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Supervisor:  Keffrelyn D. Brown 

 

This critical ethnographic collective case study examined the process of becoming 

a teacher in the context of visual art education. This longitudinal study was grounded in 

larger educational concerns regarding the preparation of teachers for socially and 

culturally diverse U.S. public schools. This framing of teacher learning went beyond 

traditional dichotomies in educational research that maintain an artificial boundary 

between learning to teach content and learning to teach all students effectively and 

equitably.  

In order to re-integrate the study of teacher learning, this research foregrounds the 

transactional relationship between a preservice art teacher’s social locations (e.g., race, 

class, sex-gender, language) and how s/he makes sense of what it means to be an “art 

teacher.” Specifically, the study asked (a) how preservice art teachers negotiated their 

emerging art teacher identities in a university-based teacher education program, (b) how 

their social positions were implicated in that process, and (c) how their teacher identities 

were meditated by cultural narratives, artifacts, and practices. This approach eschewed 

simplistic and reductive analyses of teacher identities in order to attain a nuanced 
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understanding of the multiple, sometimes contradictory social processes involved in 

becoming a teacher.    

This collective case study centered six preservice art teachers with varied racial, 

class, gender, and sexual identities, all of whom attended the same undergraduate teacher 

education program in the southwestern U.S. Social practice theory of identity, and critical 

curriculum and cultural theory were employed in constructing a multi-leveled relational 

analysis of the commonalities and divergences in participants’ self-understandings over 

time. 

Findings showed historical patterns of institutionalized racism, as well as complex 

class and sex-gendered meanings of art. These inequitable norms were reproduced in 

ways distinctive to the asocial and apolitical “common sense” knowledge that was 

mobilized within the world of art teacher education. Some participants experienced 

alienation and marginalization based on their social positioning in relation to the world of 

art education. The findings also illuminated the polyvalent nature of identity through the 

coexistence of hegemonic identities as well as counter-hegemonic agency. Implications 

and possibilities for generating more critical, equity-oriented teacher education and art 

education research, practice, and policy are considered. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Teachers impact the lives of generations of students. According to projections, 

these future generations will be increasingly ethnically, socioeconomically, and 

linguistically diverse (Cochran-Smith, Davis & Fries, 2004; Hernandez, Denton & 

Macartney, 2008). Supporting the development of teachers who can embrace this 

multicultural social milieu and effectively teach students of different backgrounds is an 

important objective for teacher education research, programs, and policies (Grant & 

Gibson, 2011). Educational research has shown the persistence of disparities in the 

quality of teaching provided to K-12 students from different social and cultural groups, 

race, class and gender being key indicators of inequality. Like public school teachers, 

teacher educators also face ongoing difficulties in preparing teachers to provide an 

equitable education to a changing school demographic.  

This topic of teachers and equitable education are particularly close to my 

personal and professional history as a racial minority and former teacher in diverse 

school settings. I grew up in a suburb in the Deep South during the 1980s, the second 

wave of middle-class White flight. With a Black mother and a White father, the labels of 

“mixed,” “both” and “tan” (at the time, my favorite because of its seeming accuracy).1 

These were never important categories within my family, but it became clear that others 

found them important for making sense of who I was or, rather, who I could be. For 

                                                 
1 Following Haney-López (1996), I chose to capitalize the terms White and Black because, though fluid 
and highly dependent upon context, each category references a specific social group (p. xiv). 
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example, the pet name “Fluffy” that my third grade teacher Ms. Roth sang as she 

caressed my hair was replaced with classmates’ admiring affirmations of my “good hair.”  

Even in elementary school, I knew “fluffy” hair did not mean the same thing as “good 

hair.” The shift in these racialized and gendered discourses used to position me in relation 

to prevailing cultural norms in my neighborhood and school reflected the exodus of 

White classmates and teachers from my school. I did not know the name for the social 

phenomenon at the time that had contributed to my transformation from the oddly 

“fluffy” haired girl to my new identity and perspective as the girl with “good hair.” This 

re-making of my identity coincided with a change in perspective brought on by a 

combination of biological puberty and a change in schools in seventh grade.  

Seventh grade was the year when I became “Black.” For as long as I can 

remember, my parents always encouraged me and my siblings to see ourselves as bi-

racial, that is as Black and White, rather than choose between them. So in elementary 

school I was the “mixed girl” or the girl with “good hair.” These terms were used 

interchangeably. When my parents decided to enroll me in the district-wide “Minority-to-

Majority” school desegregation program, I needed to be categorized as a minority (as 

though bi-racial, mixed, and mulatto have not always been minority categories). This 

desegregation program enabled families who were residentially zoned for majority 

minority schools to send their children to predominantly White students. These schools 

were always talked about as being in the nice neighborhoods. The message could not 

have been more starkly visible, as I travelled to my new, “better” school via a two-leg bus 

ride for an hour and a half every morning, that some Black families, like my family, had 
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seen the exodus of White-held resources from darkening neighborhoods and schools. My 

peers and teachers at the “better” school were conspicuously all White. It was clear from 

both the manner of my admission to the program and my feelings of being an outsider 

that my being Black mattered in ways I did not yet understand. 

Over time as I shifted from one educational environment to another, my sense of 

self and my position in relation to others with whom I interacted shifted as well. I now 

bear traces of these early experiences as an art educator and a scholar. This making of 

selves is in large part what education is and does, for better and for worse. As Maxine 

Greene (2001) explains, education is a “process of enabling persons to become different, 

to enter the multiple provinces of meaning that create perspectives” (p. 5) on the world 

and in turn on oneself. Though Greene is directing her comments toward generative 

transformations of the self that take place with and in aesthetic learning, her description 

of the historical recreation of self through altered perspective is akin to the historical 

recreation of the self that unfolds when engaged in learning of any kind:  

 The concepts and precepts available to the learner stem from the funded meanings 

or ways of knowing designed over the years by artists, teachers, and philosophers. 

We enter traditions as we engage with such perspectives, becoming members of a 

culture changing on many levels throughout history. (pp. 5-6)   

Pre-existing power relations, positions, and perspectives await learners entering any 

tradition or field of knowledge.  As new recruits take part in and make these traditions 

and fields of knowledge their own, they become someone, persons imbued with these 
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historically specific meanings and ways of knowing. It is this historical inculcation of the 

self that makes learning a identity-making process.  

 I recognize that as a scholar and a researcher, my queries are shaped by a particular 

history of self-identification.  As with any form of human activity—research being only 

one—it is not possible to discard one’s sense of self, belonging, and affiliation. All the 

choices made herein, and the perspectives that enable me to make sense of what I found 

in conducting this study of learning to teach, have been mediated by my personal history 

in school (remember “fluffy” and the girl with “good hair”?) and my positionality as a 

former elementary generalist and art specialist turned researcher/teacher educator.  The 

process of carrying out this study—from topic selection to gaining entry to the research 

site, observing daily routines, conducting interviews, and interpreting and writing up the 

data—was shaped by these and other important aspects of my personhood. These 

strengths and biases are “the basis of researchers’ making a distinctive contribution, one 

that results from the unique configuration of their personal qualities joined to the data 

they have collected” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 18).   

 

Overview of the Study 

This qualitative study is an investigation into the process of becoming a teacher. 

The problems addressed in the study are connected to the current national reform agenda 

that seeks to make K-12 students’ access to a high quality education more equitable. 

Recently there has been intensified scrutiny of preservice teacher education programs. It 

is uncertain whether teacher education programs in their current form actually enhance or 
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retard a teacher’s capacity to provide equal learning opportunities to students.  These 

concerns are not altogether new, as the persistence of the “quality-of-service gap” 

(Hilliard, 2003, p. 140) has been a priority for many marginalized groups since the 

beginning of public schooling in the U.S. High attrition rates among beginning teachers 

continues to be a problem particularly in schools with high percentages of minority students. 

Teachers’ resistance to teaching in schools primarily serving students from low-income 

families as well as those with racial and cultural backgrounds different from their own 

contributes to group disparities in access to equal educational opportunities (Ingersoll & 

Connor, 2009; Zeichner, 1996). These are signs that the social and cultural fabric from 

which schools are sewn is intimately connected to becoming a teacher. Understanding the 

dynamic process of becoming a teacher, particularly the ways social positions shape that 

process, is central to improving policies and practices that continue to produce unequal 

student learning outcomes.  

This general problem of increasing teachers’ capacities for and commitment to 

teaching all students equitably coincides with the increasing recognition that disparate 

access to well-balanced, arts-inclusive education is further exacerbating inequalities that 

can have repercussions for many years to come. From urban centers to remote rural 

towns, life in the U. S. is increasingly multicultural and reliant upon rapid global 

exchanges of massive amounts of visual information. Access to the critical knowledge, 

skills, and tools to think visually and utilize various visual forms of communication is 

perhaps more important today than it has ever been.  
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U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan (2009) recently argued that art 

education is fundamental to a quality education, especially for students from low-income 

communities. In 2001, visual art was recognized as a core subject in the No Child Left 

Behind legislation (NCLB). Unlike other core subjects (e.g., mathematics, language arts, 

reading, science), art education enjoys relatively few restrictions associated with NCLB’s 

testing regime. Comparatively, public school art classrooms are among the few spaces 

that still have a large degree of curricular autonomy, with each individual art teacher 

deciding much about what and how they will teach. With a wide range of visual materials 

from which to choose—fine art, kitsch, folk art, mass produced consumer objects, 

advertisements, and digital media—art teachers are responsible for designing learning 

experiences that will expand students’ visual perception, knowledge, and skills. The 

understandings students cultivate about visual representations, objects, and environments 

from their learning experiences in art classrooms will likely inform how they make sense 

of themselves and the world around them.  

As key mediators of the curriculum, art teachers, like any teacher, play a 

significant role in determining the appropriateness and quality of students’ learning 

opportunities (Nieto, 2003). For instance, recent research shows that art teachers’ 

personal interests influence their curriculum decision-making (La Porte, Speirs & Young, 

2008). These findings appear problematic in light of evidence that there is a significant 

racial and class achievement gap in students’ visual arts knowledge and abilities (Keiper, 

Sandene, Persky & Kuang, 2009). Unfortunately, there is little research that sheds light 

on racial and class disparities in art classrooms and their connection to the preparation of 
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teachers. Researchers who have centered social diversity in their analyses of general 

teacher education have found that, both historically and today, teachers’ identities have 

an impact on their pedagogical perspectives and classroom practices (Beauboeuf-

Lafontant, 2005; Dilworth & Brown, 2008; Foster, 1994; Irvine, 2002). The implication 

here is that a teacher’s personhood is inseparable from his or her understanding and 

enactment of the role of “teacher” and has consequences for student learning. 

Research on individuals studying to become teachers (called preservice teachers) 

indicates that their prior experiences with diversity and their knowledge of race, class, 

and gender impact how they think about teaching (Ginsburg & Newman, 1985; Haviland, 

2008; King, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2001). We also know that teachers’ racial identities 

are a factor in producing unequal learning outcomes between White and African 

American students (Villegas & Davis, 2008). While this literature shows that teacher 

identities indeed do matter for student learning, there is a dearth of empirical research in 

teacher education and art education addressing how pre-service teachers’ racial, classed 

and gendered identities interact with and inform the development of teaching identities as 

they emerge in preservice education programs organized around content-specific 

knowledge domains.  This gap in the literature reflects the longstanding dichotomy 

plaguing teacher education research and practice by which issues of social difference and 

educational equity are divorced from content area expertise and the teaching of subject 

matter (Grossman et al., 2008; Ladson-Billings, 2006). This study moves beyond the 

artificial divisions of previous analyses to examine how race, class, gender and other 
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markers of difference intertwine with content-specific practices to influence the 

construction of teacher identities.  

The work of constructing a sense of self or identity as a teacher begins long 

before entering the classroom as a teacher. Arguably, one’s many years of observing 

teachers from the vantage point of a K-12 student is the first phase of induction into the 

teaching profession (Lortie, 1975). Making the transition from a student identity to a 

teacher identity is particularly complex, as these changing identities are negotiated and 

developed in response to multiple social, cultural, and political contexts (Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2009; Britzman, 2003; Flores & Day, 2006; Smagorinsky, Cook, Moore, 

Jackson & Fry, 2004). Research has generally focused on student teaching and the first 

years of teaching as particularly unstable and contentious periods where uncertainty, 

contradiction, and unequal social relations shape individual teachers’ identities 

(Britzman, 2003; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). Student teachers and beginning teachers find 

themselves navigating the often disparate and disconnected expectations and beliefs of 

teacher education programs and schools (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011; Britzman, 2003; 

Smagorinsky et al., 2004).  

This study contributes to our current understanding of becoming a teacher in 

several ways. First, it takes a longitudinal approach by examining teacher identity 

development in and across various settings of a teacher preparation program from the 

time preservice teachers matriculate until their completion of the program. Analyzing 

identity development over a longer period of time provides a representation of teacher 

identity as it takes shape across various situations in teacher education. Another way that 
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this study expands to how we think about becoming a teacher is by exploring how 

preservice teachers of differing social positions negotiate a shared identity as “art 

teacher.” This is achieved by adopting a relational perspective (Apple, 2004/1979) that 

connects the micro-level perceptions and actions of individuals and the meso-level 

institutional structures, where content knowledge is organized around disciplinary 

traditions, to the larger macro-level social, economic, political, and ideological structures 

that precede, enable, and constrain the meanings and possibilities for individual and 

group thought and action. By attending to the relationship between each of these levels, 

this study calls into question the common assumption in teacher research that teacher 

development that should be abstracted and generalized across content area and 

disciplinary boundaries as a generic process (Zeichner & Gore, 1990). Both longitudinal 

and relational perspectives come together here to illuminate the ways in which the 

making of teachers is always enmeshed with and contingent upon (a) broader social 

hierarchies as well as (b) disciplinary structures. These arenas constitute overlapping 

sociocultural and discursive contexts through which the knowledge, meanings, and 

practices of content teachers are constructed and reproduced in the profession of 

teaching.  

 

Research Questions 

 In many ways, this focus on negotiated meanings and action of preservice 

teachers over time and in relation to broader social and disciplinary contexts is inspired 

by my earlier investigation of multicultural perspectives in the standards for art teacher 
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education and teacher certification (Kraehe, 2007, 2010). In that prior study, I found that 

there was a substantial increase in the use of a human relations multicultural discourse 

(Sleeter & Grant, 2007) within new revisions to the content knowledge mandated by state 

teacher credentialing standards in the state of Texas. More equity- and justice-oriented 

forms of multiculturalism that emphasize the need for teachers to understand and be able 

to redress biased and inequitable curriculum and teaching practices in their classrooms 

were absent altogether. Despite these distortions of multicultural education theory in the 

state’s teacher education policies and practices, the preservice teachers who participated 

in the study (11 White, 1 non-White, 9 female, 3 male) seemed to have constructed art 

teacher identities that contested the image of art teachers modeled by the state standards. 

Where the standards generally promoted a vision of art teachers as purveyors of a Euro-

American art canon whose work was outside social concerns or political interests, the 

preservice teachers saw art and teaching as inseparable from cultural diversity (although 

only few of them held critical multicultural perspectives on art education). The way they 

understood themselves and the diversity of their public school students led the preservice 

art teachers to contest the relevance of the state’s standards to the lives of actual teachers 

and students. Some also felt short-changed by their teacher education programs in terms 

of their preparedness for relating to and supporting the well-being of students whose 

upbringing seemed to differ greatly from theirs.  

Coming away from that earlier work, I wondered about what these and other preservice 

teachers experienced in their teacher education programs and the role their prior identities 

may have played in the preservice teachers’ transformations from art students to art 
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teachers. Moreover, that earlier research drew my attention to the importance of learners’ 

resistance to models of good teachers promoted by external teacher education policies 

and taught in the form of official curriculum in teacher education programs. This 

recognition of the potential significance of preservice teachers’ agency in their own 

learning prompted me to question the efficacy of punitive state-level teacher testing and 

national accountability systems. In this particular case of Texas teacher education, such 

systems were use to codify teacher knowledge as the basis for granting or not granting 

accreditation to the state’s teacher certification programs. Even more elaborate 

accountability initiatives are currently underway that seek to link accreditation of teacher 

education programs to their students’ passing rates on state teacher licensing exams and 

to K-12 student test scores. The paradox of these increasingly popular test-driven, 

standards-based accountability policies is that they minimize much of the complexity and 

as well as the various external constraints involved in learning to teach.   

In this research project, I sought to better understand such complexities and 

tensions by focusing on the lived experiences of individuals as they worked to transform 

themselves into teachers.  The central questions that guided this inquiry were: 

1. How do preservice art teachers negotiate their emerging art teacher identities in a 

university art education program?   

2. How are preservice art teachers’ social positions implicated in the construction of 

their art teacher identities?    

3. How is the process of constructing an art teacher identity meditated by cultural 

narratives, artifacts, and practices in a preservice art teacher education program? 



12 
 

Taking a critical perspective, which is a position that seeks transformation of the status 

quo of institutional and structural arrangements, I understood identity formation to be 

both a personal process as well as a social process of identification, one that was 

constrained, but not totally determined, by unequal relations of power.  The findings from 

this study contribute to art education, teacher education and policy research and practice 

that account for the identity work taking place through the daily activity of learning to 

teach as well as the political nature of educating teachers.  A critical interpretive 

framework was constructed for this study that drew from the research literature on 

becoming a teacher, critical curriculum and cultural studies, and social practice theory of 

identity.  These bodies of scholarship are discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. 

 

Clarifying Key Concepts 

The terms social positions, cultural narratives, and artifacts feature prominently 

in the research questions and in my analysis and synthesis of the literature in Chapter 

Two. These concepts are considered here in terms of how they relate to art teacher 

identity. In explaining the use of these concepts in this study, this section draws from the 

notion that identities are culturally mediated and contested within social practice. 

 

Social Positions 

One’s social position refers to the “place within a social field of ordered and 

interrelated points or positions of possible activity” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 44).  If the 

social positions that an individual is able to occupy are routinely the sites from which he 
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or she perceives and encounters the social world, a perspective forms over time that is 

reflective of and structured by the individual’s activities from that position. Race, class, 

gender, and sexuality (to name but a few) are salient and relatively durable social 

categories used to position individuals and groups in and across a wide array of social 

settings.  

The production of preservice art teachers’ identities within the social and cultural 

practices of a university art education program is structured by interlocking social 

hierarchies that form what Anderson and Collins (2004) call a matrix of domination:  

Fundamentally, race, class, and gender are intersecting categories of experience 

that affect all aspects of human life; thus, they simultaneously structure the 

experiences of all people in this society. At any moment, race, class, or gender 

may feel more salient or meaningful in a given person’s life, but they are 

overlapping and cumulative in their effect on people’s experience. (p. 7)  

This study attends to the ways in which social positions are implicated in the process of 

identifying as an art teacher.  This will likely differ from person to person, as social 

positions are multidimensional and their symbolic meanings fluctuate across contexts. As 

an example, what it means to be a woman of color may shift over time and from one 

setting to another, one academic discipline to another, one teacher’s lounge to another.  In 

the process of becoming a teacher, an individual moves through a variety of social 

settings, cultural-disciplinary spaces, and may be positioned somewhat differently as 

circumstances change.  This positionality will impact the kind of teacher one becomes 

and is recognized to be. 
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Cultural Narratives 

In addition to the intersections of social positions, everyday cultural forms are 

powerful ideological constructions (Duncum, 2002; Gramsci, 1971) that mediate social 

interactions and practices associated with who people believe themselves to be.  In the 

foreword to Alsup’s (2006) study of discourses that structure and give meaning to 

teacher’s self-understandings, Deborah Britzman explains discourse as a way of 

“thinking about the structure of language from the vantage of the choices it naturalizes, 

the positions it offers its speakers and listeners, the events that are foreclosed there, and 

its normative images of how life should be” (p. xi). As in any other social activity, 

becoming an art teacher takes place within a “community of discourse” (Zander, 2003, p. 

118) made up of linguistic and nonlinguistic forms of communication.  Discourse here is 

any system of meaning used to represent human sense-making.  Individuals who engage 

in social activities share with others a range of discourses in that community. Because 

discourse is produced, circulated, and interpreted on contested among and within 

communities across a broad social terrain that is circumscribed by socioeconomic and 

power relations (McLaren & Giroux, 1997), not all discourses are shared or agreed upon, 

nor are the perspectives they proffer equally compelling. The polyphony of discourses 

keeps all social meanings in varying degrees of flux (Bakhtin, 1981).  

Social discourses, or what Gee (2005) refers to as Discourses, capture and store 

the historical “patchwork of thoughts, words, objects, events, actions, and interactions” 

(p. 7). In her study of preservice teachers’ meaning making, Pauly (2003) used the term 

“cultural narrative” to highlight the ideological and diffuse nature of these varied 
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discursive forms in an art education setting. In this study, the term cultural narrative 

refers to the collective meanings embedded in primarily linguistic discursive forms 

employed in art teacher education. The cultural narratives most relevant to the local 

world of art teacher education in this study pertained to art education, art, artists, art 

learners, and art teachers. These cultural narratives were significant in constructing an art 

teacher identity because they operate as “tools for analyzing experiences within a 

particular domain of interest and identity—and situating oneself in relationship to it” 

(Applebee, 1996, p. 9).  

For the person becoming an art teacher, teacher education is a site where cultural 

narratives accumulate and become complexly layered with other forms of social 

discourse (e.g., objects, images, ritual events, daily interactions) over time. Through their 

repetition, these cultural narratives become taken for granted as the common sense 

knowledge and practices of teaching (Britzman, 2003; Kumashiro, 2004). The common 

sense of teaching becomes the dominant interpretive frame for understanding and 

expressing one’s personal experiences. Though they are very difficult to change, it is not 

impossible to alter one’s personal interpretive frame beyond the bounds of socially 

constructed common sense. The personal perspective one holds, however, is constructed 

of material from one’s position and participation in the social world of meaning. 

Personhood, therefore, is always an ongoing social process.  
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Cultural Artifacts  

 This study distinguishes cultural artifacts from cultural narratives.  Artifacts are 

concrete objects, things, and images. They are an essential part of art teacher education 

programs, as they cross-pollinate with other ideological forms (Pauly, 2003). Artifacts, 

however, are not the same as personal stories told or cultural scripts embodied in practice, 

or rituals enacted. Artifacts give concreteness to the curricular ideas and practical 

experiences in art teacher education. This is especially true for the studio art activities 

that comprise much of art teacher preparation. Thus artifacts are a significant part of the 

community of discourse in art education.  

The design of an artifact, such as a paintbrush, a teacher portfolio, or a lesson plan 

template, is a product with its own social history of activity. This artifact history often 

facilitates particular ways of doing and thinking when taken up by its users. Artifacts, 

therefore, are not open to endless array of possible meanings. They “can be seen as an 

encapsulated ‘theory of the task’ and simultaneously as a ‘theory of the person’ who 

fulfills the task” (Holland & Cole, 1995, p. 482). At the same time, an artifact’s meanings 

do shift as individuals appropriate them in new contexts and for new purposes. This 

creative reinterpretation and use of artifacts make them flexible instruments with which 

to assimilate one’s self compellingly into and across various cultural landscapes. A study 

of learning to teach art necessitates that specific attention be given to understanding the 

ways in which artifacts are used to achieve art teacher identities.  
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Significance and Limitations of the Study 

Unlike other research on becoming a teacher, this study does not document 

cognitive stages through which art teachers progress during their preparation, nor does it 

evaluate a program for its effectiveness.  Instead, I am interested in if and how, over time, 

individuals use  concepts, ideas, materials, and activities available to them to construct an 

art teacher identity.  This study employs the idea that identity is both a transactional and 

uncertain (Britzman, 1994) activity. “Becoming” is meant to suggest that the work of 

creating a sense of self or identity is contingent on social, cultural and historical 

conditions and is, therefore, incomplete. Identities are continually enacted and 

reproduced in daily decision-making and actions, making them always open to the 

possibility of change. By focusing on the cases of six preservice teachers within a single 

teacher education program I was able to describe and explain the aspects of teacher 

learning that were common across each case as well as significant differences in how 

they learn to identify as teachers.  

The construction of a teacher identity is both a cultural and a political activity. We 

can think of identity as continually unfolding through the routine and often unremarkable 

cultural practices in which we participate (Holland et al., 1998). These include the stories 

we help to construct about ourselves and others and the collective understandings that 

inform how we should be and act (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). This is a departure from both 

the essentialist perspective that identities are natural or innate and modernist notions that 

identities are autonomous, unified, and stable. As Taylor (1989) states, identities are 

imbued with social and political interests: “We are selves only in that certain issues 
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matter for us. What I am as a self, my identity, is essentially defined by the way things 

have significance of me” (p. 34). Teachers’ identities are central to the selection of what 

issues and whose interests will matter in the classroom. Taylor’s point is reflected in a 

recent survey study that found art teachers’ personal interests tend to be the primary 

factor in their selection of curriculum content (second even to state and national 

standards) (La Porte et al., 2008). The point here is that the professional self of the art 

teacher cannot be understood separately from the private self.  The fields of art education 

and teacher education would benefit from an exploration of the ways in which novices 

engage this complex work of reimagining themselves as teachers.   

The central role teachers play in mediating student learning, according to Troyna 

and Rizvi (1997), necessitates that studies of teacher development attend to salient social 

differences and asymmetries of power at all levels of teacher education: 

Responses to diversity have emerged in a number of different forms, ranging from 

ethnic studies, Black studies, and multicultural education through to the more 

politicized anti-racism work. Teachers have been accorded an important role in 

the development and application of these responses. However, given the 

recognition of their importance, it is indeed surprising that there has been so little 

attention paid in educational research to the ways in which teachers [and 

preservice teachers] approach issues of difference in curriculum and pedagogy 

and the ways in which their own cultural identification impacts on their 

educational work. (p. 238) 
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This collective ethnographic case study of preservice art teachers, contributes to 

educational research and practices of teacher education, particularly in addressing the 

challenges of effectively preparing teachers of differing social positions to understand 

their roles, responsibilities, and identities as teachers.  

Though this research takes place in a single preservice teacher education program, 

the study’s findings should not be misinterpreted as a program evaluation. The content 

and effectiveness of the program’s curriculum and instructional approaches were not the 

focus of data collection or analysis because they were not the focus of this inquiry. At the 

same time, however, the interplay of structural constraints and teacher agency that are 

represented through the participating preservice teachers’ experiences certainly have 

implications for educational research, teacher education programming, and teacher 

policy. Indeed, this research helps to clarify the barriers to producing teachers who 

possess the capacity for and commitment to teaching in demographically diverse public 

school contexts. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Becoming a Teacher 

 

Introduction to the Research Literature and Theoretical Framework 

Becoming a teacher has been framed in various ways by researchers of teachers 

and teaching. The process has been called teacher socialization (Zeichner & Gore, 1990), 

teacher development (Burden, 1990), professional growth (Kagan, 1992b) and learning to 

teach (Richardson, 1996), depending on the orientation of those designing the research.  

In general, scholarship on teaching and teacher effectiveness has been used as the 

standard for teacher education programming and pedagogies and, thus, has informed how 

researchers frame their investigations of becoming a teacher.  The problem of producing 

“good teachers” who can teach all students well has been imagined with different models 

of what effective teaching looks like, what makes a “good teacher” effective, and how 

novices might replicate this image of a “good teacher.”   

Traditionally, observable teacher characteristics and discrete teaching behaviors 

were thought to encompass what it meant to teach.  This notion of becoming a teacher is 

found primarily in studies of teacher effectiveness drawing from a functionalist 

perspective associated with the process-product paradigm of teacher research (Berliner, 

1989; Burns, 1995). The work is premised on correlations between teachers’ behaviors 

and student outcomes. Applied to teacher education curricula and assessment instruments 

for student teaching and in-service teacher evaluation (Fenstermacher, 1979), this 

dominant perspective on learning to teach can commonly be found in check-lists of 
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behaviors and characteristics that have been linked with student learning.  This body of 

research (and practices) has been criticized for inspiring reductive understandings about 

teachers and teaching (Floden, 1985).  

More recently, research on teacher knowing has suggested that how teachers think 

is more central to their success as practitioners in the classroom.  There is extensive 

literature that examines teachers’ knowledge (Carter, 1990; Short, 1995; Shulman, 1986; 

Winitzky & Kauchak, 1995), preconceptions (Ball, 1988), concerns (Fuller, 1969), 

perspectives (Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984), attitudes (Chong, Wong, & Lang, 2005, p. 

14), and dispositions and beliefs (Gomez, 1988; Grauer, 1998; Hollingsworth, 1989; 

Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Richardson, 1996).  Often this work seeks to explain how 

preservice and in-service teachers think about teaching, learning, knowledge, subject 

matter, or classroom management at various periods in learning to teach.  

A number of scholars within this area of research have recognized the imperatives 

of changing school demographics and the persistent inequalities produced by schooling.  

From this vantage point, becoming a teacher is considered fundamentally to be a matter 

social justice whereby teacher education is or should be aimed at building teachers’ 

capacities for providing a quality education for all students (Cochran-Smith, 2004; Grant 

& Agosto, 2008). Although often a marginalized voice within the teaching and teacher 

education literature, there is a substantial amount of research that takes into account how 

social and cultural differences (and at times structural power relations) impact schools 

and prospective teachers. Here, too, teacher knowledge (Lampela, 2001), attitudes 

(Garmon, 2004), dispositions (Graue, 2005), perspectives (Gomez, 1996; Goodman, 
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1988; Moscovici, 2003), beliefs (Tatto, 1996), commitments (Paccione, 2000), and 

concerns and comfort (Montecinos & Rios, 1999) are explored for the role they play in 

the formation of teachers.   

Much has been learned about teachers and teaching that sheds light on preservice 

teacher education and its influence on a teacher’s process of becoming. Teacher identity 

is an analytic lens that has recently emerged as a holistic, situated approach to thinking 

about the journey of becoming a teacher (Olsen, 2009). It is a response to and extension 

of what has been learned from prior conceptualizations of teachers and teaching over the 

course of decades of research and an attempt to account for the complexity of the process 

of becoming a teacher.  

What follows is a selective review of how educational researchers have thought 

about becoming a teacher. It is not intended to be a comprehensive statement of the field 

of teacher education.  Instead, the discussion covers key issues researchers have 

identified as significant for preservice teachers and considers them in light of the 

increasing calls for teacher accountability and educational equity for all students 

(Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2005).  

There has been little empirical research on becoming an art teacher, yet the topic 

has been widely recognized as a priority within the field of art education (National Art 

Education Association, 2008). When relevant, studies specific to preservice art teachers 

or art teacher education programs are emphasized throughout the larger discussion of 

teacher education.  
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Beginning with representative studies produced in the last thirty years, I first 

explore various research agendas that shed light on how one learns to teach.  Particular 

attention is given to how teachers’ socialization and biographies, teachers’ knowledge 

and beliefs, and teacher reflection on teaching are understood as significant mediating 

factors in becoming a teacher. Second, I discuss research on teacher positionality and the 

role it plays in becoming a teacher in the context of increasing social diversity and 

persistent inequality. Third, I examine some of the literature on teacher identity, an 

emerging area of research in education. Finally, I discuss the key theoretical concepts 

from Holland, et al.’s (1998) social practice theory of identity that I employed to 

understand how preservice art teachers negotiated their identities.  

 

Teacher Socialization and the Tenacity of Teacher Biography 

In the mid-19th century, the normal school movement produced declarations of 

what learning would entail for those studying to become teachers.  An early instantiation 

included knowledge of subject matter, the capacity to instill morality in youths, teaching 

methods, and practical application of teacher knowledge (McDiarmid & Clevenger-

Bright, 2008).  Over time, these expectations for preservice teacher education have 

shifted as the notions of good teaching have changed.  According to McDiarmid and 

Clevenger (2008), the Great Depression influenced the emergence of progressive theories 

of teaching on which to base teacher education.  Social reconstructionist perspectives, 

found within the progressive camp, competed with the traditional notions of schooling by 

arguing for teachers’ roles and responsibilities in bringing about social changes that 
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would improve the lives of their students.  Still, others called for a return to “classic” 

Western cultural exemplars and disciplines.   

The launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in the mid-20th century increased the 

sense urgency among many that US public schools were not educating students well 

enough, particularly in math and science.  Normal schools, which came to be housed in 

universities and colleges of education, experienced increased pressure to produce better 

teachers: “As the number of universities housing departments of education increased, 

educational faculty, seeking to establish parity with colleagues in the arts and sciences, 

increased their research reach and activity” (McDiarmid & Clevenger, 2008, p. 138). 

Since then, research on teachers and teaching has informed institutional arrangements of 

teacher recruitment, professionalization of the field, and regulations of teacher education 

programs.  

One influential study in this new field of teacher research was conducted by Dan 

Lortie (1975).  His large-scale investigation of teacher socialization helped to focus 

reseachers’ attention on the role of prior experiences in K-12 schools in shaping teachers’ 

subsequent understandings of teaching. According to Lortie, one’s history of being 

socialized in K-12 schools has a greater influence on in-service teachers than preservice 

teacher education. This “apprenticeship of observation” culminates in durable 

preconceptions about teachers and teaching based on twelve years of observational study 

as a pupil. Other studies shed light on the multiple ways in which one’s biography seems 

to impact later efforts at becoming a teacher. Experiences in K-12 schools have been 

found to provide both positive and negative role models of teaching (Crow, 1987; Flores 
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& Day, 2006; Ross, 1987). At times, when teaching, one might make a conscious effort 

to correct for what is seen to have been lacking or neglected in one’s previous learning 

experiences (Shumsky, 1958). One’s prior experiences in schools can also evoke 

powerful emotions that unconsciously manifest in one’s teaching and learning to teach 

(Zeichner, Tabachnick & Densmore, 1987).   

Schools are not the only contexts that shape teachers’ biographies. With the 

increase in alternative teacher preparation programs, states are able to attract students 

who may be older than the average undergraduate in a university program and may have 

had jobs or a career prior to becoming a teacher.  Among such “nontraditional” students, 

Lanier and Little (1986) have observed that workforce experiences influence who they 

are as teachers. Connell (1985) and Knowles (1988) found that childhood relationships 

with parents affect teachers’ interactions with their students. 

The approach to researching teacher socialization has a role in shaping the 

outcomes of the study.  In their review of teacher socialization literature, Zeichner and 

Gore (1990) argue there are significant limitations, particularly within the research 

conducted from a functionalist perspective.  As an illustration, consider Lortie’s (1975) 

classic study, which is often cited in teacher education literature. Troyna and Rizvi 

(1997) note that, having identified broad group patterns from data gathered from teachers 

in two urban areas, Lortie’s (1975) findings paint a portrait of teachers as a monolithic 

group. They critique Lortie’s work for being narrowly ethnocentric in assuming race does 

not play a role in being or becoming a teacher, especially at a time when White 
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supremacy was widely questioned in educational and workplace reforms. They make the 

case that this and other prominent sociological studies of teachers 

appear to be based on the assumption that there were few, if any, issues of 

difference impacting on teachers’ work. This was clearly not the case given the 

diversity of student population and the political anxiety that the black presence 

engenders in American society. (Troyna & Rizvi, 1997, p. 243)   

Compared to functionalist perspectives, interpretive studies more closely examine 

individuals within a context and more frequently attend to the variability in interactions 

and individuals’ lived experiences of becoming teachers.  Yet, Zeichner and Gore (1990) 

call for more consideration of social positions:  

Teachers are not just individuals possessing various knowledge, skills, and 

dispositions but are also gendered subjects who are members of particular 

generations, races, social class groups, and who teach particular subjects at 

specific levels in the system of schooling.  Almost none of the existing research 

on teacher socialization has taken into account patterns of socialization into 

teaching that are related to the characteristics that segment the occupational 

group. (p. 12) 

Critical studies of teacher socialization go further in addressing the relational dynamics 

that structure the process of becoming a teacher by attending to issues of difference and 

power in analyses of preservice teachers’ biographies and the organization of teacher 

education (Villegas & Davis, 2008). 
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Teacher Thinking and Its Influence on Becoming a Teacher 

The importance of teacher biographies has led to an increased recognition in 

teacher education that reflection on prior experiences is needed (Zeichner & Liston, 

1996) if teachers are to do more than replicate the “cultural myths” (Britzman, 1986) of 

teaching that derive from their own histories in schools as well as teacher education.  

Experience, however, is an elusive concept in empirical research (Scott, 1991). A range 

of foci appear in studies of teachers’ learning experiences that include knowledge, 

preconceptions, beliefs, dispositions, and attitudes. Using these key concepts, interpretive 

studies have examined how learning to teach involves the interaction of one’s prior 

experiences with new experiences, including those had in teacher education programs.  

