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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This case study comprises an art making workshop conducted over four two hour 

sessions, with refugee participants of a not-for-profit organization called Owl and Panther in 

Southwestern United States. Through this study, the researcher, who is a volunteer at the 

organization, and a migrant himself, sought to understand how art educators in such community 

programs might, through expressive art making opportunities, understand the hopes and 

aspirations of new refugee immigrants in their new environment in order to design meaningful 

and relevant art curriculum in more structured teaching programs.  

Survey questionnaires, participant artwork, and researcher’s field notes form the data for 

the study, which are analyzed to identify themes representing their depictions of positive 

experiences from their past to bring forward, as well as their current, and future goals and vision 

for their new communities.  

The study reveals play, education, a strong sense of social responsibility, and a desire for 

economic viability to be significant ideas expressed. It makes recommendations for suggested 

materials and artistic projects to be used in future similar workshops, for greater effect, in 

response to participants expressive making.  The study is set in a framework of multicultural and 

social justice art education, expressive art therapy and community-based art education.  

The study is inspired by my status as an immigrant and international student in the United 

States and the recent new Executive orders in the country at the time of this study.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

An Introduction to the Study 

 

A Journey from Flight to Flight. 

Moving from flight to flight, more of us have come to see, not only that we live in many 

worlds at the same time, but also that these worlds are, in fact, all in the same place—the 

place each one of us is here and now. (Minh-Ha, 1996, p. 56) 

Through the above quote, artist and scholar Trinh-T Minh-Ha raises our awareness about the 

idea that we all live in the same world, and that all our experiences of the moment have the same 

impact on us—in this we are all similar. In recalling us to this common humanity, Minh-Ha 

reminds us that everyone is important, and that all people should have equal opportunity to live 

in the world, regardless of their status. The issues of migration, including refugeeism, are 

ubiquitous in our world today and crying out for more practical and humane solutions.   

Immigrants are driven to leave their native countries by numerous– fortunate or 

unfortunate– occurrences, some of which are often beyond their control. Reasons for moving, 

from flight to flight, include but are not limited to studies, work, poverty, war, political 

leadership, and natural mishaps or disasters. Most immigrants, and especially refugees seek 

asylum in another country that will accept them, and offer new opportunities to look forward 

with hope. However hopeful the acceptance into a new country may be however, settling in a 

new country and a new way of life is not easy. New immigrants, especially students, may find it 

hard to adjust and stabilize successfully in their new environment, especially for those whose 

past experiences include traumatic memories. Their hopes and aspirations for their new lives 

may be affected either positively or negatively based on their previous experiences 

(Oikonomidoy, 2010). In the case of the United States, new immigrants find themselves among a 
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multicultural community, and in a social and educational system often very different from their 

own. They may also be discriminated against because of their race or economic status. In the 

practical considerations of adjusting to all of this newness, those of us who work with, and hope 

to work with such new immigrants are in danger of forgetting to acknowledge and care about 

their experiences of the moment, and to ask how they process their understandings of their 

hopes, dreams, and aspirations in this transitory moment in their flight.  

I am an international student who moved from Ghana to the United States for higher 

education. I am an artist, art teacher, and a voluntary migrant. In my new life in the United States 

I found myself wondering: In the busy, often chaotic newness of the new worlds they inhabit, 

how do new migrants express their hopes and aspirations being part of a multicultural, 

multilingual community? I became interested and invested in working with new immigrants and 

refugees while pursuing my graduate studies, which focused on social justice, and joined –first as 

a volunteer and later as an intern– Owl and Panther, a not-for-profit community organization in 

Tucson, Arizona. In their own words,  

Arizona is home to thousands of refugee families. Many arrive having been impacted by 

torture, trauma and traumatic dislocation. At Owl & Panther, we work to help provide 

refugee children and their families with healing experiences and a welcoming 

community. (Owl & Panther website 2017, retrieved 01/10/2018 from 

https://www.owlandpanther.org/). 

Learning to work with the families at Owl & Panther made me want to understand how I, 

through my time teaching art, could understand them better, in order to design art curriculum that 

would help them express their dreams for the future, and their past experiences in a positive, 

supportive environment. This desire resulted in the case study described in this thesis.  
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In a series of two hour-long art making sessions that I was asked to facilitate, I gave 

students four prompts to work with. These were asked to express:  

a. Their fondest memories of the previous places they lived in,  

b. What they envision as valuable in their new environment in the United States,  

c. What they want to become in the near future, and  

d. The kind of community they want to help build.  

The level of facilitation and guidance in art making techniques I could offer was limited by the 

short time during which I could interact with the students. My hour with them was one of several 

extra-curricular activities offered during the evening, and participants could freely move between 

activity stations, thus the amount of time each participant spent in my art facilitation station 

varied. Given my limited experience and time available with the population I used this 

opportunity to understand them better through their expressive art making in response to my 

prompt, so that any curriculum I develop in the future is built on an informed understanding of 

where they are coming from and what they hope to achieve. In designing and facilitating these 

sessions I hoped to support them in adjusting emotionally and physically in their new 

environment, while healing from traumatic disclosures in the legal and therapeutic processes 

they have to go through.  

My goals in undertaking this study have been inspired in large part, by literature on 

Community-Based Art Education (CBAE), which seeks to cover the duality of making art and at 

the same time building a sense of community among participants in that art making group.  As 

Krensky and Steffen (2009) tell us, “In particular, the use of community art and community-

based art education to build community and foster change has emerged as a striking trend in 

recent decades” (p. 6).  
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Seeking A Space to Hope 

As an international student in the United States, I find a dichotomy in the wealth of 

opportunities for and encouragement of diversity on one hand and the stringent, sometimes 

exclusive, immigration laws on the other.  In this sometimes-uncertain atmosphere happiness and 

self-fulfillment, which can depend heavily on factors including the socio-cultural environment in 

which we live, can become elusive. Hayashi (2016) explains Maslow’s idea there are two types 

of motivation for people to be productive: extrinsic and intrinsic. Extrinsic motivation is related 

to the outer world of the individual (p. 85). Therefore, living in an environment with closed 

borders and tight immigration laws could be discouraging and counter-productive. I believe that 

refugees like all other citizens should be given a supportive environment in order to reach their 

dreams in life. UNHCR (2016) reported that self-reliance or fulfillment in this case could only be 

achieved if there is an enabling environment that includes, besides a viable economic situation 

and availability of affordable housing, receptive attitudes from the entire host community.  I have 

found that there is currently much distrust and doubt around the issue of accepting refugees and 

immigrants into the United States. This reflects the urgency of creating a more humane 

understanding of these populations on local levels, and to support them as they face these fears.  

 As a teacher looking to practice social justice art education, and to respond to the issues 

described above, I framed this study, which investigates the following question and sub-

questions:  

How can we understand the hopes and aspirations that new immigrants have, in their new 

environment, through expressive art making?  

o What ideas emerge as significant in this expressive art making experience?  

o What types of art projects could help refugees to express their hopes and 

aspirations? 
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o What types of art media and processes are most useful for refugees in expressing 

their hopes and aspirations? 

Before I go further into describing my research and its findings, I will provide a definition of 

terms to limit the scope of my study within a large and varied discourse. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Immigration and Refugees  

 The issue of migration and resettlement has attracted a lot of attention since the end of the 

World War II and has drawn the attention of numerous scholars and global institutions such as 

the United Nations. LeBlane and Waters (2005) assert that, 

The care and protection of refugees became an international responsibility after 

World War II. In this context, international, national, and non-governmental 

agencies developed institutions, policies, and strategies to protect refugees’ 

human rights, including protection from forcible repatriation, arbitrary 

deportation, hunger, disease, and lack of shelter. As a result, today millions are 

alive who would have perished from starvation or illness. (p. 132) 

Since then, several efforts have been put in place by the United Nations to support refugees. 

Resettlement gives refugees whose lives have been shattered and futures placed on hold a 

renewed hope and the opportunity to rebuild their lives. UNHCR encourages countries to create 

formal resettlement programs that would increase the number of refugees who can benefit from 

this solution (UNHCR, 2016). People who have been dislocated from their native habitats due to 

factors beyond their control often face a lot of challenges in their new settlements. Some of them 

end up living their whole lives in refugee camps, a condition of considerable hardship. Others are 

disenfranchised from their families, due to the arduous process they have to go through in other 
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to secure asylum. The unbearable tortures faced by some refugees or their family members 

continue to haunt and create a hole in their hearts. In spite of all that, refugees face a lot of 

misconceptions from some ‘official’ citizens of their new country, which adds to the already-

accumulated pain in their hearts, leaving them with melancholic moods.  

As Minh-Ha (1996) writes, “To the accusation that refugees are a burden to taxpayers, 

the dutiful response obtained among the ‘unwelcome guests’ has been, faithfully enough, that 

most refugees have only one hope: to have a job and become a tax payer” (p. 48). She reminds us 

that, “The myopic view that the refugee problem is their problem and one on which our 

taxpayer’s money should not be wasted is no longer tenable” (Minh-Ha, 1996, p. 46). Refugee 

integration is an economic process. Progressively, refugees become less dependent on state aid, 

attaining a growing degree of self-reliance and becoming able to pursue sustainable livelihoods, 

thus contributing to the economic growth of the host country (UNHCR, 2016). However, in the 

meantime it is only humane and ethical to be hospitable, and to work also towards their 

emotional well-being.  I hope that the findings of this study will add to the voices of the many 

scholars who have been advocating for the well-being of immigrants, and especially refugees, in 

their new countries.  

Community-Based Art Education  

 The study is inspired by the voluminous knowledge on community-based art education 

that seeks to empower groups of people in the community by bringing out their creative abilities. 

As Martinez (2007) reminds us, “The purpose of community art is to engage participation” (p.8).  

According to Krensky and Steffens (2009), “Community-Based-Art Education is 

community art used as both a creative practice and a teaching method to fulfill educational 

objectives ranging from creative self-expression to competency with discipline specific 

standards” (p. 12). They further articulate that the use of community art and community-based 
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art education to build community and foster change has come forth as a standout discipline in 

recent times. In the same text, they mention that the President’s Committee on the Arts and the 

Humanities at the federal level has highlighted the importance of the arts for underserved 

communities. Art programs are used to provide opportunities for young people to envision and to 

actualize optimistic futures for themselves and their communities. Krensky and Steffen (2009) 

give the following examples, among others. 

Effective examples of community-art programs can be found around the country. 

The Art and Prevention partnership between the Center for Substance Abuse 

Prevention and the National Endowment for the Arts represents an effort to 

involve artists and art organizations in substance abuse prevention programs. The 

National Endowment for the Arts and other public and private foundations have 

been helping future generations realize their potentials through creative 

expression by financing art projects with state and regional partners. At the state 

and local levels, such grassroots organizations as Project YES in Colorado are 

combining arts and service learning to inspire young people to take leadership 

roles in solving social problems. (p. 6)  

This helps me to understand that art programs can be used wholly or in collaboration with other 

programs to affect the lives of young people in the community. Art that is established in 

neighborhoods, as opposed to only in formal education, can inspire, transform, and heal the 

participants in safe, significant ways. This is because artists not only document change in society 

but also “promote, inform, and shape it” through different branches, for example painting, media, 

films, textiles, etc. (Martinez, 2007, p. 5) Art serves as a form of empowerment for young 

people, especially those in underserved communities, to express their hopes and aspirations in 

the communities they find themselves, and this is a core value of community-based art education. 
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Briggs and McHenry (2013) recount Campaña’s assertion that, “community-based art educators 

work with community members to identify needs, centering their actions on building 

participatory social relationships and dialogue that involves all actors” (p. 365). In the same text, 

Briggs and McHenry are of the view that, through community-based art education, teacher 

candidates are able to test prescribed teaching methods, experiment with several teaching styles 

to enhance creativity and a sense of accomplishment among young people. They explain that, 

during community-based art programs, teacher candidates connect theoretical classroom 

experience to real-world experience, which eventually increases their social awareness about 

teaching.  

 As a result, there should be more research on how art can be used to engage the specific 

communities in which we live, which is where I hope that this study comes in.   

Multicultural Education 

 Joe, Keehn, and Ham-Roberts (2011) wrote in their book: Rethinking Contemporary Art 

and Multicultural Education that multicultural education prepares learners to live the egalitarian 

(equal rights for all) ideology, which actually strengthens the democracy of a country. Learners 

are encouraged to bring their prior knowledge and experiences into the learning process thus 

increasing diversity in the classroom. They claim that multicultural education challenges and 

rejects racism, sexism, and discrimination in curriculum and pedagogy. In this study, I am 

working with immigrants– including refugees– from different cultural backgrounds, inviting 

them to bring their existing experiences and knowledge on board, to connect their everyday 

experiences with the workshop learning. Graham (2009) also discusses the power of art in 

multicultural education and how art works such as painting and photography are used as means 

to understand cultural issues, experiences of cultural diversity, and social justice. He mentions 
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that it is the responsibility of educators to help students dispute the stereotypes that engulf them 

in society.  

Social Justice and Art Education  

Clair (2017), in her article “Art-Making as Social Justice in Za'atari and Calais,” writes 

on arts-based initiatives that were used by some artist to improve the lives of migrants in 

Za’atari. The program, known as the Za’atari Project introduced mural-painting and theater 

performance to Syrian refugees. She explains that art, when combined with therapy, can help 

solve different kinds of psychological health issues of migrants, which may include depression, 

loss of hope, and isolation.  She states that, 

In painting and drawing workshops, Bergner and his colleagues invited 

participants to create what they missed most from home, what they envisioned for 

the future, or how they wished to rebuild their communities. For large mural 

projects, participants played an active role both in determining the design and in 

spreading awareness about their artwork’s significance. Some murals, for 

instance, conveyed ideas about water conservation, hygiene, and conflict 

resolution that participants had discussed in workshops; these murals acted as 

educational tools to promote health-conscious behaviors and improve social 

relations within the larger Za’atari community. (p. 42) 

Such art making projects offer the necessary tools for improving the welfare of immigrants, 

creating cordial relationships among them and citizens, and “educating international audiences 

about migrants’ individual histories and aspirations” (p. 41). Through the program immigrants 

learned and participated in exploring social issues in their community (Claire, 2017; Artista, 

2015). Dewhurst, cited in Quinn, Ploof, and Hochtritt (2012) writes, 
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While people often assume that social justice art education must be based on 

controversial or overtly political issues (i.e. race, violence, discrimination, etc.), 

this is not always the case. Rather, as long as the process of making art offers 

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

action in the world, then they are engaged in the practice of social justice art 

making. (p. xxi). 

Additionally, Garber (2004) present’s Giroux’s argument that, “social justice education can also 

be thought of as guiding students to know themselves and their worlds, and to live and act as part 

of community and society as critical citizens, employing ‘the principles of justice, liberty, and 

equality’ in creating a radical democracy” (p. 6). 

