topics did not stand alone but in fact built off the ones before. Participant communications and 

understanding would emerge strong one week and then diminish the next. Impatient for the 

students to fully participate, I focused on continuing to create and share my own art as a means 

of connection to myself and others in the class. In short, I had to learn to trust the research 

process and myself as a teacher in the midst of a teaching/learning arch rather than a finite 

destination. In this way, my findings closely identified with Bresler’s (2006) call for art research 

that mediates “back and forth between the personal and the public” (p. 53). Her description of 

‘tri-directional’ relationships between art and qualitative research that include: a connection to 
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the phenomena or artwork, which propels; a dialogic connection to oneself; and a connection to 

the audience served as a guidepost for my own participation in the study.  

 Another emergent theme in my gained understanding as a participant in the study was my 

shift in perception and practice that I needed to maintain control over the learning and research 

environments. Several factors contributed to this development. First, because Dr. Shin and I were 

co-teachers in the course, we had to find a working dialogue for our teaching and with our 

communications with the class. Again, my notes indicate the transitions were not always flowing 

but we worked together and learned from each other over the course of the semester. By the end 

of the study, our contributions to the learning environment felt connected and highly 

collaborative. The second factor that contributed to the large class size made meaningful 

discussions challenging to me as a teacher. We began the class with nearly eighty enrolled 

students arranged in a two-tiered, science classroom. Finding connection and communal space in 

this setting was not ideal but over time, Dr. Shin and I worked to overcome these circumstances 

by moving students up to the first tier, creating small group discussion opportunities and 

displaying participant art pieces on the screens in the room. Ultimately, I learned that teaching 

and researching with autoethnography requires replacing perceptions of “ideal” university 

classroom experiences with sometimes messy, uncertain opportunities for growth and discovery.  

 

Viewing Self Within University Classrooms as a New, Different Way to Address Concepts 

of Culture 

 An unexpected third key finding in the study was the establishment of the art classroom 

as its own unique culture. Throughout the process of students and teachers exploring, defining 

and redefining and confiding new knowledge about ourselves, the study created a foundation for 
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a different way to address concepts of culture. The conclusion drawn from this finding is that 

even as students and teachers began to communicate a self of their individual selves, they also 

identified new ways to connection and cooperate with each other within the teaching and 

learning processes. Grushka (2005) discusses this concept of discovering new meanings of 

culture by studying the connections between the art-making process and the evolution of notions 

of self and identity. Like Grushka’s (2005) findings in a study of the cultural connections of 

women fiber artists over a ten year period, the participants’ in my study expressed fluid, 

changing definitions of self and came to see themselves as cultural communicators and 

commentators within our classroom. 

 Toward the end of the study period, the findings illustrated a gained sense of connection 

and belonging within the culture of our classroom. In our early class discussions, student 

participants communicated their understandings of culture as narrowly defined sets of beliefs and 

practices such as festivals, dress and national symbols. Typically, this drew the students into 

considerations of difference and distinctions between each other’s cultures. About mid-semester, 

I recognized a widening of ways in which students began to think and talk about culture. What I 

did not expect to observe was a tangible transformation of the relationship between and among 

participants over the course of the semester. Each of us came together as group of individuals 

defined by the circumstance of registering for the same ART 150 B2 course. By the end of the 

semester study, written reflections from the participants confirmed that they began to define 

themselves as a cultural community of learners and to view concepts of culture in a new way. 

The process of continually asking ourselves “who am I” in a collective way provided 

opportunities for each participant to redefine and reinterpret their role the class community. In 
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particular, this finding was evident in memos from whole class and small group discussions. 

Included in the field notes are a few of the following observations: 

• Students have begun to address previous comments made by other students in the 

discussions. 

• Small group discussions have become [livelier] and [more] engaged as the semester 

goes on . . . there are less pronounced silences among the groups. 

• I am learning to pause longer after questions to encourage participants who might not 

raise their hands immediately. 

• Participants are increasingly sharing more personal topics through their examples in 

discussions and through their art work in research journals. 

• More participants now engage in informal discussion with each other before and after 

class. 

• Comments to each other in online research journals shift from short, detached 

statements like “nice work” to more specific, richer observations like “your collage 

really captured how it feels to be part of a big family.” 

• By the end of the semester, participants addressed each other by name in their blogs 

and referenced each other’s previous art work. 

 The complex, unpredictable process of a creation of culture within the classroom was not 

accomplished without negotiations and contestations. My field notes describe my own challenges 

as a teacher attempting to support the exploration of self (difference) among participants while at 

the same time bringing a collective focus on cooperative learning relationships with others 

(belonging) in the classroom environment. Bhabha (1994) aptly discusses this tension of 

attempting to clarify culture as “knowledgeable, p. xxv.”  
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Finding a place learning between self and the classroom culture became a transformative 

experience for me as a teacher and researcher. More than any academic context I had 

encountered prior to this study, I found myself questioning assumptions I had made about my 

role as keeper and distributor of knowledge in the classroom. I allowed myself to reimagine my 

prescribed concept of myself as a teacher. My written reflections indicate I made an active effort 

to speak less and listen more, to allow for silences that give room for new ideas and to accept the 

ambiguities inherent in a study of this nature. By helping to create a unique classroom culture in 

its own right, the student participants taught me to open up my own self-generated notions of the 

boundaries and limits of the impact of engaged learning experiences. In an unexpected turn in 

my research, I began to more fully trust and exercise my own voice as teacher and an artist. 