Becoming a teacher is seen as an individual learning process whereby meaning making is 

cumulative and influenced by one’s environment. This is a more complex rendering of 

teachers and teaching than was outlined in previous studies of teacher socialization. 

 

Scientific (Formal) Teacher Knowledge  

Lee Shulman (1986, 1987) is a leading proponent of the specialized knowledge of 

teachers.  This knowledge distinguishes teachers as specialists. During a period of 

increasing professionalization of the field of education, Shulman and others identified a 

complex knowledge base of teaching professionals and expert skills beyond those of the 

non-specialist.  He argued that, in addition to knowledge of disciplinary content, teachers 

also possess knowledge of subject matter, general pedagogy, pedagogical content (i.e., 

strategies for organizing subject matter for teaching), and the learning context. This 
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knowledge base constitutes the foundational components of “pedagogical reasoning” 

(Shulman, 1987, p. 15), that is, the understanding needed to prepare curricular materials 

for effective instruction.  Moreover, expert teachers are guided by “wisdom of practice,” 

which Shulman defines as a form of expert teacher knowledge that is acquired and 

enhanced over time and through “reflective rationalizations” (p. 11) on teaching 

experiences.  Teacher knowledge, then, is conceptualized as the guiding force in 

teachers’ relationships with students, their pedagogical decisions, and their evaluations of 

student learning.  

The notion that teachers need specific knowledge suggests learning to teach is 

primarily a matter of obtaining the right kind of knowledge.  This perspective holds that 

integrating theories into practice depends on prior knowledge. That means the 

understandings of one’s content area upon entry to teacher education could help or hinder 

one’s success in learning to teach. Many studies emerged that investigated the 

disciplinary knowledge preservice teachers bring with them into teacher education (Ball, 

1988; Gomez, 1988; Neufeld, 1988) and its influence on them as they were learning to 

teach. Scholars in the field of art education have looked at change in preservice teachers’ 

content knowledge as an indicator of learning to teach the disciplines of art (Kowalchuk, 

1993, 1999; Short, 1993, 1995). Short (1995) found limited higher order knowledge in art 

content among preservice art teachers. Milbrandt and Klein (2008) show that, based on a 

survey of art teacher educators, preservice art teacher education tends to prioritize 

knowledge of “how to teach,” which, it is important to note, is distinguished from 

“multicultural content and pedagogy” (p. 352).  
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Although the argument for a teacher knowledge base includes knowledge of many 

aspects of teaching, it is not clear that the role of social interaction and cultural models in 

the construction of knowledge has been acknowledged for the significant part they play 

in learning.  Howard and Aleman (2008) maintain it is essential that teachers grasp 

subject matter, pedagogical content knowledge, and cultural contexts in which their 

student live sufficiently well so as to communicate with diverse student populations.  To 

“rely on mainstream learning theories such as behaviorism, information processing and 

cognitive constructivism, which fail to take into consideration the influence of culture 

and environment on thinking and learning,” is to assume universal effectiveness of 

teaching practices across different contexts that are rooted in dominant cultural norms.  

Racial, class, and gender disparities in academic achievement seem to bear out the 

implicitly cultural basis of much of what teachers know and are able to do (Hilliard, 

2003).   

 

Personally Constructed (Informal) Teacher Knowledge 

In contrast to the teacher passivity implied by early teacher socialization studies 

and the pragmatic, rationalistic assumptions of teaching that later appeared in Shulman’s 

(1987) work on teacher knowledge, other scholars offer broader conceptualizations of 

teacher knowledge. Elbaz (1981) posits that one’s tacit, informal knowledge plays a role 

in teaching. She sees this form of practical knowledge as the meanings of both the 

obvious practicalities of teaching situations as well values and interests that appear to lie 

dormant. This notion of what teachers know highlights the complex and often personal, 
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experiential nature of becoming a teacher. It includes “knowledge of practice as well as 

knowledge mediated by practice” (p. 46). Connelly and Clandinin (1988) agree with the 

notion that all of one’s experiences form the basis of teacher knowledge. Rooted in 

constructivist epistemology, the concept of personal practical knowledge posits  

the idea of experience in a way that allows us to talk about teachers as 

knowledgeable and knowing persons. Personal practical knowledge is in the 

teacher's past experience, in the teacher's present mind and body, and in the future 

plans and actions. Personal practical knowledge is found in the teacher's practice. 

It is, for any one teacher, a particular way of reconstructing the past and the 

intentions of the future to deal with the exigencies of a present situation. 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 25) 

This definition indicates that teachers’ knowledge both frames and is framed by personal 

experiences.  Meanings constructed from one’s past experiences form a filter for what 

one learns about teaching and how one learns to teach. 

Numerous small-scale qualitative studies of teachers’ personal practical 

knowledge have shown that, in addition to holding formal knowledge (i.e., knowledge 

codified by legitimated social institutions like schools), preservice teachers theorize from 

their experiences in teacher education programs as well as personal experiences prior to 

teacher education (Chant, Heafner, & Bennett, 2004; Pape, 1992; Ross, 1987). For 

example, Chant (2002) conducted case studies of three social studies teachers to 

determine how personal practical theories formulated during teacher education affected 

teachers during their first year of teaching and were reformulated as a result of constraints 



31 
 

and affordances of early teaching experiences.  He also found that preservice teachers’ 

theories about teaching at times proved contradictory once in practice.  Likewise, 

interactions with actual students caused first-year teachers to reinterpret prior 

understandings of students. Chant also notes that not all theories seemed to guide 

practices, in some cases due to fear or difficulty of putting them into practice.  Preservice 

teachers appear to take an active role in using their experiences in and out of schooling as 

a knowledge base for theorizing about teaching.  This is in contrast to both studies of 

teacher socialization that claim learning to teach is over-determined by the institutional 

forces in place and literature on teacher knowledge that implies learning to teach is 

primarily a cognitive process. Chant’s work shows variation in teachers’ use of 

knowledge in practice and suggests there may not be a direct correspondence between 

knowledge and teacher actions.  

While conscious reflection on one’s personal practical knowledge may reveal a 

great deal about a teacher’s intentions and understandings, there also may be inaccessible 

or unconscious meanings one holds about oneself and others that inform teachers’ 

personal practice knowledge (Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986). Preservice teachers and 

in-service teachers do not reside beyond the constraints of broad social and economic 

condition, yet research on personal practical knowledge often leaves untouched questions 

of power and difference. Studies of personal practical knowledge do not tend to 

acknowledge the social and cultural segmentation of preservice and in-service teachers 

and the students they teach (Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986), preferring analyses that 

proffer an individualist interpretation of teachers’ experiences that is blind to the ways 
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difference and power are significant factors in how one makes sense of his or her 

experiences. Preservice teachers draw from their experiences and knowledge of race, 

class, gender, sexuality and other social markers as they theorize about teaching 

(Ginsburg & Newman, 1985; King, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2001). Yet teacher education 

discourse tends to obscure race, class, gender, sexuality or other lenses from analysis 

(Cochran-Smith, 2004; Troyna & Rizvi, 1997; Zeichner & Gore, 1990).  

 

Teacher Beliefs (and Dispositions, Attitudes, Perspectives, etc.) 

Teacher beliefs is another lens researchers use to study the process of becoming a 

teacher.  There have been debates as to whether a clear conceptual distinction exists 

between teacher knowledge and teacher beliefs. In her review of studies correlating 

teacher beliefs with external behaviors, Kagan (1992a) discerned that  

most of a teacher's professional knowledge can be regarded more accurately as 

belief. This is not as radical a proposition as it may appear, when considering that 

knowledge is generally regarded as belief that has been affirmed as true on the 

basis of objective proof or consensus of opinion. These are the gauges we use to 

distinguish facts (knowledge) from mere opinion (belief) in a particular domain. 

(p. 73). 

Pajares (1992), on the other hand, argues that distinguishing beliefs from knowledge is 

necessary in order to operationalize the concept for empirical research. 

Often overlapping with knowledge or left untheorized in educational studies 

(Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986; Pajares, 1992), beliefs are conceptualized as having 



33 
 

affective dimensions that are linked to judgments teachers make (Ernest, 1989; Nespor, 

1987).  Pajares (1992) rejects this distinction for its implication that knowledge is 

divorced from emotion, “as somehow purer than belief and closer to the truth or falsity of 

a thing” (p. 310).  In addition to being value-laden, beliefs, according to Nespor (1987), 

are based on ontological assumptions of what is, are often imaginative of what could be, 

and are frequently rooted in vivid or memorable episodes from experience.  Like 

photographic images that structure memories, belief-inducing episodes act as visual 

filters or cultural blueprints that guide one’s interpretation of new experiences      

(Pajares, 1992). 

Critical scholars agree that teacher beliefs are formed in biographies, however, 

beliefs or ways of knowing are not outside social and economic power relations. Some 

meanings and interpretations of experience are socially valued more or less than others.  

For example, not all interpretations of experience are accorded the status of “knowledge.”  

Britzman (2003) takes a poststructuralist approach to understanding teaching experiences, 

suggesting that discourses of experience in teaching constrain what is possible to think or 

do as a teacher.  The material forms of expression, then, are implicated in the process of 

learning from experience.   

Kagan (1992a) notes that teachers’ content-area beliefs correlate with their 

instructional approach and that their beliefs about how to teach can change when teaching 

in a different content area: “Teacher belief may be mediated by epistemological 

differences inherent in respective content areas or by the kinds of instructional materials 

that happen to be available” (p. 73). This suggests that, especially in the case of art 
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education, a study of preservice teachers’ beliefs should consider within its analyses the 

disciplines from which a teacher derives a knowledge base as well as the use of language 

(narrative, metaphors, etc.) and artifacts (concrete objects and visual images) that help 

structure the teacher education experience. 

Within the field of art education, some research has been conducted that examines 

the role of teacher beliefs and dispositions with respect to teaching art (Bullock & 

Galbraith, 1992; Grauer, 1998; Klein, 2008; Kowalchuk, 1999; May, 1995). Grauer 

(1998) determined that the beliefs preservice teachers held about what art education is 

was a stronger influence on their interest in teaching art than was their knowledge of art 

education subject matter. May’s (1995) case studies of beginning art teachers show that 

prior beliefs from K-12 experiences with art combine with their preservice knowledge of 

the disciplines of art to influence their practices as classroom art teachers. She notes that 

the dual identities of art teacher and artist coexist whereby one’s personal struggles as a 

practicing artist can manifest in teaching practices.  

 

Teacher Reflection  

Constructivist theories of learning to teach hold that knowledge and beliefs are 

key cultural resources one selectively uses in becoming a teacher. Teachers’ knowledge 

and beliefs, which are based on their biographies, influence what they learn in teacher 

education programs (Anderson & Holt-Reynolds, 1995; Calderhead, 1991; Calderhead & 

Robson, 1991; Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1989; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Kagan, 1992b; 

Pajares, 1993; Wubbels, 1992). As a consequence of this body of research, teacher 
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education reforms have extended into the area of reasoned reflection on and modification 

of preservice teachers’ tacit knowledge and beliefs about what it means to be a teacher 

and to teach (Fenstermacher, 1979, 1994; Zeichner & Liston, 1996). From this point of 

view, learning to teach is an interactive process rather than transmission of “objective” 

knowledge to the learner.   

Despite the efforts of teacher education program to shape knowledge and beliefs 

of preservice teachers through reflection, transformations are not as successful in 

preservice programs as they are in in-service teacher development. This has been a major 

concern of critical research on the process of becoming a teacher. For instance, inversion 

can occur when, according to Zeichner and Gore (1990), preservice teachers misinterpret 

inequality of students’ learning outcomes oriented along class lines as a positive or just 

outcome. Ginsburg and Newman (1985) showed that, when presented with new 

information about inequality in wealth and power, preservice teachers maintained their 

prior conceptions of inequality and interpreted what they learned in ways that reinforced 

what they already knew and believed.  

Oddly, even though teachers’ biographies and meanings derived from prior 

experiences are widely accepted as influencing their beliefs and the process of learning to 

teach, teachers’ ideologies and positions with respect to social difference and inequality 

are not usually integrated into the main of teacher knowledge research and teacher beliefs 

research.  Whether analyzing teachers’ beliefs about self-efficacy, epistemology, 

motivation, subject matter, students or themselves; race, class, gender and sexuality are 

routinely disregarded as significant dimensions of teachers’ experiences and the 
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construction of their knowledge and beliefs system. Many times these factors are not 

even included in the description of the participants and the setting (Wideen, Mayer-

Smith, & Moon, 1998).  

Empirical research on art teachers has tended to follow this pattern of omission 

(e.g., Bain, Newton, Kuster & Milbrandt, 2010; Hafeli, Stokrocki & Zimmerman, 2005; 

Jeffers, 1996; Sabol, 2009). For example, Jeffers’ (1996) administered a closed- and 

open-response survey to over 100 beginning, middle and late career art teachers in 

Kansas in order to understand their practices, concerns, interests and learning priorities 

with respect to ongoing professional development. The data are disaggregated by years of 

experience, yet no information regarding race and gender is mentioned with respect to the 

teachers and student populations, nor are Title I or socioeconomic statuses of schools 

described. Whoever these teachers are, it is notable that all the generations of teachers 

perceived multiculturalism to be a low priority relative to other issues (e.g., funding and 

low status)  confronting the field of art education.  Jeffers’ study is the most recent of its 

size that looks at art teachers’ desires for professional learning across generations and age 

groups, yet its usefulness is limited because it lacks adequate description of the 

participants in the study and the context in which they work.   

More recently, Bain et al. (2010) looked at the beliefs first year art teachers held 

about what makes for meaningful art curriculum in a multi-sited descriptive case study. 

Although gender, age and school type were included in their final report, there was no 

mention of the racial or class identities of the 11 participants or the student or community 

demographics for the schools in which the participating teachers worked. Perhaps not 
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surprisingly then, the analysis did not indicate whether these omitted social and cultural 

factors played a role in how participants made judgments about the meaningfulness of art 

curriculum.   

The trend in art education research and general research about teachers and 

learning to teach has been to divorce issues of diversity and equity from other topics.  In 

all but the most recent 2008 edition of the Handbook of Research on Teachers and 

Teaching, teacher socialization, knowledge, personal practical knowledge, and beliefs are 

separate chapters or sections from discussion of diversity, multiculturalism, and teaching 

for equity (Houston, 1990; Sikula, Buttery, & Guyton, 1996). The same pattern is 

repeated in the Handbook of Research and Policy in Art Education (Eisner & Day, 2004) 

wherein race class, gender and sexuality are minimally considered in discussions of 

teachers and learning to teach.  

  

But What about Learning to Teach All Students? 

Becoming a teacher is shaped in no small part by biographies, beliefs and prior 

knowledge of diversity and social stratification in the U.S. historically and today 

(Ginsburg, 1988; Ginsburg & Newman, 1985; Grant & Gibson, 2011; King, 1991; Tatto, 

1996). “Dysconsciousness is an uncritical habit of mind (including perceptions, attitudes, 

assumptions, and beliefs) that justifies inequity and exploitation by accepting the existing 

order of things as given” (King, 1991, p. 135). “Uncritical habits of mind” also help to 

structure how a preservice art teacher understands himself or herself in relation to others, 

that is, his or her place in the world, which gives meaning to teacher identity. Being able 
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to teach all students in ways that resist or disrupt the reproduction of socioeconomic and 

cultural oppression requires knowledge of social inequalities and the mechanisms that 

sustain them within and outside one’s content area.   

The following sections examine educational equity and social justice as an 

implicit part of what it means to teach in U.S. public schools. This represents a recent 

shift in policy and research toward acknowledging that teachers have not been 

successfully prepared to effectively teach all students. The scholarly literature on 

building teachers’ capacities to teach for educational equity and social justice spotlights 

teachers’ positionalities in its conceptualization of becoming a teacher.  Where teacher 

socialization research and teacher thinking research has often separated the interplay of 

the societal forces and individual agency in the making of teachers, research on teaching 

for educational equity and social justice suggests that the social positioning of the 

individual is an important component in understanding the relationship between 

socializing structures and the ways individuals make sense of what it means to be            

a teacher.  

 

Teacher Capacity and Educational Equity 

Critical perspectives on teacher education focus on how teachers’ knowledge, 

pedagogical skills, professional commitments, and relations with students, particularly 

with students from historically underserved communities, are influenced by the teachers’ 

positioning within local cultural contexts and within the larger context of unequal social 

relations. Grant and Agosto (2008) proposed the concept of teacher capacity for social 
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justice be the focus of teacher education, where teachers are expected to possess the 

knowledge and skills needed for effectively teaching all students as well as care about 

achieving educational equity through their teaching. The basis of this critical 

reconceptualization of becoming a teacher is the recognition of persistently unequal 

learning opportunities (Anyon, 1980; Oakes, 2005), disparate quality of service (Kozol, 

1992; Noguera, 2003), and gaps in achievement (Sadker & Sadker, 1994) among 

different student populations.  This suggests that what a teacher cares about and is 

committed to are shaped by the teacher’s social positioning in relation to others. This 

sense of the teachers self extends into all aspects of his or her teaching and is particularly 

significant in terms of developing the capacity to teach all students: 

The teacher’s vision of what a child should become is based in what that 

individual teacher cares about as well as what she knows about the child. This 

personal knowledge is essential in accomplishing what teachers care about, what 

students want, and what the curriculum requires. (Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 

1986, p. 513)  

Lampert (1984) makes the case that a teacher’s knowledge encompasses understandings 

of who he or she is, what he or she thinks of the students, and what he or she cares about.  

These understandings and perspectives teachers hold about themselves, their students, the 

purposes of education, and their teaching commitments are shaped by their experiences 

and intersecting subjectivities as racial, classed, gendered and sexual persons (Anderson 

& Collins, 2004; Grant & Gibson, 2011).  
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Teacher personhood or identity is a key mediating factor in the classroom. 

Teachers draw from their personal knowledge as they make deliberative as well as 

spontaneous decisions about curriculum, instructional strategies and assessment of 

student learning. As they enter teacher education programs, preservice teachers bring this 

personal knowledge base to their coursework at university and field practicums in 

schools. Along with this personal, experiential knowledge base, becoming a teacher 

requires that preservice teachers “assimilate cultural knowledge, knowledge of the social 

context, content knowledge and pedagogical tools into an analysis and improvement of 

practice” (Grant & Gibson, 2011, p. 31). This suggests that a teacher’s capacity for 

critical reflection about his or her own identity, perspective, biases, and self-interests 

plays a powerful role in his or her pedagogical integrity and effectiveness in the 

classroom. Indeed, Cochran-Smith (2004) and Delpit (1988) note the subtle ways even 

progressive pedagogies in teacher education can normalize and obscure Whiteness by 

valuing only curricular approaches that are familiar to and effective with dominant 

culture and making them appear to be universal “truths” of good teaching.   

The centrality of teachers’ identities and their teaching is clear evidence that the 

longstanding dichotomy in teacher education research, where high quality teaching of 

subject matter is analyzed and theorized in isolation from these issues of difference, is not 

useful nor is it tenable (Grossman et al., 2008).  Moreover, the editors of the recent report 

from the AERA panel on teacher education research suggest that “how candidates 

understand subject matter can either interfere with or support their openness to equity 

pedagogy” (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005, p. 21). 
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Critical multiculturalist and social justice-oriented scholars in education (Gay, 

2002; Ladson-Billings, 2009; McCarthy, 1998; Sleeter & Delgado Bernal, 2004; Sleeter 

& Grant, 2007; Valenzuela, 1999; Villegas & Lucas, 2002) and art education (Ballengee-

Morris, Stuhr, & Petrovich-Mwaniki, 2001; Collins & Sandell, 1992; Knight, 2006; 

Stuhr, 1994; Wasson, Stuhr, & Petrovich-Mwaniki, 1990) have produced significant 

work on the need to acknowledge the influence of sociocultural factors on schooling, to 

address difference as an asset for teaching and learning, and to infuse these concerns 

within a school restructuring process at all levels of organization (e.g., curriculum, 

teacher recruitment, teacher education, home-school relations, tracking practices) so as to 

eliminate teachers’ roles in perpetuating hidden institutional arrangements that reproduce 

societal inequalities (Wiedeman, 2002).   

From this perspective, becoming a teacher requires more than just knowledge and 

skill in subject matter. It encompasses a commitment to and capacity for social justice in 

the embodiment and enactment of one’s role and responsibilities as a teacher (Grant, 

2008). That is, a teacher’s knowledge of content and ability to teach content is 

intertwined with caring about equal opportunity for students’ full, empowered 

participation in education and society (Delpit, 1995; Haberman, 2003; Hilliard, 2003) as 

well as recognition of and advocacy for student populations who historically have been 

underserved by public education.  As Grant (2008) has defined teacher capacity, a term 

that speaks to what teachers know, are able to do, and what they care about, social justice 

is integral to becoming a teacher for today’s schools (Grossman et al., 2008;     

Wiedeman, 2002). 
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Teacher Positionality 

Becoming a teacher who is capable of teaching all groups of students well 

requires consideration of how race, gender, class, sexuality and other social positions 

influence teachers and teaching.  Teachers’ multidimensional social positions affect their 

capacity to understand and draw from students’ cultural resources (Lewis, 2003; 

Valenzuela, 1999).  Examination of personal biases and histories in relation to those of 

students and communities as well as understanding how both teachers and students are 

situated within structural relations of power (i.e., personal prejudice and structural 

inequities) are central to developing the capacity to teach in ways that draw strengths 

from diversity (Gay, 2002; Knight, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995b; Villegas & Lucas, 

2002; Wasson et al., 1990). 

Art education scholar Dipti Desai (2000) speaks to the importance of art teachers’ 

social positions in curricular decision-making and artistic interpretation. Especially when 

teaching a multicultural curriculum, art teachers need to recognize their “own social 

position within matrices of domination and subordination in relation to the culture [they] 

intend to represent. . . . [Here] domination is not understood as a single axis. Rather, 

domination is multiple, contradictory and always situational” (p. 127). Drawing attention 

to the incommensurability of knowing another culture, Desai suggests that epistemic 

violence stemming from supposedly “authentic” and “accurate” representations of 

different groups can be reduced in multicultural art education. She urges art teachers to 

acknowledge how their understandings of other cultures are, necessarily, products of their 

own subject positions and, thus, limited.  
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Teachers’ positionalities are related to their biographies and interpretive frames, 

which in turn, strongly influence teachers’ capacities to teach all students effectively.  

Martin and Van Gunten (2002) make the argument that teachers’ social positions matter 

to the ways they understand themselves and their students and influence their practices as 

teachers. In a case study of three preservice teachers, Au and Blake (2003) show that 

differences in cultural backgrounds and social positions vis-à-vis students can affect how 

preservice teachers understand their teacher education learning experiences.   

Many scholars have looked specifically at teachers’ racial positioning and its 

potential impact on their teaching (Delpit, 1995; Dilworth & Brown, 2008; Haviland, 

2008; Howard, 1999; Johnson, 2002; King, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2009; McIntyre, 

1997; Paley, 2000; Rios & Montecinos, 1999).  Based on a review of empirical 

quantitative studies, Villegas and Davis (2008) determined that there tends to be a 

correlation between same race pairings of students and teachers and higher student 

achievement scores among students of color, although the underlying reason for the 

relationship is unknown.  When students shared race or ethnicity with their teachers, 

these authors also found students had lower rates of school absences, they enrolled in 

higher level math courses at a higher rate, the dropout rate was lower, and the rate of 

college attendance was higher. Villegas and Davis reviewed qualitative case studies to 

glean micro-level relationships between shared race and ethnicity between students and 

teachers.  They propose a number of compelling tendencies:  

(1) Teacher perceptions and expectations of Black students were lower from 

White teachers than from Black teachers. 
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(2) Even with recent emphasis placed on diversity, White teachers' acceptance of 

and feedback to Black students was lower than for White students who had 

similar skill levels 

(3) When GPA, prior test scores, and tracking placement were the same among 

Black and White students, White teachers held less positive perceptions of 

Black students than White students, whereas Black teachers' perceptions were 

based on observations of students' performance. 

Research suggests that teachers of color have a positive impact on the achievement of 

students of color because of the increased likelihood that they will bring cultural 

knowledge to their teaching and teach in culturally responsive ways. Although the social 

positions of preservice teachers of color provide them with experiences similar to those 

of students of color, Nieto and Bode (2012) note that “it does not automatically lead to 

understanding other cultural orientations/oppressions” (p. 67).  In addition to the 

increased chance for Black students to receive positive experiences at school and 

improvement in key measures of academic achievement, students of all racial and ethnic 

backgrounds gain exposure to multiple perspectives and styles of interaction as they 

receive the implicit message that authority of knowledge is shared among diverse racial 

and ethnic groups (Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994; Villegas & Davis, 2008).   

Although it has been noted that teachers of color are currently not receiving the 

preparation they need to put their cultural knowledge and experiences to use in the 

classroom (Banks et al., 2005; Villegas & Davis, 2008), the greatest volume of literature 

on preparing teachers for diversity and equity is aimed at developing White teachers’ 
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cultural knowledge base and pedagogical skills (Sleeter, 2001). White teachers often 

employ colorblindness (Schofield, 2003) and other discursive techniques that maintain 

racial privilege in relation to non-White others (Haviland, 2008; Sleeter, 2001). In art 

education, Sanders, Hutzel and Miller (2009) found that their own racial positions as 

White art teachers and museum educators privileged them in their daily work with 

colleagues and students. Deniston-Trochta (2000) shows how, during discussions of 

aesthetics and taste preferences, issues of race emerged as significant for many preservice 

art teachers.  Their prior experiences as art students revealed the ways in which art 

teachers’ power to privilege particular aesthetic values and cultural practices in the art 

classroom created and reinforced social hierarchies.  

Other differences in teachers’ social positions are also implicated in teaching and 

becoming a teacher.  Gender (Vare, 1995; Zwirn, 2006) and sexuality (Check, 1996; 

Check, Deniston, & Desai, 1997; Griffin, 1992) are factors in teacher thinking. For 

instance, Lampela (2001) and Addison (2007) note the silencing effects of 

heteronormativity, as many art teachers choose not to discuss the homosexuality of gay or 

lesbian artists, even when it is a significant aspect of their artwork and activism.  Check 

(2000) sees sexuality as important to gay and lesbian art teachers’ work.  Being closeted 

can impact how one teaches, as many gay and lesbian teachers may fear their job security 

and stereotypes about children being perverted by homosexual teachers and be less 

inclined to employ critical pedagogies (Check, 2000).  

There is a complex relationship between the multidimensionality of art teachers’ 

social positions and learning in general (Knight, 2007). Preservice teachers’ racial, 
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classed and gendered biographies shape their dispositions toward students (Graue, 2005).  

Teachers’ social positions influence (but do not determine) their views of themselves as 

teachers and the aims of their classroom practice. Developing the capacity to teach all 

students depends not only on one’s biography, acquisition of knowledge, or beliefs.  

While these commonly studied aspects of becoming a teacher are important, they are also 

too narrow to capture the complex social interactions and meanings that shape and are 

shaped by preservice teachers.  These approaches limit the preservice teacher to the role 

of either (a) monolithic subject of socialization in schools destined to reproduce the 

patterns learned through apprenticeship of observation irrespective of teacher education 

or, conversely, (b) an autonomous, rational learner who successfully or unsuccessfully 

assimilates scientific knowledge with personal beliefs about content, students, 

instructional methods and discipline to thoughtfully implement “best practices.” These 

processes also posit a linear process of becoming a teacher, not unlike stage theories of 

teacher development (Fuller, 1969; Kagan, 1992b; Paccicone, 2000; Rogers & Scott, 

2008).  Instead, the concept of teacher capacity is more intricately intertwined with 

teachers’ personhood, which is neither independently willed into being, imposed purely 

from the outside, nor prescribed in nature as inevitable. Teacher capacity is not just 

knowledge and skill, but equally important is what one cares about (Grant & Agosto, 

2008). Those things, people and ideas that matter to a teacher have a great influence in 

focusing his or her attention and energies and, therefore, are inextricable from the 

teacher’s self and relations with others. Preservice teachers’ commitments—whether 

professionally or personally defined—express their social, cultural and political locations 
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within matrices of domination as well as constitute their senses of self in various cultural 

spaces. The following section suggests a new way of thinking about the simultaneously 

individual and social problem of becoming a teacher that can account for agency in acting 

toward or against forces that would cultivate particular teacher subjects.  

 

Teacher Identity: Toward a Holistic View of Becoming a Teacher 

The concept of identity is employed in this study as a way to reframe the 

“problem” of learning to teach as one of personhood. In much of the teacher socialization 

research discussed previously teacher personhood is implicitly understood in modernist 

terms as an individual and internally unified self. This self is acted upon and, thus, 

determined by institutions and economic conditions. Teacher thinking research, even 

when taking the sociological context into account, is generally based on a more 

autonomous notion of personhood. Here the teacher self is considered rational and is 

guided to act by conscious intentions. In popular discourse, it is also assumed that there 

exists in each person a “stable core of the self, unfolding from beginning to end through 

all the vicissitudes of history without change” (Hall, 1996, p. 3). This developmental 

conceptualization of identity presumes an identifiable essence as the source of one’s self.  

Hence the ubiquitous phrase, “I took some time off to find myself”—the self is pre-

formed and waiting to be found/identified through reflection, introspection, and 

experience. 

Drawing on these models of personhood, teacher education research often reflects 

two poles of a longstanding debate in social science research over the roles that 
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socializing structures and personal agency play in organizing the social world. Holland 

and Leander (2004) argue that this polarizing debate over social determinism and 

individual agency is highly unproductive in explaining the making of the self or identity. 

Like a set of billiard balls, Holland and Leander posit a more dialogic, relational 

dynamism between the social and psychological dimensions of personhood: “They hit 

one another, imparting a force and leaving behind a deep scratch or an indentation 

perhaps, but, ultimately, they bounce off one another as the same ontological entities they 

were before the encounter” (p. 134). Following Holland and Leander, this study of 

teacher learning refuses the foundational assumptions of a constant or finished state of 

being. Shifting instead to a dialogical, relational approach, I understand teacher learning 

in terms of becoming and teacher identity as “a subject-in-process” (Hall, 1996, p. 8).  

It is important to note that essentialist discourses of the self have been a 

significant rhetorical and practical strategy used in multiculturalism and other social 

movements. Such “strategic essentialism” (Spivak, 1990) is used to mobilize individuals 

around shared group identities. Based on conceptions of oppressed racial and ethnic 

groups, genders, class status, sexuality, and (dis)ability groups, these identities are 

frequently deployed as singular, coherent categories of experience as a means for 

achieving cultural and political goals (Heyes, 2002). As a cultural and political strategy, 

these identities are at times organized and maintained by reclaiming presumed natural 

origins, common ancestry, or social status (Hall, 1996). This kind of identity politics have 

been variously effective in helping historically subjugated, marginalized and excluded 

groups to achieve recognition, gain access to resources, and contest subordination in 
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education and academia, law and government, mass media and the arts, and other social 

arenas.  For example, organizing the curriculum around a single social or cultural group 

(e.g., African American culture, women studies, gay and lesbian studies, national origins) 

is common multiculturalist intervention in education (Sleeter & Grant, 2007).  Despite 

critics’ often pejorative uses of the term “identity politics,” Pérez (1993) argues that  

proceeding as we do from communities that historically have been and continue to 

be multiply oppressed and disempowered, minorities cannot transcend or 

effectively ignore the dominant discourse of identity; nonetheless, we can practice 

an oppositional, tactical politics of identity aimed at eventually constructing a new 

discourse of multiple, mobile, and unhierarchized identities. (p. 269)   

The perspective on identity that guides the study of preservice art teachers takes seriously 

the critiques of the concept of identity based on self-sameness (Calhoun, 1994), while 

acknowledging the political nature of self-identification. Discursive practices used to 

categorize, describe, assess, and rank individual selves and group identities have the 

power to fashion the teacher self and are, therefore, always political.   

Usher and Edwards (1994) posit a poststructuralist reconceptualization of identity 

that provides  

an alternative theorization of identity as relational, a matter of subject positioning 

through discourses or regimes of meanings; an ‘active’ but not sovereign subject   

. . . , a subject involved in discursive self-production which yet continually strives 

for a sense of coherence and continuity. (pp. 16-17)   
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This version of identity suggests a teacher’s sense of self is produced dialogically in 

social interaction between a self and others within discourses that enable and constrain 

the kind of identity that that particular self may achieve.  The relationship between the 

inner teacher self and social others is fluid and structured by and within multiple 

circulating discourses.  McKnight (2004) states that “while the material body may be a 

brute given, I am not. ‘I,’ as the pronoun that represents all the various voices and 

ideologies that constitute self, is generated through language participation and mediation” 

(p. 284). The teacher self, therefore, is not “real” in the sense that it can be found in 

nature or is a “natural” part of fulfilling the role of professional teacher.  It emerges 

through social dialogue in which there is constant negotiation of meanings as they are 

structured by and expressed through language. From this perspective, some discourses of 

teaching are charged with authority by those in positions of power and come to be seen as 

truths; yet, there are always other “internally persuasive discourses” (Bakhtin, 1981) that 

may resonate more deeply with the interests, desires or commitments of the individual 

preservice teacher.  Once taken up, discourses are borrowed and re-accented by selves 

who creatively use the discourse to orchestrate a sense of their world and articulate their 

place in it (Holland et al., 1998).   

Like the overlapping worlds of teachers’ personal and professional lives, there are 

multiple and often competing influences on novice art teachers’ identity formations 

arising from inside and outside the physical confines of university programs. Conflicting 

institutional discourses that circulate within and constitute disciplines of art, according to 

Day (1986), influence professional roles and identities, making the popular artist-teacher 
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model overly simplistic, if not inappropriate, for the public school art teacher. 

Recognizing struggles in their own identity formation as artists/art educators, Hatfield, 

Montana and Deffenbaugh (2006) examined the professional identities of 11 art teachers.  

Looking specifically at the participants’ preservice art teacher education, current work in 

schools, art making practices, and self-perceptions revealed the contradictions and 

competing demands of preservice teacher education, education, and the art world as one 

becomes an art teacher. The researchers concluded that preservice and beginning art 

teachers need strategies for “identity management” (p. 47).  While tensions in the 

production of art teacher identities have been shown to exist, the process that produces 

such tensions is less understood. 

Early studies looked at teacher role identity to understand the influence of prior 

institutional experiences on the identification of oneself as a teacher.  Teacher role 

identity was posited as “the ways in which individuals think about themselves as 

teachers—the mental images they have of self-as-teacher” (Knowles, 1992, p. 99).  

Knowles (1992) found that preservice teachers’ self-images or teacher role identities 

were often used as a standard by which they judged other teachers (e.g., cooperating 

teachers or teacher educators), the teacher education program, as well as their own efforts 

at teaching.  Comparisons they made between the imagined self-as-teacher were the 

means by which the “individual preservice teachers significantly and consciously 

influence[d] the condition of their own socialization in schools” (p.  106). 

More recent literature has developed teacher identity research beyond pre-formed 

images, knowledge acquisition, or socialization within institutions (Beauchamp & 
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Thomas, 2009). Much of this work seeks to connect the inner life of the teacher with the 

social practices and power structures in which one is situated (Rodgers & Scott, 2008).  

As an analytic frame, teacher identity sensitizes interpretations of “teacher” as an 

ongoing process rather than a fixed state or a personal or group possession (Olsen, 2008).  

One does not finally find his or her identity; identity is what one does by taking up 

positions and reinterpreting their meanings within and in relation to a context over time:  

“Identity studies provide a richly nuanced frame for investigating the multiple, nested 

ways in which individuals act; are acted upon; and are reciprocally influenced by others, 

contexts, structures, and history” (Olsen, 2009, p. 4).   

Teacher identity from this perspective is a process of negotiation and not a series 

of stages, although Rodger and Scott (2008) suggest that the manner in which one uses 

the tools of identification (e.g., narrative and consciousness of one’s position within 

sociopolitical relations) may occur in a linear developmental progression.  These authors 

claim that only at the fourth stage (before middle age) are teachers able to  

evaluate the ways in which the different aspects of their selves (i.e., their 

identities: socio-economic class, race, culture, history, etc.) are borne out in their 

teaching and in their relationships with their students, and engage in a critique of 

their teaching according to their own standards rather than by the standards of 

others. (Rodgers & Scott, 2008, p. 742)   

They do not explain whether the form of self-authoring that is developmentally possible 

at this stage is a capacity of the teacher regardless of the context in which he or she is 
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teaching.  Is one able to self-author in some spaces more easily than others?  And how 

does context influence one's development along the progression of stages?   