Expressive Art Therapy 

According to Darley and Heath (2007), “The expressive arts are primarily an educational 

process that is therapeutic because it moves the participant towards health” (p.16) They allow 

participants to speak out their intrinsic ideas while at the same time serving as a therapy for any 

traumas they may have been through. Expressive art started in the 1970s by the work of some 

artists at the, then Lesley College Graduate School now, Lesley University. The term, at some 

point, was seen as misleading because it was “taken to mean that art is self-expression, the 

outward representation of inner feelings” (Levine, 2011, p. 21). Darley and Heath (2007) write 

about expressive art and its power of connection. Art has the ability to permeate and connect 

with the inner world of participants to bring out that which is unconscious and arduous to express 

verbally. They wrote: 

Art has another very special function in regard to the internal world: it can also 

engage the unconscious. Art is therefore deep education. It allows one to express 
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the unknown from the unconscious depths of one’s being and allow the unknown 

to become knowledge in the light of consciousness. (Darley & Heath, 2007, p.17) 

Richardson (2016) tells us that according to the Appalachian Expressive Arts Collective 

“expressive arts therapy is the practice of using imagery, storytelling, dance, music, drama, 

poetry, movement, horticulture, dream work, and visual arts together, in an integrated way to 

foster human growth, development, and healing” (p. 3). Expressive art therapy is an emerging 

field in therapy as reflected in the formation of the International Expressive Arts Therapy 

Association, established in 1994. It is being used for the treatment of people with various forms 

of trauma. Richardson (2016) goes on to explain, “Trauma is experienced in the body, mind, and 

spirit of a child through direct or indirect exposure to events such as natural disasters, accidents, 

maltreatment, or illness” (p. 35).  

 

Research Methodology 

Case Study 

Case study is a way to investigate many things including phenomena, events, people, and 

places, along with being a framework that explicitly looks at the context and its dynamic 

relationships, often over time. It is focused on deep, intense exploration of connections with the 

topic and content (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Case studies also offer flexibility to the 

researcher with regards to the use of multiple data collection tools such as participant 

observation, interview, and observation, among others. Marshal and Rossman (2016) tell us that 

“Case studies favor intensity and depth, as well as exploring the interaction between case and the 

context” (p. 19). They add that “a case study or ethnographic report may use just one setting—

maybe a village or corporation—that is selected for explicit reporting from those within a larger 

study” (p. 276).  
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My case study comprised a four-session art class at Owl and Panther, Tucson, where I 

gathered and analyzed data in the form of survey responses, artwork and my own observational 

memos, as teacher and researcher.  

Arts-informed Research 

As mentioned in the previous section, participant artwork forms one of my three data 

sources. My analysis of these artworks to answer my questions looks to Arts-Informed research 

methods. Cole and Knowles (2008) tell us that, “As a framework for inquiry, arts-informed 

research is sufficiently fluid and flexible to serve either as a methodological enhancement to 

other research approaches or as a stand-alone qualitative methodology” (p. 8). Marshal and 

Rossman (2016) explain that, “Arts-informed research means that artistic processes or artistic 

pieces are incorporated in the development, data collection, and/or analysis of the project or that 

they are being used to represent findings” (p. 20). Arts-informed research also is known for using 

different options such as visual forms to help understand the conditions of people. It is 

committed to bridging the gap between academic work and that of the community (Cole & 

Knowles, 2008).  

Arts-informed research, with one of its main goals of accessibility (and breadth of 

audience), is an attempt to acknowledge individuals in societies as knowledge 

makers engaged in the act of knowledge advancement. Tied to moral purpose, it is 

also an explicit attempt to make a difference through research, not only in the 

lives of ordinary citizens but also in the thinking and decisions of policymakers, 

politicians, legislators, and other key decision makers. (p. 7) 

My study is similarly focused on the advancement of art making in communal spaces, to engage 

refugees who may not have full access to any form of art.  

 



19 
 

Goals and Delimitations 

This study focuses on the use and possibilities of art making as a communication tool 

through which families at Owl and Panther may express their hopes and aspirations. It is not a 

report on the therapeutic effects of art, nor is it an enacted curriculum to impart art making skills. 

It is an investigation into how informal arts engagements can be viewed as a forum through 

which to better understand who the people we intend to work with are, what their hopes and 

aspirations are as preparation to build a thoughtful and relevant social justice expressive arts art 

experience based on that understanding. The study itself is confined to one organization: Owl 

and Panther, and does not reflect the expressions of families working with the many other similar 

organizations in Tucson or elsewhere. It is limited to refugees, and does not cover the 

experiences of non-refugee immigrants. Finally: the study does not tell stories, tragic nor 

triumphant, of refugee experiences. Instead, it focuses on their everyday memories, their 

everyday hopes, in a hopeful look to the past and the future.  

 

Disseminating Findings 

The proliferation of new knowledge is necessary in every discipline in order to maintain 

contemporary relevance. This is no exception in art education. I hope to contribute to this effort, 

in sharing, through this case study, insight into preparing to work with refugee audiences,  

Another anticipated audience for the findings of this study is the Tucson community at 

large. The findings of this study will be shared with Owl and Panther staff to strengthen their arts 

curriculum and programming, and to serve towards advocacy for arts education programs while 

working with new migrant populations in the Southwest, including refugees. It will also be 

published as part of a memorial documentation of Owl and Panther. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A Review of Literature 

 

Overview 

 In Chapter One, I provided a general introduction to this research, stating my goal and 

inspiration for this research. I then gave a definition of some key terms after outlining the main 

and sub- questions that informed this research in order to limit the scope of the research within a 

large framework. Finally, the methodology for this study and the data collection methods were 

highlighted. In this chapter, I examine in more depth related literature that supports the key 

concepts that I described in my definition of terms. In other words, I review literature that speaks 

to working with migration and refugees, community-based art, multicultural education, social 

justice art education, and expressive art therapy. 

 

Migration and Refugees 

 Manning and Trimmer (2013) identify four categorizations of human migrations, namely 

home-community migration, colonization, whole-community migration, and cross-community 

migration. They explain that home-community involves moving from one place to another 

within the same community or country; Colonization on the other hand is the movement of 

people from one society to form a new community that serve as a replica of the home country. 

Often time, “the colonist settles in an environment very similar to that of their home” country (p. 

5). The idea of whole-community migration involves all the members of the community 

changing their habitation, however this is not very common with human beings but mostly with 

animals. The last categorization, that of cross-community migration is the one that this research 

is connected to. They describe this as, 
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Consist(ing) of selected individuals and groups leaving one community and moving to 

join another community. This pattern is followed universally by humans, and rarely by 

other species: language communication among humans provides the basic reason for this 

distinct pattern of migration. All human communities experience out-migration by 

members of their population who go to other communities. The migrants leave their 

home communities for various reasons– to benefit the home community, to benefit 

themselves, to escape the home community, or because they have been forcibly removed. 

At the same time, the home community accepts in-migrants from other communities who 

find a local role to play for either a short or long time. The rates and directions of 

migration may vary significantly, but the practice in general is universal among humans. 

The existence of language and the distinctions in language among communities give a 

particular character to the cross-community migration of humans (p. 6). 

This type of migration, they argue, requires the migrants to sometimes learn new languages. On 

the other hand, they can also introduce to the host country a new language and custom. This 

distinct human behavior makes it clear why migration “is not only a story of the spread of 

humankind, but also a story of the transformation of human life again and again” (p. 6). In the 

context of this research the migrants have been forcibly dislocated to the United States of 

America from their home country by various conditions such as war, hunger, and insecurity 

which is beyond their control and have therefore become refugees in the new community. As 

claimed by Manning and Trimmer (2013). 

the first reason for individuals to migrate is the hope that their personal situation will 

improve. This may mean escaping an unhappy situation brought by social oppression or 

economic deprivation, or it may mean the possibility of achieving a higher status after 

completing a voyage, either at home or abroad (p. 7).  
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 According to UNHCR (2017) forced displacement has become one of the major 

challenges facing our world today. According to them, 37.5 million people were displaced 

worldwide in a decade ago. This number increased to 65.3 million at the end of 2015, which 

includes about 21.3 million refugees and 40.8 million people who have been displaced internally. 

This has therefore caused the UNHCR to put in place the 2030 agenda to address some basic 

needs needed to expand resettlement. The United States of America according to UNHCR report 

in October 2017 have had more refugees resettled than any other country in the world with about 

3 million refugees since 1980. This indicates that a lot of refugees from across the globe resettle 

in the United States with the hope of bettering their lives by making use of the opportunities in 

the countries. Sonnert and Holton (2010) say that, 

America is certainly the land of opportunity for immigrants-but …. those who have 

advantageous starting positions-in terms of cultural or social capital, social networks and 

support structure, and personal drive-have the chance to do spectacularly well, whereas 

those who do not are in danger of being left behind. An instantiation of this very general 

principle in the area of young immigrants and refugees is the paradox noted or implied in 

several papers: people who are particularly adept at availing themselves of aid may not be 

the ones who need it most, but may tend to be people who might have done well anyway. 

Yet, organizations should not feel discouraged from engaging in aid activities that might 

not create a superficially impressive record, but that can be very valuable indeed (p. 5).  

Due to the paradoxical nature of being a refugee, it is difficult for immigrants especially refugees 

to identify with a particular nation or state to which they belong. As people who have been 

forcibly dislocated to a different country, they struggle to find and settle on which nation they 

actually belong to. Waters and LeBlane, in the introduction of their article Refugees and 

education: Mass public schooling without a nation-state (2005) identify a key social role for 
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school as being “the creation of modern citizens and workers who can imagine themselves as 

members of a political and economic community” (p. 129). They assert that schools have the 

ability of establishing a community where all people including refugees would have a sense of 

belongingness feeling part of the “we”. They are also capable defining the idea of “them”. When 

the school’s curriculum takes into account issues relating to the mode of instruction, language, 

histories taught, and the type of science that are taught, citizens, no matter their race and status 

will be more “exposed and indoctrinated to the same ideas through the system of mass public 

schooling that every modern nation-state seeks to establish. They explain two major 

contradictions that contribute to the challenge of understanding the connection between the 

envisioned curriculum of the school and the modern sense of citizenship; 

First, because refugees by definition do not have their own state, there is inherently 

uncertainty about in which society they socialize their children as members. As a result, 

issues taken for granted in “normal” societies such as language choice, history, gender, 

and religion become a focus for contention with the community itself, host country 

education ministries, and the humanitarian relief community. Second, in the international 

system of refugee relief, refugees are perceived as primarily being acute victims who 

have been denied access to physiological needs such as food, medical care, and potable 

water. This “medicalized” focus occurs despite the fact that few refugee situations are 

resolved quickly and millions of children live for years and sometimes even decades in 

refugee camps. This structural limitation means that irrespective of rhetoric to the 

contrary, planning for education is often done “for” refugees by external actors like the 

host country, United Nations relief agencies, and nongovernmental organizations, rather 

than “with” refugees (p. 130). 
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Refugees should be given the same privilege and treated with equity and equality as the host 

country’s citizens. This is because the world is connected and we all live in the same planet and 

should see each person as one of us. In emphasis, I reiterate the words of Trinh-T Minh-Ha 

(1996) with which I began this thesis: “moving from flight to flight, more of us have come to 

see, not only that we live in many worlds at the same time, but also that these worlds are, in fact, 

all in the same place—the place each one of us is here and now” (p. 56). 

 

Community-Based Art Education 

 As an art educator who is more interested in school-community partnerships such as 

after-school activities, I have always desired to work closely with the community in which I find 

myself to inspire and ignite artistic talent in young people. Through community-based art, youth 

especially the underprivileged and oppressed are advantaged to express their ideas and to learn 

new skills and techniques while building that a relationship in the community. 

 Briggs and McHenry (2013) employ community-based art to enhance creativity in young 

children. They tell us that according to the National Center for Education Statistics, in the past 

decade, the number of children especially those of color living poverty has increased. They cite 

Kennedy who asserts that “school districts struggle to cover costs; increased class size and 

reduced funding for materials and resources mean that children have to do with less, especially 

those of low income living in poorer areas” (p. 365). According to Krensky & Steffen (2009), 

“art programs in schools across the United States have been cut as education budgets diminish” 

(p. 6). If the value of the arts schools is dropping in a country like the United States where many 

see the arts, then how is it like in developing countries? They further indicate that only about half 

of the elementary schools in the country have art teachers who are full time. Due to the 

diminishing nature of art in the schools, “the use of community art and community-based art 
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education to build community and foster change has emerged as a striking trend in recent 

decades” (p. 6). All this indicates that “without additional resources, such as community 

programs, these children underserved–denied the benefits of activities that tap into hidden 

potential and build a sense of self” (Briggs and McHenry, 2013, p. 365). Due to this they created 

an art class where underserved students were able to “experiment through studio inquiry” (p. 

370). Through this project, student artists were able to work closely with volunteers, something 

that is scarce in the average elementary classroom. This also helped the participants acquire more 

skills and knowledge from experienced volunteers, which in turn served as foundation for them 

to be confident of being able to excel in their lives. Briggs and McHenry (2013) situate Flannery 

and Ward’s project on civic engagement and service learning where participants combine 

knowledge from the classroom together with their experience in the real world. They further 

outline Meaney et al’s characteristics of service learning programs as follows; 

They provide valuable service to the community 

They integrated classroom and real-world activities 

They facilitate reflective practice; they incorporate student voice in planning and 

implementing the learning activities 

They ensure collaboration so all benefit, the community and the students 

They assess progress towards learning and service activities (p. 366) 

Civic engagement through the use of an after-school art program serves children who are 

underrepresented in the society, bringing “positive impact on the development of teacher 

candidates” (p. 373).  

Briggs and McHenry (2013) from their experience in community-based art programs 

discuss the outcome and benefits of such programs both the art educator and the students-

participants. They assert that “the collaborative art making process garnered a sense of 
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accomplishment among both volunteers and member” (p. 371). Volunteers were able to learn 

from other experienced volunteer in handling frustrations that come with working with children. 

That is, gaining cultural competence. “Through direct experience, participants learned how to 

motivate or encourage members and value members’ responses as personal choices” (p. 372). In 

the concluding part of the article on the relevance of community-based art program, they write; 

within the bounds of a structured but nurturing community setting, teacher candidates 

tested prescribed teaching methods, experiment with teaching styles, and worked 

cooperatively with peers and faculty to enhance members’ creativity and sense of 

accomplishment. An experiential approach to learning enabled members and participants 

to establish their own ways of knowing. Participants realized that teaching was not just a 

technical process of relaying information or of enculturation, but it was a creative process 

of self-discovery (p. 373). 