 

Autoethnographic Art Work Challenges Perceptions of Tradition, Hierarchical Boundaries 

Between Teacher and Students 

One of the precepts of traditional, inequitable higher education is the reliance on the 

teacher as the authority figure imparting sacred knowledge onto uninformed students. This 

hierarchical relationship between teacher and student creates rigid, outdated boundaries and 

serves to build barriers to engaged, transformative learning experiences in university art 

classrooms. Specifically, as it relates to my study, Critical Pedagogy aims to disrupt the social, 

economic, and cultural structures that impose the status quo and reproduce voice and power 

inequalities in education. Critical pedagogues (e.g. Apple, 1996; hooks, 1994, Kincheloe, 2007) 

argue that higher education is anything but neutral in curriculum, policies and student/teacher 

roles that are implemented to support the status quo. According to McLaren (2000), addressing 

the misuse of power is central to critical pedagogy. hooks (1994) stresses the importance of 
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disrupting traditional academic systems and structures by acknowledging the act of teaching as a 

sacred, political act and by embracing the discomfort involved in letting go of the position of 

“expert” in classroom settings.  

My investigation aimed to address the hierarchical nature of higher education classroom 

by allowing individual, personal voices to emerge and develop. Voice and power are particularly 

important concepts within engaged critical pedagogy theory. Giroux (2007) noted that critical 

pedagogy is about educating students to become critical agents who actively and critically 

question and negotiate unequal life circumstances and experiences. By allowing participants to 

use autoethnography to express and claim their individuality, they become experts in finding, 

defining and exercising their voice, power and agency within the culture of the classroom.  

As hooks, Brown (2012) and Palmer (1998) remind us, teaching is an act of courage that 

requires educators to step out from behind the podium to model vulnerability, connection and 

risk-taking for our students. I would argue from my research that learning is an equal act of 

courage. The educator’s role as mediator of the learning process requires us to set the stage for 

new, critical knowledge to emerge. A key conclusion from this finding is that gaps of 

understanding and acceptance of others can be bridged if teachers are willing to show themselves 

as whole, multidimensional humans with imperfections, insecurities and a willingness to learn 

from others in the university classroom.  

 In Brown’s (2015) research on shame and vulnerability, she found that 85% of her 

participants indicated they carried burdens from educational experiences. Out of the group of 

research participants, 50% had experiences of shame and insecurity around creativity and art-

making. Brown calls these incidences “art scars” and defines them as lasting, negative 

assessment of art-making that arose from “experts” expressing disapproval over student art. 
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Similar to Brown’s findings, most participants in my study (64%) revealed they had some type of 

negative art experience throughout their educational careers. In a one-on-one discussion with one 

participant, Lauren, she described a recent, condescending encounter with an art professor who 

publicly shamed her for using a flower motif in her first art assignment. The professor explained 

to the whole class that using flowers (and hearts) showed a lack of artistic talent and creativity. 

This incident left Lauren with the impression that, because the teacher was the “expert,” she 

should not trust her artistic instincts or ability. She explained: 

We were given an art journal assignment very much like the one for this class. No part of 
the directions said we couldn’t make flowers. I shared my journal and explained how 
drawing flowers has always calmed me down. I felt pretty good about my drawing and 
sharing it. Then at the end of class the professor started to give feedback and she 
specifically said we should try to find subject matter other than flowers and hearts. It 
seemed like she was making fun of some of the art, my art. Then I didn’t feel like created 
art in the class anymore. I just took pictures from the internet. (Lauren, post-class 
questionnaire, September 2016)  

 
Another art student, Alanna, communicated an experience of hearing her art professor 

calling another student’s work “crap” and not “real art.” Even though the teacher was not 

criticizing her work, Alanna spent the rest of the semester feeling anxious and wondering how 

she could avoid such labeling. The important lesson from the study is that when teachers assume 

the same level of risk-taking and vulnerability in art-making, they may be more supportive and 

understanding of process of creating and sharing art. Overwhelmingly, the students expressed a 

sense of artistic freedom knowing they were the experts of their own expressions of self.  

 Throughout the study, I observed a marked increase in communication levels between 

participants when I began a discussion sessions with some of my most personal art work. The 

piece that generated the most lively, contributive dialogue was my essay on my diagnosis of 

breast cancer at the age of 40. This was the first time I had made the decision to share my essay 

on cancer with a class and I felt much trepidation before the class began. Ultimately, the 
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discussion, while difficult, created an atmosphere for the type of the honest, reflexive dialouge 

my research demanded. The sharing of my piece allowed me a way to express and validate my 

experiences with illness as a part of my own cultural practice. This understanding of expression 

of self as a cultural practice was introduced to me when I heard Stacy Holman Jones (2005) 

speak at a conference about her book, (M)othering loss: Telling stories, telling performativity. 

Her frank discussions and interpretations of cultural attitudes and beliefs about issues of 

infertility, adoption and mothering serves a two-fold purpose: to better understand her own 

experiences as a woman faced with these issues and to help bring open dialouge around the 

perceptions of the issues out into an academic research setting. 