A few scholars have examined the complex ways emotions (Evans, 2002; 

Hargreaves, 2001; Zembylas, 2003), power relations (Day, 2002), and social positionings 

(Au & Blake, 2003) play a role in a teacher’s identity formation.  Au and Blake (2003) 

studied preservice teachers who identified with marginalized ethnic, linguistic and 

socioeconomic groups.  Their work shows that the participants’ social and cultural 

practices affected their conceptions of themselves as teachers and learners.  Day (2002) 

found that beginning teachers’ personal lives outside of the classroom and the pressures 

of institutionalized reforms (such as the accountability movement) affected the identities 

of practicing teachers. This is a more holistic view of teachers that encompasses one’s 

social positions as they are produced in practices structured by power relations without 

necessarily seeing these as determining factors in one’s self-formation.  

In their review of the literature on teacher identity, Rodgers and Scott (2008) note 

the paucity of empirical research on teacher identity. They draw from conceptual work, 

much of which has been heavily influenced by critical theorists in education, to determine 

how it might inform teacher education.  They found that while the literature routinely 

calls for preservice teachers to be agents of their own formation in teacher education, 

little research has been done that specifically examines how individuals can and do play a 

role in shaping their own teacher identities and how teacher education can facilitate this 

process. The question of how is the focus of the conceptual framework for this study 

described in the next section.  
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A Framework for the Sociocultural Development of Teacher Identities 

  

This collective ethnographic case study of art teacher identity is situated in a 

larger discourse within teacher education that sees becoming a teacher a process of 

developing the capacity to provide all students with high quality instruction (Grant & 

Agosto, 2008). What an art teacher knows, is able to do, and is committed to doing is part 

of how he or she comes to identify himself or herself as an art teacher.  This collective 

case study specifically examines how students negotiate their emerging art teacher 

identities and considers social positions and the cultural resources at hand (i.e., narratives 

and artifacts in use) to be central mediating elements of the identity negotiation process. 

The study draws interpretive insights from critical curriculum theory (Apple, 2004/1979; 

McCarthy, 1998) in order to make sense of the overt and hidden ways in which formal 

and informal curricula, the primary cultural resources in teacher education, mediate 

teachers’ emergent identities. Additionally, social practice theory of identity (Holland et 

al., 1998) provides concepts for understanding the actions through which preservice art 

teachers come to see themselves as art teachers. Of particular interest are the concepts 

pertaining to the relationship between the local activities of teacher education and macro-

level societal structures, the co-emergence of social and disciplinary identities, and the 

constraints that enable and disable teachers’ personal agency.  
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Curriculum and Common Sense Consciousness 

Curriculum plays an important role in any educational encounter. Critical 

curriculum theory suggests that curriculum is also connected to social and political issues 

(Pinar, 2004). All forms of curriculum—explicit forms of curriculum as well as more 

invisible forms—are value-laden and serve as tools for producing and maintaining the 

status quo. This positions schools as politically vested institutions.  This political 

dimension of critical curriculum theory makes it useful for understanding how schools of 

all sorts shape people’s interactions and their understandings of themselves, and how the 

making of a teacher identity is situated relationally within the larger socioeconomic and 

political structure. From this perspective, teacher identities become intimately tied to 

“what curriculum is, how it functions, and how it might function in emancipatory ways” 

(Pinar, 2004, p. 154).  

Teachers are the most direct site of intervention in the day-to-day school life of a 

child. They are users, mediators, and developers of curriculum (Connelly, 1972; May, 

1995). Teachers are important agents in creation and dissemination of knowledge. Then, 

from the most hopeful vantage point, we can imagine possibilities for that they have the 

potential to intervene in the persistent reproduction of inequalities in school and society. I 

explain key theoretical ideas from Apple (2004) in curriculum studies and McCarthy 

(1998) in cultural studies of education. In laying out these key ideas, I consider the 

insights they provide for understanding how teacher identities are produced within 

structures of power as well as cultural practices. This is a useful way to conceptualize 
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curriculum and other knowledge forms, including cultural narratives, artifacts and 

practices that mediate teacher consciousness and positionality.  

 

School Curriculum and Teacher Consciousness  

Apple (2004) brings together the economic and cultural analyses of how 

consciousness is mediated in concrete, daily interactions within schools. Apple takes a 

relational approach to studying the connections between latent and manifest ideas about 

knowledge, teaching and learning, social values, sociopolitical arrangements, and labor 

practices that are produced in school classrooms. While he primarily addresses 

socioeconomic structures that are reproduced through the participation of individuals in 

schools, he also briefly mentions parallels to racial and sexual structures.  His work on 

ideology of school curriculum is based in a theory of social justice he articulates as “not 

the accumulation of goods, profits, and credentials, but the maximization of economic, 

social and educational equality” (p. 11). In light of his social justice orientation, Apple’s 

work is a useful lens for thinking about how a teacher’s consciousness is mediated by 

prior experiences with formal and hidden curricula as well as new experiences with the 

curriculum of teacher education.   

According to Apple (2004), the economic structure, class values, and power 

relations of a particular time and place are coded in the society’s language and knowledge 

and are reflected within the consciousness of the people. Schools are institutions designed 

to maintain the dominant culture, and they do so (although not without contestation) 
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through the formal curriculum as well as the daily practices of teaching and learning (i.e., 

the hidden curriculum):   

Control of schools, knowledge and everyday life can be, and is, more subtle [than 

coercive] for it takes in even seemingly inconsequential moments. The control is 

vested in the constitutive principles, codes, and especially the common sense 

consciousness and practices underlying our lives, as well as by overt economic 

division and manipulation. (Apple, 2004, p. 4)   

In this formulation it is suggested that the consciousness of a teacher is influenced or 

produced in her daily activity as a preservice teacher.  This includes time spent in teacher 

education classes and in the teacher practicum making hypothetical and actual curricular 

decisions through the legitimated language and organizational structure that normalize 

the values implicit in them.  Apple describes this as the saturation of consciousness, 

which imposes the limits of thought and meaningful action that are taken to be “normal” 

in society and consequently creates “reality.”  In the case of the “good teacher” on which 

teacher education is modeled, an individual teacher’s identity is judged and, thus, 

regulated and controlled by the commonsense reality of schools. 

A teacher’s identity is also formed in relation to the broader sociopolitical 

context: “The kinds of cultural resources and symbols schools select and organize are 

dialectically related to the kind of normative and conceptual consciousness ‘required’ by 

a stratified society” (Apple, 2004, p. 2).  This means that the consciousness of individuals 

and groups—that is how they see themselves in relation to the larger world or reality—is 

constructed by and saturated with the same principles that structure the economic base 
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within social institutions that maintain and circulate the dominant groups’ cultural forms. 

Based on these ideas, teacher identity is mediated by the language commonly used by 

educators and the ideologies embedded in that language (or discourse).  Such language 

shares an affinity with the middle class and powerful industries, which give it legitimacy.  

Because teachers are embedded in the sociopolitical structure that legitimates their 

profession and its commonsense discursive practices, their inclination to critically reflect 

on their emerging teacher identities would feel “unnatural.”  The curriculum in every 

level of a teacher’s education—from K-12 to teacher education courses to student teacher 

practicums in K-12 settings—normalizes common teacher “myths” (Britzman, 2003) and 

depoliticizes the unequal social arrangements.  This makes it difficult for teachers to see, 

much less question, the taken-for-granted social order in schools and society and their 

role in perpetuating it. 

Critical of the framing of teaching as a meliorative profession, Apple (2004) 

demonstrates that the expectation that one is a helper demands the identification of those 

needing help. In the process of helping, educators employ systems management as a 

means for maintaining the appearance of neutrality through technical, efficiency-oriented 

language and practices of control.  Through their participation in the helping discourse, 

teachers perceive education and their place in it as technicians with an apolitical interest 

in diagnosing students’ supposed needs and controlling outcomes (Apple, 2004, p. 110).  

This regulation of variances among students, in spite of pluralistic rhetoric about 

difference, is, according to Apple, a manipulative process that seeks to construct abstract 
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students and teachers alike by insisting on their being viewed, and consequently judged, 

in isolation from content human social relations.   

The predictable, controlled school environment that teachers help to produce 

serves the interests of those who wish to stultify change, dissent and conflict by 

valorizing the knowledge, preferences, and interpretive frame of a select few as necessary 

for incorporation by everyone.  This manipulation is central to the hegemonic language 

and practices of educators and is intensely political and moral, as Apple points out.  It 

involves selecting among the world’s wealth of cultural knowledge and arranging 

students in ways that predetermine who will have access to the privileged information, 

behaviors, and thus social positions in life beyond schooling.  In this process he calls 

“selective tradition,” some meanings and practices are included while others are 

excluded, necessarily serving the economic and political interests of some but not all.  

Contradictions, inconsistencies and potential for conflict of ideas are reformulated for a 

grand narrative of “the” truth or “the” past that normalizes consensus as the social reality.   

Having been processed by public schools and later teacher education programs, 

whose disciplinary structures are arranged to seamlessly mimic those naturalized in 

public schools (Britzman, 2003), teachers endure this kind of education and internalize 

the ideologies of overt and covert school curricula. The systems management discourse 

is, to use Foucault’s term, a technology of power that produces the teacher subject and 

the student subject within schools, and consequently reproduces the social structures 

outside schools. Apple (2004) states,  
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By learning how to work for others’ preordained goals using others’ preselected 

behaviors students also learn to function in an increasingly corporate and 

bureaucratized society in which the adult roles one is to play are readily 

sedimented into the social fabric. Each role has its own brand of thinking already 

built into it. . . .  Curriculists, by internalizing and using an orientation that lends 

itself to such preordination, cannot but contribute to the maintenance of a political 

and economic order that creates and maintains these roles and the meanings 

already distributed in them. (p. 118) 

Teachers’ identities are mediated by pre-selected behaviors and goals that have been 

constructed for what it means to be “a teacher” and the consciousness or way of thinking 

for a “teacher” is also prescribed within the behaviors and goals laid out for the 

profession of teaching.  

Despite this gloomy picture, historically and today there have been many teachers 

who consciously use their positions as teachers to strategically work within and against 

the school discourses that reproduce inequities (Dilworth & Brown, 2008; Foster, 1994; 

Ladson-Billings, 2009).  Teachers of color have provided good examples of how 

positionality within the larger social structure affects (a) how a teacher is positioned 

within a local school setting and (b) how the dominant ideology resonates with the 

teacher self. This does not, however, diminish the hegemonic tendencies of schools.  
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Resentment and Common Sense Constructions of Teaching 

Critical multicultural education is based on the premise that schools are 

hegemonic spaces that normalize commonsense ideas through the use of language and 

practices.  McCarthy (1998) expands the notions of ideology, hegemony, knowledge and 

identity explored earlier.  He calls for greater recognition of the influence of popular 

culture and textual simulations of identity on the practices of education, as well as greater 

complexity in the analysis of inequalities in schools through more localized research. 

McCarthy is critical of the tendency to simply add race and stir.  He rejects this parallelist 

approach as additive and inadequate and advocates for nonsynchronous examinations of 

power.  Given the difficulty of forming a teacher identity in a diverse social context 

(Bianchini & Cavazos, 2007; Brown & Medway, 2007; Cook & Amatucci, 2006; Flores 

& Day, 2006) and the deeply personal and yet social nature of becoming a teacher, 

teacher identity studies should address as part of their analyses how various knowledge 

forms mediate teachers’ identities in relation to positionality (Britzman, 1994; Weber & 

Mitchell, 1995).  This section focuses on how teachers and others come to understand 

themselves and their positionalities in relation to others through the diffuse “cumulative 

cultural text” (Weber & Mitchell, 1995) of popular cultural forms as well as formal 

curriculum.  

Television and films play a role in the knowledge construction and sense of self 

with respect to race and class in the U.S. Mass media are forms of what McCarthy (1998) 

calls “social technologies” that, like textbooks, function in a “cultural circuit” that creates 

and distributes meanings about our racial selves and others, which over time and 
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repetition become part of what Apple (2004) referred to as common sense consciousness:  

“I see television and film as fulfilling a certain bardic function, singing back to society 

lullabies about what a large cross section and hegemonic part of it ‘already knows’” 

(McCarthy, 1998, p. 83).  The process by which common sense consciousness is formed 

involves (a) interactions with both formal school curriculum and the “public pedagogy” 

(Giroux, 2008) of film and television, as well as (b) leakages across the mass media texts 

and lived experiences.  Fisk (1989) explains that “all popular texts have leaky boundaries; 

they flow into each other, they flow into everyday life” (p. 126).  McCarthy (1998) makes 

the same argument in terms of how one comes to know him or herself through the 

intertextuality that, in the case of the teacher self and student others, intermingles popular 

mass-mediated narratives and images with the formal and hidden school curriculum.  

The highly permeable boundary between “truth” and fantasy is, according to 

Apple (2004), determined by or reflective of society’s economic base.  In rhizomatic 

fashion, these forms of knowledge “address and position viewers at the ‘center’ of a 

cultural map in which suburban, middle-class values ‘triumph’ over practices that drift 

away from mainstream social norms” (McCarthy, 1998, p. 83). Similar to Althusser’s 

(1971) notion of interpellation, the mass media discursively produces and circulates 

meanings or “reality” about other groups that assumes a particular social position of its 

viewer.  The language and ideologies of the dominant White (and non-White) middle-

class—who, due to federal housing and lending policies that produced White Flight away 

from urban centers, presently occupy most of the suburban landscape in the U.S.—are 

constructed as common sense and normalized for all groups.  In popular images of the 
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inner city, the politically powerful middle-class suburban professionals’ representations 

of its urban “other” are privileged within the reproductive media circuits. McCarthy 

(1998) argues, “These are circuits that consist of a proliferation of capacities, interests, 

needs, desires, priorities, and commitments—fields of affiliation and fields of 

association” (p. 84).  What is most significant here is that teachers, like other members of 

society, are produced within this popular cultural milieu.  Based on their life curriculum 

of television and film (Brunner, 1991; Chennault, 2006; Keroes, 1999; Tillman & Trier, 

2007) and even in Eurocentric school curricula, teachers learn about and understand the 

urban other as dangerous, degenerate brown and black bodies whose voices are translated 

as alien and alienating to the suburban ear (McCarthy, 1998). 

A shared language and imagery that are employed across contemporary popular 

culture and mass media also appear in canonical works (e.g., Moby Dick) and history 

textbooks that constitute formal school curricula.  According to McCarthy (1998), 

television and film project subjective meanings about reality and, from these projections, 

subject positions equipped with ways of thinking and acting are created for the viewer to 

occupy.  By discursively simulating and thus generating common sense consciousness of 

the suburban middle-class professional, the “discourse of resentment” produces fear of 

the urban core—primarily occupied by black and brown subjects, the poor, and 

immigrants—while simultaneously constructing the urban subject as a fundamentally 

criminal, violent, diseased enemy of the state. Marginalized groups are thus made into an 

overwhelming presence that threatens the normalized lifestyles of the suburban, middle-
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class professional, who “moves in to occupy and appropriate the identity of the 

oppressed” (p. 92).  

As a strategy for projecting moral superiority and self-definition through negation 

of the other, the discourse of resentment is available and compelling to many teachers 

who may be politically and culturally aligned with the interests and desires of the 

suburban middle-class.  In his textual analyses, McCarthy (1998) found elements of this 

resentment (a) in popular Hollywood films produced in Black and White male 

filmmakers alike; (b) in the utterances of Black female classroom teachers and White 

male student teachers; and (c) in history textbook accounts of social relations between 

groups in the U.S. and global relations between the U.S. and much of the rest of the 

world.  The discourse of resentment is significant for teacher identity formation as the 

teacher self and its student other are embedded in and discursively produced by these 

common sense representations:  

By representation I refer not only to mimesis or the presence or absence of images 

of minorities and third world people in textbooks. By representation I refer to the 

question of power that resides in the specific arrangement and deployment of 

subjectivity in the artifacts of the formal and informal culture. (p. 295) 

Like saturation of language and the common sense daily practices teachers experience 

over the course of their lives in and out of public schools, university teacher education, 

and student teacher practicums, “the orchestration of cultural form in textbooks and in the 

popular culture generates the capacity to speak for whole groups” (McCarthy, 1998, p. 

295).  Thus critical multiculturalism, as McCarthy envisions it, situates teacher identity as 
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mediated by formal and informal cultural artifacts in a process of interpellation whereby 

the discourse of resentment prescripts a teacher subject consistent with the ideologies and 

economic interests of the dominant middle-class suburban professional.  In the process of 

interpellation, a teacher self is inscribed through active participation by utilizing and 

internalizing the “authoritative discourse” (Bakhtin, 1981) of the time and place in which 

it finds itself.  Within these arrangements, I submit that critical studies of teacher identity 

formation must leave room for the possibility of competing discourses that, some being 

more “internally persuasive” (Bakhtin, 1981) than others, are selectively taken up and 

negotiated by teachers in the act of self-authoring.    

 

Co-construction of Cultural Worlds and Identities in Practice 

The social practice theory of identity developed by Dorothy Holland and 

colleagues (Holland et al., 1998) provides conceptual tools for understanding the 

relationship between the formal and informal cultural-pedagogical resources and societal 

structures of power and privilege in the making of art teachers.  Drawing on the 

Bakhtinian circle’s dialogic theories and ideas of Vygotsky’s sociohistorical school, 

Holland, et al. (1998) move beyond competing notions of subjectivity by theorizing 

identity as something one does rather than something one has.  The humanist assumptions 

that undergird traditional notions of the individual or self as an autonomous, preformed 

entity with a stable identity has been unsettled by the poststructuralist turn toward 

discourse as constitutive of the self (Usher & Edwards, 1994).  For Holland, et al. (1998), 

social interactions are the spaces in which identities are produced through the use of 
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meaningful historically specific cultural tools at hand. Who one is, that is, one’s 

identification as a particular kind of person is “the dense interconnections between 

intimate and public venues of social practice” (p. 270). The dense interconnections are 

creatively constructed and indicate moments of agentic response that exist 

within/between social practices.  

There are six related concepts from this social practice theory that are premised 

on the notion that identities are both social and personal—figured world, figurative 

identity, positional identity, cultural resources, improvisation, and space of authoring—

that provide the analytic and interpretive lenses for this study of art teacher identity.   

Holland et al., (1998) describe identities as taking shape in culturally mediated social 

spaces. These spaces or contexts are called “figured worlds.” They state that figured 

worlds are “not so much things or objects to be apprehended, as processes or traditions of 

apprehension which gather us up and give us form as our lives intersect them” (Holland 

et al., 1998, p. 41). Figured worlds are fields of activity that create and sustain their own 

“frames of meaning in which interpretations of human actions are negotiated” (p. 271). 

These are places of action and happenings, populated by people who at some point in 

time enter into and embody distinguishable characters or categories of experience that 

reflect and help to reproduce the collective imagining of that figured world. Each person 

or character’s “figurative identity” is imbued with the distinctive historically produced 

expectations, dispositions, and points of view of that type of character with respect to that 

cultural field in which activity takes place. We can think about a teacher education 
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program as a figured world and its key actors—teachers, professors, students, parents, 

principles and cooperating teachers—as figurative identities in that world.  

Another way culturally figured worlds are described is in terms of the means by 

which one takes part in the day-to-day, routine practices that carry meaning in that field 

of activity.  The emphasis here is on activity. If we take the figured world of art teacher 

education, the most meaningful activities in identifying oneself and being identifiable to 

others as a teacher may not actually be the job interview where someone lands a teaching 

job. The most significant frames of meaning derive from the relatively mundane tasks of 

going to class, creating lesson plan after lesson plan, constructing a teaching portfolio, 

passing courses, and eventually doing the grind daily performance of student teaching. 

We can think about learning to be a teacher in terms of interacting with others in these 

“taken-for-granted sequence of events” (p. 53) over a sustained period of time.  

Participation in the context of the everyday flow of a figured world, one learns 

and repeatedly enacts the generic tale of becoming an art teacher using the standard and, 

therefore, most meaningful material and discursive referents or “cultural resources.” The 

significance of cultural narratives and objects in this study is that, as cultural resources, 

they are inscribed with meanings that are historically produced and then reproduced 

through social activities. Dexterity with the cultural resources authenticates one’s 

participation in that world. There is always uncertainty, though, in how one’s 

embodiment of a figurative identity will be received and interpreted by others. A 

figurative identity is open to multiple possible meanings. In this study of preservice 

teachers in the figured world of art teacher education, typical art terms and language, 
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educational discourses, classroom equipment, weekly class activities, mannerisms, dress, 

artworks, and other cultural resources specific to the localized instantiation of art teacher 

education became the means by which they began to embody the figurative “art teacher” 

identity.  

The power of larger societal and institutional structures run through any and all 

culturally organized worlds of interaction in which one might participate. These 

penetrating structures intervene in the activity of figured worlds by imposing positions of 

relative privilege and disadvantage to particular embodiments of figurative identities. 

That is, within a figured world, individuals are positioned differently and accorded status 

differently based upon hierarchies and meanings of race, class, gender, and other forms of 

social organization. This positioning is at the same time a culturally resourced activity 

that always references the materials and ideas generated and maintained in that particular 

figured world. Moreover, figured worlds are positioned in relation to larger societal 

structures as well, where “even the whole of a figured world takes on an element of rank 

and status according to this relational hierarchy” (Holland et al., 1998, pp. 57-58). 

Positionality does not refer to an essence or universal group condition. Rather, 

positionality  

is inextricably linked to power, status, and rank. Social position has to do with 

entitlement to social and material resources and so to the higher deference, 

respect, and legitimacy accorded to those genders, races, ethnic groups, castes, 

and sexualities privileged by society. (Holland et al., 1998, p. 271) 
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One’s “positional identity” influences all levels of localized social interaction, whether 

one is aware of it or not. It is this social power dynamic that makes identity both a 

political and personal process.  The struggle that takes place over positional identities in a 

figured world is first oriented toward acquiring routinized fluency with the resources that 

have the greatest cultural currency. Then these cultural resources may be redeployed in 

order to directly influence the social world. Finally, they are used to consciously give 

direction to one’s self by exert agency over one’s own thoughts, actions, dispositions, and 

politics, that is one’s personhood. We can think about becoming a teacher as it happens at 

each of these levels of social interaction via specific cultural contexts moving through us 

in practice. 

 Holland, et al. (1998) conceptualize two forms of politically charged, sometimes 

playfully imaginative, self-instigated transformative practices of identification. One is 

“improvisation” around the constraints restricting one’s movements and possibilities for 

action with pre-existing cultural resources at hand. The other is the “space of authoring.” 

Like moments of improvisation, the space of authoring is a space where meanings of 

cultural resources are somewhat more open to contestation and identities are somewhat 

open to collective reimagining. The “space of authoring” one’s self is a recognition and 

appreciation for the potential of “people’s collective ability to imagine themselves in 

worlds that may yet be scarcely realized, and to the modest ability of humans to manage 

their own behavior through signs directed at themselves” (p. 281). 

Though modest in their liberatory claims, “improvisation” and “space of 

authoring” characterize the more hopeful moments of identification. These two forms of 
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negotiation are important sensitizing concepts with which to consider the small 

transgressive gestures that preservice teachers make against the status quo that could 

otherwise be imperceptible.  The potential for preservice art teachers to move 

with/against the bounds of habitual practices through “improvisation” and 

against/beyond hegemonic discourses and thinking by imagining more internally 

resonant alternatives and possibilities is particularly important in the making of teacher 

identities. As Holland et al. (1998) observe, “Even within grossly asymmetrical power 

relations, the powerful participants rarely control the weaker so completely that the 

latter’s ability to improvise resistance becomes irrelevant” (p. 277). 

Holland’s, et al. (1998), emphasis on the significance of figured worlds in 

understanding identity influenced the analysis and reporting of findings in subsequent 

chapters. Without an adequate understanding of the “socially and culturally constructed 

realm of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are recognized, 

significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued over others” 

(p. 52), we are left with facile depictions of the interrelationships and tensions of 

negotiating an art teacher identity. I discuss the process of becoming an art teacher by 

first attending to the social practices that constitute the societal and institutional structures 

that help to organize the local figured world. I also describe some of the local, day-to-day 

social interactions in which preservice art teachers adopted narrative and artifact 

resources of art teacher education. In addition to the locally figured context, I discuss 

negotiation in terms of specific common sense cultural narratives and artifacts in use in 

social activities. These were the means for internalizing the shared meanings and 
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dispositions of art teacherness. Then the more contentious space of authoring one’s own 

action and identity are discussed. Here is where individual conscious interaction with the 

outer sociocultural world of mediating “cultural devices” is how one is able to give some 

direction to his or her inner mental state and understandings of self.  This modest space of 

agency marks a “transition from the use of one’s memory to active control over it” 

(Holland et al., 1998, p. 36).  That is to say, cultural resources become tools for agency 

and creative transformation, not just mechanisms for cultural reproduction. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

 

Introduction to the Research Design 

In general, becoming a teacher in has been framed by research in teacher 

education as a one-way socialization process in which teachers, despite interventions of 

teacher education programs, conform to preexisting teacher roles and practices and, more 

recently, as the acquisition and enactment of the “right” knowledge and dispositions 

through a process of learning to teach.  Neither approach has definitively produced 

reforms in teacher education that have positively affected educational outcomes for all K-

12 students. Though there is a dearth of literature on how they make sense of their time in 

teacher education programs (Lowenstein, 2009), many have drawn the conclusion that 

neither traditional nor critical multicultural teacher education is ineffective and that they 

are perhaps even unnecessary (Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2005; Darling-Hammond & 

Youngs, 2002).  Blame is often placed on beginning teachers for their presumed failure to 

put into practice the conceptions of “good teacher” espoused by researchers and 

policymakers: “The solution proposed by most researchers is to have preservice teachers 

reflect more on their practice, to employ teaching approaches more consistent with 

constructivism, or to recruit a different population of prospective teachers. The list goes 

on” (Wideen et al., 1998, p. 168).  

This study adopted an “ecological approach” to becoming a teacher (Weiner, 

2000; Wideen et al., 1998) within a critical methodological framework (Carspecken, 
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1996). An ecological approach posits the making of teachers as a porous network of 

interrelations among individuals and social and cultural institutions, including preservice 

teachers, their undergraduate advisors, teacher education professors, accreditation 

committees, state licensing boards, supervising teachers, cooperating teachers, the media, 

and, not least of all, K-12 students.  An ecological research design does not view 

preservice teachers’ characteristics in isolation, as is common in research on teachers.  

Instead, it tries to account for the influence of key people as well as organizational 

arrangements and policies that impinge upon the process of becoming a teacher from 

inside and outside the university.  

Critical ethnographic research methods provided the descriptive and interpretive 

tools for understanding the production of preservice teacher identities within a system 

context (Goodlad, 1979). By moving beyond decontextualized examinations of teachers 

that reinforce deficit discourses about teachers (Weiner, 2000), alternative theories and 

institutional practices may be produced that support systemic change in art teacher 

education. For instance, critical ethnographic case studies of preservice teachers have 

contributed significantly to our understanding of cultural myths, hidden curricula, 

knowledge and power in the practices of teacher education (Britzman, 2003; Ginsburg, 

1988; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Marsh, 2003).   

In this chapter, I explain how the critical paradigm informed my approach taken 

to ethnographic case study of how preservice art teacher identities emerge among a 

diverse cadre of undergraduate art education students in a university art teacher education 

program.  Power relations are regarded as central factors in the achievement of an art 
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teacher identity. Asymmetries in power relations were considered in terms of how race, 

gender, class and sexuality enabled and constrained the ways in which individual art 

teachers made use of the cultural tools of art teacher education in co-authoring an art 

teacher identity. Following the discussion of methodological orientation, I outline the 

research design, including methods and procedures for sample selection and the 

collection and analysis of data.  

 

Critical Ethnographic Research 

In this study, the process of becoming an art teacher in a university program was 

examined as it unfolded across various geographic locations and at different moments 

over a three-year period. In trying to understand how social positions were implicated in 

preservice art teachers’ emerging identities, the critical orientation of this methodology 

recognized that the cultural meanings of social practices and individuals’ senses of self 

within social interactions were nested within broader political, economic and cultural 

conditions (Quantz, 1992). These conditions necessarily limited as well as empowered 

social practices at the level of interaction between individuals (Carspecken, 1996).  The 

practices that produced art teacher identities were mediated by the local values and 

cultural schema within the university program, the preservice teachers’ personal histories, 

and in the surrounding community, all of which were influenced by political, economic 

and cultural “processes that are everywhere at once” (Marcus, 1998, p. 47).  

Critical ethnographic research accounts for reproductive systems of oppression 

that disparately privilege and constrain individuals who operate within cultural worlds 
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without closing off the possibility of agents’ improvisational acts that may bring about 

change to and within the social system:  

The precise nature of oppression, however, is an empirical question and not a 

given belief. Much of our research attempts to clarify how and where oppression 

works. This is not a straightforward matter, since the identities, the forms of 

thinking, and the beliefs of people are all ensnared within oppressive relations. 

(Carspecken, 1998, p. 8)  

The epistemology undergirding critical research holds that thoughts, feelings, and 

symbolic representations of experience are mediated by power relations and do not 

correspond to an objective world.  The cultural signs used in human interactions are the 

means by which a normative “reality” is socially constructed as the basis for shared 

meanings.  Thus, while making it possible to know the world, the communicative signs of 

word and image are also constitutive of intelligibility. In critical epistemology, subjective 

accounts of experience are not simply individual understandings and feelings. They are 

produced within the limits of the available cultural schema and normative values that 

typify the social milieu which, from the critical perspective, is seen as always being 

conditioned by political and economic structures.  Likewise, subjects of critical research 

are not purely autonomous actors, nor are their lives solely determined by social forces 

outside themselves (Carspecken & Apple, 1992). Agency was considered in this case 

study in relation to how preservice art teachers resisted and accommodated various 

positionings of themselves and others by the social systems they encountered in their 

daily lives in the university program (Holland & Leander, 2004).  
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Cultural personae, like that of “art teacher,” are formulated, contested, 

reformulated and circulated across multiple sites.  These sites are connected in a weblike 

discursive structure that is inscribed on the bodies of individuals.  Holland and Leander 

(2004) metaphorically describe this inscription as “lamination” (p. 131), a process by 

which the personal, social and cultural are merged in social practice.  All lived 

experiences are embedded within a textual web.  Individual subjectivities are shaped over 

time in specific instances by laminating the ideational and material cultural tools with the 

human self for more and less harmonious adhesions. Even when lamination is resisted, 

the person emerges as “firmly linked to a qualitatively different entity, a complex of 

memories and artifacts, created from episodes of positioning” (Holland & Leander, 2004, 

p. 134) that occurred in intimate places at different times.   

This notion of diffuse webs of meaning is reminiscent of Foucault’s (1990) 

formulation of power-knowledge as “discourse”: 

Indeed, it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined together. And for 

this reason, we must conceive discourse as a series of discontinuous segments 

whose tactical function is neither uniform nor stable. To be more precise, we must 

not imagine a world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and 

excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the dominated one; 

but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various 

strategies. It is this distribution that we must reconstruct, with the things said and 

those concealed, the enunciations required and those forbidden, that it comprises; 

with the variants and different effects—according to who is speaking, his position 
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of power, the institutional context in which he happens to be situated—that it 

implies; and with the shifts and reutilizations of identical formulas for contrary 

objectives that it also includes. (p. 100) 

Here, discourse makes possible the production, circulation, and intelligibility of particular 

common sense or truths through everyday human social practices.  Without overstating 

their efficacy (Hall, 1996), such routine, decentralized practices, based as they are on 

these truth claims, reproduce their own knowledge, albeit in unpredictable ways.  

Traditionally ethnographic research has sought to represent identities and their 

cultural formations as coherent and geographically fixed (Malkki, 1997) within “the 

natural habitat or customary environment of the participants” (LeCompte & Preissle, 

1993, p. 32).  Marcus (1998) suggests that ethnographic research must “redefine its object 

so as to capture these pervasive postmodernist expressions of place and community”     

(p. 50).  Situating ethnographic studies in multiple sites or locales is a strategy he 

proposes for holistic representation, holism having been reinterpreted as that which can 

provide specific, lived understandings of diffuse cultural and macro-economic structures 

that condition the contemporary world within relations of power:  

Processes of forming, fixing, and reproducing subjects are increasingly cultural, 

formed in diverse ways out of a myriad of myths and images, of consumer 

products, of available lifestyles not at all based on where one lives or whom one 

knows, that is, on those who are immediately present. (Marcus, 1998, p. 50)   

Recognizing the increasing significance of narratives and artifacts in the organization of 

social interactions across social sites, Marcus suggests the ethnographic encounter might 
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be analyzed, written, and therefore read, differently.  He describes the ethnographic 

research process and product as “chunks, cross-sections, bits” (p. 50) that render the 

complexity and multivocality of the object of study.  The plurality that characterizes 

identity formations from this perspective does not contradict the goal of producing a rich 

holistic account, a goal that has long distinguished ethnographic case study from other 

forms of case study. Rather, the analysis of multiple sites of identity formation and their 

interconnections is a strategy that “strives for a holism that is sensitive to both local 

meanings and historical political economy or world system processes” (p. 39).   

 

Ethnographic Case Study 

The discussion thus far has emphasized how ethnographic research has begun to 

address multiple sites in which identities are formulated and negotiated as well as how 

critical methodology accounts for larger political, economic and cultural power relations 

that set the conditions for local social interaction.  Ethnographic case study of individual 

preservice teachers enabled this investigation of teacher identity construction to home in 

on the particulars of individuals who occupied various intersecting social positions, 

including race, class, gender, sexuality and language.  The interpretive study of cases 

using ethnographic methods produced an account of how race, class, gender, sexuality 

and language shaped how each participant made meaning from his or her experiences of 

becoming an art teacher within the same university program.   

The meaning of case in case study research is disputed. Much confusion stems 

from case study being described as a process of inquiry, a product of an inquiry, or a unit 
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of inquiry (Merriam, 1998).  The focus of this research was identity formation, which I 

recognized as a complex social, cultural and historical process, and the specific unit 

under examination was the preservice art teacher.  Over time art teacher identities were 

shaped across many geographical and disciplinary sites and with/through various 

sociocultural constructions of art teachers dispersed across broader distances of time and 

space than the actual preservice teacher. Identity formation process was viewed as a 

multi-sited “suturing” process (Hall, 1996, p. 5), where the central embodiment of 

identity integration or “articulation” (p. 6) was the preservice teacher subject.   

Stake (1995) defines a case by its specificity as an integrated system of working 

parts that constitute a purposive bounded unit.  A goal of research designed as case study 

is to follow the case to the limits of its bounds, demarcating the contours that give it its 

shape. I submit that the complexity of art teacher identity production as it unfolded in 

social practice was best studied through ethnographic tools for case study that center the 

preservice art teacher, with the emphasis on the teacher as a dialogically constructed actor 

within multiple overlapping sites (Yin, 1994).   

 Ethnographic case study borrows from the traditions of anthropology (Merriam, 

1998) with its emphasis on contextually situated description of a case (Geertz, 1973).  

Figure 1 is a visual representation of this collective case study (Stake, 1995) where 

preservice art teachers occupy the central focus of analyses within nested layers of the 

context that make-up a university teacher education program (see Appendix A).  My 

instrumental aims for researching preservice art teachers (Stake, 1995) guided the case 

study methods outlined in subsequent sections of this chapter. For instance, one reason 
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the research site was selected was because it fit the typical demographic profile of art 

teachers in the U.S. (Galbraith & Grauer, 2004). Six key participants were selected from 

a single cohort. These preservice art teachers served as the primary informants over the 

duration of the study. Staying with these six participants over a long period of time as 

they moved toward becoming art teachers enabled me to “uncover the interaction of 

significant factors characteristic of the phenomenon” of identity formation (Merriam, 

1998, p. 29). The collective nature of this case study enabled me to look carefully at 

distinct identity processes at work within one case over time while also comparing the 

individual cases to each other in search of overarching tendencies, commonalities and 

complexities embedded in the process of learning to teach.  The intentionally diverse 

selection of participants (particularly in terms of race, class, gender and sexuality) was 

important for representing identities that are often invisible in art education and teacher 

education practice and research. This practice was useful in helping to guard against 

monolithic readings of art teacher identity in my analysis.  

 

Participants and Setting 

The site for this collective case study was an undergraduate art teacher education 

program at Southwest State University (SSU).2  It was selected because it was an 

“average” art education program, typifying many qualities found in other programs in the 

U.S. (Galbraith, 1997; Galbraith & Grauer, 2004; Zimmerman, 1997). SSU was located 

in an urban area of the state with a significant amount of racial, ethnic, and linguistic 

                                                 
2 Pseudonyms were used for people and places throughout this study so as to preserve participants’ 
anonymity.  
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diversity that was accompanied by residential segregation. The university program was 

an interesting site for considering issues of social difference in the context of becoming a 

teacher.   