Schwarzman and Knight (2009) present a collection of inspiring case studies illustrating 

artists engaging with a variety of communities, using strategies that use their strengths, in artistic 

skills, but also in compassion and the desire to listen to what the community members have to 

share with the world and with each other. Public programming like the National Public Radio 

(npr.org) and the Facing Project (facing project.com) report on how artists, writers, and other 

creative people enable active and compassionate listening, especially in conditions of strife, to 

strengthen and build community.  

As I planned to embark on this research project, I asked myself, as an art educator, how 

can I take art to the doorsteps of the underserved that may have not gotten the expressive art 

making opportunity to learn and to challenge certain inequalities surrounding them. This 

triggered me to consider the use of community-based art program that not only allowed 
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participants to express their future hopes but to also get the creative privilege that is diminishing 

in many schools across the country. 

 

Multicultural Education 

According to Grant and Billings (1997) in the introduction of their book Dictionary of 

Multicultural education stated that Multicultural education a concept built upon the 

philosophical ideals of freedom, justice, equality, equity, and human dignity that are contained in 

documents such as the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Declaration of Independence” (p. 

xxvi).  Multicultural education has been one of the important concept and well as a discipline 

that is being studied in schools and universities. It is very vital that we become aware of the 

various and diverse group of people that live in our society in other to value who they are. As 

stated by Hodgkinson, “multicultural education requires an understanding and recognition of the 

values of the diverse groups” (Arslan 2013, p.16). That is, the project of this thesis sought to use 

art as a channel through which these refugees expressed what they actually possess for other 

peoples to see and recognize them as part of the community. This is because “we live in societies 

that are now predominantly multicultural. This word covers a multitude of possibilities: 

voluntary migrants, their descendants, and refugees from a great variety of backgrounds” 

(Dokter, 1998, p. 146). 

 Multicultural education was first conceptualized in the 1960s but began in the early years 

of the United States of America when the diverse people living in the country started to interact 

with others outside their cultural backgrounds. The term multicultural education is synonymous 

to other concepts such as cross-cultural education, bicultural education, intercultural education, 

and pluri-cultural education. All these terms connote the idea of difference and diversity among 

cultures. Multicultural education seeks to preserve and maintain within a single community, 
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different cultural identities. It recognizes and admits the belief that the greatness and the wealth 

of the United States of America is as a result of its diverse population (Grant & Billings 1997; 

Rata 2013). According to the National Association of Multicultural Education, multicultural 

education is “a philosophical concept built on the ideals of freedom, justice, equality, equity, and 

human dignity as acknowledged in various documents, such as the U.S.” (Rata 2013, p. 8).  

 In order to understand the importance of multicultural education with regards to working 

with immigrants including refugees, I draw on Arslan’s (2013) article on Multicultural 

Education: Approaches, Dimensions, and Principles. He explains the scope of multicultural 

education and what it means. He talks about the idea that all learners irrespective of their 

backgrounds, gender, class, and religion should be given equal opportunity to learn and to 

explore. He then highlights on the importance of “perceiving the diversities as richness not the 

reason for separation, and in making this opinion prevalent in the society” (p.16). In working 

with these immigrants including refugees, I dwelled on this idea that these people bring different 

kinds of cultures to the community in which they resettle. Thus, making the society wealthy in 

terms of culture and diversity leading to people learning from each other to better understand 

themselves and to live cordially. Arslan (2013) further writes that; 

Multicultural curriculum should help students recognize and understand the values and 

experiences of one’s own ethnic cultural heritage, promote sensitivity to diverse 

ethnicities and cultures through exposure to other cultural perspectives, develop 

awareness and respect for the similarities and differences among the diverse groups, and 

identify, challenge and dispel ethnic/cultural stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination 

in behavior, textbook s and other instructional materials (p. 16). 

 Banks and Banks (2004) in the introduction of their book Multicultural Education: Issues 

and Perspectives, establish the importance of increasing knowledge in multicultural education 
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with reference to the numerous cosmic disasters that has been happening, and also the varying 

diversity in the United States. They write that; 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the war in Iraq in 2003, the intractable 

problems in the Middle East, and the ominous threat that terrorism possess throughout the 

world indicates that teaching students to become engaged citizens who can make 

reflective decisions in a troubled world should be major goals of the schools in a 

democratic and just society (p. iii). 

James A. Banks (2004), who is a professor of Education and Director of the Center for 

Multicultural Education at the University of Washington, in his article Multicultural Education: 

Characteristics and Goals, stresses on how certain groups of learners who have been labeled are 

denied the equal opportunity to learn as others. He asserts that whenever people get 

discriminated and labeled there is categorization that results in people of one categorical group 

discriminating against another. This turns to limit these minority groups of which refugees are 

part, in achieving their hopes and aspirations in life. He also states that, “multicultural education 

is also a reform movement that is trying to change the schools and other educational institutions 

so that students from all socio-class, gender, racial, language, and cultural groups will have equal 

opportunity to learn” (p. 4). In other for individuals to learn and acquire the skills necessary to 

become global citizens who would live cordially with others from different cultures, J. A. Banks 

emphasizes on how testing and standards in the various educational institutions are affecting the 

broader idea of liberal education and for that matter multicultural education. He writes;  

The national focus on basic skills and testing is diverting the broad liberal education that 

students need to live and function effectively in a multicultural nation and world. It is 

essential that all students acquire basic literacy and numerical skills. However, students 

also need the knowledge, skills, and values that will enable them to live, interact, and 
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make decisions with fellow citizens from different racial, ethnic, and cultural, language, 

and religious groups (p. 5). 

The crises that the world face would be minimized should schools and other learning institutions 

start to teach social justice values and issues along with the basic skills. He added that focusing 

education solely on “academic achievement and testing” will not contribute to the effective 

citizenship of learners and therefore will not embrace the values of social justice and human 

right. These testing and standardization turns to hinder the hopes and aspirations of some 

learners who may have been affected by traumas and are slow in grasping concepts in the 

classroom. Through this research project, participants were led to reflect on the community in 

which they want to live and how they can contribute in making it a better place. This relates to 

Banks’ idea of liberal education, which directs learners to making the world a conducive one. he 

asserts that;  

The world’s greatest problems do not result from people being unable to read and write. 

they result from people in the world-from different cultures, races, religions, and nations-

being unable to get along and to work together to solve the world’s problems, such as 

global warming, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, poverty, racism, sexism, terrorism, 

international conflicts, and war (p. 5). 

Multiculturalism, in art education has had vocal advocates in contexts of hearing from various 

cultural voices including of gender, ethnicity, and sexuality (Ballengee-Morris & Stuhr, 2001; 

Desai, 2003; Garber, 1995) all of whom offer rationale and methods of critically teaching of art 

in consideration of the range of human knowledge and experience.   
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Social Justice Art Education  

Jordaan (2015) in his article Art, Human Right and Social Justice talks about the 

universal nature of the arts and likens it to the Universal Declaration of Human Right, without it 

there would be no achieved social justice and human right. He writes that, 

Tolstoy’s concept of ‘universal’ art affirms that art is relevant to everyone. Art is relevant 

to every aspect of the human condition. Therefore, art must aim to be ‘universal.’ Art is 

‘universal’ if it expresses thoughts and feelings, which can be experienced by every 

human being. (p. 63) 

According to him, arts and the human right share similar values, which are “creativity” and 

“freedom of expression”. These values, which are inevitable to social change, also provide a lens 

through which they can be visible (p. 64). As stated by Desmond Tutu (Jordeen 2015), “It is 

therefore necessary to portray our commitment to human rights in pictures which are less open to 

corruption” (p. 64). Juxtaposing the capabilities of the visual arts, he further explained that even 

though the liberal arts share the same values, they are not able to communicate “across cultures, 

national, gender, and other boundaries with the same impact as those of the visual arts” (p. 64). 

People may bring different meanings to works of art but the values they hold forever remains the 

same. This shows how powerful the visual arts can be in dealing with human rights and social 

justice. With regards to the power of the arts, how does the art transform the lives of young 

people? How would that impact on the society at large? Jordeen (2015) describes the power of 

the arts in the transformation of the individual as very impressive and has continually drawn the 

attention of many academic researchers. Among these researchers is Erwing who talks about the 

experience of individuals who acquire and are exposed to art. He writes that; 

Attitudinal and behavioral benefits … include[ing] the effects of improved self-discipline 

and self-efficacy; and are associated with improved school attendance and reduced drop-
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out rates. Also included are the development of life skills (e.g. better understanding the 

consequences of one’s behavior as a result of improved empathy); the increased ability to 

work in teams; a greater ability to accept constructive peer critique; and adoption of 

prosocial (Jordeen 2015, P. 67).  

It is therefore important to understand the place of the arts as giving “visibility to the ethical and 

moral values embedded in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights” (p. 67). 

Jordeen (2015) in addition, asserts that in many communities today a lot of children and 

the youth grow up without the experience of the arts and because of that we are living in 

societies where those held the adults do not accept values of the arts as well as human rights. 

Societies where these values of the arts, human rights, and social justice are those he described as 

“embracing sustainable social transformation” (p. 65). The arts add to our societies believe in 

Human rights which are vital and fundamental social justice and the respect for democracy. 

Exposing children and youth to social justice art where they are free to express their ideas is a 

way building them to be more democratic and patriotic. In that they would be become global 

citizens respecting the views of each other even if they express different viewpoints. As stated by 

Nelson Mandela: former President of South Africa, “it is music and dancing that makes me at 

peace with the world and at peace with myself” (p. 68).  

Furthermore, Dewhurst (2014) in the introduction to her book Social Justice Art states 

that social justice art which is relatively new and a subfield in art education “is an evolving, 

iterative process by which people create works of art in an effort to have an impact on factors of 

inequality or other injustice” (P. 2). She talks about social art as being a pedagogical framework 

for activism certain inequalities, which may be affecting their lives in the community. She asserts 

that; 
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artworks emerging out of this approach can take multiple forms but often requires 

research, active collaboration with a community, and a nuanced balance between 

aesthetic and activist intentions. At a time when many schools’ curricula have become 

increasingly focused on high-stakes test preparation, which potentially limits students’ 

freedom to critically analyze and creatively contribute to their own communities and 

lives, social justice arts education offers alternative opportunities for imaginative and 

critical education. Offering more than simply extended learning hours or safe places to 

hang out, these projects often engage young people in complex, real-world challenges 

that require youth to take task, assume community responsibility, and re-envision 

themselves as active participants in their community. (p. 2) 

In an after-school project named Creating Change: Contemporary Activist Art, Dewhurst 

together with another art educator organized an activist art class for young people to express 

their ideas amidst the 2008 United States presidential election. This project was structured to 

“engage students in conversations about the role of art in social change, expose them to a variety 

of contemporary activist art projects, and provide the necessary support for them to take their 

own ideas about injustice and turn the ideas into a final work of art” (p. 22). Through this project 

they were able to help young artist to reflect on their own works and to develop their own “visual 

vocabulary for their social justice topic” (p. 24). 

Both Dewhurst (2014) and Jordaan (2015) express the importance and the need for social 

justice art education projects for young people in this contemporary world where issues of 

inequality and viewing others as minority never seize to exist. They agree on the empowering 

nature of the social justice art as a medium through which unspoken truth and ideas about the 

community can be addressed and again providing the lens through which their voices about 

injustices influencing their lives can be heard. Scholarly works and projects of these art 
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educators consolidate the power of social justice art education in transforming young people’s 

ideas.  

Social justice in art education is a significant model. Theory and practice of this in 

schools, community, museums, and higher education is evident in the publications of the Journal 

of Social Theory in Art Education, as well as in anthologies that examine social justice practice 

of artists and teaching artists (Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 2012), culturally relevant social justice 

practice (Hanley, Noblit, & Sheppard, 2013). Scholars continue to examine what social justice 

looks like in art education and what its key features are (Bastos, 2010; Brown, 2010; Dewhurst, 

2010; Garber, 2004; Yoon, 2017), especially while working with refugees (Bae-Dimitriadis, 

2016; Hanley, Noblit, and Sheppard, 2013; Maguire, 2017; Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 2012).  

 

Expressive Art Therapy 

 Identifying the sample population of this research to be people who have been through 

some form of physical and emotional traumas, the use of expressive art obviously became an 

important area to exploit in this study.  

 As claimed by Leroi-Gourhan, “people have been using the arts as a method of 

understanding the human spirit and as an agent of healing throughout human history. Evidence 

of this practice can be found in the Paleolithic cave paintings of Lascaux, France (as cited in 

Lombardi, 2014, p. 41). According to Levine and Levine (1999) expressive art therapy is a 

separate professional practice whose origin can be traced to the early part of the 1970s “when 

Shaun McNiff, Paolo Knill, Norma Canner, and others founded the Expressive Therapy Program 

at Lesley College Graduate School in Cambridge, MA” (p. 9). The field existed as two separate 

entities; that is, expressive arts and therapy. Expressive art practitioners saw that the field had 

more artistic components than the psychological aspect. “As the field developed during the 
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1980s and 1990s, the word “art” was gradually placed between ‘expressive’ and ‘therapy’ 

(Levine, 2011, p. 22). Behind its formation was the philosophy that “embraced an intermodal or 

interdisciplinary approach to the arts therapies, in contradistinction to the specialized arts therapy 

training programs then in existence” (p. 9).  

Levine and Levine explain that expressive art therapy is not based on specific techniques 

or media but on the ability that of the art responding to the suffering of people. Connecting this 

idea into this research, I thought of using expressive art not only as a medium of self-expression 

about hopes and aspirations but also to help relieve the traumas that these refugee participants 

have experienced in their past lives without bringing them up in a confrontational manner. In 

particular, visual art, as well as other art forms like dance and poetry allow participants to 

express their ideas without the use of verbal dialogue. As stated by Degges-White and Colon 

(2015); 

Not only are the expressive arts a natural fit for youth and adults alike; they are also a 

passageway from the everyday to the realm of possibility. They provide infinite 

perspectives on how things might be in our lives-some more realistic than others. 

However, only when our clients begin to imagine a world different than their current state 

is it possible for change to take root. Until we have envisioned a different future, we 

cannot construct one (p. 3).  

Graves-Alcorn and Green (2014) talk about how expressive art therapy motivates its participants 

to understand and express their own emotion through the use of creative process and also 

expressing themselves artistically. They identify five benefits that come with expressive art 

therapy as;  

1. Self-discovery 

2. personal fulfillment 
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3. empowerment 

4. relaxation and stress relief  

5. symptom relief physical rehabilitation (p. 2). 

That is, through expressive art therapy participants see some changes happening in their lives 

that bring some happiness and fulfillment. In the case of this study participants are encouraged to 

rekindle positivity in seeing and envisioning themselves and the community they want to live in 

the near future, and bringing to the fore the positive aspects of their troubled past.  