 My notes before and after the discussion reveal my nervousness in broaching the topic 

and how astounded I felt when the students readily asked questions and offered their own family 

experiences with illness. Before the discussion, my fear was sharing the cancer piece of identity 

had the potential to distance myself from other or shut down communications. In fact, it did the 

opposite. By exploring and exposing one of the most difficult pieces of my identity, I 

demonstrated the type of human connection required for transformative educational experiences. 

Audre Lorde (1980) discussed a similar realization in her book, The Cancer Journals. Lorde 

concluded that her own feminist poems needed to explore 

[how her] experiences with cancer fit into the larger tapestry of the history of women. . . . 
I have come to believe repeatedly that what is most important to me must be spoken, 
made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood. (p. 11)  
 

 The previous statement is just one example of many throughout the study that illuminated 

the educational advantages of bridging gaps between teachers and students in art classrooms. In 

the post class questionnaires, the majority of participants noticed a shift in their thinking about 

their own roles and their connections to others in the class. Some (18%) identified feelings of 
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initial discomfort in sharing parts of themselves to other participants while most (52%) 

appreciated the unconventional relationships that developed between participants. In analysis of 

art pieces, reflective writings and journal entries finds the vast majority of participants (85%) 

revealed a positive classroom environment as a result of bridging the gap between teachers and 

students. Importantly, several of the final autoethnographic art pieces contained references to 

other students and to the teachers in the class. Otis’ rhythm assisted poem highlighted in Chapter 

Four, for example, demonstrate his vivid, authentic expressions of self and his new-found 

connections to other students and the teachers in our classroom. It is my belief that the potential 

for this kind of deep, rich sharing of self and meaningful connections to others can be replicated 

by creating learning environments that deliberately disrupt the traditional, hierarchical 

teacher/student boundaries in academia.  
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CHAPTER 7: 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The aim of this study was to explore the use of autoethnographic art within the context of 

progressive, critical pedagogy in university art classrooms. Specifically, my research objective 

was to investigate how the use of autoethnography generates opportunities for transformational, 

educational experiences in which participants produce new learning about themselves and others 

within culture. Because transformation is a difficult concept to define in educational settings, I 

allowed the definition to emerge by itself through interpretation of the data. Transformational 

educational experiences in the context of this study can be described as a fluid, circumstantial 

process of understanding and sharing one’s self while at the same time finding connections 

within a larger community of learners. Autoethnographic art was the vehicle used to explore, 

express and conceptualize insights gained. The use of autoethnography as the classroom 

language of discovery allowed for what Chang (2008) calls a “cross-cultural coalition” (p. 22) 

that can be constructed between self and others.  

Conclusions 

A key conclusion gained from the study is that autoethnographic curricula in art 

classrooms can serve as an expressive language of self within a transformative, collaborative, 

engaged university teaching and learning environments. In the final survey of the study, 98% of 

the participants revealed that they had learned significant amounts from the shared life 

experiences of others in the course. 63% of the participants affirmed that they had learned new 

information about themselves during the study and 47% of those students identified the use of 

autoethnography art as the primary source for their new understandings of self. All but one 
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student in the study confirmed they would consider enrolling in future courses that incorporated 

autoethnographic curricula.  

Another conclusion that arose from the data spoke directly to the research questions’ 

focus on identifying whether or not participants’ perceptions of self changed over time. An 

analysis of the data overwhelmingly revealed that the participants’ autoethnographic art pieces 

evolved over the course of the sixteen week study. Early representations of self appeared 

somewhat one-dimensional and lacked substantial reflection or analysis. Throughout the 

semester, I recognized artistic growth and analytical development in the art pieces. The final art 

pieces created and presented by the participants showed much deeper levels of understanding 

and sophistication in presenting notions of self. This conclusion of an ever-evolving sense of self 

directly links to one of the major tenets found in Postmodern Critical Theory. The participants’ 

expression of self through art was not static and clearly progressed over the course of the study. 

My main reason for using the philosophical orientation of Postmodern Critical and 

Critical Pedagogy theories was to uncover the ways in which individual voice and power could 

be enhanced within the context of a university art classroom. A conclusion can be made that 

allowing participants to choose their own medium in their self-expressive art pieces afforded 

them an added dimension of finding, developing and sharing their own voice. In an important 

class discussion near the end of the semester, the topic of multi-media art creation was raised. 

My field notes indicate that the majority of participants agreed that using a medium within their 

experience and comfort levels contributed to their ability to effectively express themselves 

through their art. As a teacher and a researcher, I did not anticipate this conclusion and yet, it 

stands out as a possibility for a topic for future research.  
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Another main part of my study design was the decision to serve as a co-teacher, 

researcher and participant. While this element of the study emerged as one of the most 

meaningful and rewarding, the convergence of roles and responsibilities proved challenging at 

times throughout the semester study. As mentioned earlier in Chapter Three, co-teaching the 

course with Dr. Shin created the need for clear communications between us and with the student 

participants. We worked together to ensure the students understood that Dr. Shin was responsible 

for all course content other than the autoethnographic art assignments that were my 

responsibility and central focus. Additionally, we met outside of class on a regular basis to 

determine each of us had adequate class time with the students and to make adjustments to the 

schedule as needed. However, even with these structural and logistic challenges, a full 85% of 

participants expressed that in their estimation, attempting to bridge traditional gaps between 

teacher and students enhanced their educational experience within the classroom.  