SSU was a public, Research 1 institution that housed a mid-sized art teacher 

education program in its School of Fine Arts and Design, with student teaching 

administered by the university’s School of Education. The art education faculty was 

made up of primarily tenure track faculty with advanced degrees in art education or 

curriculum and instruction. As one of the more prestigious public universities in the state, 

it attracted students from across the region and nationally. The yearly cohorts of roughly 

15 new art education students provide a rich pool of beginning art teachers from which to 

identify appropriate key participants. The university and the program are described in 

greater detail within the findings of Chapters Four and Five, where they are considered 

more integrally linked to the making of art teacher identities.  

The local public schools in which many preservice teachers conducted their 

student teaching practicums were highly segregated in terms of race, class and language.  

Some elementary schools offered bilingual education to its students.  In these cases, the 

students who received bilingual instruction were usually isolated in within-school 

programs or they attended entirely bilingual schools comprised of students from 

predominantly low-income families.  Secondary schools offered no bilingual education; 

however, ESL programs were provided.  Patterned concentrations of wealth and poverty 

that characterized the public schools in the city were reflected in and reproduced by the 

various neighborhoods’ demographics. Surrounding suburban school districts that were 
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also used for field practicum placements ranged in terms of wealth and racial make-up. 

Data were collected in the schools when the key participants were doing their student 

teaching practicums in their final semester of the art teacher education program.  

A pilot study was initiated in fall 2008.  After obtaining permission from the 

faculty to conduct research in an introductory art teacher education class, as well as 

consent from study participants, I proceeded to generate a record from observations of the 

class meetings each week by jotting down routines and social interactions among 

preservice art teachers and the professor of the course.  I also noted visibly apparent 

demographic characteristics of the class.  Following each session spent in the field, the 

jottings were developed into descriptive field notes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). 

Another source of useful data was the written documents produced and turned in as 

coursework.  The contents of the field notes and the documents during this pilot phase 

were used to select six participants who would serve as the primary informants 

throughout the collective case study.  

In choosing the six preservice teachers, purposive criteria were used for sampling. 

Foremost among the criteria were that the cases represent as much variation in race, 

gender and age, as these are key aspects of teachers’ social positions that are overlooked 

in the art education literature and teacher education research generally (Valenzuela, 

2002).   Moreover, these social positions often connote participants’ social standings as 

“marginal natives who are solid insiders” who are believed to “make good informants 

because of their particular perspectives” (Johnson, 1990, p. 27).  The selection criteria 
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guided the evaluation of students’ suitability to the study but were not hard and fast 

prerequisite conditions. They included:  

� Students who appeared to be members of a group that was underrepresented in 

the ranks of art teachers (e.g., non-White students, non-females and multi-

lingual students) and preservice art teachers (i.e., non-traditional age 

students);  

� Students who had an interest in non-Western and contemporary art and/or 

students with an awareness of the importance of relational aspects of teaching 

(both of these qualities were aspects considered conducive to teaching for 

diversity and equity);  

� Students who had traveled abroad (perhaps an indication of sensitivity to 

cultural difference);  

� Students who indicated a social or political consciousness (this was rare); and  

� Students who had a willingness and seeming capacity to articulate their views 

and thinking about art education (as opposed to those who seemed to want to 

just “get by” in class). 

Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia successfully met the goal of 

achieving variation among personalities and backgrounds (Stake, 2005). Appendix B 

shows how they self-reported aspects of their positional identities on a questionnaire that 

asked specifically about age, gender, racial/ethnic identity, social class identity, and other 

significant aspects of their identities. 
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Data collection took place over three years. For some who completed the art 

education program requirements more quickly, the data collection was only two years. 

These six key participants were interviewed between four and nine times over the course 

of the study, with interviews occurring at closer intervals in the last semester during 

student teaching. The length of time for each interview was between one and two hours. 

Other informants were solicited for interviews as well. These included department 

administrators, art education faculty, cooperating teachers, and faculty members who had 

since retired from the university. These data were used to triangulate findings from other 

sources.  

I attempted to build a good rapport with all of the participants in this study by 

relating to the preservice teacher informants as well as more peripheral administrative 

and faculty participants as a knowledgeable confidante. I did not occupy a formal 

position of authority in relation to the students or anyone else. This enabled me to build 

trust and to ask sometimes difficult questions about the program, individual classes, 

relations among groups and individuals in the program. I was successful in building 

positive relationships with all the preservice teachers, the faculty, and department 

administrators. I believe that these relationships were crucial in eliciting more candid 

comments about sensitive experiences and taboo topics than a more distant stance would 

have generated. It also meant that I actually enjoyed being in this research site, an 

important component for such an extended period of collecting data. With respect to the 

art education students, I believe that over time they saw me as a young-ish graduate 
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student who, having been a former art teacher, was “one of them,” and could serve as a 

sounding board or a mentor.3  

 

Data Sources and Collection 

Beginning with the pilot of this study, the duration of data collection was three 

years. Narrative in social practice was a key focus of data collection. It was helpful when 

participants provided well-structured narratives of themselves. A “well-structured 

narrative” means here, “a spoken or written text giving an account of an event/action or 

series or events/actions, chronologically connected” (Czarniawski, 2004, p. 17).  This 

was not the case most of the time though. Given the liminality of transitioning from a 

student identity to a teacher identity, it was perhaps not so surprising that preservice 

teachers’ narrativized identities were just beginning to emerge. The data gathered as 

written and oral accounts in interviews and documents were not narratives in and of 

themselves, though they appeared to provide a means for preservice art teachers to 

organize their understanding of events into more or less coherent plot lines. Most often 

documents and interviews were combined with concrete artifacts to form the discursive 

and material “bits” that participants used to weave together their stories or “emplot” their 

experiences (Czarniawski, 2004). This meant that very often participants used check lists, 

rubrics, lesson plans, oral demonstration of art techniques, Bloom’s taxonomy, and scope 

and sequence charts and similar materials from the world of art teacher education to help 

them talk about and partially narrate stories of themselves. “We are never the sole authors 

                                                 
3 Following the data collection phase of the study, participants’ email correspondence reflected their 
motivations for participating in this longitudinal study. 
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of our own narratives” (Czarniawski, 2004, p. 5).  In social practice, these narrative and 

non-narrative “bits” were materializations of larger, circulating discourses that compete 

for authority to govern the meaning of “art teacher”  (Volosinov, 1986).   

The circulation of narrative “bits” throughout the multiple sites of art teacher 

education were important in this ethnographic case study of preservice art teachers, as 

collaged narratives were, however partial and inchoate, the cultural means for mediating 

the learning process, reconstructing memories, and projecting an art teacher self (Berger, 

1997; Czarniawska, 2004). All narratives, including life histories, are cultural narratives:  

A narrative of an individual history is placed in a narrative of social history (be it 

a family or a nation) or even in a history of the narrative.  As to the first narrative 

(that of individual history), its importance is connected with the fact that in order 

to understand their own lives people put them into narrative form—and they do 

the same when they try to understand the lives of others. Thus actions acquire 

meaning by gaining a place in a narrative of life.  

(Czarniawski, 2004, p. 5) 

I was attentive to the possible narrative elements that were present in scientific theories, 

the structure of the classroom interaction, reflective journal entries, typical conversations, 

daily gathering rituals, announcements, teaching portfolios, and lesson plans written and 

enacted (Berger, 1997). As I pieced together my own final narrative representation of 

participants’ larger and smaller self-narratives, I also tried to be mindful of possible 

cultural differences in the form, sequencing, content, and function of their narratives 

(Reissman, 2008). 
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Artifacts or objects played a role in the narrativization of identities. They 

combined intertextually with larger cultural narratives and routine social practices, each 

mediating the other in discursive formations (Rose, 2001; Weber & Mitchell, 1995). 

Artifacts were a significant part of the social production of the meanings of art teacher. 

In taking seriously the possibility that a teacher’s subject matter or content specialization 

impacts the making of his or her identity, artifacts from the world of art teacher education 

were considered important objects for analysis: “Objects, traces, skills and talk are 

mutually implicated, and the ethnography of professional knowledge-production has to 

take account of them” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 134). Artifacts functioned with 

and in narratives about art teachers by helping to concretely structure everyday 

interactions within and across various sites of a university art teacher education program. 

Quite simply, artifacts make “it possible for them to understand what is going on” 

(Berger, 1997, p. 12).  

Semi-structured and open-ended interviews, participant-observation, and 

documents provided were primary methods of data collection across the multiple sites of 

the art teacher program.  Understanding how power relations structured the achievement 

of art teacher identities in social practice was accomplished through analysis of the 

stories, accounts of critical incidents,4 drawings, and field notes. Appendix D shows the 

case issues and topics addressed and the relevant data collection strategy (Stake, 1995).  

                                                 
4 Tripp (1993) explains that while unique occurrences can have a significant impact on an individual or 
group’s life trajectory, in most instances critical incidents are “not at all dramatic or obvious: they are 
mostly straightforward accounts of very commonplace events that occur in routine professional practice 
which are critical in the rather different sense that they are indicative of underlying trends, motives and 
structures. These incidents appear to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘critical’ at first sight, but are rendered critical 
through analysis” (pp. 24-25).   
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These issues and strategies remained flexible so as to stay open to unanticipated 

directions for rich, relevant data that emerged over the course of the data collection.  

 Field notes were developed from participant observation of the university art 

education courses.  Notes were jotted in an abbreviated form on my laptop computer so 

as to minimize the class disruptions from the noise of my typing and reduce participants’ 

potential anxiety about being watched and recorded. My direct participation in the field 

varied by the nature of activities and preferences of the participants in each site. I 

continued my observations in the public school art classrooms where student teaching 

practicums took place in the final semester of coursework (with school district and 

university Institutional Review Board approval).  After leaving the field, my jottings were 

elaborated into fuller notes and analytic memos. This generated tentative interpretations 

(Emerson et al., 1995). I also used a two-sided reflective journal to document my 

personal feelings and unanticipated methodological issues that developed as a result of 

the research.  Often these were related topics.  Because I as the researcher was the 

primary tool for this ethnographic study, I remained “mindful of its enabling and 

disabling potential” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 18) during each phase of inquiry. 

Following Douglas (1985), the interview protocols were designed to initially 

build trust by “indirectly encouraging self-disclosures” (p. 137) and then, on that 

foundation, I progressively probed for more personal accounts and memories of 

“potential dis-ease and conflict” (p. 138). Discussions of race, class, gender and sexuality 

did not take place openly in classroom discourse nor did early interviews illuminate how 

participants’ social positions shaped their senses of self or their understanding of art and 
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art teachers. Douglas (1985) was helpful here, suggesting some conversation should be 

delayed “until optimum trust and intimacy were established by going around them, if 

necessary. But always the point is to return to them by an indirect route” (p. 138). Always 

mindful of not overly shaping the responses, interview questions on taboo or painful 

topics should,  

Weave a circle of relevance around it, homing in on it in a downward spiral. If the 

dis-ease becomes great, pull back and circle further away, or take up another 

point, keeping it in mind to come back and try another day when intimacy and 

trust are greater. (p. 138)  

Field jottings were used as part of this process in order to keep track of how participants 

were relating to me during interviews and which topics might be suitable to pursue at a 

later date. As with field observations, jottings were recorded in a notebook or computer, 

depending on the context, and later developed into more complete notes and analytic 

memos. Appendix E outlines the conversational topics for the semi-structured interviews, 

which gradually gave way to open-ended interviews as the study progressed. Some 

earlier topics or questions were repeated at later dates.  Follow-up interviews were also 

used to clarify content or meanings of prior interviews.   

During some interviews, participants were asked to draw a picture of an art 

teacher  (Derry, 2005; Prosser, 2007; Reissman, 2008; Weber & Mitchell, 1996). During 

the drawing elicitation phase of the interviews, participants explained their drawings and 

answered questions about their images. The drawing elicited linkages to broader cultural 

narratives about art teachers and teachers in general (Robinson-Cseke, 2012; Weber & 
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Mitchell, 1995). Similar to the drawings produced during the interviews, participants’ 

artworks were provided anchors for questions meant to (a) generate explanations of the 

artwork, and (b) elicit narratives about the work in relation to their senses of self 

(subjectivity) and in terms of how the work has been received by others (positioning). 

Participants who were experienced in critically reflecting and talking about their 

thoughts, intentions, and emotions seemed to have an easier time narrating their identities 

as they emerged. Responses to traditional interview questions posed to these less 

experienced participants appeared as chunks and snippets, riddled with starts and stops, 

and sentence fragments punctuated with “I don’t know” (Reissman, 2008). Artmaking 

and talk about one’s artwork were helpful in helping some of the preservice art teachers 

to think and communicate about their process of becoming an art teacher.  

All the data sources from the multiple sites were used to triangulate my findings. 

All interviews were transcribed in full. In the spirit of collaborative research (Foley & 

Valenzuela, 2005; Lassiter, 2005), as well as to enhance the credibility of the data 

(Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002), member checks of the transcripts and the analyses 

were conducted with the key preservice art teacher participants. Their comments and 

corrections were incorporated into the final write-up of the data. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Constant comparative method guided my approach to analyzing data for this 

collective case study (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Using an abbreviated version of Bogdan 

and Biklen’s general coding scheme for data analysis (as cited in Miles & Huberman, 
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1994), I first summarized segments of data across all six cases using broad categories: 

strategies, events, activities, procedures, ways of thinking about people and objects, 

perspectives, and setting. These codes were revised and new codes were created based 

upon thematic patterns that were identified within the data during analysis. Nvivo 9 data 

management software was utilized in organizing data of various types. This tool was 

particularly advantageous in linking data from various phases of the study under shared 

codes. Thematic patterns were identified within the content (i.e., the meanings), the form 

(i.e., cultural narrative, artifact or practice at work) and the function (i.e., strategies 

employed by individual preservice art teachers) of data collected about preservice art 

teachers’ experiences across the various settings within the art teacher education program 

(van Leeuwen, 2005). Thematic patterns began to emerge that suggested participants’ 

social positions were salient influences on how they were making sense of what it meant 

to be an art teacher and negotiating their own perspective on art teacher identity. Salience 

varied, however, in relation to participants’ sociocultural consciousness (Villegas & 

Lucas, 2002) and awareness of the sociopolitical context of education (Nieto & Bode, 

2012/1992).  Thematic patterns were analyzed in terms of their connection to larger 

social and historical discourses as well.   

The process of refining codes was on-going, even while data was being collected. 

This helped to generate propositions that were later confirmed or negated through further 

data collection. Likewise, the coding process lead to further clarifying and extending 

questions for participants. This recursive approach to data collection and analysis helped 

to clarify ambiguities in the data and provided further evidence of patterns (Miles & 
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Huberman, 1994).  The codes were compared and then grouped into inductively formed 

clusters that were more general, abstract aggregates of the codes. When needed, the codes 

were partitioned into more specific, distinctive categories. In addition, I identified 

relationships that seemed to exist between themes.  

Having been considered collectively, the six cases were then compared and 

contrasted in a cross-case analysis (Yin,1994) so that the significance of the similarities 

and differences could be considered in light of the conceptual framework outlined in 

Chapter Two (Apple, 2004; Holland et al., 1998; McCarthy, 1998).  This was especially 

useful in highlighting a variety of ways preservice art teachers negotiated their emerging 

art teacher identities in the art education program and the way social positions were 

implicated in that process. 

 Noting what went unsaid in the data was a strategy used in this analysis. Silences 

were especially meaningful in this study where issues around social difference were not 

noticed, talked about, or conceptualized within the common sense of art teacher 

education. I took silences to very often be indications of ideologies and social hierarchies 

that organized the art teacher education program and life beyond the program. Charmaz 

(2005) states:  

Silence signifies absence and sometimes reflects a lack of awareness or inability 

to express thoughts and feelings. However, silence speaks to power arrangements. 

It also can mean attempts to control information, to avoid redirecting actions, and, 

at times, to impart tacit messages. (p. 527) 

It was also possible that silences were produced by the power differential between me as 
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the researcher and my participants.  Absences were avenues I pursued when collecting 

data.  For instance, when participants’ social identities did not come up in the early 

interviews, I constructed a questionnaire as a mediating tool to facilitate thought and talk 

about race, class, gender, and other aspects of participants’ identities. This piece of paper 

was very effective in opening a space for talk about difference and power in relation to 

becoming an art teacher, even as the research site continued to cover over these 

dimensions of participants’ experiences in the art teacher education program (Johnson, 

2002).  By penetrating the silences that “emerge within the play of specific modalities of 

power” (Hall, 1996) in art teacher education, some participants and I were able to “go 

‘behind’ the narration to consider what it is that structures and dissolves particular 

meanings and at what cost” (Britzman, 1994, p. 73). The later findings demonstrate the 

ways in which silences were as important as what was said in framing what one could 

know, do, and become.  

Several strategies were used to ensure trustworthiness of the study. First, 

triangulation of data from multiple informants, documentary evidence and my 

observations enhanced the reasonableness of my the claims made in the study. Second, 

field notes and documents gathered enabled me to present a “thick description” (Geertz, 

1973) of the teaching sites, the participants, and program policies and interactions. This 

will hopefully enhance the reader’s ability to find relevance to other studies and contexts.  

Third, purposive sampling of a diverse group of participants supports the potential for 

transferability of the study’s results.   
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Dependability of the results of this study was highlighted in the recursive coding 

strategies for my analysis described in the previous section. Additionally, the accuracy  

was enhanced through first and second level members checks. I conducted the first 

member checks to verify the accuracy of the transcribed interview data with participants.  

The second check was conducted during the writing phase, once findings were identified  

from the analysis of data. Comments and changes were incorporated into the final write-

up of the study. Finally, I used peer debriefing as a means to further strengthen the 

credibility of my claims. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Moving Across: The Figured Worlds of Art Teacher Education 

 

An Introduction to the Findings 

There are four chapters that describe findings from this study of art teacher 

identities. These chapters are distinct yet interdependent. With one chapter building the 

catalytic context for the next, the four chapters show how the multiple figured worlds of 

art teacher education intertwine and inform participants’ emerging art teacher identities. 

This approach draws from the idea that context is not simply the scenery or background 

for data; rather, context is a “unifying link between the analytic categories of 

macrosociological and microsociological events” (Graue & Walsh, 1998, p. 9). What this 

means for this study of becoming an art teacher is that identity-making is posited as a 

dialogic, porous relationship wherein understanding of one’s self is linked to the nested 

micro-, meso-, and macro-level processes that influence the ideological and material 

conditions of one’s becoming (Holland et al., 1998).  

A complex array of national educational discourses and policies as well as global 

economic events helped shape the context in which Brianna, Tracy, Philip, Miguel, 

Cherise, and Claudia, this study’s key participants, learned how to be teachers. Their 

individual self-understandings were conceptualized as always taking shape in dialogic 

social interaction across the larger macro-level social and political environment and 

through the cultural and material resources available at the meso-level of institutional 

organization and practices of the art teacher education program at Southwest State 
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University (SSU). In order to understand the ways in which these six preservice teachers 

negotiated their emerging art teacher identities, it was important to illuminate the key 

positions and tensions that constituted the various layers of meaning-making that were 

appropriated, inscribed and re-orchestrated on the intimate terrain of the art teacher self.  

The present chapter begins with a brief description of the significant features of 

macro-level configurations of art education in the U.S. at the time of this study. Then the 

discussion focuses more narrowly on the related meso-level structures and practices of 

the university art setting where the key participants learned what it meant to be an art 

teacher and worked to achieve recognition from others as “art teacher.” These macro- and 

meso-level figured worlds have a bearing on the situated ways in which individual 

preservice art teachers interacted with the local settings to form their professional 

identities (Bresler, 1999). Following, Chapter Five considers the local, micro-level 

classroom interaction and curricular materials of SSU’s art teacher education program. 

Later, Chapters Six and Seven describe individual participants’ experiences of 

negotiating a teacher self as they moved into and across the multilayered figured worlds 

of art teacher education.  

 

Shifting Terrains of Art Education and Teacher Education 

This chapter specifically looks at the imagined and real opportunities, constraints 

and contingencies of becoming an art teacher at SSU at this period in time. It focuses on 

three phenomena that carry great significance for how the six preservice art teachers in 

this study learned what it meant to be an art teacher and navigated the seemingly 
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immutable organizational structures and passageways of SSU’s art education program. 

First, the discussion explores the construction of art education as an overwhelmingly 

White space where people of color were small in number and may not have felt 

welcomed. As it intersected with social class, Whiteness was often masked by familiar, 

taken-for-granted art practices and operated across multiple levels of the identity-making 

process for art teachers. Second, the discussion examines the struggle within the art 

education program to reconcile a desire for greater racial diversity (and to a lesser extent 

socioeconomic diversity) with a pervasive discourse of individual talent and inner 

differences. Then third, the discussion focuses on the contradictions of “art teacher” and 

“artist” identities and the unequal relations of power between these important figurative 

identities that normalize such contradictions. This discussion opens with an overview of 

the shifting terrain of the globally connected state and national economies, education 

policymaking, and reconceptualization in the field of art education. It was likely that all 

actors in SSU’s local figured worlds of art teacher education would be impacted to some 

extent by these shifts. 

Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia learned how to be art 

teachers during the global recession that began in 2007. The recession had catastrophic 

impact on the U.S. economy, affecting housing prices and stock market values and 

prompting the federal government to bailout the nation’s large financial institutions and 

automobile companies. The ensuing growth in government deficits eventually impacted 

educational institutions as well. By the end of that decade, decreased tax revenues to the 

states resulted in dramatic reductions to local school districts’ operating budgets. Many 
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art teachers lost their jobs due to a combination of local school districts’ cost-cutting 

measures and conservative legislative efforts in many states to dismantle collective 

bargaining rights for public employees, including teachers (Boss, 2011; Woywod & 

Trafí-Prats, 2012). For all teachers, but especially preservice teachers with little teaching 

experience and professional networks, this meant dwindling opportunities for 

employment.  

During this period, an increasing sense of fear and vulnerability about the 

uncertain state of school art education pervaded much of the discourse among art 

education professionals in public schools, local art museums, and university art 

departments. In response, many art education scholars suggested a need for new 

theoretical strategies for protecting the curricular place of art education in the public 

schools (Caucus on Social Theory and Art Education, 2011) and practical strategies for 

justifying and defending the presence of art teachers and their unique expertise as art 

specialists in schools (e.g., the entire March 2012 special issue of the journal Art 

Education was devoted to the “business of art education” and “promoting the worth of 

our profession” [Ballengee-Morris, 2012, p. 1]). 

Much of the concern among art educators during this time suggested that not only 

were individual art teacher’s jobs being eliminated, but that the field itself was under 

existential threat from lack of a singular, unified vision or theory of art education 

(Hatfield, 2000). Suggesting the death or end of familiar ways of understanding and 

doing art education, many questioned what art education would need to become under 

present day postmodern social conditions where fragmentation and plurality are defining 
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features of artistic expression and art education practice (Congdon, Hicks, Bolin & 

Blandy, 2008; Wilson, 2003). Others critiqued the field of art education for its own self-

destructive tendency toward insularity and introspection without adequate regard for the 

social and political context of schooling. (Chapman, 2006 as cited in Congdon, Hicks, 

Bolin & Blandy, 2008, p. 14).  

Educational policies such as No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top, as well as 

state-level reforms, contributed the climate of fear within which preservice art teachers’ 

identities were formed. There was a widespread concern that the arts were being driven 

out of public schooling (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011) due to the emphasis on raising 

students’ standardized test scores (Mishook, 2006). This, in turn, meant less time 

(McMurrer, 2008) and fewer material and human resources were spent on content areas 

that were not tested (Common Core, 2011). This “narrowing of the curriculum” was most 

pervasive in schools serving high percentages of racial minority students (Rabkin & 

Hedberg, 2011; von Zastrow, 2004). An important consequence of standards-driven 

schooling during this period of shrinking educational budgets was that specialized art 

instruction delivered by certified art teachers was increasingly viewed as replaceable 

through integrated art instruction provided by generalist classroom teachers (Boss, 2011; 

Mishook, 2006) and outside art education entities (e.g., artists-in-schools programs, 

external for-profit art education providers, and community-based art organizations) 

(Heilig, Cole & Aguilar, 2010). In its advisory role to the White House, the President’s 

Committee on the Arts and the Humanities (2011) issued the report Reinvesting in Arts 

Education: Winning America’s Future Through Creative Schools. This report examined 
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the latest research on the perceived crisis in public school arts education, drawing a direct 

correlation between arts education, growth in creativity, and increasing U.S. 

competitiveness in the global economy.  

At the same time, preservice art teachers were entering the teaching profession in 

the midst of emerging popular and political reform discourses around teaching and 

teacher education. An example of this was when, during a public policy address, the 

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan derided traditional university teacher education for 

not preparing teachers to be effective in today’s diverse public school classrooms. In 

order to address what was increasingly being framed as the “teacher quality” problem, 

Secretary Duncan called for recruiting more people of color (in particular African 

American males) into teaching, expanding practical training for preservice teachers, and 

holding teacher education programs accountable by “reward[ing] states that publicly 

report and link student achievement data to the programs where teachers and principals 

were credentialed” (Duncan, 2009).  

 

The Figured World of Art Teacher Education at Southwest State University 

SSU was one of the state’s oldest and largest public universities. It was located in 

a urban metropolitan area where the campus footprint covers over one half square mile. 

The buildings were large, adobe-esque structures and housed a range of undergraduate 

and graduate programs in the liberal arts, sciences, nursing, business, engineering, 

education, public policy, fine arts, and other fields of study. Full- and part-time 

enrollment at SSU usually exceeded 40,000 students. Undergraduate students accounted 
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for more than 28,000 of the entire student body. In 2009, the vast majority (90%) of 

SSU’s entering freshman class came from around the state. The other 10 percent of 

students came to SSU from elsewhere in the U.S. (7%) and other nations (3%) 

(University Documents). The average age of undergraduates served by the University 

was 21 years (University Documents).  

Historically, the University had been and continued to be a predominantly White 

institution. Since the Civil Rights Movement, SSU had slowly increased its numbers of 

female and of-color students and faculty; however, the longstanding inequalities in access 

to SSU had proven difficult to change even as the state’s residents and the U.S. 

population grew increasingly racially and ethnically diverse. In 2009, SSU had 7,000 

enrolled freshmen. The majority of these entering freshmen (56%) came from households 

whose annual incomes exceed $80,000. The incoming class also included some students 

from families with incomes below $40,000. These lower income groups comprised less 

than one fifth of the freshmen class. Seven percent of freshmen families earned less than 

$20,000, an income level measuring below the federal poverty threshold (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.). Twelve percent of freshmen families’ 

annual incomes fell between $20,000 and $40,000.  Most of these newly enrolled 

undergraduate students came from families where at least one parent held a bachelor’s or 

graduate degree. Fourteen percent were first-generation-college students (University 

Documents). 

Table 2 highlights the presence of racial disparities by comparing the racial 

configuration of the state and that found in the University (see Appendix F). In 2009, 
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SSU enrollment reports showed that White students made up more than 53 percent of the 

student body, a disproportionately high figure compared to the 2010 U.S. Census 

findings, which indicated that whites comprised less than 46 percent of the state’s 

residents. Asian and Asian American students were also overrepresented among SSU’s 

student population. Not including the international students admitted, the percentage of 

Asian American students enrolled at SSU is more than 4 times greater than the state 

percentage of Asian descendent residents.  Although they comprise more than 53 percent 

of the state’s residents, Hispanics, Blacks and American Indian students were 

underrepresented on this campus. While the state’s Hispanics made up more than 37 

percent of the state’s residents, they made up less than half of that share of the 

University’s student population. Similar under-representation existed for Blacks as well. 

Though Blacks comprised almost 12 percent of the state’s population, Black students 

represented less than five percent of SSU’s student body. Numerically, American Indians 

were the smallest racial group in the state. They, too, were under-represented among the 

University’s students. The University did not recognize multi-racial students or faculty in 

its collection of enrollment and employment data, though the 2010 U.S. Census found 

that 2.7 percent of the state’s residents identified themselves as belonging to more than 

one racial category. 

Racial disparities were more exaggerated among SSU’s teaching faculty. Over 80 

percent of the teaching faculty was White. In the School of Fine Art and Design, where 

preservice art teachers completed the greatest amount of their coursework for the Art 

Education major, there was an even greater degree of racial disproportionality among 
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teaching faculty, with Whites making up almost 85 percent of the teaching faculty in the 

School of Fine Art and Design.  

Marked gender/sex differences existed in the faculty composition as well. 

Females comprised about 50 percent of the state’s residents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 

Though they were proportionately represented among SSU’s student body, females made 

up less than 38% of the teaching faculty (University Document).5 These figures, 

compared with the composition of the student body, indicate that female students and 

students of color were not likely to see themselves represented proportionately among the 

faculty who were responsible for providing them with instruction and mentoring.   

 

Institutional Inequalities and Discursive Contours of Art and Art Teacher Education  

This section discusses the particular institutional structures, organizational 

hierarchies, and sociocultural frames of reference within which art education students 

worked to reinterpret themselves as art teacher at SSU. A significant portion of the data 

was drawn from statistical reports from the University, as well as interviews with the 

Chairman of the Department of Visual Arts, Frank Sealey. Frank was a sculptor by 

training and had served on the studio art faculty for many years before taking the position 

of chairman. He was interested in hearing about my study and eagerly provided 

information he thought pertained to art teacher preparation. As the chairman of Visual 

Arts, Frank was well versed in the inner workings of the School of Fine Arts and Design 

                                                 
5 I was not able to find University calculations of student or faculty sexual identities.  
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and the politics of university admissions, particularly in light of the historical legacy of 

racism in the state.  

Another important source for understanding historical and programmatic 

dimensions of the art education program was Jonathan Moreland. Jonathan had worked 

closely with Frank and prior chairpersons for over a decade. He served the Department in 

many capacities. He was the coordinator of recruitment and admissions in the 

Department, the primary contact person for prospective undergraduate students, and an 

undergraduate academic advisor. Jonathan was knowledgeable about the processes and 

pathways into and through the Department’s various art degree programs, including art 

education. Jonathan also worked closely with the faculty in the Department of Visual 

Arts to facilitate the administrative aspects of curriculum and degree changes, the course 

scheduling for studio art, design, and art education programs, as well as the admissions 

review process. Jonathan shared information about the demographics of the art education 

program, the challenges the program had been tackling, his interactions with art 

education students, and his general impressions of the patterns in how art education 

majors entered, moved through, and sometimes left the “Art Ed” program.  

Frank and Jonathan provided insights into the historical discourses, organization, 

and disciplinary structures and politics contributing to the formation of art teacher 

identities at SSU. They both, respectively, had long histories as a studio artist and 

designer who were trained in professional art and design schools, as art and design 

professors, and as administrators of this particular production-centered visual arts 

department. Their figurative identities in the university world of art afforded Frank and 
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Jonathan unique positions as participants in and observers of the disciplinary ethos that 

art education majors probably encountered during their art teacher preparation.  

The following sections describe departmental-level demographics and the ways in 

which Frank and Jonathan understood them in terms of wider sociocultural and political 

processes specifically related to art and art education. In addition, the interviews with 

Frank and Jonathan are used to illuminate a complex cultural and political strategy 

devised to increase the prestige and autonomy of the field of art within the University. In 

melding a discourse of “difference” and a discourse of “specialness,” this strategy 

provided the means through which social diversity was constructed within the figured 

world of art teacher education.  

 

Women in Art and Art Education: “That’s Another Kind of a Diversity Issue”  

According to University statistical reports, women made up about half of the 

university undergraduate student body (see Table 3 in Appendix F). In the School of Fine 

Arts and Design, however, women made up the majority of undergraduate majors 

(65%).6 The overrepresentation of women was more noticeable in the Department of 

Visual Arts where men were less than a quarter of the undergraduate student body. There 

was even more disparity in gender representation in the art education program. Four-

fifths of the art education students identified as women (81%), out-numbering those 

identifying as men by a factor of four. This mirrors the history of feminization of 

teaching generally (Apple, 1988; Warren, 1989; Dalton, 2001; Galbraith & Grauer, 

                                                 
6 These data excluded categories for transgendered identities. 
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2004). Interestingly, the gendered dynamic differed along racial lines. Women of color 

made up 16 percent of the Art Ed program compared to White women who made up 59 

percent. Race is considered more fully in the next section.  

During an interview, Frank explained the gender pattern as part of a decade-long 

trend:  

It’s an increasing trend. . . . the percentage of males is dropping each year. . . . I 

connect that to economic stressors and expectations, that as economic times seem 

to be worsening or people are bracing for them to get worse, people retreat, I 

think, to more traditional expectations, both in terms of career and gender roles, 

and therefore gender expectations.  . . . . We’ve gone in a relatively short number 

of years from more like 50-50 to, you know [uses his hands to gesture a large gap] 

a real imbalance in what we’ve got. I mean three quarters of our program could be 

female. (Interview 2, Summer 2010) 

Continuing to reflect on the overrepresentation of women in the visual art programs, 

Frank considered the trend a rather sudden and unexpected reversal in the social and 

cultural processes that had historically characterized the field of art: 

That’s another kind of a diversity issue—who would think that your challenge is 

to recruit males into a program? But it is. And it’s across all four major areas. . . . 

I don’t know why but there has always been that gender imbalance in art history 

and art education probably also. Studio and design used to be balanced very 

differently, so there is some sort of a weird thing that is going on in terms of 

gendered kinds of realities. (Interview 2, Summer 2010) 
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Art education, like the field of teacher education in general, has traditionally comprised 

mostly females (Galbraith & Grauer, 2004). I wondered aloud with Frank about the 

possible influence of present day professional opportunities available to women in arts 

production or at least the perception of greater opportunities for women artists. From the 

standpoint of a painter, he explained the changes they were seeing in the studio art and 

design programs in relation to changes in the field of art and in the art industry: 

It’s still a male-dominated kind of market, but that has been changing a lot, 

certainly depending how far back you go. If you go back a few decades, then it’s a 

radical change to what we have now. Even the ʼ80s were still extremely male-

dominated. In terms of that, I think that identity politics has taken more of a 

position over time and [in] a lot of the critical dialogs. That almost forces a 

different gender discussion. And identity politics has been one of the front issues 

in those dialogs since the ʼ90s. So probably we do have that contributing, I think, 

to the idea that there is a—you can add the numbers—but the perception certainly 

is that you have a lot of women succeeding out there in terms of the art market 

and it’s not just that sprinkling that historically you might kind of notice.  So there 

is a very real possibility that that has an impact. It becomes less of a kind 

of…leisurely thing, like “yes, that’s a wonderful kind of ‘endeavor’ to have” or 

that it doesn’t have this dollars-and-cents, career, hard edges around that people 

might associate with it. But it does have something, maybe opportunity to some 

degree, has an influence on those numbers a little bit. (Interview 2, Summer 2010) 
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Frank linked the upswing in the number of women majoring in studio art and design to 

historical discourses about art as leisure with little predictable economic reward 

(Chapman, 1978). This discourse constructs the art major as fluff, a frivolous (feminine) 

“endeavor” rather than a serious (masculine) career that will produce income. Art is 

viewed as a symbol of wealth rather than upward class mobility (Bersson, 1986). This 

produces a seemingly gender-neutral figurative artist identity that maps onto oppositional 

identities of “hard edge” men artists and “soft” women artists. As a “leisurely thing” that 

is not likely to produce anything of economic value, art is rendered feminine and is 

associated with socially acceptable activities of (affluent and middle-class White) women 

in society (Bersson, 1986; Dalton, 2001). However, as Frank pointed out, historically 

(White) males have found greater opportunities for “dollars-and-cents” success. Such 

success is connected to a legacy of patriarchy where (White) males have gained more 

public recognition and notoriety as professional artists, filled most of the historical 

narratives and museum collections of art, enjoyed greater access to formal art training, 

and have been the defining stereotype of the museum curator, gallery owner, art dealer, 

art collector, and art critic (Blaikie, Schӧnau & Steers, 2003; Garber, 1990; Nochlin, 

1971; Wayne, 1973). Frank’s sense was that art was still a male-dominated field, though 

the women’s movements and feminist discourses in art had opened some space for more 

female artists and designers to achieve success without actually disrupting the way 

success was defined in the larger figured world of the visual arts.   
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Race, Class, and the Diversity Challenge 

 As with gender, there were disparities in the racial composition of the Department 

of Visual Arts and the art education program. Table 4 illuminates the racial/ethnic make-

up of the art education majors in relation to student population across the Department of 

Visual Arts, the School of Fine Arts and Design, and the broader University (see 

Appendix F). Compared to the disproportionately low enrollment of Hispanic and Black 

undergraduate students at SSU vis-à-vis the state’s population at large, these groups 

comprised a slightly higher proportion of students in the art education program and in the 

Department of Visual Arts. The percentage of White undergraduates majoring in art 

education was also higher than their percentage in the overall university undergraduate 

population by about 15 percent. There was a sharp decline in the percentage of Asian 

students. Asian descended students were overrepresented at the university level, making 

up 17.9 percent of all undergraduates, but this was not the case in the Department of 

Visual Arts where they comprised 8.7 percent and in art education where they comprised 

2.7 percent.  