 Recent publications in art education reflect the consideration of creative expression as a 

useful strategy to empower refugees to communicate what is on their minds. For example, 

Brown and Bousalis write about their work with refugees on communicating about human rights 

(2017), and Wellman and Bey (2015) write about working with refugees in art teacher training, 

to promote self-advocacy and cultural preservation through language. Lisa Brunick (1999) 

reported on the challenges and rewards of working with refugee students through expressive art 

in her school.  

 Scholars in the field of art therapy have presented projects (Rousseau, Lacroix, 

Bagilishya, and Heusch, 2003) and evaluated the merits of creative expression therapy with 

refugee children (Rousseau, Singh, Lacroix, Bagilishya, and Measham, 2004; Rousseau, Lacroix, 

and Heusch, 2005) through psychology and child psychiatry perspectives. Sullivan and 

Simonson (2016; 2015) and Tyrer and Fazel (2014) have thoroughly reviewed school and 

community-based interventions for refugee youth using creative expression therapy and this 

trend is on the rise, so it is clearly a worthwhile avenue to explore getting familiar with, as an art 

educator.  
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In Summary 

 In this chapter I provided a review of the literature related to this study: migration and 

refugees, community-based art, multicultural education, social justice art education, and creative 

expressive through art, as a form of art therapy. In particular, I studied these concepts in relation 

to their relevance to my work with the refugees at Owl and Panther who were the participant of 

this study. Next, in Chapter Three, I provide detailed methodological approaches of this study 

including presenting an overview of how I coded and analyzed the data.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Explanation of Methodology 

 

Introduction 

My objective in this research was to provide an engaging after-school community art 

making experience for refugees at Owl and Panther to express their future hopes and aspirations. 

That is, to use art as a non-verbal communicative tool for self-expression. I hoped to achieve this 

through the use of art-informed case study methodology, employing data collection methods 

such as participants observation, surveys and field notes.  In this thesis, I intended to find out 

how an art educator can understand the hopes and aspirations that new immigrants have in their 

new environment in spite of uncertainties, through expressive art making. This main question is 

supported by three other sub-questions that inform this study. They are, 

o What ideas emerge as significant in this expressive art making experience?  

o What types of art projects could help refugees to express their hopes and 

aspirations? 

o What types of art media and processes are most useful for refugees in expressing 

their hopes and aspirations? 

 As stated by Sahu (2013), research methodology is “the systematic process of solving a 

research problem” (p. 3). Sahu explains that research methodology entails all the procedures and 

steps that guide the researcher to be able to carry out the study, solving the research problems. 

The researcher, through these methodological procedures finds the necessary data collection 

methods that are suitable for the carrying out the study. The researcher then has the obligation to 

consider the advantages as well as the disadvantages of the chosen methodology that would help 

to execute the research project.  
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Research Design 

 Darley and Heath (2007) state that expressive art serves as a therapy providing some kind 

of healing to its participants. Martinez (2007) describes community-based art as having the sole 

purpose of engaging its participants. However, although Martinez’s point speaks to practical 

application, community-based art educators (Garber, 2004; Hochtritt, 2012) also argue that 

examinations of identity and expression and social change are significant goals of community-

based art and art education. Community-based art provides the opportunity for young people 

especially the underserves to identify and know themselves: their inner potentials. As a result, I 

purposed to find out ways through which art making can help refugees, to voice out their hopes 

and aspirations in their new environment regardless of challenges. I was not seeking to provide 

therapy but a means of self-expression, which may bring an aspect of healing with it.  

 This is a case study because it is set in the particular model of interactions set up by a 

particular group in consideration: Owl and Panther. “A case study method enables a researcher to 

understand fully the behavioral pattern of the concerned unit” (Sahu, 2013, P. 7). In addition, the 

flexible nature of case study as a methodology makes it more convenient to use many other data 

collection methods along with it. This is explicitly stated by Marshall and Rossman (2016) in 

their book Designing Qualitative Research that, “One of the strengths of the case study approach 

is its methodological eclecticism; a variety of methods may be used, including those that 

generate qualitative data” (p. 19). They further explain that the flexibility of case study allows 

researchers to blend with other qualitative inquiries as well as other methods. In this research, I 

chose to incorporate art-informed qualitative research to case study in order to include art 

making in the research project. “Art-informed research means that artistic processes or artistic 

pieces are incorporated in the development, data collection, and/or analysis of the project, or that 

they are being used to represent findings” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, P. 20). Art making was a 
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core data collecting method together with surveys, in this research. The research led me to 

consider other immigrants as the population for this study. As a volunteer and artist intern, and 

after establishing the limitations of the research, I narrowed down my population to immigrants 

(including refugees) at Owl and Panther, considering my accessibility to the group, and the 

diversity of the population sample. In order to get permission to carry on the research project, I 

talked to the Owl and Panther administration about my intention and my proposed project, and 

then I was given the approval letter to carry out the study. With the guidance of my academic 

and research advisor, I then contacted the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of 

Arizona to obtain permission since I had anticipated the population sample for this research as 

mainly refugee children and youth. I was then directed and guided to fill and submit all the 

paperwork for approval before I began the thesis project. In order to make the study more 

credible, I made use of triangulation in my data collection. This was manifested through the use 

of multiple data sources namely responses to questionnaire, the artworks the participants made, 

and my field notes.  

According to Marshall and Rossman (2016), art can be used in the collection of data in 

two main ways. This can be data derived from either observing or interacting with an artwork, 

and data generated form artworks made by the participants of the research project. In this 

research project, I made use of the latter. I provided them with a variety of simple art making 

tools and materials to choose from such as markers, color pencils, graphite pencils and 

watercolors, for the making of the artworks. I kept the materials simple so as to not overwhelm 

them with technical teaching at this stage. Beyond the prompts I did not teach them particular 

composition or style, or direct them to be realistic or metaphorical. Instead I let them express 

what was in their minds and hearts. In order to be flexible and to keep an open mind in this 
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research project, I employed an exploratory research design to welcome and expect the 

unexpected (Sahu, 2013). 

In the conceptual framework of this study, the use of expressive art therapy is not 

intended to present me a therapist but to help artist educators like me to understand the nuances 

of working with people with traumatic experiences. In contrast, art education may or may not do 

this; so although I used critical pedagogy and social justice to frame the research questions, 

including a study of expressive art therapy concepts and methods allowed me to consider the 

special circumstances of working with this traumatized population. I also sought to provide a 

dialogic art education to the participants: providing a space for them to participate equally 

without any hierarchy and a sense of hegemony. Participants worked closely with volunteers and 

myself in a more dialogic manner, something that is uncommon in the average classroom but 

seen in community-based art programs (Briggs and McHenry, 2013). 

The questionnaires were created based on each week’s project title. Each week’s 

questionnaire contained two to four questions that led to the making of the art by participants. 

Prior to the start of the project, consent forms explaining the meaning and purpose of the 

research were sent out to parents and guardians of participants to seek their approval for their 

wards to take part in the research project. I also gave out assent forms to participants in order for 

them to understand their place in the research project. The questions for each session survey 

sought to understand: 

1. Things the participants loved, cherished and enjoyed doing when growing up. Participants 

shared their responses with other volunteers as well as their colleagues. 

2. In what professions participants would want to be. In this session, the questions sought to 

elicit responses to questions such as: 

● What would you want to be in the near future? 
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● What do you think would help you to become what you want to be in the near future? 

● What roadblocks could prevent you from reaching your hopes? 

3. Participants’ own understanding of a good community. The following are the questions that 

led participants to express their ideas about a good community: 

● What do you think a good community looks like? 

● What do you like about your current community? 

● How would that help you to achieve your dreams? 

4. How participants could contribute towards making their community a better one. Some of the 

questions asked in this survey are: 

● What gift or contributions do you have to bring to the community in which you live to 

make it a better place? 

● How would you share those gifts with the community? 

Besides the art making and the survey, I also sought to use observation and field notes as another 

source of data for analyses and interpretation, and this was done during each workshop day. I had 

a small jotter with me each day to note behaviors of the participants such as their attitudes 

towards art making and also why they chose certain media to work with. I sometimes engaged in 

a conversation with them in other to get their actual responses with regards to their reasons for 

the choice of media. 

 

Performing Data Analysis 

 In analyzing the data gathered, I considered the use of thematic and semiotic forms of 

analysis. This was to allow for flexibility and exploration in the outcome of the research project. 

During the thematic analysis, I searched through the gathered data for recurring themes and 

patterns using the process of coding, that is data were categorized into core themes emerging 
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from the organized data. Glesne (2011) explains coding as “a progressive process of sorting and 

defining and defining and sorting those scraps of collected data that are applicable to your 

research purpose” (p. 194). “Coding helps researchers in understanding the data in a more 

meaningful way” (Sahu, 2013, p. 79). Using a semiotic form of analysis, I looked out for the 

various symbols and colors used by participants in their artworks. Meanings were then derived 

from the symbols.   

 

Research Setting 

As mentioned earlier in this document, the setting for this research of Owl and Panther 

was carefully chosen as a result of my familiarity and growing closeness with them first as a 

volunteer then as an intern. As stated by Toma, in Marshall and Rossman (2016), “closeness to 

the people and the phenomenon through intense interaction provides subjective understanding 

that can greatly increase the quality of qualitative data” (p. 106).  

Owl and Panther is a 501c3 non-profit organization in Tucson and was formerly under 

the Hopi-Foundation, Arizona. According to Lacey and Larkin; 

The organization has the strange name “Owl and Panther,” but it makes perfect sense 

since it comes from an ancient Cherokee creation story: “On the seventh day, only the 

owl and panther were still awake. Because they did not succumb to sleep, they were 

given the power to see in the dark.” Through the Owl and Panther community and the 

hope that art brings, these refugees are given the power to see past the darkness of their 

difficulties and begin to thrive. (Owl and Panther website 2017, retrieved 01/11/2018 

from http://www.laceyandlarkinfronterafund.org/owl-and-panther-hopi-foundation/) 

Owl and Panther is a home for numerous refugee families who in one way or another have been 

affected by torture and emotional trauma and have resettled in Tucson. They have been 
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providing refuge to these resettled refugees families through expressive arts, visits to interesting 

sites such as cultural centers and nature (Owl and Panther website 2017, retrieved 01/11/2018 

from www.owlandpanther.org). This non-profit organization has been a point of intersectionality 

to many refugees to connect and to share their cultures to other refugees and volunteers and as 

well learn from them. They have trained a lot of volunteers – including me – over the years, who 

work closely with refugees assisting and guiding them through expressive arts as well as other 

educative projects. Through the activities offered by Owl and Panther, refugees are able to heal 

from their traumatic disclosures and to find a nurturing and serene environment to achieve their 

future hopes and aspirations. The organization is made up of refugees from different parts of the 

world who come together with their cultural varieties to create a new sense of world where 

members are free to express their ideas building competence and good communication skills as 

well. 

 

Case Study 

“Case study research typically focuses on an individual representative of a group (e.g., a 

school administration), an organization or organizations, or a phenomenon (e.g., a particular 

event, situation, program, or activity)”. Case study is carried out by studying the event or the 

case in its “natural context bounded by space and time” (Hancock & Algozzine, 2016, p. 15; 

Marshal, 2016). This made case study the inevitable as far as this research project is concerned. 

Due to the flexibility of this qualitative inquiry, I was able to use case study in combination with 

art-informed research method plus other data collection methods such as participant observation 

and survey in questionnaire format. (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Glesne, 2011). In as much as 

case study is mostly seen as the thorough study of a case, the case may differ from a person, to 

communities, to events, and groups but they all share a common boundary, that is, the researcher 
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decides on what to include and exclude in carrying out the study. Furthermore, this study aimed 

to help to “provide insight” into working with other refugees making this an “instrumental case 

study” (Glesne, 2011, p. 22). 

Data was gathered through four art making sessions spread over four weeks. The sessions 

or workshops took place at the Owl and Panther teaching site. The session lasted for two hours (6 

– 7 pm) each Tuesday night. In average, fourteen participants between the ages of 7 and 18 took 

part in each night’s art workshop.  

 

Tone, and Ethical Structure of Sessions 

The expressive art program is an ongoing program at Owl and Panther Refugee 

Organization even before I joined. I had worked as a volunteer for about seven months before 

becoming an intern and then a researcher. Owl and Panther has offered arts programs such as 

puppet shows, museum visits, music and dance, and visual art making. What made this research 

proposal different from the already existing programs is the theme: participants expressing their 

hopes and aspirations in life. Throughout the four art making sessions, one or two trained 

volunteers of Owl and Panther, besides me, worked with each participant to help and guide them, 

and to illuminate any ideas that seemed obscure concerning the instructions of the projects. At 

the beginning of each art making project, participants were given a questionnaire and matched 

with a volunteer, who helped the participant to complete the questions. They were then directed 

to a table displaying all the tools, materials, and art media to make their choice of medium for the 

execution of their art projects. 

The first session took place on Tuesday night of September 12, 2017 at Sonora 

Cohousing, a meeting place for Owl and Panther. This session was about reflecting on some 

cherished activities that participants liked and enjoyed doing. In asking them, through the 



46 
 

questionnaire, to share a valued memory that brought them joy, I asked them to make a visual 

representation of what they enjoyed doing growing up. Here, I was careful and critical in the 

planning of the question that lead to the art making. I sought to dwell on the positive rather than 

the negative in order not to bring bad and traumatic experiences into the memories of 

participants. They were given the opportunity to share their cherished responses with their peers 

as well as volunteers if they wished. This brought to their minds the idea that they, together with 

everyone else, was sharing what they enjoyed doing – it became a form of story-telling, of 

descriptions and anecdotes. As Beden and Wimpenny remind us, “These are practices used to 

collect data that are often particular to arts-related studies, such as collage, photography or story 

telling” (2014, p. 48).  

In addition, my goal was to create an environment where all participants could feel 

involved and they could feel safe and free to share their idea without feeling alone. Participants 

were given the opportunity and the option to use any available, provided media of their choice. 

They were provided with art making media such as pencil, watercolor paint, Crayola, colored 

pencils, washable markers, magazines, and colored papers. Tools and materials like glue, art 

paper, sharpener, pair of scissors and erasers were also provided. The participants were free to 

ask for help and guidance if needed, or just make what they wanted as the focus was on their 

expression.  