Additionally, as evidenced in my research questions, my study was greatly influenced by 

the goal of creating and maintaining liberatory, transformative teaching and learning 

environments in university art classrooms. This ideal upheld by Critical Pedagogy theorists like 

Freire (1997), hooks (1994) and Dewey (1934) posit emancipation from oppression through 

educational avenues as a means toward potentially transformative experiences for educators and 

students. My research supports the belief that as educators, this endeavor should remain our 

purpose in art classrooms. For the purposes of this study, however, I have learned that the degree 

to which participant experience can be precisely measured is a complex and multi-layered 

concept worthy of future study. Conclusive evidence of transformative experiences among the 

participants in this study was not established within the confines of the study. I expect this 

specific topic would serve well as a logical continuation of this work in my future research.  
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A final key discovery from my research that I wish to communicate to other progressive 

art educators and researchers is that these transformational experiences occur not just in the 

making of art but more directly, in the sharing of art between communities of invested, engaged 

contributors. This requires art teachers and students alike to step beyond their prescribed roles in 

university classrooms and attempt to find new ways of articulating our sense of selves and 

understanding others. In this study, autoethnographic art served as a centerpiece to reaching 

toward that goal. Continually creating and sharing art about ourselves was a slow and ambiguous 

process but ultimately, many of the participants acknowledged fresh perspective on their own life 

experiences of themselves and created unexpected, strong connections with others in the class. 

Taking risks in both art making and art sharing becomes central to creating transformational, 

powerful educational forces for the individuals and academic fields of study (Graham, 2009; 

Chalmers, 2002). Personally, this research reengaged my focus on continuous, reflective 

development of my teaching as part of my social, cultural and political practice. Here, the words 

of hooks (1997) ring distinctly clear: 

My commitment to engaged pedagogy is an expression of my political activism. Given 
that our educational institutions are so deeply invested in a banking system, teachers are 
more rewarded when we do not teach against the grain. The choice to work against the 
grain, to challenge the staid status quo, often had negative consequences — Ideally, 
education should be the place where the need for diverse teaching methods and styles 
would be valued, encouraged, seen as essential to learning. (p. 203)  
 
On my last day of discussion with the students, I was looking for a creative way to 

communicate how my participation in the study served as a transformative experience in my 

academic career. Additionally, I wanted to express my gratitude for their fully engaged, inspired 

and courageous participation. To capture the significance of our collective experience in the 

study, I decided to read a passage from Margery Williams Bianco’s (1922) classic children’s 

book, The Velveteen Rabbit: 
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 “Real isn’t how you are made,’ said the Skin Horse. ‘It’s a thing that happens to you. 

When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then 
you become Real.’ 

 
‘Does it hurt?’ asked the Rabbit. 

 
‘Sometimes,’ said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. ‘When you are Real you 

don’t mind being hurt.’ 
 

‘Does it happen all at once, like being would up,’ he asked, ‘or bit by bit?’ 
 

‘It doesn’t happen all at once,’ said the Skin Horse. ‘You become. It takes a long time. 
That’s why it doesn’t happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have 

to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, 
and your eyes drop out and you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things don’t 

matter at all, because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t 
understand.” 

 
 

As I finished reading this passage, the students broke into applause. In my estimation, 

they were not applauding me or even the passage’s central concept of belonging and acceptance. 

Their cheers were in celebration of their participation in an educational experience that afforded 

them the privilege of shared, collective learning in the form of autoethnographic art that revealed 

the life-changing events such as: a teenaged girl finding meaning in her life after her sisters died 

in a car crash; a young man expressing acceptance of his rough, white, working class childhood 

through a rap song; and a woman sharing her difficult journey toward expression of her true self 

through weight loss and dramatic, distinctive make-up and attire. They were applauding their 

participation in a unique educational experience where being ‘Real’ became less daunting and 

profoundly accepted within the learning community of a general education art course.  

Explorations of self are important to art educators and students in both micro and macro 

contexts. Individual growth, acceptance and development of voice all contribute to larger 

political, economic and cultural interpretations and representations. I dedicated this study to the 
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notion expressed by other scholars that attempts at expressing self through art holds the 

possibility of emboldening individual lives and in turn, influencing community and global 

discussions. Leavy (2009) illustrates this dynamic in her analysis of hooks’ (1995) Art on My 

Mind: Visual Politics. She explains that hooks rightly viewed art as a: 

“medium for conveying political ideas, concepts, beliefs, and other information about the 

culture in which it was produced, including dominant views of race, class and gender [and 

therefore] can function as a site of exclusion…However, for hooks, visual art also carries a 

transformative power that can resist and dislodge stereotypical ways of thinking” (p. 219). 