In contrast to the recent influx of women to the Department of Visual Arts, Frank 

said there had not been much change in the already low numbers of students of color. In 

our first meeting he explained how “the art program is a class driven major” with lower 

social class families generally not promoting the arts, especially in art and art history: 

We have really low enrollment of lower class students in our department. . . . The 

problem is that art is often removed or is seen to be removed from the life of 

regular folks and people of modest means. Art education however has a different 
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opportunity to resonate with lower class families. Still we have really low 

numbers in Art Ed despite this incentive. (Fieldnotes, Summer 2010)7 

In our second meeting, Frank talked more about the difficulty the Department faced in 

attracting diverse groups of students into its programs. He offered a class-based 

explanation for racial disparities in art in general and specifically in this art department. 

He was more specific this time, noting:  

Our struggle is with our numbers for African Americans. “Growth is normal for 

Hispanics. A lot is in play to get African American students into our programs.” 

You would think this would be different in the Art Ed program due to economic 

stressors. You know, parents asking their kids who want to do art, “Where are 

you going to get a job?” Chicano numbers suffer a lot because of economic 

stressors, too. There are also historical associations that work against SSU, and 

the University’s general admissions practices lower our numbers. (Field notes, 

Summer 2010) 

The problem of diversity was defined in terms of attracting Black students, a 

group whose “growth” or presence in the Department of Visual Arts was lower than in 

the University at large. “Growth was normal for Hispanics,” by which Frank seemed to 

mean there was proportionality between the Hispanic enrollments at the University level 

and the Departmental level. He did not, however, mention the underrepresentation of 

Asian students in the Department and, to an even greater extent, in the art education 

                                                 
7 Italics are used when data from field notes are reported. Paraphrasing was used in rendering the discourse, 
interactions, and events in the field of activity through field notes. Exact statements or quotes are indicated 
with quotation marks.  
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program. This may have been because at the institutional level, concerns about diversity 

and representation were understood in reference to state demographics as well as the 

state’s historical politics of identity. Indeed, this seemed to be the case in SSU’s 

Department of Visual Arts where the proportion of undergraduate students identified as 

Asian or Asian-descended was higher than the percentage of Asian-identified residents in 

the state’s overall (see Table 2). Asian and Asian-descended students were never 

referenced when informants talked about “students of color” or “struggle” for greater 

diversity. Though they were physically present, Asian and Asian-descended students 

constituted an invisible racial minority group in the diversity discourse (Lee, 2009; 

Museus & Kiang, 2009).  

I asked Frank again what he thought about the low numbers of students of color 

majoring in art education.  He offered this explication: 

The arts altogether are being marginalized. They have been pushed off to the side. 

I think it's all connected in a way that impacts who applies to art programs and 

why. Historically, if you think about the arts as this almost domain of the well-to-

do, more or less art in some way denotes or is connected to the idea of class. I 

think there is still a residual to that [idea]. No matter what the economic times, 

people from certain upper-middle and upper class strata are always going to [go 

to] art schools. If that’s an interest, that’s your love, you pursue your interest, your 

love.  Often times they have, in one way or another, a series of opportunities, 

either through the school they attended or through some other kind of support 

systems that make that possible and viable. And that doesn’t always translate 
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when you get into middle class, lower-middle class, or people that are even 

struggling below that in terms of their income. (Frank Interview 2, Summer 2010) 

Frank suggested that these classed dynamics in accessing art that compounds over time 

and impacts one’s inclination and ability to study art at the university level.  

I would say that probably the economic pressures started actually longer than a 

year ago, even though the big housing bubble and the economic crisis nationally 

or globally hit a year ago, actually those economic stressors in certain 

communities have been ongoing.  So it really has been much more of a chronic 

issue that has been more and more exacerbating from the 80s on because so much 

of economic infrastructure of these communities was damaged during the times 

that jobs were, certain types of jobs were eliminated. Much of our manufacturing 

production infrastructure was sent overseas [and] that impacted those 

communities disproportionately. So it’s kind of ongoing, but I would say that our 

numbers have probably improved a little bit, believe it or not, as bad as they are 

[chuckle]. And that’s only because we have been trying to kind of have more 

outreach. (Frank Interview 2, Summer 2010) 

From Frank’s point of view, family income levels for “certain communities” had roots in 

long-term economic restructuring in U.S. and globally that preceded the current recession 

precipitated by the housing bubble. Under these circumstances, he surmised that for 

parents whose children wanted to study art instead of engineering or business, becoming 

an art teacher would be an appealing compromise.  

Frank also discussed the organizational structures in the University that he felt 
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contributed to the continuing absence of Hispanic and Black students from art and art 

education. Going back to the 1950s, an era of de jure racial segregation and legal battles 

preceding the well-known case of Brown v Board of Education of Topeka (1954), Frank 

talked about SSU’s admissions policies and practices as the key mechanisms that 

prevented many Black and Hispanic students from gaining admission to the Department 

of Visual Arts and produced a self-perpetuating cultural narrative that SSU was closed to 

all but a select few Black and Hispanic students.  

The Department was a White-dominated art space in terms of its faculty, 

reflecting a wider trend in U.S. art teacher preparation programs (Zimmerman, 1997) and 

colleges of education (Sleeter, 2001). In 2010, the Department had less than 19 percent 

faculty of color (see Figure 2 in Appendix F). This overwhelmingly White art faculty 

probably provided the most immediate role models for art students and preservice art 

teachers (Zimmerman, 1997). Through their teaching and scholarly and creative work, 

they would likely have a significant influence on the how students came to learn about 

and identify with the disciplines of art and what it means to be an art teacher. The low 

percentage of faculty of color suggests that the institutional racism of the past may have 

been deeply embedded in the hiring and tenuring practices of this particular Department 

as well as in the general system of higher education that governs how art and art 

education scholars (who, often by default, serve as teacher educators) are recruited and 

granted terminal degrees in the U.S (Smith, Turner, Osei-Kofi & Richards, 2004).  

Frank explained these systemic inequalities, stating that “SSU has not been 

desegregated for very long.” Citing specific historic instances of overt discrimination and 
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exclusion of Black and Hispanic faculty and students, he surmised, “These [racial] 

divisions don’t just go away” (Interview 1, Summer 2010). Despite the University’s 

incremental movements toward racial integration over fifty-five years, including recent 

faculty diversity initiatives and race-conscious admissions policies, according to Frank, 

there still had not been significant change in the Department’s overwhelmingly White 

student body and sluggish recruitment of students of color. Frank suggested that there 

were other more elusive qualities about the Department that made this an uninviting place 

for non-White students (Feagin, Vera & Imani, 1996).  

I think a lot of it is the impressions people have about applying here, . . . the 

intangibles. We didn’t get a big boost because I don’t think there were a lot of 

students in that diversity pool that were steering themselves toward the arts. 

(Frank Interview 2, Summer 2010)  

Frank felt that art was positioned differently than many of the other disciplines and that 

the University’s standard admissions practices for evaluating applicants made it very 

difficult for the Department to “attract the best students and diversity” (Frank Interview 

2, Summer 2010): 

For us to really move forward, we have to get a couple of more pieces in place 

with central admissions that allow us to recruit in a different way than we’ve been 

able to recruit thus far. We need to be able to recruit people from their portfolios 

often times, when they may or may not meet certain other criteria that the central 

admissions has. In the art departments you’re dealing often times with all the 

other broader social, economic pressures that come about, but you also have—art 
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students generally, very often will excel in their artmaking and not so much in 

some of the other subjects. That’s not always the case, but that’s a very common 

kind of a case. So if we are going to recruit at J. Baker Arts High School [an 

integrated public arts magnet school with an almost equal distribution among 

White, Black, and Hispanic students, with Asians making up less than 5 percent], 

a lot of times [students with the] strongest portfolios don’t get into SSU. They’d 

be great for our program. They'd succeed wonderfully in the art department, but 

they don’t meet these metrics, particularly the predicted GPA and other kind of 

systems that they use in central admissions. So there are certain things that are in 

place or established that kind of compound the difficulty of recruiting, particularly 

with African American and Hispanic students.  

Instituting the art portfolio requirement was a first step in redirecting the admissions 

process that was otherwise turning away promising artists. Frank hoped that the second 

step of this strategy would be adopting the athletic program’s practice of providing 

academic interventions such as tutoring and remediating courses to support those art 

students who fell short of the University’s centralized admissions criteria.  

The art portfolio was a disciplinary tool that the Department used to circumvent 

the SSU’s limiting definition of admissibility and its “metrics” for measuring and 

comparing students. As an alternative evaluation process for assessing, comparing, and 

differentiating “people with special skills for a special discipline,” the art portfolio review 

converged with the University’s interest in a rigorous admissions process consistent with 

its public image as a top-tier institution.  
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Frank described the status-enhancing narrative embedded in the art portfolio: 

“We’re admitting people with special skills for a special discipline in ways that don’t 

necessarily conform to the broader university admissions profile.” At the same time, the 

underlying dichotomies of this familiar “arts are special” discourse made its use a 

potentially problematic strategy for the Department. Describing art as a “special” 

discipline reifies the actual existence of other, presumably more normal and inclusive 

disciplines. It draws on powerful binaries such as academics/arts, thought/action, 

mind/body, cognition/emotion, and rational/non-rational that construct art as something 

split off from the world of scholarly intellect. It is a “doublet” (Popkewitz, 1998) that 

makes art into a distinct, albeit equally valid, disciplinary knowledge while 

simultaneously normalizing the perception that art is rare, out of the ordinary, fringe, and 

separate (Dissanayake, 1988). It is a discourse that reinforces the perception that art is 

potentially nonessential because of its extra-ordinary nature. In making itself “special,” 

the discipline of art becomes more easily dismissed from discussions of public education 

in universities and K-12 schooling. The “specialness” discourse also bears a strong 

resemblance to beliefs about individual giftedness, talent and mysteriously innate artistic 

impulses (Clark & Zimmerman, 1987; Wayne, 1973). These beliefs imply that not 

everyone can or should be good at art. Without meaning to, the Department of Visual 

Arts’ admissions strategy seemed to reinforce the view that arts are superfluous rather 

than basic to education (Chapman, 1982). The historical, socioeconomic and political 

structures that limit access to artmaking materials (Lorde, 1984) and curtail equal K-12 

curriculum opportunities (Blaikie et al., 2003; Cary, 1998) for visual and artistic 
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development among all groups are obscured by the focus on the specialness of studio art 

discipline and identifying uniquely “talented students” with “special skills.” The doublet 

is echoed and reinforced in the common terms “specials” and “electives” that K-12 

schools have traditionally used to circumscribe art and other non-academic subjects 

(Hamblen, 1999; Krug & Cohen-Evron, 2000). Elementary art teachers are even referred 

to as “specialists” as a way to distinguish them from the “classroom teachers.”  

 The art portfolio also became a disciplinary tool for “doing diversity” by weaving 

together the discourse of specialness with a discourse of difference. For example, Frank 

talked about the ways the portfolio admissions practice made the Department of Visual 

Arts more accessible by facilitating the targeted recruitment of more racially and 

ethnically diverse art students.  

[The portfolio] allows us to recruit more broadly. It allows us to go into certain 

areas, not only in the specific kind of art [magnet school] programs that we can 

target pretty readily but even—we want to go into Las Palmas [a small town near 

the U.S.-Mexico border] or go into the areas that—really do more aggressive 

recruiting. We have a tool to do it rather than going out and kind of identifying 

students, often times they are very talented students, and getting them kind of in 

the queue and then they get shot down.  

Frank subtly signaled that he was doing diversity when he employed abstract, power-

neutral language (Marx, 2006) to talk about difference. He used terminology such as 

“recruit more broadly” and “go into certain areas,” and then linked these evasive 

descriptions of social spaces to specific place names. In a state where historically rooted 
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racial and ethnic segregation was visibly mirrored in residential housing patterns and 

school attendance zones, the mere mention of a specific locale, such as Las Palmas, was 

an effective stand-in for racial markers, socioeconomic status, language, and citizenship.  

There was an overriding commitment to using the art portfolio as an identity 

artifact for identifying, recruiting and legitimating “special” art students who would be 

poorly regarded in the University’s system of central admissions. At the same time, this 

artifact was important tool for creating and maintaining the Department’s self-image as a 

colorblind space. As an example, Frank did not directly say that the Department is 

affirmatively seeking to increase its numbers of Black and Hispanic students (the two 

groups that Frank identified as a challenge). Instead, he told of the art portfolio review as 

a neutral, objective practice that transcended the social differences that had hindered the 

Department’s ability to recognize individual students’ specialness. What this meant was 

that social difference or society’s unequal treatment of different groups was reframed as 

equal but different individuals. Through this liberal framework for “doing diversity,” 

dismantling historical and political systems of White racial domination and White 

privilege became irrelevant (Dalton, 2001; Leonardo, 2004) to the Department’s task of 

seeking out and developing different unique individuals’ special artistic talents. As Frank 

said, the art portfolio was a tool for “more aggressive recruiting” of the “very talented” 

(i.e., “special”) individual students from “certain” (i.e., “different”) social and geographic 

areas.  

The practice of reviewing art portfolios may have broadened the range of interests 

and personal traits represented among the student body, and it may even have helped to 
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create more prestige and status for the Department of Visual Arts within the University 

(Holland et al., 1998). What had not changed, however, was the inequitable 

representation of Black, Hispanic or Asian students, the low percentage of male students, 

and the mostly White male teaching faculty (many of whom served as judges in the art 

portfolio reviewers). In terms of diversifying the pool of prospective art teachers, Frank 

noted simply that the art education program had suffered the same “collateral damage of 

standardized tests and other metrics for admission” (Frank Interview 1, Summer 2010). 

The specialness and difference discourses undergirding the art portfolio practice had not 

been effective in transforming this figured world into a more racially and ethnically 

inclusive space of art teacher production. To the contrary, the universalizing myth of the 

purely subjective individual artist self (Bersson, 1986) reproduced through the 

specialness discourse covered over historical patterns and mechanisms of White racial 

domination (Leonardo, 2004) operating just below the surface of University policies and 

the broader structure of U.S. society. The market-based system that encourages the 

promotion of an artist’s individuality, newness and originality and further normalizes an 

ideology of individual aesthetics and artistic creativity (Bersson, 1986). Consequently, 

there did not appear to be any awareness of alternatives to the art portfolio strategy that 

might redress systems of White racial privilege and domination embedded in the 

organization of the Department, its policies, and everyday art practices.  
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Neither Fish nor Fowl 

The art education program was organized to meet the state’s need for “high 

quality” teachers to teach kindergarten through twelfth grade students in the state’s public 

schools. The externally constructed state standards for teacher certification regulated the 

kinds of knowledge and skills preservice art teachers were required to have prior to 

applying for initial state teacher licensure. State requirements also governed the 

geographic and curricular boundaries for becoming an art teacher. This section describes 

the challenges of building a community of art teachers and cultivating positive 

identification with the profession of teaching within a figured world of art that was 

heavily constrained by the policies and politics of outside state and professional agencies. 

Like most art teacher preparation programs in the U.S., SSU’s art education major 

was housed in the Department of Visual Arts within the School of Fine Arts and Design 

(Zimmerman, 1997). Typically, the Department of Visual Arts’ enrollment exceeded 400 

students. Art education majors were the smallest sub-group within the Department, 

representing less than 10% of its undergraduate enrollment (University Documents). The 

School of Education was home to a much larger community of future teachers. It boasted 

an enrollment of over 1,000 undergraduate education majors preparing to be math 

educators, elementary teachers, social studies specialists, and the like (University 

Document). There were no programs and no faculty in the School of Education who 

studied or taught about art as a school subject or art teacher education.  

The undergraduate major in art education was designed as a bachelor’s of fine arts 

degree (BFA) in art education for students who wanted to teach in the public schools. 
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This was in accordance to state-issued mandates. This meant that in practice the 

curriculum heavily emphasized the development of studio art production techniques and 

knowledge of various media and artmaking processes (see Figure 3 in Appendix G). This 

art teacher education curriculum was supplemented with a few additional course 

requirements related to individual differences in human development and learning. The 

required course of study for this four-year BFA degree program included core 

undergraduate studies in history, mathematics, English composition and the sciences 

(25%); a course on individual differences in human development and learning (5%); 

performing arts (5%); art history (9%); the largest number of courses in studio art (30%); 

as well as various courses specific to art education and student teaching (26%). There 

were no courses in the art education program that were specifically designed to assist 

preservice art teachers in acquiring knowledge for teaching and learning in the context of 

social and cultural diversity.   

 

Dysplacement of the Art Teacher 

  There were tensions associated with locating a teacher education program within 

the figured world of art. Jonathan Moreland, in his capacity as an administrator, worked 

closely with the chairman, Frank Sealey, and he regularly interacted with the art faculty 

and art students. In an interview, Jonathan explained the significance of the regulatory 

system through which the art education program maintained its accreditation. The 

external, independent accrediting body Because art teacher education was operated out of 

the School of Fine Arts and Design, it was fell under the jurisdiction of the same 
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independent accrediting body that oversaw the education and training of visual artists and 

performing artists. The art education program was also subject to state-run agencies. 

These agencies controlled the standards and assessments for preservice teacher 

evaluation, initial teacher certification, and state licensing of teachers, as well as an added 

level of program accreditation that held teacher education programs in the state 

accountable for producing competent public school teachers.  

 Jonathan described the intricacies of the how the art education program was 

situated within and constrained by this regulatory context: 

The bachelors of fine arts in Art Ed is really neither fish nor fowl, according to 

NASCAD. That’s the National Association of Schools of Art and Design. They’re 

an accrediting body for our department. Technically Art Ed doesn’t meet the 

standard for either BA [bachelor of arts degree] or BFA [bachelor of fine arts 

degree] in terms of how NASCAD accredits. NASCAD has loop holes and 

clauses that let you justify structures of degree plans and the curriculum that 

satisfy those degree plans when they don’t fit neatly in to the BFA or the BA 

model. And that’s exactly what the Art Ed plan is. It’s neither fish nor fowl. . . . 

And there always has to be a written statement from the assistant chair justifying 

why the courses are structured the way they are and why the content is, what it is, 

and it was somehow beholden to the core curriculum requirements for [State 

Board for Higher Education] but also the School of Education and the courses that 

need to be covered in terms of content for a certification process greatly hampers 
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our ability to make this a true BFA, but it’s got more than what a BFA would 

require. (Jonathan Interivew, Summer 2010) 

The BFA in art education met the state’s standards for teacher certification by delivering 

most of the content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987) for 

beginning art teachers through studio art foundations, upper level studio art, art history, 

and art education courses. 65 percent of the course hours earned toward the degree was 

accomplished through study with visual arts faculty, and less than 5 percent of the course 

hours earned toward the degree were accomplished through study with the College of 

Education faculty.  

The Department of Visual Arts faculty—including studio art, art history, and art 

education faculty members—were responsible for providing the vast majority of 

instruction in how to teach art. From their interaction with these influential figures in the 

world of visual arts, preservice art teachers’ made and remade their teacher identities 

using the cultural resources (discourses, ideas, artifacts, and methods) that circumscribed 

the figured world of visual arts. Beyond the individual art education courses, at the 

broader level of the Department of Visual Arts and the School of Fine Arts and Design, it 

seemed issues related to art teacher education and K-12 art education were not given as 

much attention or import as were issues related to artmaking, performance, or historical 

inquiry in the arts. Without much public value placed on the teaching of art, there was a 

sense that art teacher preparation was dysplaced from SSU’s gravitational center, that is 

the College of Education where educational policy, theory, and practice was vigorously 



124 
 

and openly engaged. This dysplacement appeared to have consequences for the art 

education program and consequently the identity formation of preservice art teachers.  

Dysplacement refers to when communities experience a real, geographic 

displacement or imagined symbolic displacement. Dysplacement is an embodied 

experience of being out of place that can produce alienating and sometimes disorienting 

effects (Jackson, 2011). Such an experience does not rely on a physical relocation of 

bodies that is implied in the term displacement. Characterizing becoming an art teacher in 

this context as dysplacement is not to diminish the efforts and efficacy of the art 

education faculty who shepherded preservice art teachers through the Art Ed program. To 

the contrary I found the art education faculty to be deeply committed art education 

scholars and teacher educators who conducted art educational research, welcomed 

dialogue about their pedagogic practices, and participated in professional service with 

public school teachers and art education leaders. It is important, however, to our 

understanding of the production of art teachers to consider the effects that dyslocation 

had on the available meanings of “art teacher” within the art education program. 

Dyslocation was symptomatic of the Art Ed program, its faculty, and its students’ being 

physically and culturally detached from the central site on campus where other preservice 

teachers and education faculty interacted around a shared interest in developing public 

school teachers and where teacher education was taken seriously as both a professional 

and scholarly field of study and practice. Neither fish nor fowl, art education was 
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simultaneously positioned on the margins of SSU’s art world and removed almost 

entirely from SSU’s world of education.8  

This disciplinary dysplacement of art education was reflected and reinforced 

physically by the geographic distance between the buildings that house the School of 

Fine Arts and the School of Education on SSU’s campus. Education faculty who prepared 

teachers of other school subjects, such as elementary education, mathematics, literacy and 

language arts, science, and social studies, were employed and organized by the School of 

Education, enabling possible programmatic collaboration, collegial interactions, and the 

cultivation of a community unified by its interest in and commitment to the educational 

theory and practice. The art education program rarely operated with or in this multi-

disciplinary education context.  

This meant that the art education program and its faculty were embedded within 

an art world that centered professional performers, designers, and makers of art objects. 

For students going through the art education program, “artist” was the normative identity 

and a powerful model from which to fashion oneself. Language and images about 

teaching art and art teacher education did not figure prominently in the School of Fine 

Arts and Design’s newsletters, website, public posters and flyers for prestigious 

opportunities (e.g., award announcements, calls for art exhibition submissions, study 

abroad program posters), alumni communications, and on its walls. These artifacts 

directly celebrated and indirectly supported the formation of the artist as a particular kind 

                                                 
8 Following graduation from the Art Ed program, one participant commented that he and his cohort of 
preservice art teachers had not learned much about education. From the context of the conversation, his 
point was that he felt there was a great deal of knowledge about education, teaching, and schooling in 
general to which he had not been exposed during his preservice preparation. 
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of person, one that would create work to be consumed publically, pursue gallery sale and 

museum exhibitions, gain notoriety from elite art critics, accrue a record of travel to 

distant places. There was a professional tenor to this assemblage of artist identity artifacts 

and practices. It suggested that members of this art community held to a specific vision of 

art and trajectory of an artist identity.  

The allocation of physical space also made it difficult to recognize the actual 

presence of an art teacher education program. On the School’s website and on the interior 

and exterior walls of its buildings, there were few outward signs of art teacher education. 

While there were an array of colorful fliers and announcements posted for guest artists 

and art critics, study abroad opportunities in studio art, art exhibitions and calls for art 

submissions, there were almost no posted information about K-12 teaching opportunities, 

pedagogic innovations, national or state educational news and controversies, or 

interesting art education events. On the very rare occasions when these fliers and 

announcements did appear publically, they usually were not displayed in prominent 

locations in the building, in multi-program listservs, or on the webpage. When praising 

faculty creative achievements, such as an external exhibitions, art prizes, and publication 

of an art historical book, there was almost never people affiliated with the art education 

program included. This is in spite of the fact that the art education faculty regularly 

published scholarship, exhibited their artwork, and had developed national reputations for 

their work in the field of art education. Undergraduate alumni were also active 

throughout the state.  
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In one instance, a sophomore art education major earned an important fellowship 

for teachers. Her accomplishment was not mentioned in the widely circulated online 

newsletter. The art education program, and by extension its members, was very much an 

invisible and forgotten group. In a sense, the exclusion of important artifacts of “art 

teacher” identity and refusal of wider recognition in the School of Fine Arts and Design 

meant art education students were denied full citizenship within the art community at 

SSU. These material and symbolic omissions contributed to the dysplacement of art 

teacher education, perhaps making it difficult to attract and keep art education students in 

the art education program.  

In a visceral way, the visual art building itself recruited students into a dissonant 

relationship to art and art teaching. It taught them how to think about and represent 

themselves as artists, and the shared cultivation of the artist identity was central to 

legitimating their participation in the discipline of art. The interview with Jonathan 

confirmed my reading of the space. As we talked in his office, a rather large, sleekly 

furnished room located in a long administrative corridor that divided the art education 

wing of the visual art building from the artist studios and labs where the painting, 

sculpture, metals, printmaking, ceramics, photography, and textiles classes were taught. 

Three of the five classrooms on the long hallway were designated for art education. 

Jonathan gestured toward the office window that looked out onto the Art Ed wing and 

commented on the significance of the physical separation between spaces set aside for art 

education and those for studio art:  

Because they’re up here and studio art students are up there or down there, like 
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they are totally, in a way, isolated on this floor except for when they are in studio 

classes. . . . It is fortress-like, too, because you go down little small hallways to 

actually get to the classrooms, and even though they are connected, they are not 

joined at all. (Jonathan Moreland Interview, Summer 2010)   

Physical space imposed a separation of art education activities and studio art activities 

that may have influenced how the studio art faculty perceived art education majors and 

their proper place within this figured world of art.  

There had been a recent incident among the art faculty where the prospective art 

teachers’ credentials, abilities, and identities as artists were put into question and their 

right to resources, public recognition, and symbolic capital as artists were challenged. 

Jonathan described how, when space for the Senior Exhibition became scarce, the faculty 

felt they needed to limit participation through a more selective process.  

Well, the question that came up was, “Well, just let BFA studio majors be eligible 

for the Senior Show.” But then everybody was like, “Well, no. . . . We still have 

some very talented students who are in the BA [studio art] program, and are doing 

good work, but, they’re not BFA majors, so we want them included.” . . . . 

[When] they didn’t include Art Ed, and it was quiet a brouhaha. So the second 

time I said, “Well, wait a minute. Why don’t we just call it a Senior Art 

Exhibition, and anyone who is a senior graduating and is in art curriculum is 

eligible, regardless of their major because they would have gone through this 

whole sequence of courses to get to the point where they were taking upper level 

courses to produce at such a level that would make it possible for them to show 
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good work.  Just let the cream rise to the top, regardless of the major.”  And so 

they said, “Okay. That’s true because we do have some students in Art Ed who 

are producing good, strong work.”  And I said, “Well, technically, they also do 

more hours in artwork than the BA major does.”  And that was news to the studio 

faculty. I said, “They take 39 hours of art. The BA only has 30. So why shouldn’t 

they get to exhibit?"  So they said, “You’re right. Let’s do it.” So they did it. It 

seemed to work fine. 

The Senior Art Exhibition was a highpoint of the art student experience and an important 

identity-affirming ritual in the world of studio art. The reluctance to accept art education 

majors as members of this artist community exemplified the contestation over the 

distribution of material resources and symbolic capital and the unequal power relations 

between the “art teacher” identity and the more privileged “artist” identity (Chapman, 

1982). There seemed to be a widely accepted binary that one was either a teacher or an 

artist. While the art education program and the state standards prescribed extensive studio 

art knowledge, the assumption being that an art teacher would need to be good at making 

art, being good at making art was not the same as being an “artist.”  

This either/or binary seemed to be reflected in the conscious or unconscious 

resistance among the studio art faculty to engaging in educational discourses around 

teaching. Jonathan described how, for example, the practices of art education, including 

educational discourses of “pedagogy” and “methodology,” were foreign to many studio 

artists’ traditional ways of talking and thinking about one’s individual self as the focal 

point for creative growth and authentic artist identity: 
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When we were talking about teacher certification there is content mastery, but 

you are also talking about “pedagogy” and “methodology,” which aren’t two 

phrases that are used a lot in studio art production [chuckles], for better or worse. . 

. . [I]n studio art, where it’s about the development of the individual voice and not 

necessarily paying attention to audience—although that is crucial—they’re just 

not getting that. (Interview, Summer 2010)  

There is a strong legacy of this modernist discourse of “individual voice” in studio art. In 

this tradition of art, expectations that an artist be able to explain his or her art practice, 

intent, or “methodology” would likely seem constrictive, simplistic, and unimportant for 

the work of real artists.9  

Frank, the chairman of the department and a professional artist, also felt many of 

his colleagues in studio art resented the idea of being explicit about their teaching 

identities or decision-making as teachers:   

Studio faculty, very often they are resistant to methodologies, teaching 

methodologies, even when they employ them. They don’t want to feel they are 

conforming to or obliged to or committed to a specific methodology. It’s a 

mindset. It’s a very strange thing. So the idea that somehow understanding (which 

would really be beneficial) how you set up lessons, what are your learning 

objectives, what are your-- how do you get from A to B in a certain deal, if more 

                                                 
9 There are notable exceptions to this general rejection of “pedagogy” and “methodology” in some studio 
art practices. These often take contemporary forms and are referred to as activist, community- or site-based, 
collaborative, ethnographic, and performance art (Carpenter, 2010; Desai, 2002; Felshin, 1995; Garoian, 
1999).   
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of that information were kind of embraced in a formal way, it would be helpful. 

But there's a big gap [laughter].   

It is possible that a reluctance to talk about one’s practice or acknowledge one’s own role 

as a teacher of art may have made it difficult for some studio faculty to support the 

identity formation of preservice art teachers. For example, Frank talked about the 

demeaning and essentializing narratives and images that studio art faculty often used that 

reflected a deficit orientation toward art teachers: 

I would say [becoming an art teacher] is just generally terribly misunderstood. . . . 

You have kind of this characterization that's been formed, in terms of, “Well 

that’s a nice fall back. You know they're really people that wanted to be artists, 

but then they had some sort of pragmatic pinch that just kind of pulled them back. 

They just didn't quite take the leap.” And that characterization is a negative 

characterization in the sense that it implies that people who are in art education 

did not choose to be in art education, but that this is some sort of a default 

acknowledging an inability to move forward in some other field. So that 

[characterization], being something that historically has been there, always has 

worked to the detriment of a clear understanding between these two disciplines 

[art and teaching] that are so closely related in some ways. The other is a 

misunderstanding, in my opinion, of the value of art projects and art materials that 

are used primarily in K through 8 . . . . [T]here are people that feel that “well 

yeah, you get glue and you get cotton balls and you make clouds in the sky. And 

then you do macaroni [said in a demeaning tone].” They have these weird 
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characterizations of what people do in the classroom [chuckles].  And part of what 

I think adds to that is just the way that people compartmentalize themselves into a 

discipline and then kind of reinforce walls around it that in some ways are 

introspective, that are meant to define the group but simultaneously, while you do 

that, you define those that are outside of your group and often times negative and 

inaccurate kinds of ways and it's rampant. (Interview 2, Summer 2010) 

Frank’s comments illuminated the contestation over the meaning of “artist” and “art 

teacher.” The “fallback” language was used to characterize art teachers as people not to 

be taken seriously as real artists (Chapman, 1982). This was consistent with Jonathan’s 

earlier observation of the strangeness with which “pedagogy” and “methodology” were 

regarded within the common studio art practice of developing an individual voice where 

the inner self is apart from the outer world of others.  

 Frank’s critical reading of the dismissive representations of teaching as a 

“fallback” suggested that the introspective aspects of developing an individual artist 

voice also reified imagined disciplinary boundaries between artists and art teachers. 

Situated in a university (and a larger society) that marginalized the arts and education, the 

overlapping figured worlds of studio art and art teacher education seemed to support the 

creation of an us/them dynamic in which the “artist” identity was pitted against the “art 

teacher” identity. A generally low regard for teaching and the subordinated status of art 

teachers may have helped to sustain some of the mystique and specialness of studio art, 

which served the Department’s interest in asserting its authority against the reductive 

“metrics” used for university admissions. Unfortunately, the artist identity supported by 
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the dominant discourses of individual voice and teaching as a fallback negated the 

potential identity-enhancing value of teaching, where one’s artistic practice might benefit 

from the development of one’s teaching practice. Instead, teaching was more likely to be 

viewed as a distraction from one’s development as an artist (Harwood, 2007). 

 Like the studio art faculty, it appeared that the hierarchical relationship between 

artists and art teachers influenced how preservice art teachers’ negotiated their emergent 

identities. For example, Jonathan noted the use of the “fallback” discourse in his 

interactions with art education students. 

I have heard over the years from various sources that there are [studio art] faculty, 

if they encounter an Art Ed student who is making incredibly good work and is 

making incredibly good progress, that they do recruit them into the studio art 

program, . . . and that happened just this past advising cycle in April. There was a 

student who wanted to leave [the art education program]. They said, “But I’m 

getting the best encouragement. I can do this. They [studio art instructors] are 

telling me I can have this career. I don’t need to fall back on teaching.” 

(Interview, Summer 2010) 

Studio artists were clearly the most privileged group in the figured world of art teacher 

education. Artmaking was the most highly valued activity in the art education program, 

filling almost a third of the art education major coursework. Still, in order to achieve the 

kind of recognition that the studio art majors enjoyed, Frank suggested that the art 

education majors would have to prove themselves as artists first and then they would be 

able to demand equal power and respect from the studio art faculty: “The better the 
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students, the more the faculty will have to acknowledge, ‘Well these are people with 

some skills. They can do things.’” (Interview 2, Summer 2010). There was a sense that if 

the prospective art teachers were simply more like “real” artists, then the divisions that 

reproduce the lower status and negative depictions of teachers would no longer exist. The 

drive to maintain the Department’s prestige in relation to external university politics 

framed this deficit perspective on art education students and the implicit assumption that 

art education majors were to blame for the low status of art teachers because they were, 

in fact, less competent artists than studio art majors. 

The push to think like an artist and act like an artist was evident in others ways. 

Studio art programs are commonly organized around media with titles like Drawing, 

Painting, Printmaking, and Ceramics, as opposed to a thematic or conceptual organization 

that crossed and commingled all media. This traditional media-centered curriculum was 

replicated throughout various sites in the figured worlds of art and art education. The 

same media-centered organizational structure could be found in the way artmaking 

practices and “artist” identities were commonly defined and enacted in universities, art 

schools, high school classrooms, Advanced Placement studio art courses, K-12 art 

textbooks, and even the state’s teacher certification standards. Without institutional 

change in how art was imagined and structured, it was difficult to see how an individual 

art education major would be able to transform the disrespect and devaluation of art 

teachers and teaching.    
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Art Teacher Attrition: An Amorphous Problem 

Over the last several years, the art education program’s enrollment had decline 

and these declines were seen by the Department administrators and art education faculty 

as a significant contraction. Instead of the expected 80 or so students (which was based 

on the highest recorded enrollments from 1995 and 2005), there had been only 40-50 

enrolled each year after a steady five-year decline of almost 50% (Program documents). 

Yet, according to the enrollment data collected over the past two decades, the average 

enrollment in Art Ed was 57 students. The recent drop in total enrollment was actually a 

decline of only about 20%. There was a shared perception, though, of a sudden and sharp 

reduction in the number of art education students.  

 

Identity in the Midst of a Crisis 

A crisis narrative emerged that spoke urgently of the need to address the losses 

the art education program was experiencing. “For the undergraduate numbers to be as 

low as they are, there’s a disconnect somewhere,” Frank argued. His solution was that  

in addition to Jonathan being kind of the first contact [for prospective art 

education majors],  I also want [to list] on our webpage somebody from the Art 

Ed program as first contact.  So basically, whoever is thinking of applying can 

understand. . . there is a faculty name that they can contact and that allows for 

kind of, not an interview per se, but some sort of a personal discussion or contact 

with someone. (Interview, Summer 2010) 
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Jonathan saw the disconnect Frank identified in the program as an “amorphous problem” 

of liminality, a state of being caught in-between art and education. According to 

Jonathan, students’ understandings of the art education major and what it meant to 

become an art teacher were inseparable from the predicament of art education being 

situated between figured worlds:   

It is somehow existing in a realm that’s not clearly understood by a lot of people. 

And even all the paperwork and promotion and speaking that we do, all the 

programs that I do, and people that I speak to doesn’t seem to clarify it. 