 The second session took place on September 19, 2017 at the same venue as the first. This 

workshop focused on the future hopes of participants. That is, what they want to become in the 

near future. Participants were asked to use any medium of choice to express their future 

professions or what they would want to do when they grow up. By this, I sought to bring the idea 

of positivity and optimism in the minds of the participants by expressing their dreams in life 

through art making and using whatever medium they felt comfortable working with.  
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 On October 3, 2017, I organized the third session. Having expressed what was valuable 

to them in their past communities, and having thought about what they envisioned for their 

futures, this session engaged the participants thinking about what kind of community they 

wanted to help make and live in. I asked them to make a visual representation of what a good 

community is to them and how they envision it in the near future. Freire (1970) states that, “It is 

not our role to speak to the people about our own view of the world, nor to attempt to impose 

that view on them, but rather dialogue with the people about their view and ours” (p. 96). Thus, I 

asked them to think of what elements they would want their future community to include and 

then represent it using any medium that seemed appropriate and convenient for them. This 

session focused on leading participants to ponder on why a good community is important and 

how it can impact their hopes and aspirations. Schubert (2010) asserts that, education is “that 

reconstruction or reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and 

which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent experience” (p. 21). My idea was to 

help participants to reflect on their already acquired experiences of the community in 

representing their idea of desirable future experiences. 

The fourth and final session took place on November 7, 2017. The emphasis there was on 

directing participants toward reflecting on their strengths and how to use them to make their 

community better. Through the prompts in the questionnaire, participants were asked to express 

in their drawings, the gifts they bring to their community and how they hoped these gifts might 

be shared with the community to make it a better place.  

 

Survey 

 At the beginning of every research are questions that need answers and one of the 

channels of getting answers to these research questions is using survey (Cowles and Nelson 
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(2015). In order to find out about the hopes and aspirations of immigrants (including refugees) at 

Owl and Panther, I conducted a survey using questionnaires. According to Backstrom and 

Hursh-César (1963) “The heart of any survey is the questionnaire” (p. 67). I designed, overall, 

four different questionnaires for the research project. Each questionnaire was designed according 

to the topic of each art workshop. In designing the questionnaire for the survey, I met with my 

academic advisor to review the topics for the art workshops around which the survey questions 

were to be constructed. Considering the participants of this study, I ensured to eliminate any 

form of questions that could have brought to their memories pains and anxieties from their past 

traumatic experiences. The questions were also reviewed by an administrator at the research 

setting to make sure they were in line with the organization’s goals and to ensure clarity. Due to 

the age level of the participants, the questionnaires were made very simple and clear to enable 

them to understand and to eliminate any boredom.  

 

Observation and Field Notes 

Observation and note taking were used hand-in-hand during the data gathering process. 

This is because all field notes that were taken were as a result of careful observation of the 

participants interaction and behavioral patterns as well as the general setting of the research 

setting. Marshall and Rossman (2016) tell us that “observation entails the systematic noting and 

recording of events, behaviors, interactions, and artifacts (objects) in the social setting.” They 

further argue that it is vital that these observations are noted down or recorded on a tape. And 

these noted or recorded observations are what becomes the field notes (p. 143). Observations 

were made in each night of art workshop and notes taken in a small jotter, which I kept with me 

throughout the research projects. Some of the things that were observed came about through 
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having a short conversation with the participants to have a better idea better noting them. 

Observations were made on the following: 

·      The general atmosphere of the research setting from the time the participants came in through 

to the end of each workshop. This also included how many people showed up for each session. 

·      Their choice of media and tools in the making of their artworks. Sometimes, participants were 

engaged in an informal conversation asking them why they choose the media they chose. I then 

paraphrased and wrote down their answers. 

·      Their moods and reactions towards the filling in of the questionnaire forms that when given to 

them. I also observed their approach to the making of their artworks. 

In addition to these foreplaned guidelines for observation, I was also opened to any other 

observable thing that was of interest. In the proves of observation, Glesne (2011) advises 

researchers to “observe everything that is happening” and taking field notes “without narrow, 

specific regard for your research problem. 

 

Trustworthiness 

Before and while conducting this research project, the idea of attaining trustworthiness 

was highly considered in order to make the findings more credible (believable), reliable 

(dependable), and objective (transferable). To ensure trustworthiness in the outcome of this 

research, I employed triangulation. Triangulation mean “gathering data from multiple sources, 

through multiple methods, and using multiple theoretical lenses” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 

46). Thus, I gathered data through the use of different methods such as survey, art making, 

observation, and field notes. Finding of this research therefore emanated from the use of these 

data collection methods. I then made connections by comparing and contrasting all the findings 

and looking for commonalities and major recurring themes. Another way of increasing 
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trustworthiness in this research was through proofreading by my academic advisor. I periodically 

met with her to review and add to my findings during the coding process. 

 

Ethics and confidentiality 

Before the commencement of this research project, I had contacted and the institutional 

Review Board, University of Arizona, who reviewed and approved proposal to conduct this 

research. In order to protect participants’ identities, I did not include their names in the 

interpretation of any part of their works were protected. Also, consent forms explaining the 

research in simple terms were sent to parent or guardians of the participants to give their 

permission by reading and signing in order for their wards to participate in this research. At the 

research setting, and prior to the workshop, participants were also given assent forms that clearly 

explained the research and their role to them. Participants who could not read were assisted by a 

volunteer to ensure that they all understood and consented by signing the assent form.  

 

Presentation of data 

 In the next chapter, I present data in the sequence of each of the four sessions and 

obtained through triangulation from survey responses, artworks, and my field notes from 

observations. Within each session, I describe the session’s events and present emerging themes 

based on my coding of the data.  

The coded data from all data collection methods is illustrated in Figures 1-4. 

 

Analyses and Interpretation of Data 

 As stated by Glesne (2011) “the setting and scenes you describe and all the words you 

gather through your research are not inherently meaningful in themselves. Rather you make them 
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meaningful through your analysis and interpretation” (p. 214). I make meaning in this study by 

examining the emerging themes in data analysis in contexts of theoretical ideas in social justice 

and education put forward by Trin T. Min-Ha, Paulo Freire, and Michael Apple.  

 

In Summation 

 In this chapter I have presented my research design and methodological decisions, 

providing transparency in my research process. In doing so, I have described the method and 

location of research, data collection, coding procedure, and analytical frame. In Chapter Four, I 

present the coded data and the themes that emerge from said coding.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Presentation of Data 

 

Introduction 

 The four sessions of the workshop of this research lasted 8 hours in all. Each session took 

two hours and this is the established duration of the set by the organization for every Tuesday 

night. During each night of this workshop, there were other two to three centers of activity that 

happening concurrently with my expressive art center. Therefore, participants had about 20 – 30 

minutes of artmaking each night. This is because they had to rotate and move to other centers. 

The age group of participants ranged from 7 to 18 years. However, there was an exception where 

I had one of the participants aged over 40 years. Throughout the workshop, there were 

participants who showed up for all four sessions, while others attended one to three of the 

sessions. Tables 1 and 2 below indicate the age group and consistency of participants. 

 

Table 1 

Age Range of Participants 

Age range Number of participants 

7 - 13 7 

14 and above  8 

Total number  15 
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Table 2 

Participants’ Consistency in all the Workshops 

Number of workshops Participants present 

4 workshops 5 

3 workshops 4 

2 workshops 8 

1 workshop 9 

Total of participants who attended workshop 26 

 

 

Session One 

Observation and Field Notes 

 I was nervous for the first session of what was to be my thesis research. Mine was one of 

four activities on offer to visiting participants, for the evening and I hoped I would get enough 

people interested in this art activity. I had, along with other volunteers set up my art making 

station along with the three other stations for different activities hosted by other members of the 

organization. We arranged tables and chairs at each station for participants to sit and work. 

However, may station was set closer to the entrance of the setting. I had organized, besides tables 

to sit and make artwork, another table where the various art making tools and materials were 

displayed for easy access by participants.  

The audience we serve started coming in about fifteen minutes before starting time, most 

of them accompanied by volunteers who drove them to the meeting venue. At about 6:10 PM, 

almost all the participants had arrived at the setting for the research. The turn up for the night 

was low as compared to subsequent meetings, which at that time was unsettling for me. After an 
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explanation that this workshop was part of my research, 14 participants in all were first of all 

given the write start: the questionnaire and a pencil each to sit and complete the survey with 

under the guidance of volunteers. The tone of the session was informal and casual, rather than 

more rigidly structured like a class. After they had completed the survey, participants could come 

up and choose their preferred art materials to make their artworks. Among the materials were 

watercolor, crayons, washable markers, colored papers, magazines, art papers, glues sticks, and 

smaller plastic containers for water. It also had in it display some tools like pair of scissors, 

sharpies, and painting brushes of all sizes. Most participants at this point were more skeptical 

about their choice of media. They stood at the table for a couple of minutes picking and dropping 

the art materials before they finally made a decision to settle on a particular medium. Although 

some of the participants’ responses did not meet my expectations, they revealed a variety of 

ideas and experiences which are vital objectives of the survey prompt. This is as a result of the 

broader nature of the prompts. 

 

Survey 

 The theme for the first workshop was on things that participants cherished or loved to do 

when growing up. The questionnaire asked two questions, phrased as follows: 

Casting your mind back and reflecting on some of the things you enjoyed doing as a child or 

when growing up. 

1. Write and share with your partner at least two (2) of the things you loved and cherished 

(it can be an activity, food, or anything).	  

2. Using any medium of your choice (pencil, paints, crayon, markers, magazines, etc.) make 

a visual representation of the things you have mentioned above.	  
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Out of the various responses given by the participants, the following are the common themes that 

emerged during the process of analysis: 

Recreation 

Several of the responses by participants were centered on the idea of play and activities that 

amuse and or stimulate them. They mentioned sports with examples like soccer, swimming, 

basketball, and football as something they cherished to do when growing up. Some also stated 

that they loved playing with dolls and making snowmen. Others mentioned skating as the 

cherished activity they enjoyed doing and cherished so much. 

Entertainment 

Some of the participants wrote of music as something they cherished to do either singing or 

listening to their favorite songs. Puppet shows also appeared often, as did other examples 

watching television shows, making artworks, and in lesser frequency, watching movies.  

Relationships 

Several participants have examples of talking to people and hanging out with friends, indicating 

the importance of building human relationships. 

Sensory pleasures of life 

Participants described cherishing their enjoyment of specific kinds of foods such are spaghetti, 

pizza, potatoes, beans, vegetables, and meat (goat and chicken). Some of the participants 

mentioned their love of animals and the enjoyment of being around them. While most mentioned 

pets as something they loved, one example named a lion! I am not sure if this is a memory or a 

cherished fantasy. Several participants described rain and rainy season as something they 

cherished growing up. 

Nature 
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Besides the above-mentioned themes, which emerged via frequency of mentions in the survey, a 

few of the responses reflected a connection to nature. These include planting trees and seeing 

mountains. 

 

Art Making 

The following are the various themes I identified in examining the art works from this 

first session, though I was not certain that these artworks were directly related to the survey 

responses.   

Community 

Most of the artworks made by the participants included images relational to an idea of 

community or environment. Some of the images included human figures like children and adults. 

Animals such as dogs, fish, and birds were also present in their works of art. Images of houses 

showing a bedroom, television, and sofa were also prominent (Figure 2) though it is unclear 

whether these were imaginary or reflective of actual places. Others made pictures of playgrounds 

and plants such as flowers and trees. Some also made art of water bodies like rivers, and also the 

sun in the sky. 

Relationships 

Some of the art works made show the fondness for love and positive relationships. This is 

portrayed through the use of the love symbol (the heart) as seen in Figure 1. Of course, possibly 

this might simply be reflective of the popularity of this symbol and its feel-good factor.  

Food 

Food is another theme that emerged from the artworks of the participants. They made arts of 

foods such as ice cream (Figure 4) and pizza. The choice of foods here clearly refers to desire 

and sensory pleasure rather than habit or necessity.  
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 Figure 1.  

Figure 2. 
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Figure 3.  

 

 Figure 4. 
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Choice of Medium 

From the artworks made by the participants in this first workshop, five participants made 

their art using paint (watercolor), three of them used crayons with pencil, and two used washable 

markers. Also, a participant used washable markers/crayons, crayon/pencil/magazine, or 

paint/crayons.  

Use of Colors 

I was interested to see the choice of colors in rendering the pictures. There were choices 

in the materials to make more realistic depictions but many of the participants chose to make 

non-realistic representations. Some of the recurring, most often used colors in the artworks from 

this session are as follows: 

I. Blue – it is used to represent love, the sky, baskets, and the ocean. 

II. Brown – it is used to depict animals like dogs; the ground (earth); and skin of people 

III. Pink – it is used for ice cream and flowers. 

IV. Green – is it used to represent plants and the earth. 

V. Yellow – it is used to represent the sun, pizza (with red). 

VI. Black – it is used as a color for the love symbol and fish (Figure 3).	  

 

Session Two 

Observation and Field Notes 

 The second session took place at the same venue as the first, on a Tuesday night as usual. 

As before, mine was one of four activities on offer. The format and procedure were the same as 

before and remained consistent through the four sessions. What was different was that there was 

a massive turn out of participants (about 17 of them) that night and the whole setting seemed 

quite lively as compared to the first workshop night. I could see happiness in most faces of the 
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participants who seemed ready and eager to make art. The art making process went on more 

smoothly and most of the participants this day were more open to share their artworks with me 

and with other volunteers as well as some other participants, who seemed more invested and 

interested. This evening, participants engaged with each other and asked to see what others were 

making and thinking about. To my relief, this evening participants did make art following the 

instructions provided in the survey! 

 

Survey  

 The questionnaire for the second art workshop was themed around what participants want 

to be in the near future; to share their cherished dreams in life. The survey contained three 

questions with an instruction for the art making. The proem to the questions read as; 

As humans, we all have got dreams, hopes, and aspirations in life that we want to achieve in 

order to attain self-fulfillment: that is to become satisfied and happy in life. 

This was followed by the main questions and then the instruction for the art making. The 

following are the questions asked in the questionnaire; 

1. Take a moment to envision yourself in the future. What would you want to be in the near 

future?	  

2. Write at least one thing that you think would help you to become what you want to be in 

the near future.	  

3. Write one possible detour or logjam that could happen that would prevent you from 

reaching your hopes. How can you prevent that from happening? 	  

4. On an art paper, make an art (visual representation) of what you want to be in the near 

future. You can use any medium of your choice (crayon, paint, pictures from magazine, 

marker, etc.).	  
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On reading participants’ responses, I organized their responses under the following categories: 

hopes, motivators, and distractions. Below are the key recurring themes that emerged; 

Hopes and Dreams 

Participants talked about what they would want to become when they grow up. Four of the 

participants mentioned that they would want to become soccer players in the near future. Two of 

them stated that they want to become medical doctors. Others stated professions such as police, 

fashioner designer, actress, artist, baby nurse, drummer, veterinary doctor, cook, game designer, 

wrestler, dancer, and scientist.  

Motivators 

In reference to question two of the questionnaire for the second workshop, participants listed 

various things that would help them to achieve their dreams. About six expressed that constant 

practice will help them to achieve their goals. Four talked about education as the key motivator 

with regards to their future hopes and aspirations, giving examples like going to high school and 

college and reading a lot. Hard work was also mentioned with example such as creating one’s 

own music. Other responses included determination and help from siblings and parents. 