In conclusion, my reflective notes from the final day of class express my perception of 

how participants displayed varying degrees of transformation as a collective, cooperative 

experience during the course of the study. The purpose of my research was to investigate 

autoethnography through a postmodern, progression lens to uncover practical applications 

toward educational freedom. In her book, Bird by Bird, Anne Lamott (1995) highlights a quote 

from Toni Morrison that asserts “the function of freedom is to free someone else…and if you are 

no longer wracked or in bondage to a person or a way of life, tell your story, risk freeing 

someone else, p. 17).” Accurately measuring the participants’ academic shifts and growth that 

occurred as a result of autoethnographic art making and sharing is challenging but the 

importance of classroom experience was clear to most of us. As both Sullivan (2005) and 

Marshall (2007) have discovered in their work, arts education research has the potential to 

generate new meaning, insights and perceptions from the process of creating and sharing art 

about ourselves. This study advocates for further exploration into the powerful tool of 

autoethnographic work in university art classrooms.  
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Recommendations for Further Research 

 Throughout the period of my study and the writing of this dissertation, I have witnessed 

an increased interest among my colleagues in the engagement of autoethnography in their 

teaching and research. This arts-based, autoethnographic study attempted to bridge what Bresler 

(2006) calls the researchers “two sets of considerations…caring for our participants and caring 

about the message to the scholarly community” (p. 52). More and more, art educators are looking 

for critical yet creative ways to incorporate real life experiences into teaching and learning. 

Telling our stories as both teachers and learners is a concrete, assessable method of inquiry. 

Daniel Pink passionately prescribes the incorporation of stories of self as essential for 

educational success in his book, A Whole New Mind (2006), Daniel Pink writes: 

We are our stories. We compress years of experience, view, and emotion into a few 
compact narratives that we convey to others and tell ourselves. That has always been true. 
But personal narrative has become prevalent, and perhaps more urgent, in a time of 
abundance, when many of us are freer to study a deeper understanding of ourselves and 
our purpose. (p. 17) 

 
 This concept of digging deeper into ourselves and our purpose is particularly useful in 

thoughtful discussion of future art education research. With many strong voices like Bochner and 

Ellis (2004), Reed-Danahay (2008) and Richardson (2000) advocating for a widening and 

strengthening of qualitative research focused on critically connecting the dots between the how 

and why researchers should be present in their work. Additionally, Ellingson and Ellis (2008), 

describe autoethnography as “a social constructionist project that rejects the deep-rooted binary 

oppositions between researcher and the researched, objectivity and subjectivity, process and 

product, self and others, art and science and the personal and the political” (pp. 450-459). My 

study was conducted as part of a growing collection of postmodern studies with autoethnography 

at the center.  
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 Future qualitative studies of this sort might be well suited for interdisciplinary research 

between the art and visual culture education, critical gender, race and ethnic studies, cultural 

studies and social and behavioral studies. Just as the use of autoethnography frees us to use 

multiple forms of art for self-expression, cross disciplinary research has the capacity to 

strengthen inquiries of underrepresented and underexplored cultural beliefs, practices and topics. 

This dynamic process of exploration and understanding can be seen in the words of the poet and 

teacher, Hettie Jones (1996) who writes, “Anyone in the pursuit of art is responding to the desire 

to make visible that which is not, to offer the unknown self to others” (p. 24).  
 Finally, my inspiring teaching and research experiences throughout the study serve as 

motivation for my own future studies in this arena. As hooks (1994) suggested years ago, 

infusing our own life experiences into research not only allows educators to reinvigorate our 

commitment to our profession, it also expands the ways in which we conceptualize and 

legitimize new forms of knowing for our students. A logical continuation of this research is 

taking a closer, more focused look at how to art educators might work to address the “art scars” 

(Brown, 2015) that the majority of participants expressed they had experienced at some point in 

their academic careers. I hope to open dialogue with other art educators about confronting the 

problem and working to identify cooperative, progressive curricula and teaching strategies that 

aim to fully engage and liberate learners. 
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APPENDIX A: COURSE SYLLABUS 

 
 
ART 150 B2: East Asian Art and Visual Culture 

 
Instructor: Dr. Ryan Shin, Victoria Cook 

Office: TBA 
Office Hours:  TBA 
E-Mail: vcook@email.arizona.edu             

Time: TBA 
D2L Course Site: 
http://d2l.arizona.edu 
 

 
“Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it.” Confucius 

 
What can we learn during the process of making art? Graeme Sullivan 

 
Course Description 

 
This course will introduce students to Asian art and visual culture, focusing on the art and 

architecture of Asia. Students will explore various Asian national or regional art and cultural 
traditions, beginning in ancient times and continuing up to the 20th century, and they will gain a 
deeper understanding of Asian world-views, life styles, and related cultural practices and 
traditions. Students then are expected to apply this fundamental understanding to examining 
cultural arts, crafts, practices, and aspects of popular culture that are ubiquitous and observable 
in current U. S. contexts.  

 
Additionally, students are expected to undertake course assignments and projects 

designed to gain an understanding of their own culture and their identity within it. The course 
material will engage each student in a study of understanding of self and identity within the 
context of autoethnographic art making. Students will explore parallel investigations of Asian art 
and culture and their own roles and identities within their own culture. The format of the course 
is a combination of the following: lecture, reflective discussion, journal creation, small and large 
group activities, and autoethnographic research. All students are expected to take active 
participation in class discussions, and to complete all class projects and assignments by the 
established due dates (see Calendar below).  

 
*Please note that the course does include the creation of a series of student-chosen, 

autoethnographic art forms, students do not need art experience for participation. With written, 
prior permission as guided by the University of Arizona, your art and your reflections in your 
journals will serve as data for collection, coding and analysis for instructor’s research.  
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D2L Course Site:  

 
Materials for the course will be available on the course D2L site, that includes 

PowerPoints, any additional readings, video links, and other hand-outs.  
 