(Interview, Summer 2010) 

Jonathan recalled an encounter with an indecisive student in his role as a student advisor:  

We have had Art Ed students who have left and gone to studio art, and have come 

back. There is always a little bit of students just reacting to the moment, and 

going, “Ach!” and then they kind of come back down. So it’s weird. We had a 

student who was an Art Ed major. He went over to studio art. He wanted a BFA, 

and then he thought “I am going to back to Art Ed,” and we said, “Okay, well 

fine, but now is the time to make the decision. You need to make this decision 

because you need to be starting the Art Ed courses this fall if you are going to do 

this. The sequence is demanding a response from you because you are going to 

delay yourself about a year if you don’t start the Art Ed sequence this fall.” And 

he was really just torn in half muddling it over. And I said, “Why are you doing 

the BFA?” He said, “Well, I really want a real art degree.” And I said, “Well, 

okay, but then why are you torn? Why do you still have this calling for Art Ed?” 
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and he said, “Well, I’ve always felt like I wanted to do that, that I’ve wanted to 

work with children in an art setting.” And I said, “Well,” again we had the 

conversation, “are you intellectually interested in the cognitive process of 

learning?  Do you love the process of methodology and pedagogy?  Do you enjoy 

watching and observing and participating?” And he said, “Oh, yeah. I love it.”  I 

said, “Then why aren’t you going to do it?” “Well, it’s not the art degree.” And I 

am like, “Okay, get the BFA in studio art, but do your Art Ed courses. I mean 

start your sequence and commit to it. I don’t understand the tussle.”  He’s like, 

“Well, that’s more time away from developing my art.” I said, “Oh, well the 

process of becoming a teacher is, in and of itself, an art process. You have to learn 

yourself, how to do this, and to train yourself and to develop skill sets. It’s like the 

same thing with art. It’s like, it’s just applied differently in a different space.” And 

he was like, “I know that, but I wanted to spend more time doing this; I’ll just get 

certified to teach later.” And I said, “Okay, wait a minute. You just said to me 

you’re going to finish up your BFA degree, and you are going to be here for two 

more years if you wait to do it that way.” So it’s also a bit of naiveté on their part 

and refusal to believe that the system is not there to support them in the way in 

which they want to do it. (Jonathan Interview, Summer 2010) 

Students were positioned as individuals who frequently dissolved into identity crises. The 

crisis narrative was echoed in discussions about the Department’s standing relative to 

other teacher preparation programs in the state. Frank explained the contradictory 
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situational elements that made the students’ presumed identity crisis so confounding for 

the Department’s art teacher preparation program.  

It’s a viable field despite the way that states and municipalities continued to try to 

marginalize the arts.  I feel that the field is not going away and it's not going to go 

down…I just can’t see the arts, really no matter how bad the economic times, 

dropping of the map.  At some point, they’ve got to become more robust . . . . you 

don’t have the fire power in terms of the lobbying effort but you do have a lot of 

advocacy that’s very strong, very dedicated around the arts in [our state] and other 

states.  So I think that it’s a field that can accommodate people [where they] can 

really pursue a lot of their goals in the arts and in teaching the arts and being 

employed. . . . People that are successful in teaching feel very gratified about. It 

should be a growing field and we should be really major participants in it. I think 

that the numbers right now keep us much lower than we should be. We have been 

for years trying to find what our place was in the state.   

Trying to find its place in the state, the Department was engaged in its own identity crisis. 

Here the crisis narrative was associated with competition among the state’s art teacher 

preparation programs and the Department’s self-image as a high ranking, premier 

institution. High rank and reputation was equated with higher enrollments, not 

necessarily cutting-edge art education theory and practice.      

The “amorphous problem” of constructing strong identifications with and 

commitments to becoming an art teacher was talked about in a manner that tended to 

obscure the potential institutional barriers to creating a viable art teacher community that 
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could support positive identity development among art education majors. These possible 

barriers included the rigid organization of the degree plan, inequitable recognition and 

advocacy for teaching in the arts, and physical and symbolic University structures that 

unintentionally isolate and marginalize art education. Instead explanations for the 

problem were formulated in terms of students’ confusion, indecision, and naiveté.  

A new discourse of “abandonment” started to circulate within the administrative 

levels of the Department as an explanatory tool for the apparent art teacher crisis: 

Well, it’s frustrating, and I know that they are frustrated. I know the students are, 

I mean, this is the first time I’ve actually heard the students talk about how they 

felt like the program was dying on the vine because so many people were leaving 

it, like they had started [the class] Intro to Art Ed with them, or they had start 

studio art foundations with them, knowing that they were going to do Art Ed, and 

then they leave. And some students felt like they were being abandoned. That’s 

the first time I’ve actually heard them saying stuff like that, during April advising. 

I was a little stunned. It was like, “Oh . . . [downward intonation expressing 

concern]” because normally it’s just like, “Oh, so and so is going to go do this 

instead [upward intonation].”  Now, [what the students are saying] is actually 

more reflective. (Jonathan interview, Summer 2010)   

This new way of talking and thinking about crisis was still linked to students’ feelings. It 

was unclear at that point in time if and how the abandonment discourse would be shaped 

and mobilized.  



140 
 

One response the Department was considering was bringing the art education 

majors together earlier in the program. The course sequence posed a barrier for nurturing 

strong art teacher identities because students were required to spend their first year 

immersed in studio art courses. Efforts were underway to create a space where preservice 

art teachers would at least meet with each other as a cohort of future art teachers.  

 

The Art Portfolio Review 

There did not seem to be an awareness of how their central strategy for 

empowering the Department of Visual Arts—the art portfolio review—may have 

contributed to the shrinking art education enrollments at the same time it enabled them to 

bring in students with special talents. To gain admission to the Department of Visual 

Arts, all applicants, including prospective art education majors, had to produce and 

submit an art portfolio. The admissions section of the Department website outlined the 

significant aspects of the portfolio process for prospective applicants. The Department 

asked that applicants produce an art portfolio that contained about 20 digital images of 

original artwork and submit the portfolio electronically through an online service. This 

meant that applicants needed to digitally document their artworks and access a computer 

with Internet service to upload their application materials. The portfolios were judged by 

the faculty on the grounds of creativity, novelty, conceptual development, variety of 

materials and imagery, craftsmanship, compositional aspects of each artwork, as well as 

the degree to which the artwork corresponded with the Department’s specialized studio 

production areas. For art education applicants, these studio production areas were 
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painting, sculpture, printmaking, and digital art. In addition to the production-oriented 

portfolio reviews, the admissions committee expected to see a record of students’ 

participation in high school Advanced Placement courses and high achievement scores on 

Advanced Placement studio art examinations. The portfolio communicated an 

expectation that applicants have a pre-formed artist identity. This meant that by the age of 

18 years old, the typical freshman age at SSU, already would have practiced artmaking 

for a significant period of time.  

The rhetoric used in the online admissions instructions afforded special 

consideration and sympathetic encouragement to prospective applicants who may not 

have had access to formal art education or art resources such as art teachers and mentors, 

community-based art facilities, or artmaking materials. Still, the prevailing expectation 

was that the most promising students would have documentation of prior engagement in 

the making of art as it was understood through the lens of specialized media used by 

professional studio artists and access to equipment for submitting a digital online 

portfolio of artwork. The art portfolio review process reflected and reproduced the 

commonly held essentialist belief that the art teacher self was created out of a pre-

existing, core artist identity. These smooth linear assumptions about a core artist identity 

foreclosed other potential educational pathways that could enable the co-emergence of an 

artist identity and art teacher identity.  

One example of how the program’s portfolio review process hindered recruitment 

and retention of prospective art teachers was the way it privileged middle-class 

experiences. The professionalized discourse of “portfolio review” would be most 
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commonly used and understood by middle-class professionals. It stands to reason that the 

financial resources available for obtaining artmaking materials would be more abundant 

in middle-class and affluent families than they are in lower income families. Moreover, 

children who attend schools serving predominantly middle and upper-class families often 

perform higher on achievement tests in art than those in school populated by children 

from lower income families (Keiper et al., 2009).  In terms of racial and class disparity, 

White children generally enjoy greater exposure to arts education than do Blacks and 

Hispanics (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011). These inequities are exacerbated by the systemic 

inequalities in the distribution of art teachers in the state’s schools.  

By privileging White, professional- or middle-class experiences, the Department’s 

portfolio review process may have deterred or excluded potential applicants who, despite 

not having these kinds of opportunities for studying art, sustained an interest in teaching 

art. For instance, many K-12 public schools in the state, particularly in rural areas, had 

limited offerings of art instruction after the elementary years. State graduation 

requirements also restricted the number of fine arts electives students could take and still 

graduate with a “college-ready” academic transcript that would make them eligible to 

matriculate to post-secondary educational programs. In schools predominantly serving 

low income students and students of color, there was less access to certified or “highly 

qualified” art teachers (State documents). Through its emphasis on an early, even 

adolescent, understanding of and dedication to artmaking, the portfolio review process 

also may have discouraged prospective art teachers who held multiple or interdisciplinary 

interests that are important for cultivating a commitment to teaching art in an increasingly 
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racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse society (Campana, 2011). The Department’s 

narrowly constructed pathway into teaching from a pre-formed artist self—as it was 

produced through high school art classes and Advanced Placement evaluation criteria 

(Graham, 2009)—into an art teacher self may have closed off other avenues for recruiting 

and retaining art education majors.  

 

The Lure of Employment 

On the School of Fine Art and Design website, the art teacher education program 

framed the process of becoming an art teacher as a call to meet job market’s “growing 

need” for teachers in schools as well as communities. Though communities was included 

in the way the program was described on the website, there was a clear orientation toward 

preparing art teachers for public schools and rarely any mention of alternate sites for art 

teaching and learning. As a state-run university, SSU’s art teacher education program 

seemed to be compelled by the economic interests and educational mandates of the state 

to provide a steady supply of licensable teachers to work in the state’s public schools. 

This talk of schools’ “growing need” for art teachers implicitly suggested that teaching 

jobs are awaiting students who completed the art teacher education program. At the same 

time, this enticement to paid work opportunities omitted other reasons for becoming an 

art teacher that might be more persuasive to students of art.   

There was a strong functionalist undercurrent (Zeichner & Gore, 1990) that 

flowed throughout many, though not all, components of the program’s formal curriculum, 

beginning with defining art teachers in terms of fulfilling the job market’s “growing 
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need.” A strong tradition in teacher socialization, functionalism is a view most concerned 

with providing explanatory and predictive models of “how it really is” in schools 

(Zeichner & Gore, 1990). Art teacher education, from this perspective, is a deterministic 

process of transitioning and transforming a presumably passive preservice art teacher into 

the preexisting figured world of schools.  

The functionalist focus on the status quo and continuity framed many of the 

program’s curricular goals and course objectives. The course assignments and activities 

were frequently and, over time, increasingly aimed at meeting state teacher licensure 

requirements, helping prospective teachers adjust to the norms of schooling and teaching, 

and preparing teacher candidates to perform well at job fairs and during interviews with 

principals. Content aimed at broadening preservice art teachers’ perspectives on and 

experiences in art education was generally taught early on in the art teacher preparation 

program’s foundations of art education course and in one other course taught in isolation 

from the program’s principal focus on artmaking. The final year of the art education 

program was nearly exclusively focused on crafting a professional teaching portfolio that 

would make the teacher candidates competitive on the public school teacher job market. 

The art education courses will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, however, 

the point highlighted here is that the art education program was organized in a way that 

promoted preservice art teachers’ assimilation into the pre-scripted role of school art 

teacher. 
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Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, the overlapping figured worlds of art teacher education were 

situated in a time of curricular changes in how art is understood in the context of schools. 

Art teacher education was also situated in a period that was and continues to be defined 

by great economic uncertainty, as well as historic, seemingly immutable racial and class 

inequalities. Like the University at large, relatively few students and faculty of color were 

included in the Department of Visual Arts. The construction of art as a “special” 

discipline and artists as “special” individuals converged with White privilege in ways that 

inadvertently preserved low enrollments of students of color, silence about social 

differences, and passive forms of institutional racism. The art and art education programs 

were also sites of unequal status and contentious power between the dominant “artist” 

identity and the marginalized “art teacher” identity. The disparate treatment and 

disparaging characterizations of art teachers were reinforced by a system of admissions 

practices and organizational structures that regulated how one entered and moved through 

the art education program. As the next chapter delves more deeply into the daily activities 

and social dynamics of art teacher education at SSU, it is important to understand the 

more localized aspects of learning to teach art in relation to the discourses and practices 

found within the broader context developed in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Moving Through: Life in an Art Education Program 

 

This chapter describes the art education courses in which I observed and 

participated in curricular activities. The focus here is on the interactions between 

instructors and students around significant objects, ideas and practices that mediated art 

teacher learning at SSU. The descriptions set the context and frame of reference for how 

preservice art teachers came to know themselves and other significant actors in this local 

figured world of art teacher education. These descriptions also help to illuminate the 

ways in which significant identity artifacts held various meanings and were used in 

activities and action around becoming an art teacher (Holland et al., 1998).  

The university classroom spaces were influential contexts of meaning that 

preservice art teachers navigated over the course of their two to three years of study in 

order to become art teachers. Throughout the course of this study, I participated in day-

to-day classroom life with students in the Art Ed program. In conversation with art 

education professors, art education students, and cooperating teachers; the course 

documents and assignments; as well as program materials found online, I was able to 

identify various conceptualizations of art teachers, teaching, and art education. First, art 

teacher activities and identity-enhancing artifacts were devalued by a disciplinary context 

where work and creativity generated by artists and art historians held the greatest 

currency. This was compounded by the general expectation that preservice art teachers 

would move through pre-determined experiences so as to later fit into a pre-scripted 
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school culture. Second, preservice art teachers had to navigate a multivocal curriculum 

terrain with no clear overarching framework to help them make sense of disparate and 

often contradictory perspectives on art and art education. Finally, I argue that the absence 

of critical social and cultural reflection and analysis of art and teaching unintentionally 

catered to and aided in the reproduction of a dominant “white imaginary” (Leonardo, 

2004) that limited all students’ opportunities for learning to teach effectively and 

equitably in the context of diversity.   

 

The Art Ed Program 

The Department’s website was the most public face of the art teacher preparation 

program. The website articulated the Department’s goals and provided an overview of the 

curricular requirements and procedures for art education majors. There were no direct 

mission or vision statements for the program that clarify the program’s philosophical 

position or theoretical framework for art education and teaching. This public presentation 

of the program elided any explicit orientation or stance toward the highly contested field 

of art education and purposes for art education in the context of public schooling 

(Carpenter & Tavin, 2010; Congdon et al., 2008; Hatfield, 2000). The information that 

was presented had a common sense (Apple, 2004; Gramsci, 1971) quality, as though each 

claim was simply a statement of what ought to be obvious to all. It promoted a generic, 

apolitical vision of art, as if to say art is everywhere and is for everyone. This art-for-all 

philosophy appealed to the idea of art as a universal phenomenon since all people in all 

societies have their own special forms of expression (Dissanayake, 1988). There was a 
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curious absence of social perspectives in spite of the language about societies (Bersson, 

1986; Freedman, 1989, 2000; McFee & Degge, 1977; Neperud, 1995; Stuhr, 2003). This 

may have been another example of the discursive maneuver discussed in the previous 

chapter where social or relational difference was reframed as “equal but different” forms 

of individuality. 

The program advanced the dominant position in the field of art education that 

models comprehensive K-12 art instruction on the expert examples from art history, 

aesthetics, and studio art (University Documents). These guiding statements about art 

education aligned with discipline-based art education movement (DBAE). In practice, 

this DBAE approach produced compartmentalized teacher learning (Hamblen, 1987), 

where aesthetic inquiry and criticism were taught as in a course separate from studio 

artmaking and art history. Studio art and art history were studied under the auspices of 

the studio art faculty and the art history faculty rather than integrated into art education 

content. Additionally, pedagogical content knowledge concerning art education 

curriculum design, teaching methods, and classroom management were dis-integrated 

into separate courses. The compartmentalization of teacher knowledge is common in 

education yet problematic in several ways. It gives an impression that there is a natural 

division between art content and art pedagogy and that the acquisition of 

decontextualized knowledge is most meaningful in learning to teach (Britzman, 2003; 

Krug & Cohen-Evron, 2000). To cover these discrete areas, the degree plan for the art 

education major was organized as a highly regimented series of courses that culminated 

with a final semester of student-teaching in elementary and secondary public schools.  
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Semester 1 of Art Ed: “Introduction to Art Education” 

I met the new cohort of prospective art teachers in fall 2008 in Dr. Clive 

Sedgwick’s course Introduction to Art Education. This course met twice a week, as most 

“Art Ed” courses did, for about an hour and a half. As I entered the classroom on the first 

day of class, I found a place to sit where I might be able to see everyone. This was not too 

difficult as many students had not arrived yet and most seats were still empty. The 

classroom was arranged in a seminar style with about 10 large rectangular tables placed 

together in the center of the room in a 2x5 arrangement, creating an enormous dining 

room table effect. The placement of the table in the middle of the room, which was not 

much bigger than the expanse of table, meant that students and professor were positioned 

along the perimeter of the seminar room, facing inward. We all sat with a backdrop of 

tall, off-white cinder-block walls. These walls were always left clear of anything in 

accordance with a Department policy. Studio art classes and design classes needed this 

white-box room where the blank walls could be used to post work during formal 

critiques. This policy left the room rather dull and uninspiring for this first day of class.  

Dr. Sedgwick sat alone at the “head” of the table with his various stacks of papers 

carefully set in front of him. He was generally soft-spoken, and as students entered the 

room, he asked each one to complete a questionnaire that he handed to them. As the 

minute-hand on the clock ticked toward 11 o’clock am when class would begin, the hard 

plastic chairs filled with mostly young women. They appeared to be in their late teens to 

early twenties. I noticed there were two Black women and two men, one Latino and the 
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other White, in this class. These four individuals stood out because males are less 

common in preservice teacher education, and Black students are rare to find in both 

teacher education and in the Department of Visual Arts at SSU. Later, during interviews 

with these four students, I learned that my preliminary estimation of the racial make-up 

of the class had incorrectly ascribed racial identities to two bi-racial students.  

This course was the first Art Ed course for the students, most of whom were in 

their sophomore year of undergraduate studies. Because this cohort was meeting for the 

first time in Dr. Sedgwick’s Introduction to Art Education course, most of them had 

never met before. There were only a few who seemed to know each other, and they 

carried on conversation quietly as everyone filled out their questionnaires. Over the 

course of the semester, despite the large, inward facing physical set-up of students, there 

was very little conversation among the students. There were only a few opportunities to 

work together in class or talk with each other in small groups, situations where they 

might get to know more about each other. Generally the assignments were completed 

individually, and conversations and comments in class were prompted by and usually 

directed toward answering Dr. Sedgwick’s questions about the readings. Dr. Sedgwick 

seemed to make an effort to encourage more conversation in the large group, but only a 

few students, usually the non-traditional students who had returned to college in their 

mid-twenties, regularly spoke up. Others drew in their sketchbooks, took notes on class 

handouts, texted on cellular phones tucked low between their legs, and typed on their 

laptop computers.  
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 The Introduction to Art Education course was seen as the foundations course for 

art education majors. It was designed to cover a wide range of content-specific topics, 

beginning with historical perspectives on art education and moving into contemporary 

issues in curriculum theory and practice in art education. Readings, lectures, and 

activities portrayed art education as an open field comprised of widely differing 

viewpoints. There was a subtle emphasis on postmodernist ideas about art curriculum 

design, broadly inclusive definitions of “art,” societal purposes for art education, and 

advocacy for art education. Though two readings were included in the course reader that 

described teaching as both a form of community service and community empowerment, 

the course did not emphasize the political and sociocultural underpinnings of these 

perspectives. Instead, teaching for social change was situated as one among numerous 

other possibilities for how an art teacher might think about teaching. Assignments 

included introspective autobiographical writing, developing a personal rationale for art 

education, and constructing a framework for one’s future as an art educator.  

 With no common preservice learning experiences around K-12 learners, schools 

or education policy, these preservice art teachers brought with them a knowledge base 

generated out of their observations of and interactions around art from their own K-12 

histories in schools (Britzman, 2003; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Lortie, 1975). Major 

assignments for this introductory course encouraged students to draw from these prior K-

12 art experiences, as well as recent freshman year experiences in the studio art 

foundations courses. During the second week of the course, for example, students 

produced a narrative autobiography about their path to art and becoming an art teacher. In 
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class, Dr. Sedgwick asked if students would share their stories about an important person 

in their lives that had an influence on their decision to become a teacher. There were 

various reasons students gave. Here I paraphrase some ways that students made sense of 

their decision to become an art teacher: 

 While I was taking a general studies course at the local community college, I 

began to see myself differently as an artist; I became passionate about wanting to 

continue in education. I’m glad I did this paper; it really helped me deepen my 

personal understanding. 

 

 I decided to become an art teacher because I had a really bad art teacher in high 

school. I didn’t really like her because I began to see how she didn’t care about 

her teaching. Usually other students would come to me for help with their art 

work. 

 

 My parents were teachers. They actually discouraged me from becoming a 

teacher. 

 

 I had a teacher who was really knowledgeable about art and encouraged a lot of 

research into artists. She was really supportive. 

 

 I was inspired by a high school teacher who praised me a lot. She really believed 

in me. (Field notes, September 2008) 
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Following this, Dr. Sedgwick responded positively, noting that students’ personal stories 

showed that both positive and negative experiences from the past can have a strong 

influence on us. He encouraged self-reflection by asking them to continue to “take time 

to think about how we got to where we are” (Field notes, September 2008). 

 Though the assignments took various forms—autobiographical reflections, 

writing philosophical statements about art education, designing units of art instruction, 

in-depth investigation of a work of art, and making art—they all tended to center the 

teacher self as the source of curriculum or the point of departure for curriculum writing 

by catering to teachers’ personal experiences, preferences, beliefs, and art interests. This 

produced an idiosyncratic interpretive lens for teaching art that implicitly encouraged 

preservice teachers to generalize from their own experiences and understandings. 

Knowledge of K-12 students, schooling, and the context of schools were rarely 

considered in the reflective writing and curriculum writing.  

 For instance, Dr. Sedgwick urged students to consider alternatives to the 

pervasive media-driven art curriculum where skills with art materials and techniques 

were the main objectives for art instruction. This traditional approach he argued was out 

of date and overlooked the crucial point that “media are but a tool for exploring more 

important issues in the world.” In his introduction to the curriculum unit project, Dr. 

Sedgwick said to the class, “the next project asks you to think about what in art you 

would want to teach.” He introduced students to ten possible foci around which a 

curriculum could be structured. The approaches represented widely differing 

philosophical traditions and political interests within the field of art education. After 
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exploring the benefits and challenges of each one in small groups of three, student’s 

seemed to be agnostic about the options. Although he was never explicit about it, Dr. 

Sedgwick signaled his preference that students develop art curriculum units thematically 

through the case studies and stances illustrated in the course readings. Over the course of 

the semester, he also made more declarations such as: 

Art is about meaning. What is the artist trying to convey? What meanings are we 

getting from the art?” [. . . Formal elements are] a language that enables you to 

think about art . . . a step toward something. . . .If that is the ends rather than the 

means toward something, art becomes trivialized. (Field notes, October 2008)   

These kinds of statements positioned Dr. Sedgwick within a postmodernist paradigm in 

art education that was generally critical of the reduction of art education to mastery of 

techniques with art media and formalist interpretations of art objects and artmaking.   

In the end, only a few of the culminating curriculum units focused on media. None of the 

projects proposed the typical formal elements and principles as a curriculum framework. 

The students seemed to be rejecting formalism altogether as the most common focus for 

instruction in public art classrooms and some postsecondary art settings as well. Most 

students constructed curricula that dealt centrally with themes and ideas. Placing themes 

and ideas at the center of a curriculum unit was a significant departure from the media-

driven structure of the Department’s studio art courses (e.g., courses called Beginning 

Drawing, Intermediate Drawing, Advanced Drawing; Beginning Sculpture, Intermediate 

Sculpture, Advanced Sculpture; Beginning Fibers, Intermediate Fibers, and so on). This 

departure from media-driven curriculum structures represented an attempt by many 
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students to move beyond routine ways of thinking about and doing art. Their unit titles 

showed they were rethinking what it means to teach art:  

 Metal and Wire Sculpture 

 Ceramics 

 Photography 

 Multi-sensory Art 

 Museum & Gallery Showings 

 Comics, Manga and Animation 

 Astronomy and Art: Imagining Time and Space  

 Exploring Identity 

 Finding Identity 

 People and Places 

 Art and Social/World Issues 

 The Art of Dance: Sensory Experience of Bodily Movement  

Their approaches include media-focused curricula, interdisciplinary curricula, issue-

based curricula, and some new hybridized forms. 

 As students presented these projects in class during the final weeks of the 

semester, they explained their inspirations for their curriculum decisions. In almost every 

instance, themes or issues for study were selected based on the preservice teachers’ 

personal interests, preferences, and assumptions about what students of a particular age or 

in a particular sociocultural setting might find interesting seemed to be generalizations 

made based on their own personal experiences. While Dr. Sedgwick challenged students 
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to move away from outmoded forms of art education theory and practice toward more 

socially relevant curricula, at one point saying “it is hard to know if a lesson or concept is 

meaningful if you don’t really know the learner,” (Field notes, October 2008), the course 

employed a self- or teacher-centered approach to thinking about teaching. This approach 

paralleled common artist-centered narratives about artmaking as self-expressive, 

personal, and individual. In this idiom, curriculum making, like artmaking, was a creative 

practice for exploring and finding one’s teacher identity or teacher self. There was a 

(seemingly) natural link between curricular autonomy enjoyed by art teachers and the 

creative freedoms often espoused in studio artmaking.  

 My relationship with Claudia, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, Tracy and Brianna began 

early during this first Introduction to Art Education course. It was in this context that I 

began to explore how they negotiated their emergent art teacher identities through their 

interactions with others in the social settings of Art Ed class and in their field placements 

as student-teachers. This local figured world of Art Ed was made up of different 

overlapping sites where old and new ideas, material artifacts, and practices were adopted, 

altered and rejected in the making of an art teacher self. I observed and participated in 

many, though not all, of the Art Ed courses where these six preservice teachers 

encountered such cultural tools with which to co-construct an art teacher identity (see 

Appendix B for a list of these courses in which I participated and those in which I did not 

participate). In addition to the introductory course, Philip, Claudia, Tracy and Brianna 

were taking “Art Teaching Methods” with Dr. Ted Potter. Considered “behind” in the Art 

Ed sequence, these four students had to enroll in two art education courses during their 
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first semester in order to graduate “on time,” in four years. Miguel and Cherise were not 

in the same situation, and so they were only taking the introductory course with Dr. 

Sedgwick this first semester of the Art Ed sequence. While I participated in various 

settings where art teacher preparation took place, I was not privy to the ways art teacher 

education was practiced in some of the other courses that students took and later 

described in interviews. These interviews with Claudia, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, Tracy, 

and Brianna illuminated some of the ways they understood themselves in relation to 

critical incidents and more mundane occurrences in and across these settings.  

 

Semester 2 of Art Ed: “Art Education in the Public Schools” &  

“Art Criticism and Conversation” 

 In spring 2009, the second semester of Art Ed coursework, I rejoined the same 

cohort with Claudia, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, Tracy, and Brianna for their first field-

based art education course called “Art Education in the Public Schools.” I attended the 

class, which met once a week for three hours on campus. Students were expected to 

spend additional time each week observing real public school art classrooms, first at the 

middle school level, then at the high school level and finally at the elementary level. The 

purpose of the course was to give preservice art teachers early experiences in actual 

school art classrooms. They operated in these classrooms as outside observers, not as 

participants. Though schools were the chosen setting for students’ observations, Dr. 

Bremer emphasized that “we should realize that art learning does not end at the school 
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door, but also takes place in informal settings such as the home and community where 

one can find ‘third-site’ learning” (Course documents, Spring 2009). 

On the class meeting that immediately followed the first day of field observations 

in the schools, students trickled into the classroom slowly even though Dr. Bremer started 

class promptly at 2:00pm. The large assemblage of six rectangular tables seated everyone 

close together, almost shoulder to shoulder. It was a fairly intimate arrangement that 

suggested this class would be conducted through dialogue. Dr. Bremer, sitting at the short 

end of the table, initiated a discussion by asking about students’ experiences from the 

week before. Tanya, a White woman in her mid-twenties who had befriended Philip 

during the previous semester, spoke first, saying she was struck by the high visibility and 

presence of security officers at the school where she observed. She described her 

encounter with school security as “intense.”  Her voice seemed to indicate a concern 

about security, as though it were a highly irregular feature. She recounted her experience 

of approaching the school where she was to observe for the first time:  

Tanya:  There was a security guard there, and I had to be buzzed in at the 

front door. Then I walked all the way from the front door to the 

office. I signed in and the office lady wanted to see my ID. I was 

asked by everyone I saw, “Who are you?  Why are you here?”  

Dr. Bremer:  It might have been something about where the school is.  

Tanya:  Well, it’s not in a good neighborhood. (Field notes, January 2009) 

While the male students and females of color remained quiet, several White female 

students seemed convinced that the school was for the city’s “at-risk” students.  They 
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suggested that seeing the security officers on campus was not unreasonable because the 

location was “not a good neighborhood” and there were “at-risk kids” present. Tanya 

added more details of her school observation that seemed relevant to the discussion. She 

stated, The school is girls-only, which does make it a unique place (Field notes, January 

2009). This recognition of gender did not seem to dislodge the belief that “at-risk kids” 

and their schools needed policing. It merely suggested that there might be a gendered 

aspect to how the preservice art teachers were thinking about criminality and the “at-risk 

kids” (Ferguson, 2000). After a student noted that there were none of these security 

interventions in place at Milton Middle School, someone speculated that it was because 

Milton “is in a really nice neighborhood.” No one posed critical or reflective questions 

about the implied raced and classed meanings of “at-risk,” a “nice neighborhood,” and 

“not a nice neighborhood” nor the assumed natural correlation of school security and “at-

risk kids.” 

 Dr. Bremer looked down and appeared to read off of the paper in front of him. 

Changing the topic, he asked students, “What did you observe about the art classroom 

environment.” Philip described the surprisingly low number of students in the classes he 

observed: “Eight students in one class, 10 in the other. They had computers, a lot of 

storage, a kiln—a lot of stuff, just not a lot of students.” Philip was assigned to Palomar 

Middle School for his observations, a school that, according to Dr. Bremer, had been 

divided up not long ago with the opening of another middle school. Philip responded to 

Dr. Bremer’s comment by adding, “The school was about 80 percent Hispanic.” The 

conversation moved on without addressing the Philip’s observation about racial or ethnic 
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make-up of the students. Seizing on the issue of storage in the art classroom, a student 

seated across from Philip noted that the classroom she observed was quite messy. Dr. 

Bremer asked, “What kind of teaching was done by the environment?” The woman 

thought for a minute about her initial evaluation of messiness, and added that the art 

classroom appeared messy in contrast to the stark school building with empty walls. 

(Field notes, January 2009) 

Students periodically brought up issues regarding the context of teaching art and 

sociocultural factors that influenced classroom life. Whenever their observations 

pertained to the politics of schools and schooling, diverse school populations, the 

character of neighborhoods and communities, disparities in funding and quality of art 

instruction, and student social and cultural identities (gender, race, and language), the fact 

that they had made such an observation was generally acknowledged but the potentially 

messy questions raised by the observation were left unanswered, as if to say “that’s just 

the way it is.” In contrast to their “Introduction to Art Education” course where K-12 

students and schools were minimized in the practice of art teacher education, here the 

interactions between students, teachers, school organization, and social context were the 

object of study. Students may have concluded that such topics were irrelevant to the 

course and to their future roles as art teachers because, over the course of the semester, 

their comments about social, cultural, and political dimensions of teaching art 

diminished.  

Students’ comments and willingness to engage with each other and Dr. Bremer 

declined rapidly as well. On most days, students arrived to class, sat down, listened, 
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texted on their phones, doodled in a notebook, logged onto social media sites on the 

Internet, or some combination of these as Dr. Bremer talked, often sharing stories from 

his teaching days thirty years ago. He would hand back graded work from the week 

before and sometimes address common writing mistakes he found in students’ work.  

Class meeting times were also filled with watching films and videos. The Getty 

Center for Education in the Arts’ teacher professional development films produced in the 

1990s were shown frequently. These depicted exemplary Discipline-Based Art Education 

practices with classroom footage of real art teachers teaching art history, aesthetics and 

art criticism with K-12 students. On one occasion, the class watched portions of the film 

Art:21 Art in the Twenty-first Century. This documentary-style PBS production focused 

on contemporary, avant-garde artists and conceptual connections between various 

artworks across a range of media and contemporary art practices. Though Dr. Bremer 

asked students for their thoughts following each film they watched in class, they were 

generally unresponsive. When a student did speak in class, usually it seemed like an 

attempt to relieve the uncomfortably long silences following the questions posed by Dr. 

Bremer. Students’ comments quickly adjusted to a view of the art classroom and teaching 

that was limited to issues of classroom management, art resources and equipment in the 

classroom, and interesting art projects to teach. The messiness of teaching was reduced to 

the orchestration of art materials and storage and providing projects that will excite 

students. Art education and teaching were discussed as neutral and safe activities.   

Assignments reproduced this decontextualized notion of art classrooms as isolated 

and independent ecosystems. The linear structure that directed students’ classroom 
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observations covered these five areas in order, starting with the physical arrangement of 

the classroom as the widest context in which to understand the teachers and students they 

observed. 

1. Physical environment 

2. Classroom management  

3. Instructional style and teacher roles  

4. Student behaviors  

5. Significant student learning outcomes (Course documents, Spring 2009) 

For the fourth level of observation, student behaviors, Dr. Bremer explained that there are 

personal behaviors and artistic behaviors.  

Artistic behaviors are a little hard to see or get hold of, but spend some time 

looking at the student and their work in order to get a sense of what they are 

trying to do in their work. When I think about students I think a lot about their 

personal behaviors. . . . I taught many years ago . . . and yet I can still remember 

their personal behaviors, not their artistic behaviors, but mainly their personal 

behaviors . . . such as provocative questions they would ask me. (Field notes, 

February 2009) 

Dr. Bremer urged them to avoid talking too much with the K-12 learners because of the 

possibility that the learners would ask them provocative questions. He advised them 

instead to think of other ways of knowing K-12 learners. Referring to Victor Lowenfeld’s 
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work on universal stages of children’s graphic development, Dr. Bremer explained how 

important it was that art teachers know their students in terms of their artistic behaviors 

which would fall somewhere along the sequence of stages for artistic development:  

There is a behavioral sequence that kids do go through. There is this sort of 

driving need on the part of young students to achieve almost photographic realism 

in their artwork. So you will notice that at the middle school level students 

struggle to draw a house, a landscape, a horse. . . they are learning about shading, 

overlap, depth in a picture. . . you can look at that if you want to . . . what artistic 

problems they are trying to solve. .  . They are probably not on the conceptual 

level that you are on these days but uh, but that is a behavior that you could 

possibly observe. . . . I’m telling you this because you can teach better if you 

know the students. . . . as a teacher you kind of have to work with students at their 

level to kind of motivate them a little bit according to their need. . . the better you 

check out students and note them, the better you will relate to them. . .  .You may 

also notice accelerated students and slow students . . . there is a tendency on the 

part of teachers to want to work with the accelerated students. . . .[because] they 

will understand what I am going to teach . . . the slow students will need more of 

your help than the accelerated students, so when you are a teacher you will need 

to balance your time with the students. (Field notes, February 2009) 

In addition to assessing students’ behaviors along a continuum of developmental 

levels from “slow students” to “accelerated students,” art teachers, according to Dr. 

Bremer, needed to know about the different characters or types of students they might 
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encounter in the art classroom. As though in a theatrical play, teachers and students were 

framed as characters who enacted various roles. Dr. Bremer said, “Kids have nicknames 

for their teachers, but teachers also have nicknames for their students . . . what roles do 

students have in the classroom?” One student replied, “The teacher’s pet,” Miguel added 

the role of “the comedian,” and Tracy described “the kids that goof off and try to do 

things intentionally.” “The quiet kid,” Miguel said. Chuckling, Dr. Bremer elaborated: 

“Yeah, the quiet kid who is thoughtful and solitary, probably genius but not going to tell 

anyone.” This led to Dr. Bremer recounting a personal story about one such “know it all” 

kid in a trigonometry class. He concluded the story by telling students that these 

characters will be present in the classes they observe: “There will be a lot of characters 

you can look for and write about . . .  and as a teacher you will have to figure out how to 

get along with that student and motivate him or her” (Field notes, February 2009). For the 

remaining 40 minutes of the class period, Dr. Bremer continued with a monologue of 

stories about his years as a classroom teacher without interruption from students. This 

day was unusual in that he also circulated a few photographs in a yearbook from when he 

taught in the public schools.  