Distractors 

Participants mentioned that lack of practice would prevent them from achieving their future 

goals. They also talked about excessive social life being a possible distraction to lose focus. 

Another common theme that ran through their responses was lack of education and laziness. 

They also expressed that if they get any injury, they would not be able to reach their dreams or 

become what they want to be in the near future, so a consciousness of the importance of good 

health and physical well-being was clearly at the top of their minds.  

 

Art Making 
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 The art making continued right after participants finished responding to their surveys. 

They were to choose from the many different media to make their arts based on the instruction 

below; 

On an art paper, make an art (visual representation) of what you want to be in the near future. 

You can use any medium of your choice (crayon, paint, pictures from magazine, marker, etc.). 

After analyzing their artworks, I identified the following as the most common themes portrayed: 

Everyday Life 

Participants’ artworks contained human figures such as women, men, and kids at play. Animal 

figures were also common in most of their arts–cats showed up in a lot of the pictures. Besides 

these, health related items like the first aid box (Figure 5) and fruit were also seen in their 

artworks.  

Materials  

Another interesting recurring theme from the artworks of the participants is materials 

representing human comfort, from aspirational luxury to necessity. For example, where some 

participants drew luxury cars (Figure 6) as aspirational, others chose to draw professional 

clothing like a nurse’s uniform as aspirational.  

Relationship and Law Abiding 

The word “peace” was artistically written and painted in several of the artworks. The love 

symbol was something that kept appearing in the works of the participants. In addition, other 

participants drew the stop sign that is normally seen on roads (see Figure 7). 

Recreation 

Participants also made art of the basketball (Figure 8) as well the soccer ball – sports as a 

professional choice aspired to, was popular. 

 Choice of Medium 
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 This week, participants’ artworks show a variety of art media used but watercolor was 

most popular with about eight participants using it. Two used pencil with watercolor to make 

their arts while two finished theirs in watercolor and crayon. Others combined watercolor with 

collaged pictures from magazines to make their artworks.  

 Use of Colors 

I continue to be interested in the use of colors. Today I noticed that:  

1. Violet - is used to as a color for the word “peace.” 

2. Green - is used to represent green grass and as a color for clothes. 

3. Wine - is used as the color for fruits like apples and clothes. 

4. Brown - is used as the skin color of people, and the face of a cat (with black). 

5. Pink - is used as the color for love (the heart symbol). 

6. Black - is used to for the skin color of people, hair, and as the color for love. 

 Figure 5. 
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 Figure 6. 

 

 Figure 7. 
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 Figure 8. 

 

Session Three 

Observation and Field Notes 

 Thirteen participants made art made up session three. This time there were only two other 

activity centers available for participants to participate besides the art making, so I had less 

rivals. Though I had a respectable number of participants, the general attendance was low for 

that night (13 participants) and the room atmosphere seemed dull and a little inactive as 

compared to the previous session. When they went up to the materials table, I noticed that the 

time spent in choosing their preferred medium was not as long as that of the first two sessions. 

Having become more confident in not being too interfering in their process of expression, I went 

around to interact with participants, talking to them about their works and to encourage them as 

they worked. At the end of the allotted time, participants shared their artworks with the entire 
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room before I collected them for my analysis. However, I noted that a few had their works 

unfinished due to time spent at the other centers of activity.  

 

Survey 

 The question for the survey for this third workshop was built around the idea of a good 

community and what participants think a good community is. The questions aimed at helping 

and guiding participants to envision the kind of community that they want and feel safe living in. 

It also sought to help them reflect on some of the good things that they like about their new 

community and country. The survey consists of three questions and an instruction leading to the 

making of art by participants. The proem to the questions read as follows: 

Take a moment to envision the community where you live and how you would want the future to 

be for your community. 

The following are the main questions in the survey; 

1. What do you think a good community is?	  

2. Write at least one thing you like about your current community.	  

3. How would that thing help you to achieve your dreams?	  

4. On an art paper, make an art (visual representation) of what you want your community to 

be (or look like). You can use any medium of your choice (crayon, paint, magazine, 

marker, etc.).	  

Out of the responses that were given by the participants, there are very common themes that ran 

through all of them. These themes are presented below; 

Sereneness and Safety 

Participants stated cleanliness as something they envision in a good community. They stated that 

a good community is free from any form of pollution be it water, air, or waste. A community, 
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according participants, should be drug free and bullying free with no child abuse. They also 

responded that a good community is peaceful with a lot of freedom. Lastly, it has nice weather 

(not too cold). 

Relationship 

Responses from participants also point to the idea of a good relationship. Among these is 

friendship through communication with people in the community, as well as caring and 

respecting each other. They also mentioned that a good community has nice people. 

Education 

Education has high priority as it recurred throughout participants’ responses. These include 

schools and schooling. That is, the responses conveyed that a good community encourages 

people to go to school. It also favors motivating members to learn and read. 

Economics 

Participants think that a good community has good job opportunities for the people to do to earn 

a good salary, which would better their lives. 

Recreation 

Recreation again appears as a sign of a good community to participants. A good community 

should have a playing ground like a park. An example is playing soccer in the park. 

I. What a good community would help to achieve	  

The following are some of the responses from participants: 

● Scientists to find the meaning of life, how the world was created. 

● Discovering new things to get better understanding. 

● Become smarter, build parks and create jobs. 

● Teamwork and togetherness. 

● Keep focused on school. 
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Art Making 

 The end of the survey gave rise to the making of art for the night. Participant seemed 

focused on making their artworks to depict their thoughts about a good community that they 

would want to live in. Before the art making, participants had already selected their preferred 

medium and art paper to work with. The following are the common themes that emerged from 

workshop-three data that was gathered using the art making method. 

Good values  

Participants portrayed a sense of a good community through artistically writing words like peace, 

drug free, and bullying free against a colored background. They also showed that through the 

idea of working hard to make and enjoy living. For example, a man working out to build muscles 

was used to represent hard work. Wealth is another thing that was represented. This was seen as 

luxury cars, money, and houses in their artworks (see Figure 9). 

Recreation 

Artworks of participants also show the idea of recreation and play. This includes children 

playing in a park (Figure 10). Example are children playing soccer, running, and swimming. 

Relationships 

Friendships is also portrayed in participants’ artworks. This is shown by drawing two or more 

people walking and holding and hands (Figure 11). 

 Choice of medium 

 Participants used different kinds of materials for making their art, based on their 

preference. In this workshop, four participants combined pencil and crayon in creating their 

artworks. Three of them used watercolor and pencil while one participant chose to work in 

magazine only. There are participants who also used just watercolor, pencil, and washable 

markers. 
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 Use of Colors 

In today’s artwork, 

I. Green is used as a color for trees, grass, and leaves. 

II. Red is used to paint a car and leaves. 

III. Orange is seen as the color for some houses, clothes for kids, and a bullying free 

environment. 

IV. Blue is used as the color for the word peace. 

V.  

 Figure 9. 
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Figure 10.    Figure 11. 

 

Session Four 

Observation and Field Notes 

 The final session! As usual, I got to the setting early before 6:00 pm to organize and set 

the space ready for the night’s activity. Tables and chairs were arranged neatly and nicely with 

the table covered with a blue rubber cover. Tonight, there was only one other activity in addition 

to mine. Attendance for the night was a little more encouraging than the previous one. There 

were 15 participants who made art. In about 30 minutes, most of the participants finished 

answering their questionnaire and moved on to the art making. In this last workshop, I noticed 

that most were much more certain in choosing the medium they wanted to work with as 

compared to the preceding workshops. Consequently, most of participants finished works 

appeared to be in a single medium like all watercolor. After the art making process, a majority of 

the participants were willing to share their artworks with the entire house in an enthusiastic 

manner, as opposed to the first couple of sessions. 

 

Survey 
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 The survey given to the participants was made up of four items including three questions 

and an instruction for the art making. The questions sought to lead participants to think about the 

contributions or gift that they can contribute to the betterment of their community or the 

community in which they want to live in the near future. The questionnaire preluded with: 

Take a moment to envision yourself in that good community you would want to live in. 

The following are the items on the questionnaire: 

1. What gift or contributions do you have to bring to the community in which you 

live to make it a better place? 	  

2. How would you share those gifts with the community?	  

3. Using any medium of your choice (crayon, watercolor, magazine, markers, etc.) 

make an art to represent those gifts or contributions you mentioned above.	  

4. Why did you use the medium you chose?	  

As I coded their numerous responses to the above questions, the following themes appeared to be 

more recurring throughout the data. 

Relationship/Sharing 

Participants gave answers that related to the ideas of contributing good behavior to the 

community and sharing with others. Responses include showing kindness and compassion to 

others by donating stuff that is of less importance to them. Others’ responses were about 

communication: talking a lot, laughing with others, and listening to people. In addition, 

participants mentioned that they would offer assistance to others in the community by doing 

house chores and directing people to find their ways. And also, being polite friendly to other 

people and providing a welcoming environment to them. 

Self-directing 
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Responses from participants also connote the idea of self-directing or being responsible to their 

community. They gave examples such as working in community gardens at their leisure, caring 

for nature (the environment), and offering general voluntary services to their communities. As 

the saying goes cleanliness is next to Godliness. Participants mentioned that they would help 

clean their environment by recycling any recyclable material. 

Education 

Education or sharing knowledge is another theme that came out from participants’ responses. 

They state that they would teach other people stories and also help other people in the 

community with their home works from school. 

Recreation 

Lastly, participants’ responses connect with the idea of recreation, which has appeared almost in 

all the workshop surveys. Examples mentioned include sports like soccer with other people in 

the community as well as working out to build and keep their bodies in good shape.  

 

Art Making 

 The next activity for participants after responding to the questionnaire was to make art to 

represent the gifts or contributions they would to contribute to making their community a better 

place to leave. Below are the themes that I feel their artworks represent: 

Relationship 

Participants’ artworks show images of people sharing stuff like food with others. Other works 

depict a smiley face to show kindness and friendship. Some of them wrote the words love and 

helping others in an artistic way (Figure 12). All these present the emphasis of building good 

relationships with others in the community. 

Self-directing  
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The artworks of the participants also communicate the idea of offering voluntary service to their 

communities. Some of their works show the planting of trees and crops as seen in Figure 13. 

Recreation 

This is a theme that has appeared throughout the data. In this session, artworks of participants 

also show play. Examples are playing in snow and playing musical instruments such as piano 

and guitar (Figure 14). 

Community 

In addition to the above themes, participants’ artworks depicted the sense of building a good 

community. Artworks include houses and homes. They also show the word peaceful written in 

an artistic way (Figure 15). 

 Choice of medium 

 Most, about seven of the participants’ artworks, are made in watercolor. Two of them 

worked in watercolor and pencil. That is, combining two media. Also, two the participants used 

crayon as their main and only medium for the night while few worked in pencil.  

 Use of color 

I. Yellow, black and pink - is used as the color for house. 

II. Yellow - is used to represent love, the sun, and color of a car. 

III. Green - is used for grass, leaves, flowers, and as a color to represent kindness. 

IV. Black and white - is used as the color for the piano. 

V. Brown - is used for plant stem. 

VI. Mauve - is used to write the word peace, and as a color for house.  

VII. Blue - is used to write the word cleanliness, and for the sky. 

VIII. Red - is used for kids’ clothes. 
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 Figure 12.     

 Figure 13. 
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 Figure 14.                        

    Figure 15. 
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Reasons for Choice of Media (Art Materials) 

Participants’ responses indicate that they use watercolor (paint) for their works because 

they feel more comfortable using it and that it makes their work “nice.” Others stated that 

watercolor is their preferred medium of work. Participants who used crayon also said that they 

had never used that for making art before and so they wanted to explore with that. Other used 

pictures from magazine because it afforded them a real representation of their ideas. 

 

In a nutshell 

In this chapter, I presented my coded and categorized data, consisting of observations and 

field notes from the research setting, responses to my questionnaires, and participant artwork. 

The data is presented under the umbrellas of sessions one, two, three, and four. In addition, I 

presented new themes that emerged from the data without any restrictions from my research 

questions.  

While this chapter focused on the presentation of the original data, in Chapter Five I turn 

to analyze and interpret the data, providing responses to the research questions and applying 

them to establish connections between participants’ past and future hopes. Finally, I will analyze 

and reflectively suggest art projects and media which, based on these findings, may be helpful 

for designing curriculum on this topic.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Analysis and Interpretation of Data 

 

Introduction 

 In my quest to understand the hopes and aspirations that new immigrants have in their 

new country, I ‘read’ the data to speak to questions this study seeks to answer. In the 

presentation of the data in Chapter Four, I described key categories emerging from all the four 

sessions of the workshop, organized respectively as: cherished memories of the previous places 

they lived; what they want to become in the near future; what they envision and consider as a 

good community; and the kind of community they want to help build. In this chapter I look into 

these themes to interpret what insights they provide to my research questions.  

 

Understanding Hopes and Aspirations that new Immigrants have, in their New 

Environment, through Expressive Art Making 

 In Chapter Four I related that participants talked about what they would want to become 

when they grow up. Four of the participants mentioned that they would want to become soccer 

players in the near future. Two of them stated that they want to become medical doctors. Others 

stated professions such as the police, fashion designer, actress, artist, baby nurse (pediatric 

nurse), drummer, veterinary doctor, cook, game designer, wrestler, dancer, and scientist (see 

Chapter 4, p. 55). From their responses, it appears that most participants express their dreams of 

their future – what they want to become – in terms of their professional lives more than any other 

thing. While the arts are interspersed in there, the majority of these professions listed 

demonstrate the influence of the sciences and of celebrity. A good number of them who state in 

the surveys that they want to be medical doctors and soccer players, depict in their artworks 



78 

assets like luxurious cars, basketballs, and clothes. These participants were more enthusiastic in 

sharing with other participants what they want to become in the future. This is an indication to 

me of their desire to attain jobs and lifestyles that they can be proud of, and which will bring 

them enough money to live a better life. 

In addition, some participants expressed and envisioned themselves working two or more 

jobs in the near future, or stating an indecision or dreaming. Examples include police and artist, 

fashion designer, actress and dancer, wrestler and soccer player, etc.  Examining the range of 

practical productiveness and creative dreaming, I am reminded of Minh-ha’s notation that, “to 

the accusation that refugees are a burden to taxpayers, the dutiful response obtained among the 

‘unwelcome guests’ has been, faithfully enough, that most refugees have only one hope: to have 

a job and become a taxpayer” (Minh-ha, 1996, p. 48). Often times, refugees are seen as people 

who just come into the country without any hope but to become a burden to the host country. 