Course Expectations and Outcomes 
 
Students will be able to:  
 
1. Develop an understanding of aesthetic concepts and broad themes of Asian art and visual 

culture by examining the social, economic, and political contexts that helped define their 
development.  

 
2. Understand the basic styles, forms, materials, and symbolism of Asian art. 

 
3. Appreciate art, crafts, ritual objects, and other visual forms in relation to specific eras and 

regions.  
 

4. Conduct intercultural research examining an art object, applying reflective and critical 
thinking skills.  
 

5. Gain an understanding of the many layers of symbolism found in Asian objects and 
images, which carry secular and spiritual meanings.  
 

6. Conduct art-based research project of self within culture by applying reflective and 
critical thinking skills. 
 

7. Gain an understanding of the participatory elements required for creating and maintaining 
a collaborative, interactive, egalitarian teaching and learning community. 
 

Required Text 
 
G. Fahr-Becker (2011). The Art of East Asia. h.f Hullman.  
T. Muncey (2010). Creating Autoethnographies, Sage. 
 

Assignments and Grading  
 
The following assignments are designed to help you develop critical awareness of the 

course topics and themes. Your final grade will be based upon the two quizzes and the quality of 
other assigned projects, which are listed below.   

 
1. Quizzes (20 points each) 

There will be two quizzes consisting of multiple-choice and short-answer 
questions. They will be graded based on your understanding of the course content and 
images.  
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No make-ups or substitutions for quizzes are allowed except in extreme circumstances. 

2. Autoethnographic Art Journal (30 points)
Throughout the semester, you will keep a visual and/or written journal or blog 

documenting self-portraits, visual performances or skits, crafts, photographic “selfies,” 3-
D collages, video collages or other approved forms of self-reflective art forms that 
represent your own identity within culture.  

As you create your art entries, consider how the pieces represent your own 
experiences, voice and power as an individual. Explain how and why you chose your art 
topic and reflect on the experience of its creation. 

There should be a minimum of ten entries. All journals will be submitted in a 
digital form at the end of the semester. 

3. Final Project Autobiographic Art Piece for Exhibition* (20 points)

You are expected to create a presentation by choosing one of your art journal 
entries for a class art exhibition. Chose an entry that you believe represents your own 
voice and power within your own culture. 

*These presentations will be video-taped with written consent from participants
for instructor’s research. 

4. Class Attendance and Participation (10 points)

Your participation grade will be based upon your class attendance and your level 
of participation in weekly discussions on D2L. Each week, students will have the 
opportunity to reflect on the week prior and give input into a question on class 
productivity and learning environment. 
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Summary of Course Requirements 
 

Assignment 
Type 

Final 
grade % 

Due date 

Two Quizzes  40% TBA 
Visual Research 

Journal 
30% TBA 

Final Project 
Presentations 

20% TBA 

Class Attendance 
and Participation on 
D2L Discussion Board 

10% On-going throughout 
semester 

 
Grading Scale 
University of Arizona standards will be applied to grades.  
90 – 100 %   A 
80 – 89.9%   B 
70 – 79.9%   C 
60 – 69.9%   D 
0 – 59.9%   E 
 
Undergraduate Grading Criteria 
A=Excellent. All course requirements completed in an outstanding manner.  
B=Good. All course requirements completed in an above average manner.  
C=Satisfactory. All course requirements completed in an average level.  
D=Poor. All course requirements completed, but unsatisfactory and below average level.  
E=Failure. Not meeting some or all course requirements, or doing many assignments 
inadequately. No credit will be given for the course.  
 

Attendance 
 
You are expected to attend all class meetings. It is essential that you come to class on 

time, and stay until the end of class. You will only be allowed two unexcused absences. After 
missing two class meeting times, each additional absence will reduce the final grade by a half-
letter grade. It is possible you will have a legitimate illness or emergency during the term. So, in 
the event of dramatic and extreme circumstances, make an appointment to discuss your options 
with me.  

 
Arriving for class after the starting time or leaving class before dismissal constitutes a 

tardy. The accumulation of 3 tardies is equal to an absence in the calculation of attendance. In 
cases, you will have to miss the class, it is important to let me know through email or phone in 
advance.  

 
All holidays or special events observed by organized religions will be honored for those 

students who show affiliation with that religion. Absences approved by the UA Dean of Students 
(or Dean's designee) will be honored.  
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Cell phones: Cell phone and text messaging are not allowed in class. Please, make sure 

that you turn off your own cellular phone.  
 
 

Students with Disabilities: 
 
Any student who feels s/he may need an accommodation based on the impact of a 

disability should contact me privately to discuss your specific needs. You may also contact the 
Disability Resource Center (621-3268 or uadrc@email.arizona.edu) to coordinate reasonable 
accommodations.  

 
 

Student Code of Conduct and Academic Integrity: 
 
All students should be familiar with the University of Arizona's Codes of Conduct and 

Academic Integrity. Everyone is expected to maintain the following policies. 
   
Student Code of Conduct: “The aim of education is the intellectual, personal, social, and 

ethical development of the individual.  The educational process is ideally conducted in an 
environment that encourages reasoned discourse, intellectual honesty, openness to constructive 
change and respect for the rights of all individuals.  Self discipline and a respect for the rights of 
others in the university community are necessary for the fulfillment of such goals” 
(http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicies/scc5308abcd.html).  
 