One of the roles art teachers enacted, according to Dr. Bremer, was that of an 

advocate for school art programs. The final assignment for the course asked students to 

take on the teacher-as-art-advocate role by writing a newspaper-style article in which 

they argued for the strengths and benefits of art education using their observations of 

elementary art classrooms. This assignment called for preservice art teachers to assume a 
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sympathetic stance toward current art education practices they observed and to represent 

what they saw as beneficial for learners.   

 Students spent their second semester in another Art Ed course, “Aesthetics and 

Criticism in Art Education.” Taught at two different times by two different professors, 

Dr. Young and Dr. Friedman, this course was designed to teach the preservice art 

teachers about how to think and talk about art. In both sections of this course students 

were expected to present artworks of their choosing on a regular basis and engage their 

classmates in guided conversations about the work of art. Most of the time the class met 

in the visual art building. A few times during the semester, class was conducted in the 

local art museum, which housed Western European art from the 13th century-18th century, 

some modernist work from the 20th century Europe and South America, as well as a small 

array of contemporary art pieces by international artists. Museum visits usually involved 

student-led art activities where the emphasis was on engaging in conversation around a 

work of art rather than delivering a traditional docent-style lecture about the history and 

meaning of the artwork. I decided to sit in on this course after hearing many students talk 

enthusiastically about the conversations they were having during class. My interviews 

with Claudia, Brianna and Philip also suggested that course was having an impact on 

their thinking about art, teaching, and what it means to be a good art teacher. 

 Both sections of “Aesthetics and Criticism in Art Education” were held in the 

same somewhat bare classroom space. The ceilings were high, and the white cinder-block 

walls were lined waist-high with storage cabinets. There was a sink stained from years of 

use, and about 15 tables filled the open floor space. When Dr. Young’s class met in this 
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room, eight of the tables were placed together in a two-by-four table arrangement that 

extended almost 20 feet in length. Though the walls were generally bare and the counters 

cleared off, suggesting a seminar-style course would take place here, the presence of a 

dusty aroma and charcoal smudges, dried out inexpensive paint brushes in an old over-

sized coffee tin, as well as an old cow skull and several white Grecian pedestals indicated 

that this room was sometimes used to make art. Dr. Young conducted the class as a series 

of individual student presentations of self-selected artworks. The presentations drew from 

the readings assigned the week before.  

As each student talked to the class about the artwork or collection of artworks she 

or he had chosen, those students who sat near the head of the table in close proximity to 

Dr. Young tended to looked attentively toward the lowered screen behind her where art 

images were projected sometimes from a computer cart and sometimes from a cart with 

an overhead transparency projector. This front group, which included Philip and his 

friend Tanya, usually responded kindly to their peers’ presentations, whereas those 

students who sat midway down the table from Dr. Young always appeared less focused 

on the presentations. This midway group included Claudia and Tracy. Like others seated 

this short distance from Dr. Young, they only occasionally contributed to the discussion 

taking place. Students located at the foot of the table appeared the least engaged in the 

conversations taking place. I usually pulled my chair up next to Brianna who was always 

the greatest distance from the head of the table where most of the action emanated. 

Though it was difficult to interact directly with Dr. Young from this position, it seemed 
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that students who found themselves there were able to selectively observe, participate, or 

disengage with little redirection from Dr. Young.  

   Where Dr. Bremer’s teaching drew heavily from storytelling from his past 

teaching experiences and a rapid questions-and-answers exchange with students, Dr. 

Young’s teaching promoted students’ individual participation by having them deliver oral 

presentations to the whole class each day, and her casual laughter and humorous 

disposition made her interaction with students more lively. There were some 

commonalities between the two professors. Like Dr. Bremer, Dr. Young shared 

recollections from her years of public school teaching experience. The lessons she shared 

from her public school teaching days were not framed as real life tales from the field as 

Dr. Bremer’s stories often were; rather she routinely delivered firm proclamations about 

the state of art in the schools, the changes art teachers need to make in their practices, and 

debunking popular clichés and myths about art and art education.  

We as art educators need to be able to speak to administrators, other teachers, 

school boards about the importance of art for non-artists. You don’t have to just 

make art to be engaged in art. . . . Articulating that to parents is very important. . . 

. We need to show how appreciation, not so much patronage, appreciation of art is 

a part of art education as much as studio art. 

[. . .] 

Here’s another one: Art is special. Why do we keep thinking this? Are we 

“special”? Do we think we are a “special” club? . . . It is not serving us well. As 

art educators we need to get over this. 
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[. . .] 

Your task as an art educator is not just to teach third grade art, but to teach the 

gap—the principal, the parents, the school board. That is your task. . . . You will 

become a teacher, but you won’t make any change. . . . You have to think of 

yourself as a big “E” educator. 

[. . .] 

Why do you think I have you get up to talk? It’s not just busy work. It’s to get you 

so fluid in your articulation that no matter what someone challenges you with, 

you’ll have an answer. You’ll be able to fall back on some of the commentary that 

we have here. 

[. . .] 

You have got to convince them [other teachers] that you have special skills, that 

you can talk about art like no one else can speak about art or else [they’ll start to 

believe that] the classroom teacher can teach art. 

[. . .] 

Sometimes we think teachers need to know everything but you can’t know 

everything. . . . I want to make you as fearless about having these discussions, 

regardless of your background in art history. Speak to the art. That’s what we 

have to prepare you for. 

[. . .] 

You are going to be the architect of the curriculum. (Field notes, February 2009) 
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In her declarations, there is a common thread for making sense of what it means to be an 

art teacher. Art teachers are focused on two primary tasks: designing the art curriculum 

and communicating about art. Both are practices that emerged from a paradoxical 

defensive position, in which art teachers must avoid representing art as something that is 

“special” and instead make art more accessible and relevant to all students. At the same 

time, however, the art teacher’s ability to teach art must be exceptional and more 

specialized than the generalist classroom teacher. For the art teacher to exist in the world 

of public schooling, these preservice teachers would have to learn survival skills that 

included aggressive advocacy for a new understanding of art not just in their classroom 

teaching, but also through broader interactions with other teachers, school administrators, 

board members, as well as parents. Even as students were encouraged to broaden their 

identification with the marginalized collective self of art education, overall the 

perspective toward advocacy was focused on the marginalized individual self. This new, 

more publically defensible identity for the field of art education configured art teachers as 

change agents, not on behalf of students but on behalf of themselves as individuals. The 

very existence of the (individual) art teacher seemed to be at stake.  

 More than any other course, Dr. Friedman’s section of “Aesthetics and Criticism 

in Art Education” incorporated a lot of small group activities, peer discussion, and 

reflection on learning. Though this class relied on student presentations of self-selected 

artworks, it differed from Dr. Young’s class in that the presentations were structured to 

maximize student participation. In small groups, for example, it was no longer as easy to 

surf the web, doodle in their notebooks, or text unnoticed. There was no way to disengage 
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from classroom activity without being obvious. Everyone was in close physical proximity 

to the center of action and interacted with each other on a more equal footing than in their 

more teacher-driven art education courses. The expectation for individual presentations 

was that the other students in the class would be engaged as learners. Dr. Friedman was 

always present during these student activities, but she observed from a distance and 

deemphasized her professor status over the students whenever groups of students 

conversed about various works of art.  

 Like Dr. Young’s class, the readings in this course delved into aesthetic 

philosophies and theories of art criticism as well as art education theories about how to 

support young people’s explorations of artwork through guided conversations. Culture 

was the focus of one particular class assignment. Dr. Friedman introduced the activity in 

which students were to use the key ideas from Elizabeth Garber’s influential article 

“Teaching Art in the Context of Culture: A Study in the Borderlands.” She briefly 

reminded them of what she called the “challenges of teaching in relation to culture,” that 

is the tendency of teachers to exoticize other groups, employ mix-and-stir approaches, 

present homogeneous representations of other groups, and misunderstand the term 

“diversity.” She referred to her own tentative process of working within a 

“multiculturalism discourse”: 

Hopefully we are a little farther along and hopefully where we are—there are 

steps of my own that I need to make, slipping back into the Western perspective. 

We need to get inside, as much as one can, another culture and teach as rich as 
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one can from within that perspective or else we risk co-opting the other culture by 

making comparisons with Western perspectives. (Field notes, February 2010) 

In this brief moment of direct instruction, Dr. Friedman shifted between a teaching-as-

telling mode, similar to Dr. Bremer and Dr. Young’s pedagogy, and modeling a self-

reflective practice for students. She then quickly moved on to organizing students into 

their small discussion groups: You were asked to prepare a scenario around which we 

can have a conversation around culture. Each person will get a conversation going 

around what you brought for us to see. Now we’ll number off: 1-2-3-1-2-3. . . The 

students moved into three groups of three and dispersed around the room. I followed 

Miguel’s group. 

I moved in close with the three students in this group. Miguel was joined by two 

White women. Miguel started the discussion by showing an 8.5” x 11” color copy 

of a portrait painting by Kehinde Wiley. He opened with a puzzle strategy, asking 

Is there anything problematic about this image? The women looked at the image 

closely and silently. I leaned in to examine the small reproduction as well. One 

student interpreted the Black male figure in the portrait: He is making a gang sign 

and that is juxtaposed by the regal pose. The other woman signaled agreement, 

nodding her head. The Black male figure in the image stood in a very dramatic, 

head-held-high pose with one hand grasping a decorative cane and the other 

hand resting on resting on his hip. The so-called gang sign resembled the “okay” 

hand gesture where his index finger touched the thumb and the other fingers were 

fully extended. There were tattoos visible on his forearm and he was dressed in 
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what Miguel later called “hip-hop clothes,” baggy athletic pants and an 

oversized white t-shirt with sneakers and a diamond stud earring. Against a 

backdrop of ornate floral pattern, the figure stood with his body twisted around 

and his head turned over the shoulder so that his chin jutted proudly upward as 

he gazed outward at the viewer. Miguel introduced another portrait for 

comparison. He said the European aristocrat’s portrait in this second image was 

the basis of the original artwork he showed. One student responded, It’s 

interesting we would interpret it as a gang sign compared to the other figure that 

is in the original. In defense of her interpretation, the other woman said I live in 

DC and I know that is a gang sign. The conversation continued in a different 

direction when Miguel said, I read the floral imagery as masculine and feminine. 

What do you think of his choice to work exclusively with males? What would 

happen if he put a female in there? One of the group members answered, This 

work is an exploring the artist’s identity, you know. It would mean something 

different if he were a man painting these pictures of women. The other woman 

added, It shows that we draw from our previous knowledge, stereotypes when 

answering these questions. I wonder if Miguel’s question about gender was 

answered.  (Field notes, February 2010) 

Each group member had about 15 minutes to lead a conversation about the work they 

selected.  

This was followed with a whole class discussion where students talked about the 

difficulty of guiding a conversation, the temptation of falling into a lecture model, and the 
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various strategies they used to encourage their peers to talk about the work of art. Dr. 

Friedman used Miguel’s guided conversation as an example of good practice:  

What is the teaching moment in wanting to know what the art says? And how do 

you keep the kids form shutting down?  The subtext of Miguel’s decision to back 

off and limit the amount of information he provided about the artist was a form of 

teaching values about interpretation and saying there are other meanings to be 

heard here. Not only enabling a certain kind of conversation but also a value. I 

recommend Miguel’s approach, to set up a puzzle and use the bits of information 

along the way to trouble or to ease. (Field notes, February 2010) 

Dr. Friedman told the class that she wanted them to gradually “get to the point where you 

can back out of the way, move out of the conversation.” This learning objective was 

modeled through her own interactions with students. 

 

Semester 3 of Art Ed: “Designing Curriculum for Art Instruction” 

 The third semester of Art Ed course work was organized under the course title, 

“Designing Curriculum for Art Instruction.” The course was taught in the same 

classroom as Dr. Bremer’s course the previous semester. On one wall was the state flag 

posted above a scope and sequence chart of the state’s learning standards for kindergarten 

through twelfth grade. Adjacent to that was a handmade poster that said, “Scribbling—

usually ages 2-4.” Similar posters depicted the other stages of Victor Lowenfeld’s theory 

of artistic graphic development in children. They seem to be projects completed by 
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students. The suggested narratives of state controlled schooling and children’s “normal” 

artistic development were reinforcing curriculum elements for becoming an art teacher.  

Dr. Potter taught this course as a lead-in to the subsequent semester when the 

preservice teachers went into the public schools again for their field practicums as 

student-teachers. In practice, the course covered two distinct aspects of becoming an art 

teacher: teacher as the creator of curriculum and teacher as the marketable professional. 

These two meanings of art teacher were fused through the making of a teaching portfolio. 

Dr. Potter set the tone for the portfolio early on that semester: 

The first part of the portfolio will include personal stuff, like your resume. We 

want to have it all done, with drafts and redrafts, so that by November you can be 

ready to take copies of your resume, if you choose to go to the [state] conference.  

Your autobiography, I will look over that and help you edit it. Your belief 

statement [about art education] will be in there too. . . . You have to think of this 

as not just this part, but as part of a process of the whole year of [the professional 

development and student teaching]. . . . There will be a minimum of seven lesson 

plans which is less than I gave for last year because I want them to be good. Some 

may choose to do 8 or 9 but you only have to do seven.  

Students learned how to develop a proper lesson plan through numerous assignments in 

which they created individual lessons and examples of the art projects. These plans were 

based on a four-part instructional sequence of what Dr. Potter called “key phases.” 

During one class period, Dr. Potter introduced what he called the “natural cycle of 

learning.” This framework for understanding learners drew from a personality inventory 
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designed to map adolescents’ personalities based on Myers-Briggs Type Indicator and 

David Kolb’s learning styles typology. Dr. Potter then translated the “natural cycle of 

learning” and the four learner types into an instructional cycle with four distinct “key 

phases.” These phases were presented as the essential components of effective art 

teaching.  

As students sat around the U-shaped table arrangement with their laptop 

computers open, their silent bodies were directed toward Dr. Potter as he positioned 

himself at the front of the classroom. The students’ body language, however, suggested 

that their attention was directed toward other sites. I noticed a few were logged onto the 

social media website Facebook, and one student was playing solitaire on the computer. 

Dr. Potter proceeded in his usual lecture format by introducing the four “key phases” of 

effective teaching: 

As a teacher you have to plan your curriculum to deal with all of these learners. 

For Type 1 kids, because they need a personal connection to what is going on, 

they won’t really get involved in your lesson unless they have been hooked in 

emotionally. Think of this as your bus, and you want the kids to get on the bus to 

go with you. You have to motivate some of those Type 1 kids to get on your bus 

and go with you. Sometimes we call these a hook. You have to hook them. In 

your lesson plans you need this hook to get those types to go along. The others 

[Types 1, 2, and 3] don’t need it. They like to talk about their ideas. You need to 

start off a lesson with letting them talk about it. Type 1s desire it and yearn; you 

need to let them talk about it. You can pair them up. It is imperative that they talk. 
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The teacher’s job during that first part is, you’re very busy. You are an orchestra 

leader. You are making sure the talking is started and ongoing. If you don’t let 

them talk, you will leave the Type 1s behind. Key Phase 2 is where you get out 

your [art] prints and videos, demonstrate how to cut into a piece of linoleum to do 

a block print. They will be impatient when you do the Key Phase 1, because they 

want to get into it. This is the information method. You are showing them a 

PowerPoint, having them read a page in the textbook. You are really busy as the 

information giver, or sometimes we refer to it as the sage on the stage. Today I am 

doing a Type 2 learner activity. I am giving information; you are making notes. 

The third Key Phase is where the Type 3 learners are, this is where you have them 

write out a proposal, do a storyboard, sketch ideas, practice mixing colors, 

because with this part, your job is to make sure they have enough of the new 

learning that they will be successful as they move on. You don’t want them to go 

on if they don’t understand how to mix green. “No, no, no, no, no! Start with 

yellow and add dots of blue.” You praise them when they are mixing it correctly. 

You walk around and coach. And when things are going really well you get really 

bored because everybody’s got it! Then Phase 4, everyone’s got it. “I know how 

to make green and orange.” I practiced and took a test and passed. Now I am 

happy. I can tell the teacher why I like x color.” The knowledge is there. They’ve 

got it. This is the student discovery stage. And the teacher: “Come on up and talk 

to me if you’ve got a question.” I am going to put my feet up [chuckles]. You 

might walk around as they work. If they are successful, you have to celebrate 
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somehow. A rubber stamp on the hand, email or note home, pick a work as 

Student or Artwork of the Week for putting up on the board, or display 

everyone’s work in the library or in the hallway. Send a note home and to the 

principal to tell them about the new work that is up. Real important to promote 

your program and always to celebrate. (Field notes, September 2010) 

These four key phases were the foundation for the lesson plans students produced as their 

major assignments throughout that semester. In practice, the four-part teaching cycle Dr. 

Potter outlined always culminated in students creating a fairly elaborate finished work of 

art.  

These artworks were important advocacy tools for “promot[ing] your program” as 

well as for self-promotion. The photographs of children’s finished art projects, coupled 

with the formal lesson plan document, became the primary content for the teaching 

portfolio. Most teaching portfolios did not include images of children participating in 

discussions about art, researching or writing about art, or even the act of artmaking. In 

addition to the photographs of children’s finished art projects, the teaching portfolio 

included a resume, autobiography, images of the preservice teacher’s personal artwork, a 

statement of teaching philosophy, a discipline management plan, and a set of emergency 

substitute teacher plans. As students continued to add to these teaching portfolios 

throughout the final semester of the art teacher preparation program, these products and 

the children’s artworks contained in them became highly consumable signifiers of art 

teacherness, with the photographs of children’s finished art productions serving as the 
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primary language through which the preservice art teachers publicly represented their 

professional art teacher selves to potential employers (Buffington, 2012).  

These were not process-oriented portfolios that are widely seen in the field of 

teacher education as a key pedagogic tool for helping teachers’ to develop through 

reflective, analytic practice (Berrill & Addison, 2010; Zeichner & Wray, 2001). Process 

portfolios are common in K-12 art education as well where, to use Dr. Potter’s words, the 

purpose is to help learners to “think about their thinking, metacognition, explain how 

they got to this end product, showing their sketches, and their process and how they made 

choices” (Field notes, September 2009). Instead of using the portfolio to facilitate this 

kind of reflective process, the pedagogic intent of these teaching portfolios more closely 

resembled job training that would enable preservice art teachers to appear already 

successful and recognizable as an already made, already achieved teacher self. The 

inclusion of numerous photographs of children’s finished art products mirrored this 

tendency of the portfolio to showcase the preservice art teachers not as teachers-in-

process, but rather as finished products (Berrill & Addison, 2010; Zeichner & Wray. 

2001). 

  

Semester 4 of Art Ed: “Reflection on Teaching and Student Teaching” 

 In their fourth and final semester of Art Ed, preservice art teachers spent most of 

their time in the public schools. Initially Dr. Potter placed them in an elementary school 

and after spring break they moved to a secondary school, either middle school or high 

school depending a variety of factors, including their preference, the availability of 
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cooperating art teachers, and the preservice teachers’ disposition and artmaking skills. 

For instance, Miguel produced performance art and some three dimensional works with 

innovative materials. He was placed at an art magnet high school under the guidance of a 

veteran art teacher who taught sculpture and printmaking. According to Miguel, the 

printmaking aspect of this cooperating teachers’ specialization was intended to help him 

gain needed skills in that area. At the same time, the sculpture and performance focus of 

Miguel’s art practice gave him the impression that Dr. Potter saw his art interests and 

experiences as most appropriate in an advanced art setting. For his elementary placement, 

Miguel taught at a bilingual school where almost all students were bilingual Spanish-

English speakers or monolingual Spanish-speaking learners of English. No one ever 

confirmed it, but I wondered if Miguel’s bilingual-bicultural knowledge of English and 

Spanish and even his Chicano identity may have influenced his placement at that school. 

Miguel was excited about this opportunity to work in this multilingual, predominantly 

Mexican American school, even though he said that he had not requested such a 

placement. 

Others seemed to be placed primarily based on transportation and convenience. In 

the case of Brianna, an African American woman, she was assigned to an elementary 

school located just down the street from where she was living. She also taught at a highly 

rated science and math magnet middle school in a historically African American 

neighborhood. The students in the “regular,” non-magnet track were predominantly Black 

and Latino/a. The students in the magnet track were predominantly White and commuted 

across town to attend the school. If her racial identity was not a consideration, it is 
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possible that her small physical frame and quiet demeanor may have been a factor in her 

placement at a middle school rather than a high school. Reflecting on how people often 

people mistook her for a teenager, Brianna said, “Most people seem to think that I am 

younger than I am and so they treat me like I’m younger than I am” (Brianna Interview 3, 

May 2009). 

 Each Monday the preservice teachers gathered with Dr. Potter in the same 

university classroom where they had met the semester before. The class was organized 

quite differently. The number of Art Ed student-teachers had dwindled by about half 

since the cohort commenced just three semesters earlier. The program administrators and 

faculty were not clear why this was the case. It was evident to the remaining students that 

many of the people with whom they had started the program were no longer a part of it. 

This smaller grouping enabled more discussion among students, though Dr. Potter 

influenced the conversations by setting the agenda for each class meeting. Discussions 

covered various topics primarily related to lesson planning and art projects they were 

teaching and planning to teach. One student, for example, wanted “ideas about sculpture 

with clay with first graders,” and other students suggested a Louise Nevelson project as a 

solution. Most talk was framed in terms of projects the public school art classes were 

working on, such as “a Jasper Johns project,” “a Japanese kimono project,” and “Georgia 

O’Keefe flowers” project. A few students recently had attended an art teacher 

professional development workshop called a lesson swap. The students talked about the 

relaxing atmosphere of the lesson swap and recalled making cards, doing some ink 

blowing, and glazing tiles. After about an hour into each class session, I was asked to 
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leave the group so that students could talk and “vent” confidentially about their 

interactions and experiences in the field. This usually lasted less than a half-hour. 

 The activities and conversations that addressed the topic of how to find a job 

increased in frequency and specificity from the previous semester. In addition to Dr. 

Potter’s aspirational and cautionary advice to students, there were several guest speakers 

who shared their perspectives about becoming a teacher, including career counselors, 

school district art coordinators, and outstanding art teachers from nearby districts. 

Students were advised by these various speakers on how to comport themselves in an 

interview or at a job fair, how to write a strong cover letter, what factors to consider when 

making decisions about where to teach, and what kinds of questions were good to ask of 

school principals when interviewing for a teaching position.  

One afternoon, the new undergraduate advisor for the Department of Visual Arts 

arrived. The undergraduate advisor was the person who helped students to devise their 

course plans each semester and move toward degree completion. He was invited to talk to 

the preservice art teachers about their cover letters. Dr. Potter introduced the guest as 

someone who had real teaching experience in the local public schools before taking on 

the new role as undergraduate advisor:   

Today’s class started with a guest speaker from the advising office comes to talk 

to the students about their cover letters. He mentioned that the students need to 

tailor their comments in the letters to the research they have conducted about the 

school. This, he said, “will help those hiring to know that you have done your 

homework and you are really interested.” The undergraduate advisor provided 
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an example of a local art magnet school where he said they would be looking for 

things that are different than most other schools in the district since they have 

higher standards. Dr. Potter then urged students to go onto the state department 

of education website to look at demographic data so they would be able to say to 

a principal or district art coordinator, “Although I only have limited experience, I 

have spent the last two months student teaching at X school with a population 

very similar to yours.” The undergraduate advisor extended Dr. Potter’s 

comment, saying “Yeah, low income high minority schools in this city usually 

have huge discipline issues and gangs, a lot of stuff. If that is not going to work 

for you, you might want to look elsewhere.” Dr. Potter chimed in again from the 

back of the room, “Faculty years of experience can be an indication of turnover 

and that the faculty has limited experience. They keep hiring beginning teachers 

and they don’t stay. It is not an absolute, but it is a pretty good indicator. You 

want to go for those schools that are in the bell curve for the years of experience. 

The 5-10 year range indicates pretty good stability.” The guest continued, “The 

School of Education has a lot of workshops and I do not see School of Art and 

Design students there. And they had recruiters there last fall.” He noted that he 

attended one of these recruiting sessions and that [this city’s] school district hires 

the largest number of teachers in the state. He then asked the class, “How many 

of you want to stay in [this city]?” Almost all the students raised their hands. 

“Realistically speaking, there are few to no positions available in [this city]. 

There haven’t been in a long time. It is a really hard job market, and if you keep 
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your options open it really increases your odds of success. There was an 

alternative certification student who got a job in [Rural Town in the state], way 

[east of here] and she had to be a coach on top of it. I’ve been through [Rural 

Town] and ugh. There really is nothing to do. It’s Hicksville. But it will give you a 

few years of experience.” (Field notes, March 2010) 

The cover letter was taken up as a curriculum tool for first making choices about where 

and with whom to teach and then representing one’s self as an art teacher to those people 

and places. This cover letter lesson offered several ways in which to make sense of 

teacher identity in relation to different kinds of learners, different types of schools, and 

different locales. The lesson narrative co-constructed spontaneously by Dr. Potter and the 

undergraduate advisor started with researching schools, moved into different schools 

having different levels of standards for teachers, touched on student demographics and 

teachers’ experiences with “a population very similar to yours,” which was linked with 

“low income high minority schools” and teachers leaving. Its commonsensical evaluation 

was schools with less teacher turnover were the most desirable. 

Though Dr. Potter did not openly endorse the deficit-oriented racial stereotypes of 

minorities, city kids, low-income students, and rural communities that the undergraduate 

advisor cited as part of her teaching expertise, he did not refute them either. Potter’s 

silence passively condoned the denigration of children and schools that did not fall within 

the normative categories of White, middle- or upper income, or suburban. The reiteration 

of these pejorative meanings was couched in more evasive, polite language (Bonilla-

Silva, 2010). This is a familiar discursive maneuver that some have termed “white talk” 
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(McIntyre, 1997). Dr. Potter engaged in “white talk” by dressing up a raced and classed 

discourse in abstract, generalizing terms that avoided naming any particular group 

outright (Leonardo, 2004). An example of this was when he explained teacher turnover 

and average years of teaching experience as important indicators for identifying desirable 

schools while simultaneously extending the prior conversational references made to “low 

income high minority schools in this city.”  

The apparent ease with which this narrative ping-ponged back and forth between 

Dr. Potter’s and the undergraduate advisor spotlighted how Whiteness was co-

constructed, gained legitimacy, and at the same time remained fairly well hidden in this 

White dominated educational space. For example, when Dr. Potter drew from this “color-

blind” discourse (Bonilla-Silva, 2010), the essentializing racial and classed messages 

were encoded within a common way of talking and thinking about populations (Baker 

1998). As I sat in this classroom, where everyone appeared White except two of us, it 

was impossible for me to imagine any of us saying to a principal or administrator in a 

predominantly White or affluent suburban school or district, “Although I only have 

limited experience, I have spent the last two months student teaching at X school with a 

population very similar to yours.” To speak of populations in this context, where low-

income, Black and Latino/a students were often associated with “discipline issues and 

gangs,” enabled a logic through which these students were constructed as monolithic 

groups with exceptional needs requiring teachers with a specific set of experiences and 

extra-ordinary training (Popkewitz, 1998). This was the first and only instance in which I 

observed sociocultural and structural aspects of teaching and learning surfacing as part of 
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direct instruction. It was brief, and no one asked questions. The cover letter lesson closed 

with Dr. Potter this reassuring statement:  

“The professionals have said that our student-teachers in the past have been great, 

but they do not show enough confidence at the outset. You are being well trained 

and have worked with the best teachers in [the state]. . . . there are no other 

institutions that prepare students as well as we do.”  (Field notes, March 2010) 

 

Navigating the Program 

Perhaps surprisingly, there were few concerns expressed about the student-

teaching portion of the art education program (Fuller, 1969). Navigating the program 

prior to student-teaching seemed to pose the most challenge for art education majors. 

Overall, there was a common perception among preservice art teachers that it was 

difficult to make progress in completing the course requirements of the Art Ed program. 

They felt they were often impeded by the program’s organizational structure, which 

created delays that students believed were beyond their control. With 15 course hours 

each semester for four years, plus two summer sessions of studio art courses, many 

students seemed to need additional time to complete the degree and certification 

requirements beyond the advertised four years (University Documents). Some attributed 

these difficulties and delays to the students. For example, Jonathan, an administrator who 

provided academic advisement to students in art education, explained how student 

decision-making could slow one’s movement through the Art Ed program:  
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We have lots of studio majors, too, who decided their last year in the BFA studio 

art program they wanted to get certification, but because it’s a two-year sequence 

and even if we condensed the Art Ed courses for them into a one-year sequence, 

they would still have a whole other year of education courses and student-

teaching. So at best it will be two years. That’s a deterrent to some students who 

come to the decision late that they want to teach. (Jonathan Interview, Summer 

2010) 

The students positioned themselves in more positive terms. Rather than indecisiveness, 

they explained that there was no space for them to deepen their knowledge and 

experiences in other areas because of how highly regimented the Art Ed degree plan was 

and the intensity of the studio art courses. Referring to the demands of the studio art 

coursework, Claudia said, “Oh gosh, I don’t know, that’s what’s holding me back [from 

graduating] because it’s so time consuming.  You know, because you can only take a 

certain amount at once.”  

Many students wanted to include other enriching opportunities outside of the Art 

Ed degree plan as part of their undergraduate studies, yet it seemed that the structure for 

the degree in art education was inflexible and unyielding. When in his second year of the 

Art Ed coursework, Philip had the opportunity to study at a world-renowned cartoon and 

animation school. His decision to study with that school meant his progress in Art Ed was 

delayed by a year. Finding herself in a similar position, Tracy decided to leave the 

program. She graduated as a studio art major but without completing the requirements for 

teacher certification in order to participate in and photograph her experiences during a 
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cross-country bike-ride campaign to raise funds for disease research. Others stayed with 

the path set forth by the program structure, but were forced to make difficult and 

sometimes subtractive decisions about their education (Valenzuela, 1999). Miguel, for 

instance, talked about having no choice but to drop his double major in Spanish due to 

the course sequence demands for Art Ed that made a double major impossible within the 

four-year graduation plan. Cherise decided to stretch herself, perhaps too thin, by taking 

additional course hours in African American studies, art history, and anthropology as part 

of an interdisciplinary certificate program even though those courses would not count 

toward her degree in art education. She was fatigued and routinely late for her classes.  

Claudia, who changed majors from elementary education to art education, 

frequently commented, “And the program, as far as how it’s working for me, the amount 

of studios that I am behind in is killing me and Art Ed is kind of like preventing me from 

catching up in its own program.” Overwhelmed by the seeming impossibility of getting it 

all done, Claudia described the difficult situation that was created by the degree plan 

structure: 

I am already a senior and I will be 5th year senior, I took summer school last 

summer, I mean I’m taking it again this summer because like it’s really hard to 

catch up because of the, the set time blocks that they offer things and the fact that 

there’s all the hidden hours that are not accounted for.  Like studio class is only 

offered from 9:00 to 1:00 on Tuesdays, like how do you get around that?  You can 

only take a couple a semesters and the same with Art Ed. It’s like it’s only certain 

times. There are not multiple classes you can sign up for or anything like that. It’s 
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like you have to take this class then...  So then you can’t fit in anything else that 

you need to take also. So I’m like way behind, and it’s really hard to catch up. 

That’s my main issue with that. (Interview 2, January 2009) 

Because there was so much to do but limited ways of getting it done, many students’ 

movements through the figured world of Art Ed created a sense among the preservice art 

teachers that it was they who were, in Philip’s words, “out of sync” (Interview 2,   

January 2009).  

Their concerns many times were intensified around these procedural aspects of 

becoming an art teacher. Driven to meet each requirement, students seemed to lack 

opportunities to learn from and grow with each other as a cohort of future art teachers. 

The detached relationship to their art education peers was demonstrated in the everyday 

routine of students coming to class and leaving class alone. Claudia said this:  

I do feel kind of detached, but I mean we can all bond over the fact that we have 

class together and if we don’t like the class, we can complain together, or if we 

really like the class, we can praise it together, you know. But, yeah I don’t really 

hang out with anybody outside of Art Ed [classes]. I would talk to them in class 

and hang out with them in class, but they are not really, for the most part I haven’t 

like, hung out with them outside of class. (Interview, June 2009) 

Claudia’s story represents what I found as I participated in multiple art education courses 

with her cohort. Generally the social interactions among the art education majors and the 

expectations set by the course instructors and academic advisors reflected a detached 

engagement with the program. Students often came and went to their art education 
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courses by themselves, they executed their assignments independently, and they worked 

their way through each degree requirement, overcoming hurdles individually. During art 

education classes, they typically waited for the professor to initiate a whole group 

discussion, and then only a few of the same individuals contributed. There were few 

opportunities during art education classes for students to work collaboratively or to give 

feedback on each other’s works in progress. Usually students talked in class only when 

the instructor asked a question or when students were delivering a presentation of their 

individual work to the class. Students never seemed to congregate together anywhere 

before or after class.  

Some of the art education majors managed to build a close relationship with one 

other person in the art education program. These teacher dyads seemed to emerge from 

positional aspects of the students’ identities. An example of this is Philip and Tanya’s 

friendship. Both of them were older than the average age for undergraduate students at 

SSU. They got to know each other well and became friends while taking studio art 

courses. Miguel and Cherise also found in each other a kindred spirit, perhaps stemming 

from common experiences as racial and ethnic/linguistic minorities. They often went to 

each other when needing to give voice to quiet feelings of frustration, anger and disbelief 

over what they perceived as limiting, even harmful art education practices in the 

program. Despite these instances, most participants longed for more physical and 

curricular spaces wherein they could feel as though they belonged to a larger art 

education community and they could cultivate a positive, shared sense of self or identity 

as art teachers.  



190 
 

Chapter Summary 

In order to become an art teacher in the local figured world of art education at 

SSU, preservice art teachers had to be successful in navigating the heteroglossia of art 

education as a lone individual. Steeped in an ideology of individualism, the curricula and 

pedagogy of becoming an art teacher generally did not recognize the value of social 

perspectives and social interaction in helping students to construct resilient art teacher 

identities. Though they were in a cohort, many were still isolated. This may have been a 

byproduct of the institutional milieu that celebrated individualized work and 

accomplishments.  

Individualism also distorted the social context of making art and teaching art. The 

construction of artist, teacher and learner as an unfettered individual obfuscated many 

social dimensions of schooling, sociopolitical interpretations and functions of artmaking, 

and sociocultural influences on teaching. This was particularly problematic in the context 

of the multiracial, multilingual art classrooms in which students observed and did their 

student-teaching. To a great extent, these findings set the backdrop for how the preservice 

art teachers thought about and negotiated their identities in relation to the figured world 

of art education. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Moving Into: Contexts of Arrival and Entry into “Art Ed” 

 

This chapter presents individual cases for how Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, 

Cherise, and Claudia moved into the figured world of art education. The cases highlight 

the catalytic context in which individual preservice art teachers made sense of their 

personal art education histories. These contexts provided important personal-historical 

resources and referents that catalyzed participants’ practical theories and hopes for what 

it would mean to become an art teacher. In projecting a personal vision of themselves as 

art teachers, there appeared to be some shared understandings of the category “art 

teacher.” These commonalities, which were traceable as part of dominant forms of art 

and art education practices, are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Seven. Here, I focus 

on how participants’ interrelated personal-historical experiences and understandings of 

those experiences contributed to the shape and texture of their prefigured art teacher 

identities. I also examine how their prefigurations were imbued with the differentiating 

force of privilege, power, and status.  

Data were taken primarily from the first interview conducted at the start of the art 

education coursework. At the beginning of this study, I observed great variation in 

participants’ abilities to comment on their prior art experiences and to talk about those 

experiences in the context of their lives beyond school. Often this seemed related to two 

issues. First, some participants seemed self-conscious and doubtful that the accounts they 

were giving were relevant or “right.” In addition the participants seemed to differ in 
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terms of how much practice they had had with talking about their pasts and their 

relationships to others at more than a superficial level. It seemed some of the participants 

had never had the opportunity to “tell their stories.” There was a range of effort put forth 

by participants as they tried to find the “right” words to represent their experiences. 

These issues are reflected in the varied complexity of the cases portrayed here. Perhaps as 

a consequence of increased practice and trust built over the duration of this study, some 

participants were able to more pointedly reflect on and clearly articulate their pre-

university art education histories in later semesters. These later narratives were included 

here, particularly when they illuminated the nonsynchrony of participants’ multiple, 

intersecting social positions (McCarthy, 1998) and the valence of those positions in how 

participants negotiated their emerging art teacher identities.  

 

Brianna 

Brianna was a slim, 22-year old woman with a shy, quiet presence. She self-

identified as African American and as coming from a middle-class background. 