They could be despised because of their status and this could cause them to work harder to prove 

that they are capable and have good dreams to work even more than one job to contribute to their 

new community through tax and other services. The above-mentioned jobs by participants are 

all, for the most part, related to offering humanitarian services to people to make them feel 

better. Human figures, animals, food, and the representation of peace and love in their artwork 

from workshop two also confirm that are have service-oriented hopes and aspirations. It seemed 

to me that these participants felt so excited in sharing these hopes because they are proud to let 

people know of their love for people around them in their new society. This became more 

evident in my observation for session two, where I noted that the art making process went on 

smoothly as most participants were more open to share their artworks with other volunteers and 

me, as well as some other participants who asked about them.   
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This also shows how, potentially, immigrants can contribute to the economic growth of their new 

country if supported and given the conducive environment to work towards the achievement of 

their hopes and aspirations (UNHCR, 2016).  

Significant Ideas in Expressive Art Making 

Play 

Education, relationships, recreation, safety, and economic and social responsibility 

emerge as significant areas of concern and care for the participants, across the four sessions of 

the workshop. Participants’ artworks and responses reveal what is hidden in them and bring out 

their intrinsic views of the world and what they know about it. They express these ideas textually 

and visually with the hope of becoming and living those dreams in the near future. 

Take, for instance, the idea of their relationship with their new community here in the 

United States. The expression of a good community, according to participants’ responses, is seen 

as exhibiting true and good characteristics including kindness, compassion, listening to other 

people’s views, being polite to others, and caring. They give examples of these through actions 

such as donating less needed stuff to people who need it most; taking the time to talk and laugh 

with other people; hanging out with friends; and using words like please and thank you, which 

are decorated and drawn into the pictures. In short, participants have a sense of relating cordially 

with the community in which they find themselves by showing good personal relationships with 

the people. Their artworks legitimize this idea through visual representation of human figures 

sharing food with other people, two people holding their hands and walking together, and smiley 

faces. They also represented the love symbol in many of their artistic expressions to show the 

need for one to have a good heart in order to relate well in their society. As Paulo Freire (1970) 
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stated in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, “If I do not love the world – if I do not love life – 

if I do not love people – I cannot enter into dialogue” (p. 90). He explained,  

dialogue cannot exit, however, in the absence of a profound love for the world and for the 

people. The naming of the world, which is an act of creation and re-creation, is not 

possible if it not infused with love. Love is at the same time the foundation of dialogue 

and dialogue itself. Because love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is commitment to 

others. No matter where the oppressed are found, the act of love is commitment to their 

cause – the cause of liberation. And this commitment, because it is loving, is dialogical. 

(p. 89). 

Love, and for that matter good relationships, would stimulate a healthy dialogue between the 

community and refugees to work together for a better community capable of making their hopes 

and aspirations feasible. Hopefully it would also reduce suspicion and mistrust of refugees who 

are looking to enter new countries to find and renew a sense of being home.  

 The survey and artworks suggest that a good relationship between the host community 

and refugees could be built by bringing them together for recreational purposes. Participant 

responses in the surveys and their artworks show how much they value recreation or 

entertainment as something they enjoy in a sense of normalcy and want to continue to have in 

their future community. From the first session about cherished memories of the previous places 

they lived, they expressed their love for sports and fun activities such as soccer, basketball, 

swimming, playing with dolls, watching favorite movies, making art and puppet shows, and 

skating. These good impressions of memory are also reiterated in the future community they 

want to build or live in as presented in session four. As I recounted in Chapter Four, participants’ 

responses connect with the idea of recreation, which has appeared almost in all the workshop 

surveys. Examples mentioned include sports like soccer with other people in the community as 
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well as working out to build and keep their bodies in good shape. Thus, they present strongly the 

idea of a good community as one where members come together to have fun through sports and 

play, instituting cordial relationships among the host community and immigrants. 

 

Education 

This experience also revealed education as a significant idea in the lives of the 

participants. In the second session participants explicitly stated, in their responses to the survey, 

that education is a core motivator to their hopes and aspirations. This also appears in session 

four: education as a sign of a good community as well as something they want to have access to 

in their future community. They express that having access to high school and college will help 

them to reach their goals and consequently share that knowledge with others in the community 

through helping them with school and homework and telling stories. As stated by Apple (2006), 

“the fundamental role of schooling is to fill students with the knowledge that is necessary to 

compete in today's rapidly changing world” (p. 5). This connect with idea of the progressive 

education movement which was championed by educationists like John Dewey. Through the lens 

of this movement, education should be grounded in real life experience and for social 

responsibility: learning by doing as well as relating learning to the social life of the society. 

When this happens, learners would be able to relate what is being learned to actual life 

experience which in turn would help them to become useful citizens in the community. (Efland, 

1990). For the immigrants to achieve their future hopes and aspirations as expressed through this 

research, they should be given the requisite knowledge and skills in order to function “efficiently 

and effectively” in their community. The lack of education as expressed by participants will be a 

detour to the future hopes (Apple, 2006, p. 32).  
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Social Responsibility 

In their responses and art making, participants demonstrate the sense of being socially 

responsible to and for their community through self-directing activities. These include working 

in community gardens, taking care of the environment, communing with nature, offering 

guidance to people in need, and keeping the community clean through recycling. They 

consolidate this idea of being socially responsible citizens through their artworks as well. In their 

artworks, they show people planting trees and crops. They also express the sense of law abiding 

by making art of the stop sign normally seen on roads. This all signifies the participants’ sense of 

social responsibility serving their new community voluntarily and obeying rules and regulations 

set by the society. 

Besides being socially responsible, the idea of safety or security is another important 

theme that emerges from the expressive art making experience. Security is a vital concern of 

every country, ensuring the safety of its citizens from varying attacks ranging from bullying, 

harassment, pestilence, and other sources. Similarly, participants through this expressive art 

making experience expressed their need for safety in their new community. In session three 

about Good Community, they mention that they want to live in a community that is clean and 

without any form of pollution, drug free, bullying free and with no child abuse; and a community 

that offers them much freedom. Their artworks visualize this idea by portraying artistically 

written words like peace, drug free, and bullying free. A clean community will obviously reduce 

pollution and for that matter illness. Likewise, a society that is free from all form of bullying 

would protect the weak such as children from any attack and this would elevate their freedom to 

work harder towards the achievement of their hopes and aspirations. 

 

Economics 
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Lastly, the expressive art making revealed the weight of the need and desire for economic 

independence. From participants’ responses to the survey and their artworks, there is a clear 

presentation of economic wealth being a marker of a good community. This is shown through 

their naming of jobs needing higher education, and that, for the most part, require hard work and 

that pay well. In their artworks, they show more and bigger houses as something that is 

prominent and significant to every community reflecting a healthy economy. 

Considerations of Art Materials 

Based on my observation and interactions with participants, I learnt a few things about 

their feelings about the art materials and how they made decisions about using them. A lot of the 

participants seemed inclined to express their ideas through painting more than any other medium 

on offer. Some of them shared that they were anxious about the limits of the time they had to 

complete their artwork and this also influenced their choice of material they felt would take less 

time to look finished. A majority of the participants used paints (watercolor) to represent their 

ideas. Examining the artworks, I noticed that colors were applied without their tints or shades but 

rather in their natural states and thickly onto the support (art paper).  

A few participants used collage in the expression of their ideas, or said they would like 

to; however, when participants circulated through other activity centers, they had less time to 

dedicate to collaging. They would need more time to carefully search and select the appropriate 

materials that would suit their ideas, and then go through the cutting and gluing that comes with 

collage. On the other hand, these participants’ choice of using painting for their works saved 

them time and allowed them to work within the set time of each workshop. From the survey, I 

can say that some participants’ responses indicate that they use watercolor (paint) for their works 

because they feel more comfortable using it and that it makes their work ‘nice’ while others 



84 
 

stated that watercolor is their preferred medium of work because of the material itself and for 

time manageability.  

 

Useful Art Media and Processes  

 In this general and low stakes art making workshop, participants were provided with a 

variety of art materials to choose to work with. Among these were graphite pencils, watercolors, 

crayons, washable markers, colored papers, magazines, art papers, glue sticks, scissors, and 

sharpies. In all, watercolor paint emerged as being the most preferred medium for the refugees at 

Owl and Panther for self-expression. While some chose to work exclusively with the paint, 

others mixed it with other media such as pencil, crayon, and magazine cut outs. Some 

participants chose to start painting their ideas straight on the art paper while others started with 

pencil and then painted through. The use of water color by participant could be associated to the 

time constraints of the art making project. Water color (paint) is can be applied to a larger space 

in a short time as compared to other media. As stated in Chapter Four, the actual time for the 

artmaking averaged between 20 – 30 minutes. Aside from the watercolor paints, crayons were 

also popular, as a single medium or in combination with washable markers, pencil, magazines, 

and paints. The third most used medium for self-expression is washable markers. Pencil 

drawings and using pictures from magazines were less popular choices – they preferred making 

their own drawings and in vivid color. This is interesting in the confidence it shows in visual 

decision-making and representation of ideas in their own imagery.  

 

Connection Between Aspirations for Character in Professional and Personal Life 

 What participants depict that they want to be professionally vis-à-vis what they express 

they want to achieve in terms of personal characteristics presents a sense of connection worth 
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analyzing. Note that my survey question in session two read: Take a moment to envision yourself 

in the future. What would you want to be in the near future? This prompt did not direct them to 

talk about their professional aspirations, however that is, universally, how all participants 

responded. Participants’ responses bring to mind their interest in becoming and working top class 

jobs when they grow.  

As I noted in Chapter Four, most of these jobs have to do with providing service and 

entertainment to people either for their desire to bring pleasure and joy to people or to gain 

recognition, social status, and wealth. This could be read that participants’ professions connect 

and relate to what they want to be character-wise. Referencing the data that is presented in 

Chapter Four of this thesis, most themes that emerge from participants’ responses either from the 

survey or the artworks relate to their care and love for the people in the community. These 

themes include but are not limited to relationships, sharing, entertainment, community, and 

recreation. These suggest that participants are more concerned about actively living in a society 

where love and caring for each other abound. They show the need for these refugees to be shown 

more care and love by their host community in order for them feel the welcoming environment 

necessary for their success in their new country. As stated by Dewhurst (2014), “Uniting art with 

contemporary concerns, young people involved in such projects use art to investigate, critique, 

and take action against the injustices that touch their lives” (p. 2). 

Use of Color 

Past 

Participants’ use of color in the workshops emerged as something significant in this 

research. Although the survey question did not ask participants to explain why they used certain 

colors, their use of color seemed different and interesting to me and might mean something. In 
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session one, they were asked to make art of the things they cherished to do from the previous 

places they lived. In their representation of these cherished memories, some participants used 

colors, which to me could be related to the tortures they have been through before resettling in 

their new community. One that is most remarkable to me is the use of the color black. In session 

one, black is used to color the love sign: heart. From what I have learned, and my exposure to 

color symbolism, black is often associated with death and mourning. It could also signify the 

intensity of a loss and the pain that people feel as well as the color that is mostly associated with 

evil. Participants’ use of black for love is likely to be as a result of the traumatic experiences that 

they have been through and the process of seeking asylum, consequently leaving some pain and 

sadness in their heart, leading to the representation of love with the color black which is mostly 

associated with evil. 

 

Future 

 In the representation of the future, participants’ use of color totally changed, without any 

prompting from me, from dark to light. This switch is seen in their sessions for workshops two, 

three, and four. For example, the color pink is used to represent the same heart in session two 

which was themed around what participants want to be in the near future. Besides the color pink, 

participants also make use of the color yellow to color the love sign in their pictures. This is also 

seen in session four which directed participants to envision themselves in their future community 

and what they can contribute to make it a better place. both pink and yellow are likely to be 

associated to excessive optimism and cheerfulness. This signifies to me the idea of being highly 

imaginative and optimistic. The use of these bright colors in their future suggests that 

participants’ feelings about their world could change to a more bright and hopeful future about 

their lives, overcoming all traumatic experiences. 



87 
 

 

Symbolism versus Realism 

This research has also revealed participants’ level of understanding and knowledge about 

colors and their application to ideas and other things. Their use of color ranges from realistic to 

unrealistic. From a realism point of view, participants’ use of color for some items in their 

artworks looks the same or these items have same color in the real world. This is seen in their 

visual representation of their surroundings across all the four sessions. For example, the coloring 

of grass and plants’ leaves with the color green is something that is also seen in reality with 

plants. The use of the color brown is not exceptional. Participants used brown to paint skin of 

human figures as well as stems of plants. Black is also used for human figures and with white for 

the keys of a piano.  This is also identical in the real world, especially with most of the refugees 

in this workshop coming from dark-skinned countries. In the physical realm, blue is often 

associated to the sky, love, ocean, peace, and calmness. All these are seen in the artworks of the 

refugees using the color blue as it appears in the real world. Yellow is also used by participants 

to represent the color of the sun and sports cars. The color of kids’ clothing and ice cream in 

most of their artworks are represented in bright colors such as red with orange and pink 

respectively. All these representations of colors in the artworks of participants brings to mind 

their knowledge and view about the environment in which they live. 

On the other hand, certain colors that are used by participants are unrealistic and may be 

seen as just symbolic of the natural thing being represented in their drawings. In the first 

workshop, participants’ representation of some foods is more symbolic in color than realistic. 

This is manifested in a drawing of pizza that is colored in yellow (with red crossings). The red in 

some cases could be to represent some vegetables like tomatoes. In contrast, the use of the 

yellow for the pizza (dough) itself is vivid and an imaginative substitution of a more realistic 
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color. Another example is the use of the color black. Black in many circumstances is used and 

seen as a color associated with hatred, grief, fear, and evil deeds. In the expression of some 

emotions, black is used as the color for love: the heart. This suggests that some of the 

participants might have been through some emotional torture that has left some grievous 

memories in the heart. More prosaically, it could also mean that their knowledge on color theory 

and symbolism is minimal and they might need education on that.  

 

In Summary 

 This chapter provided some insight into the questions that guided this study. I started by 

looking at how we can understand the hopes and aspirations that new immigrants have, in their 

new environment, through expressive art making by giving a careful analysis of the data. I then 

followed with the presentation of some significant ideas which emerged from this expressive art 

making experience and delving into finding out which art project, media and processes are 

helpful for refugees to express their hopes and aspirations. Lastly, I distinguished between their 

use of colors in their past experiences and how they apply colors in their expressions of the 

future.  

 In the next chapter, I give my recommendations based on my own personal experience as 

a beginning art educator in this area going through the study as well as from the findings 

presented in this chapter. I end with a conclusion of the whole research and learning process.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Questions that Arise, and Recommendations 

How Can Art Become an Aspiration? 