Code of Academic Integrity: “Integrity and ethical behavior are expected of every student 
in all academic work. This Academic Integrity principle stands for honesty in all class work, and 
ethical conduct in all labs and clinical assignments. This principle is furthered by the student 
Code of Conduct and disciplinary procedures established by ABOR Policies 5-308 through 5-
404, all provisions of which apply to all University of Arizona students” 
(http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicies/cai1.html).  

 
Maintaining a Safe and Non-Threatening Environment: The University seeks to promote 

a safe environment where students and employees may participate in the educational process 
without compromising their health, safety or welfare. The Arizona Board of Regents’ Student 
Code of Conduct, ABOR Policy 5-308, prohibits threats of physical harm to any member of the 
University community, including to one’s self. Threatening behavior can harm and disrupt the 
University, its community and its families. “Threatening behavior” means any statement, 
communication, conduct or gesture, including those in written form, directed toward any 
member of the University community that causes a reasonable apprehension of physical harm to 
a person or property. A student can be guilty of threatening behavior even if the person who is 
the object of the threat does not observe or receive it, so long as a reasonable person would 
interpret the maker’s statement, communication, conduct or gesture as a serious expression of 
intent to physically harm (http://policy.web.arizona.edu/~policy/threatening.pdf).   
  

mailto:uadrc@email.arizona.edu
http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicies/scc5308abcd.html
http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicies/cai1.html
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APPENDIX B: FIELD NOTES TEMPLATE 

Researcher’s Class Journal  

(Reflective notes recorded after each session) 

 

 

Instructor/Researcher:   

Date: 

Lecture Topic:  

Visual Observations: 

Written Observations: 

Main Themes from Class:  

Categories:  

Codes: 
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APPENDIX C: ART JOURNAL AND FINAL PROJECT ASSIGNMENT 

Students’ Autoethnographic Art Journal and Observation Notes 
 

Autoethnographic Art Journal Assignment   
 
Autoethnography is a form of self-reflection expression that explores the researcher's 

personal experience and connects this autobiographical story to wider cultural, political, and 
social meanings and understandings. Defined from within its parts, autoethnography is a study of 
Auto (self) using Ethnography (qualitative research method in which a researcher uses 
participant observation and interviews to gain a deeper understanding of a group's culture) to 
locate and investigate meaning of self within a culture or society. Autoethnography focuses on 
the researcher’s subjective experience rather than, or in interaction with, the beliefs and practices 
of others. While autoethnographies often take the form of self-reflective writing, this course will 
allow participants to expand the forms of art used as a means of investigation into self and 
identity. 

 
Final Project Art Exhibition*  

 
You are expected to create a presentation by choosing one of your art journal entries. 

Your presentation should convey your experiences with self reflective art. Chose an entry that 
you believe represents your own voice and power as an individual in the classroom environment. 

*These presentations will be video-taped with written consent from participants for 
instructor’s research.  

 

Instructor/Researcher Notes 

Weekly Written Observations: 

Main Themes:  

Categories:  

Codes: 
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APPENDIX D: FIELD NOTES FOR FINAL PRESENTATION 

Presenter: 

Date: 

Narrative: 

General Themes and Categories: 

Coded Concepts: 
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APPENDIX E: DISCUSSION BOARD ASSIGNMENT 

Your participation grade for the class will be based upon your class attendance and your 

level of participation in weekly discussions on D2L. Each week, students will have the 

opportunity to reflect on the week prior and give input into a question on class productivity and 

learning environment. 

 

Weekly Sample Questions: 

1) On a level from 1 – 10, how would you rate your knowledge base of Asian art and 
culture? Explain. 

2) On a level from 1- 10, how would you rate your knowledge base of autoethnographic art? 
Explain. 

3) On a level from 1-10, how would you rate your comfort level with exploring ideas of 
Asian art and culture? Explain. 

4) On a level from 1-10, how would you rate your comfort level in exploring your identity 
within in culture through autoethnography? Explain. 

5) Describe your experience and understanding of your first entry into your 
autoethnographic art journal. 

6) Are there any connections you have found in the study of Asian culture and your own 
identity in your culture?  
 

Researcher Notes: 

Summary of Responses Initial Coding  Categories  Concepts 
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APPENDIX F: PRE-AND POST COURSE QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

1. What is your experience in Asian Art and Culture? 
 

2. What is your experience in autoethnographic art making? 
 

3. How would you describe your role in a university art classroom? 
 

4. How would you describe the role of a student in a university art classroom? 
 

5. What role does art and culture play in the formation of your own identity? 
 

6. How does art and culture affect your daily life…at home, in the classroom, etc.? 
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APPENDIX G: FINAL PRESENTATION NOTES 

You will create an autoethnographic piece of art using any medium or combination of 

media, including but not limited to; a series of photographs (a minimum of ten), drawing or 

painting (20 x 30 inches for any dimension), sculpture, video, digital storytelling, music, poetry, 

collage, mosaic, cartoon, print-making, etc. Before making an artwork, you are encouraged to 

analyze, investigate, reflect, and/or examine your own ideas of self and culture. You may also 

identify your own ideas of your individuality with your own culture life style, traditions, world 

views, philosophy, or belief-system. In addition to your art work, you are expected to write a two 

to three-page paper to describe the meaning of the piece and how it expresses your culture and 

reflection on yourself. In short, your final piece and writing will address how and why the piece 

represents your notions of self within your culture(s). Be prepared to share your final piece and 

statement with the class by bringing it to class and/or submit pictures of your artwork through 

D2L final project folder.  