 A look at the findings presented in Chapter Five indicates that the value of the arts for the 

participants appears to be as an enjoyable leisure activity, but for the most part, not more. This is 

seen in the findings from session two where participants expressed what they want to be in the 

near future. Most of their responses about what they want to become are more relational to the 

sciences with few of them mentioning the arts. As an art educator, I am much concerned about 

this and how the value of art can be improved in our schools and societies as well as through 

community programs. This could be associated with the less attention given to art in our schools 

as well as the reduced budget towards the discipline. As asserted by Krensky and Steffen (2009), 

“art programs in schools across the United States have been cut as education budgets diminish” 

(p. 6). How then can we as art educators help in contributing to the uplifting of the arts in our 

own way? This to me calls for more community-based art programs in our various communities 

to subsidize the minimal attention of art in schools. It is also an indication that “without 

additional resources, such as community programs, these children are underserved-denied the 

benefits of activities that tap into hidden potential and build a sense of self” (Briggs & McHenry, 

2013, p. 365).  

Art is very important in the life of every young person to discover their inner potential, 

which brings to them a sense of knowing themselves, as demonstrated in this workshop. What 

then happens if this medium of self-discovery is missing? Therefore, I believe that there should 

be more community-based art programs let by art educators in the community to help young 



90 
 

people discover their potentials in the field and to build their own careers through that as well. 

Community art programs like a follow-up to the one I offered could be expanded and built in 

with more technical skills to offer a larger range of vocabulary for participants to express 

themselves.  

Artists and art educators, both seasoned and new in the field, could make it a priority to 

reach out to society, organizing and facilitating more community art programs to promote and 

inspire young people’s dreams, especially refugee children, through expressive art. I believe that 

there is the need to study more about improving its operation in the community to serve young 

people, especially the underserved, to also have the creative experience of discovering the ‘self.’ 

 

What Art Materials Would Draw the Most Appeal? 

 Participant interest in the use of paint, in this case water color, is something to note for 

future workshops involving young people and refugee youths. As presented early on in Chapter 

Five, participants used water color in most of the artworks they made indicating their comfort 

and preference in working in paints. This shows that participants are more interested in 

expressing their ideas in paints than other media of artistic expression. In future workshops, I 

would envision and recommend offering a range of painting materials such as gouache, 

watercolor, and acrylics to engage participants. While much research tells us to use new media, 

participant preferences in this workshop, at least, indicate that art educators might well consider 

using more traditional painting projects in such workshops involving expressive art. 

 

Which Sessions Seemed More Engaging? 

 Planning and facilitating a community-based art workshop can be tedious and time 

consuming but at the same come from enthusiasm. Even though time consuming, I, as an art 
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educator, thought about the positive side of the workshop knowing that participants would be 

able to express their hidden hopes and aspirations through that, and that I will also gain useful 

experience into organizing such workshops as an upcoming educator who seeks more knowledge 

in the field. During the entire workshop, I made observations to see which session seems more 

interesting and engaging to participants. During session two, participants seemed more happy 

and ready to make art. The workshop was about expressing what they want to be in the near 

future and participants were enthusiastic in presenting and sharing their future goals and 

aspirations with other refugees and volunteers who were present. Participants were more happy 

and proud about expressing their goals, which are mostly positive, having a sense of 

accomplishment. It is therefore suggested for art educators who will be conducting a similar 

community-based art workshop for children or youth to consider and take into consideration the 

inclusion of themes of hope in their activities. This is because it motivates young people to 

envision their own future. 

Next Steps 

Theory on Color 

As an art educator and a researcher, this study has taught me the need to develop a 

workshop on the theory of color when organizing a workshop on art making. In order to make an 

effective workshop of this kind in the near future, I would first spend some time educating 

participants on color symbolism, including practical guidance on the mixing of colors. This 

would include the primary, secondary, and tertiary colors as they appear on the color wheel. I 

believe this would go a long way to help participants to have an idea on the selection, 

application, and mixing of colors. Having knowledge on color selection, participants would be 

able choose the appropriate colors for their ideas to portray the meanings they are looking for. 
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Various color application techniques would give participants more and different options to apply 

their chosen colors to their ideas. Examples of such applications include splattering, layering of 

colors, and bleeding colors into one other. I would also educate participants on how to mix colors 

to get a desired color to match what they are representing. In addition, this will encompass the 

tinting and shading of colors. This would help them to know to add white to any color they 

would want to lighten and also to add black to colors they would want to darken. These and other 

topics in color theory would be on my priority list when organizing the next art making 

workshop.  

More Practice in Art Workshop 

This workshop has also communicated to me the need for more practice time during art 

workshops. Most participants have minimal experience and knowledge in the arts. I believe that 

offering more opportunities to explore expressive arts to learn and get more knowledge about art 

and what they can do in the field is a worthwhile endeavor. Exposing them to more exploratory 

art sessions would help to reveal what media, projects, and topics that interest them before 

graduating to more skill-based classes focused on these interests.  

Observations from the workshop indicated that as participants got more experience from 

workshop to workshop, they became more certain in choosing the medium they worked with. 

During the workshop, participants’ surety about their choice and preference of media progressed 

from the first workshop and became more apparent during session four. During this time, they 

had become more certain as to what medium to choose for the execution of their artwork. As a 

researcher, I find this as an important step to consider when planning and organizing a workshop 

in art making. Making enough time and workshops for participants to engage and practice would 

first of all help the research to discover a lot of hidden and subtle findings from participants’ 
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works of art. Secondly, they would be able to master the technique they are more interested in 

while learning to practice other techniques that are less familiar to them. Based on this 

experience, I would recommend that new teachers and researchers in the field of art education 

and other art related fields should consider making more time and setting up more time for 

practice in workshops like these. 

 

Conclusion 

Overall, as an art educator, this experience gave me the opportunity to reflect on my 

skills, experience, and practices as an art educator in connecting with refugees as new 

immigrants. It was a privilege to get closer to this group as it served as a great learning 

experience for me as a researcher and art educator interested in community-based art programs 

and in social justice art education. This, to me, is a very important connection and a potentially 

valuable learning experience for these refugees since their schools are most likely to be public 

schools with low budgets for the arts, and possibly where full-time art teachers may be lacking. 

Thus, serving out-of-school art programs would be a great opportunity for them to exhibit their 

artistic capabilities and talents to help build the self and to know themselves better.  

Having gone through some traumatic experiences in their past lives and through their 

journey of seeking asylum, as well as the current immigration laws put these refugees in a 

situation where their hopes and aspirations in life begin to shrink. The need for an expressive, 

potentially hopeful art making program therefore is a good chance for them to see themselves in 

a more positive and hopeful future.  

 Through informal art engagements, art educators can take up the challenge of engaging 

the community and connecting with them to empower young people to discover their inherent 

potential, challenging any forms of hegemony. This is the hallmark of community-based art 
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education, expressive art therapy, social justice art education, and critical multicultural 

education. As an art educator who intends to continue to work in more multicultural education 

settings, I believe that understanding some of these people who are displaced and 

underrepresented is vital to planning an expressive and dialogic art curriculum that is directed 

towards reaching the needs of learners, especially the underserved in the community, and helping 

them to challenge any negativity in their lives. 
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APPENDIX A: IRB-APPROVED CONSENT FORM 

v10/06/2017 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 

Study Title: HOPES AND ASPIRATIONS EXPRESSED THROUGH ART. 

Principal Investigator: ALFRED ACQUAH 

This is a consent form for research participation.  Hi, I’m Alfred Acquah, a volunteer artist at 
Owl and Panther and a graduate student at the University of Arizona. Thank you for your time 
today.  Please read this document carefully.  It contains important information about a research 
study I am conducting as an art instructor and volunteer at Owl and Panther. I would like to 
invite your child to participate in the study.  This document tells you what to expect if your child 
decides to participate.  Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask 
questions before making your decision whether or not to participate. 

As you may know, I am teaching an art workshop over 4 sessions, in Fall 2017, at Owl and 
Panther. As your child is participating in the workshop, I invite them to also participate in my 
study while doing so.  

Why is this study being done? 

The purpose of the study is to provide an opportunity and a platform through which the 
children, as immigrants can express their hopes and aspirations about their life in America; I am 
interested in learning and sharing how they express, through art making, what they envision for 
their life in this environment, and what they want to share about their memories in their home 
cultures in relation to their life here. By sharing what the children feel and seeing this place 
from their perspective can help us respect their voice and experiences and help them connect 
to each other. Hearing their point of view will also help us think about how to make better art 
programs for them in the future, here at Owl and Panther.  

What will happen if I take part in this study? 

As an art teacher, I want to learn how to make the most interesting, fun, and helpful programs 
for you. I would like to observe, take notes, and write about the things we talk about and the 
art we make during the workshops I do with your child/ children.  You will probably not notice 

Protocol 1709801944 Approved by Univ. of Arizona IRB (Expires 8-Oct-2018)
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 B: IRB-APPROVED ASSENT FORMS 

v10/05/2017 

ASSENT FOR PARTICIPANTS (7-13 years) 
HOPES AND ASPIRATIONS EXPRESSED THROUGH ART 

1. I am a university student and art educator working on a project to learn how to make the 

most interesting, fun, and helpful programs for children at Owl and Panther and I want to 

watch and take notes about the art activities we do together. I want to make sure I have 

your permission to write about the things we discuss together and the artwork you make. If 

you don't want me to talk about your artwork, you can still participate in all the activities 

we do today and at other workshops.

2. Why is this study being done?
The reason for this study is to provide an opportunity for you to express your hopes and 

aspirations in America through art works such as; painting, collage, and photo montage. 

The outcome of this study would also be shared to strengthen art curriculum of Owl and 

Panther.  

3. What will happen during this study?
• You would be making some interesting artworks based on your future hopes and 

aspirations.

• You would be asked some questions based on your artworks.

• I will take notes, photographs for purposes of the study only - all of your

identifying information will be removed during analysis and presentation of

conclusions.

4. What risks or benefits can I expect from being in the study?
There would be minimal risk in participating in this study. You will learn new art making 

techniques while expressing your future dreams through art. 

I consent to participate in this study. I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I 
am aware that I are being asked to participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity 
to ask questions and have had them answered to my satisfaction.  

Name……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Protocol 1709801944 Approved by Univ. of Arizona IRB (Expires 8-Oct-2018)
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v10/05/2017 

ASSENT FOR PARTICIPANTS (14 years and above) 

HOPES AND ASPIRATIONS EXPRESSED THROUGH ART 

Please read this document carefully.  It contains important information about a research 

study I am conducting as an art instructor and volunteer at Owl and Panther.  

1. I am a university student and art educator working on a project to learn how to make the 

most interesting, fun, and helpful programs for children at Owl and Panther and I want to 

watch and take notes about the art activities we do together. I want to make sure I have 

your consent to write about the things we discuss together and the artwork you make. If

you don't want me to talk about your artwork, you can still participate in all the activities 

we do today and at other workshops.

2. Why is this study being done?

The reason for this study is to provide an opportunity for you to express your hopes and 

aspirations in America through art works such as; painting, collage, and photo montage. 

The findings of this study will also be shared to strengthen the art curriculum of Owl and 

Panther, and to serve towards advocacy for art education programs while working with 

new children in the Southwest.  

3. What will happen during this study?

• You would be making some interesting artworks based on your future hopes and 

aspirations.

• You would be asked some questions based on your artworks.

• I will take notes, photographs for purposes of the study only - all of your

identifying information will be removed during analysis and presentation of

conclusions.

• Artworks would be used as data for analysis.

4. What risks or benefits can I expect from being in the study?

There would be minimal risk in participating in this study. You will learn new art making 

techniques while expressing your future dreams through art. 

I consent to participate in this study. I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware 
that I are being asked to participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and 
have had them answered to my satisfaction.  

Name……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Protocol 1709801944 Approved by Univ. of Arizona IRB (Expires 8-Oct-2018)
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY QUESTIONS FOR WORKSHOP 

Session 1 

HOPES	AND	ASPIRATIONS	EXPRESSED	THROUGH	ART	 Tuesday	September	12,	2017	

Name:…………………………………………………………		

Casting	your	mind	back	and	reflecting	on	some	of	the	things	you	enjoyed	doing	as	a	child	or	
when	growing	up.		

1. Write	and	share	with	your	partner	at	least	two	(2)	of	the	things	you	loved	and	cherished
(It	can	be	an	activity,	food,	or	anything).

2. Using	any	medium	of	your	choice	(pencil,	paints,	crayon,	markers,	paint,	magazines	etc.)
make	a	visual	representation	of	the	things	you	have	mentioned	above.
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Session 2 

HOPES	AND	ASPIRATIONS	EXPRESSED	THROUGH	ART	 Tuesday	September	19,	2017	

Name:	…………………………………………………………………………………	

As	humans,	we	all	have	got	dreams,	hopes,	and	aspirations	in	life	that	we	want	to	achieve	in	
order	to	attain	self-fulfillment:	that	is,	to	become	satisfied	and	happy	in	life.	

1. Take	a	moment	to	envision	yourself	in	the	future.	What	would	you	want	to	be	in	the
near	future?	Write	your	response	below.

2. Write	at	least	one	thing	that	you	think	would	help	you	to	become	what	you	want	to	be
in	the	near	future.

3. Write	one	possible	detour	or	logjam	that	could	happen	that	would	prevent	you	from
reaching	your	hopes.		How	can	you	prevent	that	from	happening?

4. On	an	art	paper,	make	an	art	(visual	representation)	of	what	you	want	to	be	in	the	near
future.	You	can	use	any	medium	of	your	choice	(Crayon,	paint,	magazine,	maker,	etc.).
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Session 3 

HOPES	AND	ASPIRATIONS	EXPRESSED	THROUGH	ART	 Tuesday	October	3,	2017	

Name:	…………………………………………………………………………………	

Take	a	moment	to	envision	the	community	where	you	live	and	how	you	would	want	the	future	
to	be	for	your	community.	

1. What	do	you	think	a	good	community	is?

2. Write	at	least	one	thing	you	like	about	your	current	community.

3. How	would	that	thing	help	you	to	achieve	your	dreams?

4. On	an	art	paper,	make	an	art	(visual	representation)	of	what	you	would	want	your
community	to	be	(or	look	like).	You	can	use	any	medium	of	your	choice	(crayon,	paint,
magazine,	maker,	etc.).
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Session 4 

HOPES	AND	ASPIRATIONS	EXPRESSED	THROUGH	ART	 Tuesday	November	7,	2017	

Name:	…………………………………………………………………………………	

Take	a	moment	to	envision	yourself	in	that	good	community	you	would	want	to	live	in.	

1. What	gifts	or	contributions	do	you	have	to	bring	to	the	community	in	which	you	live	to
make	it	a	better	place?	List	them	here:

2. How	would	you	share	those	gifts	with	the	community?

3. Using	any	medium	you	choose	(crayon,	paint,	markers,	etc.),	make	art	to	represent
those	gifts	or	contributions	mentioned	in	your	answer	for	the	first	questions.

• Why	did	you	use	the	medium	you	chose?
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