 

Participant:     Date:  

 

Art Piece Title: 

 

Fieldnotes from Presentation: 
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APPENDIX H: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

Participant Consent Form 

Study Title: Exploring Self in Culture: Autoethnographic Art-making in Higher 

Education  

Principal Investigator: Victoria Cook, Ph.D. candidate AVCE 

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.  

Why is this study being done? 

The purpose of the study is to examine the possibilities of autoethnographic art in the 

exploration of self in culture in higher education. The goal of the study is to explore ways to 

enrich and expand knowledge of self within culture through the process of autoethnographic art-

making. Through our work together, participants will to contribute to a study that seeks to 

identify teaching and learning pathways that enhance general education experiences. 

What will happen if I take part in this study? 

Embedded within the assignments of ART 150B2 Art and Culture of East Asia are 

elements of research. If you agree to participate in the study, your visual research journal, 

discussion content, historical fiction project and class presentation will be used as data for the 

study. Your decision to participate in the study will have no effect on your final grade. The lead 

professor and class grader will not have any identifying information about your participation. 

The principal investigator will obtain your work pertinent to the study after the semester ends 

and graded have been recorded. 
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How long will I be in the study? 

The study will take place over the course of the Fall 2016 semester. 

How many people will take part in this study? 

All students enrolled in ART 150 B2 during Fall 2016 semester will have the opportunity 

to participate in the research. The final number of participants will not be known until the 

semester’s end.  

Can I stop being in the study? 

Your participation in the study is voluntary. If you decide to take part in the study, you 

may leave at any time with a written request. No matter what decision you make, there will be no 

penalty for non-participation and no extra credit and/or grade will be awarded for participation. 

Your decision to participate will not affect your assignment or final grades for the course. If at 

any time you wish to be removed from the study, please contact Dr. Ryan Shin of the 

University of Arizona, shin@email.arizona.edu.  

What risks or benefits can I expect from being in the study? 

There are no risks to students who chose to participate in the study as the information 

gained will be held confidential and no identifying information will be shared in future research. 

Participants can expect to engage in an expanded exploration of self within culture that may 

provide insights for future academic studies.  

Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 

Research files will be kept confidential and no individual, identifying information will 

used in future research. Only first names will be used in presentation of research findings and if a 

participant would prefer to remain anonymous, that request will be honored.  

Who can answer my questions about the study? 
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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 Dr. Ryan Shin or the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 

http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program. 

 

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subject’s 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. 

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.  

 

     

Printed name of participant  Signature of participant  Date 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program
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APPENDIX I: DETAIL OF FINAL ART PIECES 

Participant  
First Name Final Art Piece 

Ryuto Photographic collage 
Christopher Clay sculpture of DNA 
Diego Wood carved knife 
Exton Photographic collage 
Victoria Photographic slide show 
Samantha Drawing of phoenix 
Alex Asian-inspired watercolor 

painting 
Otis Rhythm assisted poetry (RAP) 
Ethan Haiku 
Yu Drawing of Chinese folk song 
Galina Photographic collage 
Jacob Hand-painted scroll 
Hilda Sculpture of name 
Jordon Religious scroll 
Chris Photographic slide show 
Victoria Multi-media sculpture 
Eric Series of paper masks 
Cori Photographic collage 
Julieanne Collage of self in make-up 
Gabrielle Short film 
Jason Drawing of Star of David 
Leah Photographs of family food 
Zachary Poetry 
Daniel Original song with drawings 
Manuel Cartoon 
Kensie Photographic collage 
Paulina Drawing of mandala 
Jacquelyn Photographic collage 
Jeff Original interpretive dance 
Brianna Photographic collage 
Torin Poetry 
Sean Pixelated mosaic collage 
Jacob Handmade bracelets 
Hailee Photographic slide show 
Anita Watercolor painting 
Ajay Photograph of Chicago 
Lauren Painting of a rose 
Kay Paper Mache mask 
Gina Original song 
Maddison Colored pencil drawing 
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Ting Handmade rubber stamps 
Kiana Pencil drawing 
Daisy Oil painting 
Darian Pencil drawing 
Constance Photographic slide show 
Mai Digital painting 
Christine Original song 
Nicolas Poetry 
Liana Poetry 
Anthony Original song 
Emily Photographic slide show 
Austin Blown glass sculpture 
Alexis Short film 
Jerry Comic strip panels 
Conrad Rap song 
Dylaina Oil painting 
Lauren Acrylic painting 
Samuel Colored pencil drawing 
Taylor Multi-media collage 
Cristobal Poetry 
Mikaela Watercolor painting 
Raven Stuffed animal from old 

clothing 
Kurt Ink drawing 
Guozhong Chinese-inspired drawing 
Benjamin Doodling graphic art drawing 
Cierra Photographic slide show 
Shelbie Melted crayon painting 
Alan Ink and marker drawing 
Eddie Pixelated photographic mosaic 
Stratton 3d computer aided sculpture 
Xiaomin Pixelated photographic collage 
Alanna Colored pencil drawing 
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