Throughout most of her childhood, Brianna attended public schools that served a 

predominantly lower middle-class Latino families. She explained that she was used to 

being the only Black person in her K-12 schools. This made being one of the few Black 

people in the Department of Visual Arts, in particular her studio art courses, feel very 

familiar:  

I definitely did notice that there weren’t that many Black people around, but I’ve 

been used to that because most of the time there [have been] only a handful of 
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Black people in the classes I’ve taken before . . . . It wasn’t that drastic of a 

change for me. But it is kind of weird being the only person there. (Brianna 

Interview 1, October 2008) 

Brianna described her persona in high school as a “school girl,” by which she meant that 

she was very focused on her studies and did not socialize much. She was one of the top 

students to graduate from her high school. Brianna decided to enroll at SSU in part 

because it was close to home. She would be able to continue living at home with her 

mother, step-father, and two younger siblings and continue working at a local department 

store, making college more affordable, overall. 

Brianna said her family members were generally supportive of her decision to 

major in art education. At the same time, Brianna “could still tell they had their doubts”: 

On my graduation day I called my grandpa. . .  and he was like, “Why don’t you 

be a lawyer or doctor?” . . . But my mom still says things like, “Nobody told you 

to be an art teacher,” if I complain about having to buy art supplies, about a 

project, or something. . . . I guess she wanted me to get a big money job. 

(Interview 1, October 2008) 

These comments suggested some concern in the family about Brianna’s decision to 

become an art teacher, however, Brianna said her family members showed their support 

by displaying her artwork all around the house. They also urged her to continue making 

art so that she would be able to sell her artwork to supplement her meager teacher pay.  

Brianna’s participation in the world of art was solely through artmaking. Her first 

exposure to an art museum, for example, was in her first semester of Art Ed. In high 
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school she took numerous Advanced Placement courses in studio art and developed a 

love for drawing in color pencil. The art classroom was a comfortable place for Brianna 

where she could hang out after class and assist her primary art teacher during the 

introductory level art classes. Her close observation of and interaction with art teachers 

over time made durable impressions on Brianna’s sense of artistic creativity and 

understanding of art teachers. Brianna’s strongest memories of art were associated with 

her art teachers’ positive appraisals of her drawings and her technical skills in rendering 

objects realistically: 

I remember we did Georgia O’Keeffe lessons [in middle school], and learned 

about her flowers. And then [the teacher] gave us a project to do where we had to 

use watercolors to replicate part of a flower, . . . [I]t came out really good, and I 

was so proud of that and I got a little frame for it and everything. And she gave a 

lot of praise. . . . That made me feel really good about myself. (Interview 1, 

October 2008) 

Her sense of belonging that she associated with the art classroom was a product of the 

encouragement she received from her art teachers, which in turn fueled her desire to 

achieve greater representational accuracy and realism in her artwork.  

 The time Brianna spent hanging out in the art classroom gave her many 

opportunities to notice and reflect on other aspects of how the art classroom functioned. 

Specifically, she noticed how the grouping system was used to marshal students through 

prerequisite art courses, from basic introductory classes to increasingly more advanced 

classes. Though she did not use terminology like school tracking and educational inequity 
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(Haberman, 1991; Oakes, 1982; Oakes & Guiton, 1995), she expressed dismay at the 

disparity between what she perceived to be uninspired teaching and rote tasks at the 

lower levels of art education and more dynamic teaching and engaging projects at the 

advanced levels.10 As a future art teacher, Brianna said that she hoped to provide students 

with better art experiences regardless of the strengths they brought to the classroom or the 

level of the course.  

 

Tracy 

Tracy was an athletic 20-year old White woman who was on the university 

women’s crew team. She was originally from Indiana and had moved to the southwest 

with her parents, both professional educators, around the time she entered high school. 

Like Brianna, Tracy saw herself as middle class, but Tracy qualified the self-

categorization by writing “middle class!” In adding the exclamation mark to “middle 

class,” Tracy seemed to refer to a social class positioning that was more economically 

advantaged than what Brianna meant using the same words. Tracy explained, “I would 

say I’m in the middle, pretty well to do, pretty lucky” (Tracy Interview 3, June 2009). 

This distinction that she was making became more clear as she shared her history.  

By her teenage years, Tracy had traveled a lot with her parents, and she had even 

studied abroad. When she enrolled at SSU, Tracy’s parents lived in close proximity and 

were a regular part of her life. Her father was a public school teacher, and her mother, a 

                                                 
10 I was unable to identify any research on tracking in art education classrooms and magnet schools. The 
research literature in art education has tended to focus uncritically on pedagogic aspects of  multi-age 
grouping in elementary settings (e.g., Broome, 2009) and creating special instructional groupings of so-
called gifted and talented students (e.g., Clark & Zimmerman, 1987). 
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former school teacher, was now a professor in a nearby university and served as the 

director of education in a large cultural museum. Her parents had a strong positive 

influence on her future aspirations: “Education is still a big piece of their life. That’s 

where I really got it from. It’s really inspired me to want to grow up and change the 

world and teach people” (Tracy Interview 1, October 2008). Tracy said that playing in 

halls afterschool and helping her mother to display student work were powerful memories 

that helped to shape her vision of teaching. Her mother was the impetus for Tracy 

wanting to become an art teacher:  

She was a social studies teacher and . . . she always involved art in all of the 

assignments and the projects. . . I didn’t really recognize it until I was already in 

college studying art that art has always been around me. (Tracy Interview 1, 

October 2008)  

Unlike most students in the Art Ed program, Tracy only took a couple art classes 

in high school. In fact, she had a few disheartening experiences with a high school 

drawing teacher that left her with the impression that she was not capable to being a good 

drawer:  

That did have a really dramatic effect on me because I didn’t get along with my 

teacher and she told me that the art that I made on my own was “crafty” and not 

“artwork.” I took it really personally, and I dropped her class and was against art 

for a long time. But I still did it on my own. (Tracy Interview 3, June 2009) 

Tracy stopped taking high school art classes, but she was continually surrounded by art in 

other ways. For instance, she obtained a camera from her family and started having fun 
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with photography on her own: “I don’t even know if it’s work. It’s just fun. I carry a 

camera everywhere, and I just like to take pictures.” There was also extra space in her 

parents’ house that served as her specially designated room for artmaking.  

Growing up, Tracy regularly visited museums with her family. These early 

experiences were also important in shaping her relationship to art and art education:  

I remember going to the children’s museum. . . , and there were some [other 

museums] around my small town. . . . When I was probably seven or eight, I went 

to [Washington] DC, and I remember going to all of the museums around there. I 

think I remember the Holocaust Museum the best. (Tracy Interview 1, October 

2008)  

Tracy had more access and exposure to art museums than most students in the art 

education program. Because of her mother’s position as the director of education at a 

prestigious museum nearby, Tracy was able to use and build her art skills as a 

documentary photographer for the museum. As a museum photographer, she enjoyed 

being able to take part in visiting artist lectures, teacher workshops, and docent-led tours 

of the museum’s exhibits.  

These museum experiences, where art was seen as a means for learning about 

history and society rather than the end goal for learning, seemed to influence Tracy’s 

beginning knowledge of art education and the norms of schooling:  

I feel like art education is a part of every single other type of education or it needs 

to be or it should be. I think that history should be taught through art, and art can 

be used for so many things. Even if it’s not like, “Okay, here’s how you draw,” 
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[you can] give an example of an artwork while teaching something else. I kind of 

wished that all subjects were somehow entangled together, but it feels like 

everything’s so separated. (Tracy Interview 1, October 2008) 

This instrumental, interdisciplinary orientation to art and education seemed to place her at 

odds with the focus of SSU’s art education program, which was aimed and designed to 

produce certified art teachers who would become employed in the state’s public schools 

to teach art.  

Though she felt that she would always be involved in art and education, she was 

less certain that her future would be in schools. Tracy admitted that she had little 

knowledge about what SSU’s art education program was about when she applied for 

admission. “I don’t think I really knew what I was getting into though. It was just like, 

‘Art education—that really sounds like fun’” (Tracy Interview 1, October 2008). Tracy’s 

nonchalant approach to majoring in art education resembled the kind of wavering 

attitudes that program administrators’ identified as one of the reasons for the high level of 

attrition within the Art Ed program (described in Chapter Four). Tracy was tentative 

about her self-image as a school art teacher:  

I have a hard time seeing myself wearing an apron and walking around as kids 

play with clay. If I do envision myself as an art teacher, it’s something like 

Palisades Art Center [a well-resourced, tuition-based art center serving mostly 

White families] where it’s like a small group of people and really hands-on, doing 

things with each other. . . . The teacher stuff is so new to me this semester. I got 

really scared the first two weeks of school. I said, “Oh my goodness! Now I 
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actually have to grow up.” All this talk of being in a classroom and observing, and 

I’m like, “That sounds like real life, and I just want to sit in the studio again 

[chuckle].” But it’s feeling more right as we keep learning about it. (Tracy 

Interview 1, October 2008) 

Tracy’s trepidation about becoming an art teacher seemed to be related to some 

dissonance between her adventurous life-style as a self-professed “world explorer” and 

the less romantic, sedate association with “teacher stuff.” As Tracy said, to be able to “sit 

in the studio again,” embodying the identity of an artist, would be a haven from what she 

perceived to be the more serious identity of a public school art teacher. Implicitly, she 

represented the art studio as a more personally liberating space than the public school art 

classroom. Tracy’s sentiments also suggested a distinction between the freedoms of 

teaching in a decentralized art space like Palisades Art Center (which was also an affluent 

White space) compared to the restrictive environment of public schools. Despite her 

fears, Tracy projected a hopeful outlook regarding her ability to make a successful 

transition from the world of studio artists to the world of “teacher stuff.”  

 

Miguel 

Like Tracy, travel was a significant part of Miguel’s upbringing and sense of self. 

For 21- year old Miguel, however, travel was associated not with world exploration. 

Rather Miguel’s transmigrations between Mexico and the U.S. were born of economic 

necessity and were connected to maintaining familial and ethnic bonds. Miguel was born 

in the U.S. to a family he described as working class. Most of his earliest childhood 
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memories were of his home in a small town in Chihuahua, Mexico, a state located near 

the U.S.-Mexico border. Miguel was six years old when his family returned to the U.S. 

They made their new home a large metropolitan area only a few hours’ drive from SSU. 

This was where Miguel graduated from high school and his family continued to live.  

Miguel’s early movements across national and cultural/linguistic boundaries had 

an impact on his developing sense of self. He said, “When my family moved north of the 

border, everything changed, from our house, our friends, [and] the scenery, [to] the things 

we ate, and my language” (Teaching Portfolio Autobiography, Spring 2011, p. 1). 

Spanish was Miguel’s first language, and though he had achieved oral and written 

fluency in English, he retained the very subtle accent of a native Spanish speaker. 

Acquiring a second language in the English-dominated U.S. elementary schools shaped 

Miguel’s awareness of how he was seen and positioned by more powerful others 

(Valenzuela, 1999): “I was really embarrassed, and they made fun of my English. So I 

made it a point to have an amazing vocabulary and speak eloquently” (Miguel Interview 

1, October 2008).  

By the time he entered the Art Ed program at SSU, Miguel had cultivated a 

transnational consciousness that was represented by his self-identification as 

“Mestizo/Mexican American/Chicano.” The fluidity and polyvalence of this continually 

evolving sense of self was the result of Miguel’s having worked to make sense of his 

emplacement and belonging in relation to varied geographic, sociocultural, and political 

contexts.  
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I think “Mestizo” better encompasses like who I am, I guess like from a like 

ethno-genetic perspective, you know, part European and part indigenous. . . . It 

kind of grounds me in that geographical sense. “Mexican American” because this 

is where I am now. . . . I was born here, I grew up in Mexico, and I'm still living 

in like a smaller Mexico as it is. Growing up with Mexican parents, you still get a 

little taste of that “Mexican.” And “Chicano”—whatever anyone might define that 

as—I’ll take it. It [Chicano] has been used as a derogatory term for Mexican, 

mixed, or Mexicans living abroad, but I feel that combination kind of describes 

me. . . .  Sometimes it’s like I don’t belong here or there because you come here 

and you’re “too Mexican.” You go there [to Mexico] and you’re “too White.” 

And I’ve been called Chicano in both places [the U.S. and Mexico], which I think 

is pretty funny. (Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 

Positioned as both “us” and “not us,” Miguel occupied a space of seeming 

contradiction. When visiting family in Mexico and while growing up in the U.S., 

Miguel’s bicultural, binational, and bilingual experiences became the catalytic contexts 

for his self-formation and emerging, broad-based sociopolitical consciousness:  

The way I look at “Chicano” is in terms of being neither from there nor from here. 

It’s just a mismatch, a hodge-podge of the two, and I’m okay with that. You don’t 

fit in perfectly in either place, but you know what? You can survive I both places. 

And I’ll I take it—Chicano! (Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 
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Miguel was aware of the uplifting and denigrating ways in which the term “Chicano” had 

been assigned to him by others. His response was to strategically appropriate the 

language of disparagement and transform its meaning:  

I believe in empowering yourself through the negativity. That’s why I also put 

“queer” as one of my identities. . . . I began picking up “queer” here [at SSU] 

when I heard about the political meaning behind the word. . . . I really liked that, 

the sense that it’s more than just being gay, or it’s more than just being lesbian. 

It’s part of something bigger. It’s a sexual minority. I really like that. (Miguel 

Interview 3, May 2009)   

Language was an important mediational tool Miguel used to negotiate the contentious 

history that gave rise to the categories Mestizo/Mexican American/Chicano and authoring 

his queer identity (Holland et al., 1998; Holland & Lave, 2001).  

It was the lack of role models and a language for being gay that Miguel had 

struggled with during his early middle school years: “I remember [that] I was like, ‘It’s 

something no one talks about, but everyone probably goes through this. I’ll grow out of 

it. It’s just a phase. It’s fine.’ But then it wasn’t really going away” (Miguel Interview 3, 

May 2009). Now, a decade later, Miguel interpreted many of his gay (male) experiences 

as part of a larger cultural-political process of group minoritization. He talked about 

being queer as a political act and allied himself with other subordinated and oppressed 

sex/gender groups. On the SSU campus, Miguel took part in LGBTQ demonstrations, for 

example protesting the dehumanizing exclusion of non-straight students from blood 
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donation drives.11 Miguel found kinship with other nonconforming gender expressions 

and sexual identities as he navigated the heteronormative gender contexts of family, 

school, and society generally. 

Based on his experiences of nonsynchronous sexual and racial minoritization in 

schools (McCarthy, 1998), Miguel imagined that as a future art teacher he would serve as 

a role model for other queer and Chicano youth. Here again Miguel appropriated the 

common role model discourse, turning its typical homophobic usage on its head (Evans, 

2002), and positioned himself through that role model discourse as a person who could 

mediate healthy identity development for LGBTQ youth. With an absence of good role 

models, Miguel recalled that during high school art classes he discovered the existence of 

openly gay and Chicano artists. These artists and the artwork became exemplars that 

validated the feelings of doubt he had about himself as youth and provided cultural 

narratives and artifacts through which he could make sense of his own gay and Chicano 

identities:  

I started taking art. Really, you look at gay artists and you see what they do and 

how they talk about identity and I go, “Wow! You can talk about it. That’s 

awesome!”  Look at how Chicano artists talk about their identity, and I’m like 

“Wow! We can talk about this?” You know, “This isn’t necessarily something 

that we pretend doesn’t exist or you don’t want to talk about it?”  

                                                 
11 LGBTQ is a common abbreviation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered, and Queer communities.  
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Miguel was recruited into the world of art by these artists serving as surrogate role 

models (Lampela, 2007). He also attributed his decision to become an art teacher to the 

support he received from his art teacher:  

Under her guidance I explored a number of media ranging from clay, paper, 

fabric, mixed media, metals, wood and others. Long story short: I discovered 

wearable art and needless to say my parents were not at all pleased to see their son 

working in needle and thread. . . . [T]hey were too busy worrying about my lost 

sense of masculinity. (Miguel Coursework, September 2008, p. 2)  

For Miguel, art became an important practice for constructing a positive queer Chicano 

identity, but it was also the ground on which the nature of Miguel’s relationship with his 

parents began to change. The societal and family privileging of heterosexual masculinity 

positioned Miguel’s participation in “wearable art” as a violation of “heterogender” 

(Ingraham, 1994), the unquestioned and enforced classifications of men and women 

based on their conformity to unquestioned norms of heterosexual, patriarchal gender 

relations (Nielsen, Walden & Kunkel, 2000). 

Miguel’s desire for full participation and equal respect as a queer 

Mestizo/Mexican American/Chicano was also related to his family’s working class 

status. Class disparity was a salient aspect of how Miguel understood his K-12 schooling 

and ultimately his decision to become an art teacher. In a quieted, somewhat apologetic 

tone that marked the moment as particularly sensitive, Miguel described his working 

class background: 
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I guess socioeconomically we are probably one of the least affluent of the 

community. I grew up sharing apartments with other families, getting my free 

lunches. My parents were always working as hard as they can to get us out of the 

rut. We have a house now. We’re working on it. My mom was a stay-at-home 

mom. She had to leave a job to take care of us because she couldn’t afford 

daycare. My dad’s a truck driver, definitely working class. We do the best we can. 

. . . Growing up I always felt, “This is not for me. I’m going to get something 

better.” And when I was five, I already knew I was going to go to college. I knew 

nothing about it. I didn’t know how it worked, what it was, but I knew I was 

going to go. I was going to make the best of it. You know. . . . Just seeing what 

was available and what I had, and on TV, other friends, you know like everyone 

talking about their game systems and cable shows and like, I don’t have any of 

that. I can’t really relate. I’d like to, but—. (Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 

His explanation drew from the familiar dominant discourse of meritocracy where 

individual hard work in school and the marketplace is rewarded through greater 

opportunities for advancement and upward social and economic mobility. Under 

meritocracy, Miguel’s academic achievements were seen as a way to move up the 

socioeconomic ladder, to feel a greater sense of belonging, and to increase access to 

cultural and material resources.  

At the time this study began, however, the recession and related job losses had 

negatively impacted Miguel’s family, with his father’s wages cut in half. It was within 

this context that Miguel told his parents about his decision to major in art education:  
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I did tell them that I was going to do art and that I was going to be an art teacher. 

And they were like, “Okay.” They weren’t jumping on board and all excited. I 

think a lot of it was knowing that teachers aren’t paid for the work they do, 

honestly, and I think they kind of resented that. They were kind of hoping for me 

to just make money as an engineer. They had really high hopes for me to do that. 

(Miguel Interview 1, October 2008)   

 

Philip 

The oldest preservice art teacher in this study was Philip. As an “army brat” who 

traveled the globe as a child, he was also the only participant who did not grow up in this 

state and therefore had not attended any of the state’s public schools as a K-12 student. 

At age 42, Philip was a self-identified gay White man who had decided to become an art 

teacher after a decade-long career as a bartender in a large urban area of the state. Philip 

stated that bartending at “gay bars” meant that he “never actually had to deal with being 

out.” Even though his sexual identity seemed easier to negotiate in the context of serving 

drinks in a gay bar, bartending was not what Philip aspired to do: 

It's never what I pictured myself to doing.  And I had started bar attending 

because I wanted to move back to Chicago, and I needed to make some money 

because I didn’t have anything saved up at that point, and it just became too easy 

to just stay. (Philip Interview 1, October 2008) 
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Philip recognized some benefits gained from that period in his life, though he also 

regretted the depleting lifestyle that bartending encouraged and that it had taken so long 

to go back to school:   

I hate to whine or sound negative about it because it was really good in certain 

aspects. It helped my confidence. I had never been popular in high school, and I 

was always kind of an outcast in my school. I didn’t have a lot of friends, so it 

was nice because I’d never had that before. You’d get invited to all the parties. 

Everybody wants to talk to you. (Philip Interview 1, October 2008)  

In addition to providing a social network in which he played central role, bartending also 

provided enough income that Philip was able to afford frequent trips to Europe. He 

enjoyed these trips for the fine art and cultural institutions as well as the close friendships 

he forged there.  

Before bartending, Philip had established himself as a practicing artist in Chicago, 

working at well-known performing arts venues, creating commissioned murals, doing 

costume design, and some related marketing work. He was successful and able to make 

money from his artwork:  

I was doing really well as a freelance artist. I did stuff for the Chicago Lesbian 

and Gay Film Festival, and I was doing magazine covers. I mean, I was working. 

I had at least three or four projects going a month on the side. (Philip Interview 3, 

May 2009)  

Based on these experiences in Chicago where he seemed to thrive, Philip considered the 

arts to be a gay-friendly space. As an example he said, “On Fridays we’d sit down and 
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talk about our sex lives. So it was never a big issue” (Philip Interview 2, January 2009). 

In Philip’s experience, there was less synergy between the arts and gay life in the 

southwest, and he had difficulty finding opportunities for earning a living through 

artmaking. 

Long before coming to SSU, Philip had studied at another notable art school, but 

he had not yet completed his degree. The delay in completing his degree and the 

difference in age between Philip and his art education classmates made him feel self-

conscious. He seemed to view their traditional educational path, from high school directly 

into undergraduate studies, as more respectable compared to his more circuitous 

trajectory. Philip also talked about his age as though it were an indication of a character 

flaw. He used themes of meritocracy, including personal responsibility, individual effort, 

and inner self-motivation, to generalize these and other perceived shortcomings: 

People always have an excuse why they don't do something, . . . you know, “Oh I 

can’t do that. I can’t do that. Oh, I can’t –” You know, if you want to do 

something do it. The only thing [that] holds anybody back is yourself. I know 

because I held myself back for how many years because I couldn’t figure out what 

I wanted to do. The only person I have to blame for being 42 and still in school is 

me because I couldn’t get my shit together sooner. (Philip Interview 3, May 2009) 

Here it seemed Philip saw his recent past in contradictory terms, as both a period when he 

held himself back and a period in which he developed his art knowledge and skill, albeit 

outside a formal education setting. This was also a period when Philip felt free to 
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embrace a gay identity, and he represented that identity openly in his artwork through the 

use of gay themes and imagery.  

The interwoven artist identity and sexual identity was significant for both Philip 

just as it was Miguel. Philip’s relationship to a gay identity was not, however, rooted in a 

political or activist consciousness the way Miguel’s multilayered queer Mestizo/Mexican 

American/Chicano identity was. In contrast, Philip depoliticized his involvement with 

gay groups in Chicago. As an example, he was critical of and did not participate in what 

he called “head-on confrontation” activism: “People don't respond to that. If you're going 

to make change it has to be positive change. You have to kind of set an example” (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009). Philip also depoliticized his artmaking by framing it as a 

business:  

I wouldn't call it activist work, I mean I did stuff for gay rights groups and the 

Lesbian and Gay Film Festival. . . . I worked for about three gay bars that I did 

ads and t-shirts for. There was a video store that I did ads for. . . . And then the 

murals I did for The Chicago Theatre and . . . I did costume design for a play. 

For Philip, doing stuff for gay business, gay-friendly theaters, gay civil rights groups, and 

pro-gay arts organizations was not activism.  

His prior life, career and educational history formed an important catalytic context 

from which Philip negotiated his art teacher identity in the Art Ed program at SSU. 

Specifically, Philip drew from his memories of high school from the standpoint of his 

positioning as a White middle class male who was just beginning to consciously 

negotiate his sexual identity during the 1980s, a period of widespread anti-gay sentiment 
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and violence acts of homophobia in response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. As he imagined 

what kind of art teacher he wanted to become, Philip talked about the possibility that his 

classroom could be a safe space for gay students. At the same time, Philip was skeptical 

of his power as one individual art teacher to change much about the violent anti-gay 

culture found in schools (Blount, 2005; Harbeck, 1997). For example, he talked about 

having witnessed and then participated in homophobic bullying in high school at the 

same time he was trying to understand what it meant for him to be gay (Dupper & 

Meyer-Adams, 2002). 

High school is all about-- I mean, high schools are about abuse, no matter what it 

is and I think any little moment of any little safe space you can find is 

appreciated. There was a kid when I was in high school that was out. I don't know 

if he was out, but everybody just assumed and even I, when he came around, we’d 

say, “That guy is gay” [in a taunting, singsong voice]. We were calling him glitter 

boy. We used to sing songs about him in the hallway. 

When I asked Philip if he had participated in the name-calling along with the other 

students, he answered, 

Yeah, once or twice. Yeah, of course you did. I grew up thinking that being gay 

meant that you wanted to be with a guy that dressed like a woman. Remember 

those religious tracts that they used to pass out?12  There was one I remember as a 

kid that was about this gay wedding in San Francisco, and there was one guy 

dressed as the bride, one guy was dressed as the groom. You know it was all 

                                                 
12 Tracts are small pamphlets containing religious literature or Biblical passages addressing a given topic. 
The pamphlets are usually given out or left for people to find them. 
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about burning in hell. I was never attracted to guys that looked like women or 

guys that were feminine. I was attracted to guys so, “Well I’m not gay!” (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009) 

In his account of this incident, Philip seemed to recognize that as a teen, he had had a lot 

of misinformation about the meaning of “gay,” and he had disavowed a gay identity 

associated with gender-bending deviations from (hetero)normative gender expression. At 

the same time, in the present moment, he accommodated homophobia and reinscribed the 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1996) of his youth as part of his emerging art teacher 

identity. In claiming that “high schools are about abuse, no matter what it is,” sexualized 

gender violence was made normal and therefore excusable. This reflected an ongoing 

mobilization of the “heterosexual imaginary” (Ingraham, 1994) within Philip’s 

construction of a gay male identity.  

In light of this catalyzing context of Philip’s schooling history, it was significant 

that even now, at age 42, Philip’s gender expression in the art education program was 

ambiguous. I made this assessment based on my initial reading of him in class from my 

perspective as a straight woman and based on never having heard him or anyone else 

refer to his sexuality, his boyfriend, his interests, or outside activities. Also, I never 

picked up on any signs of a gay identity that may have been visible in his curriculum 

coursework, his style of bodily gesture or other outward appearance. It was likely that 

most others would have interpreted his gender expression as that of a straight man based 

on his apparently seamless fit within the implicitly White heteronormative art (Bloom, 

1999; Honeychurch, 1995) and art education worlds (Desai, 2003; Honeychurch, 1995). 
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It seemed to me that Philip had the ability, if he chose, to disguise his sexuality by simply 

not telling people that he was gay. Philip seemed genuinely surprised by my reading of 

his sexual identity, stating “I don’t advertise that I’m gay, but I think that anyone who 

talks to me for any length of time figures it out” (Philip Interview 2, January 2009).  

While he was certain he did not want hide his gay identity, Philip also seemed to 

recognize that how he negotiated his teacher identity would depend on the local 

conditions as well as larger historical discourses around gay teachers:  

I am not going to deny it, but at the same time I am not going to come in waving 

my pride flag. . . . I just worry about, is being out worth my job, my career, if 

somebody decides they don’t like me or they can’t deal with it. . . . I think no 

matter where you are, you have to conform to norms. I think if you want to 

survive in your job you kind of have to conform a little to what is expected. Am I 

going to stop being gay? No, I mean, [pause] I look at how much my life is 

changed each time I move. You know, an environment makes such a strong 

influence on who you are and the choices you make that to sit and say “Oh, I’m 

going to do this” now before I know where I end up is presumptuous. (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009). 

Philip’s initial strategy for negotiating his gay identity in the context of schools 

resembled a racial politics of respectability (Ferguson, 2002; Higginbotham, 1993) in 

which the behavioral conformity of individuals to the cultural norms and expectations is 

intended to garner the group full rights of citizenship by winning social, political and 

economic inclusion and equality for the oppressed group.  
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Philip’s presumably more “respectable” embodiment of gay pride (Gould, 2009) 

was different from Miguel’s assertive politics of difference (I. M. Young, 1990). Philip 

was motivated to secure his individual acceptance within the heteronormative teaching 

profession through upholding the morals and adopting the behavioral norms of a 

dominant White heterosexual middle class profession. He performed a White middle 

class masculinity as a matter of habit. Therefore, within a White heterosexual middle 

class paradigm, Philip seemed most concerned about his ability to garner respect from 

parents, administrators, and other teachers as a gay man.  

Age and years of adult experience may have played a role in his approach to 

negotiating a gay art teacher identity. Here he explained the complex moral, personal and 

financial reasons why, after a career as a bartender and finding success as a freelance 

artist, he wanted to become an art teacher: 

It’s not penance, but almost, kind of like redemption, or it's just—I want to do 

something better with my life than just get people drunk [chuckle]. I mean it’d be 

nice to actually teach people something, and I've always been passionate about 

art. I’ve always loved art, so it makes sense. . . . And to be honest, too, part of it is 

I’ve done the freelance thing and I don’t want to have to rely on that as a source 

of income. (Philip Interview 1, October 2008) 

 

Cherise 

Cherise was another student who talked about teaching art as meeting several of 

her needs. She knew early on that she would have a career in art because art had always 
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been something she loved doing. Like Philip, Cherise was attracted to teaching because it 

was a “steady job,” but it was also an activity she relished doing. Her reasons for 

becoming an art teacher resembled many of the narratives commonly used by preservice 

art teachers, according to Department administrators (see Chapter Four). However, 

Cherise’s framing of teaching as a “steady job” was also connected to her awareness of 

global socioeconomic disparities and unequal power relations extending from her 

childhood experiences of immigration and acculturation to U.S. society.  

Cherise was born and raised in the Philippines by her Filipino mother. Her 

African American father was living in the U.S. where he had citizenship. After the family 

spent nine years of petitioning the U.S. government, Cherise and her mother finally 

immigrated to the U.S. to join her father. Cherise was in fourth grade when she finally 

reunited with her father. At the age of 20, Cherise transferred from a community college 

in her hometown to SSU just a few hours away. Here Cherise’s comments demonstrate 

an emerging transnational consciousness, similar to Miguel’s, that formed the conditions 

for her relationship to art and movement into art education: 

I lived in the Philippines, a third world country. . . . I would say we were lower 

class because . . . there were things then that we needed that we didn’t have. . . . I 

grew up in a poor town, in a poor community, and [my mother and I] were poor. 

So there weren’t, as far as art is concerned, I don’t really remember being exposed 

to any. . . . I’ve always known that I wanted to be in an artsy field. At first I 

thought more about becoming an architect because, you know, the money issue. 

In Asian culture or whatever, my mom was always telling me, “If you are going 
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to go for a major, do something that’s going to make money. Be a doctor. Be a 

lawyer.” She’s always saying that. . . . Recently she’s been like, “Okay this art 

thing is really good for you.” . . . I guess she likes my art and she can really see 

that it’s my thing, and it’s what I’m passionate about, and being a lawyer isn’t for 

everybody. It’s an amazing thing because I know kids, when I go back in the 

Philippines where they might be more artsy [than I], but their parents are like, 

“You have to be this. You have to do this.” And then they go through law school 

they finish it, you know. [. . .] There are not very many art majors, especially in 

the Philippines. You are taught that if you’ve got a major in something, it has to 

be something that can make you money, that can last for a long time, and art isn’t 

thought of as that. It seems like it’s a hobby and not really something that you can 

make money out of. (Cherise Interview 1, November 2008)  

There were other kinds of comparisons Cherise made between her social 

arrangements and cultural practices in the U.S. and the Philippines. For example, in the 

Philippines Cherise said she had been derided as a “tomboy” for playing basketball, an 

activity that she claimed would have been seen as unremarkable had she been in her 

hometown in the U.S. There were other times when she said her mother instructed her on 

“what a Filipino woman is.” Overall, though, Cherise felt traversing these kinds of 

gendered norms and cultural values had been minor influences on her life compared to 

the more imposing racial constructions.  

More than anything, she talked about how her racial identity had shaped and was 

shaped by her engagement with art. In the Philippines, Cherise felt she easily stood out 
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because of her distinctively Black phenotypic features that marked her as different from 

the vast majority of Filipinos, including all of her family members around whom she 

grew up. She described times when, returning to the Philippines to visit her family, she 

enjoyed troubling other people’s unspoken assumptions about being Filipino and 

exclusionary practices based on those essentialist assumptions:   

When I go back it’s actually funny because looking at me, my more dominant 

features are of course my Black features. They don’t expect for me to know how 

to speak Filipino and when I go back and then people all around me are talking 

about me, and I just bust out and just start speaking and they’re like [makes a 

stunned face]—It’s funny! (Cherise Interview 1, November 2008) 

When she arrived in the U.S., Cherise still stood out, but for different reasons. She 

was one of the few African American children in her rural elementary school, and she 

was the only Filipino speaker in her Spanish-focused ESL classes. She wittily described 

the experience as: “I don’t look like my native language” (Cherise Interview 5, May 

2010). As she matured into early adolescence, Cherise worked toward greater fluency in 

English but also found that art was often a more powerful, “universal language” (Cherise 

Interview 5, May 2010) for understanding her shifting Black/Filipino identity.  

Art has always been my hobby, you know it has always been my thing. . . even 

when I was in the Philippines when I was in grade school.[. . . It’s kind of strange 

because no one in my family is artsy at all, and I’ve never been exposed to art. . . . 

It became kind of like, instead of a diary, the canvas was where I would express 

how I felt about my identity because I felt like I couldn’t talk to people about it. 
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So instead of talking and saying “Hey, this is how I feel,” I just communicate that 

through drawing and painting. (Cherise Interview 1, November 2008) 

Reflecting on her U.S. schooling, Cherise lamented the lack of available resources and 

communities for learning about Blacks in America. In the small rural schools where she 

spent her middle and high school years, she usually was the only Black person in her 

classes of mostly White and Latino students. Over time and as she transitioned into high 

school, there were more students of color due to increasing numbers of Latino students, 

but the African American student population remained a very small minority.  

Making sense of my racial identity in the Philippines was harder than it is here 

because I was the only person who looked like me in most places, . . . but then 

when I came here I kind of expected it would be an easier transition because there 

are—America is known as this big, diverse place. That’s the way I looked at it 

first. 

Cherise turned to making art to work through her feelings of isolation. In middle school 

she the opportunity to practice art in a more formal way through elective art classes. 

When Cherise took her first art class, she encountered an unexpected challenge. She 

found that the school’s version of art was far removed from the self-initiated, highly 

personal, and socioculturally oriented art practice (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2005) to 

which she was accustomed:  

  I had a hard time at first because when I do my art I do research and then create 

what it is that I want to create. But when you’re, you know, taught that “you have 

to draw this vase or you have to draw this chair. You have to do it just like this.” 
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That was hard for me because it has to be more than that. You know, you can’t 

just—of course, they’re trying to teach you how to structure properly and what 

not, but I guess I had a hard time with that. 

Cherise was turned off by the traditional drawing exercises offered in her art class. She 

was not interested in the development of technical skill in isolation or for its own sake. 

Cherise had her own organically derived approach to artmaking that served as a self-

making practice that helped her make sense of her place in a world defined by fluctuating 

national, racial, familial, cultural, and linguistic relationships. Her intuitive artistic 

practice was a departure from the standard style of school art (Bersson, 1987; Chapman, 

1982; Efland, 1976).  

Cherise often sought resources on Black artists, African American history and 

culture as a central part of her artmaking. Eventually, with the help of her high school art 

teacher, Cherise’s art classes became a more positive space where she could continue to 

learn about Black artists and their visual configurations of blackness: 

In high school my art teacher used to give me books. She knew I was really 

interested in African American art and so she would give me books, and she 

would basically let me create whatever I wanted. [Compared to] the other 

students, the projects that she assigned were very much the same, but with me she 

was more like, “Do what you want.” . . . Based on what it was that I was painting 

or drawing—it was mostly just about African American history—she kind of 

knew. We never really talked about it. She just knew it. (Cherise Interview 2, 

January 2009) 
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Upon entering the Art Ed program at SSU, Cherise told me that while she had 

always thought of herself as Black, she now considered the terms “bi-racial” and 

“multiracial” more accurate representations of her identity. Still, it was her Black heritage 

that preoccupied her art studies and compelled her to seek a double major in African 

American studies.  

Constructing a meaningful Black identity also seemed to guide her interest in 

teaching in what she called “diverse” schools, a term she explained in the following way:  

I’m gearing [myself] toward the inner cities, you know, the Black communities 

out there, the ones who are really in trouble. I guess I’m not going in there hoping 

to be their savior—to be this art teacher [who is] going to save the school and 

everybody. I’m gearing more toward [inner cities] so hopefully along the way I’ll 

help somebody. (Cherise Interview 1, November 2008) 

Cherise seemed uncomfortable with the common teacher savior myth, but she still found 

the cultural narrative of the troubled Black inner city very compelling. These depictions 

of Black schools and urban Black communities resonated closely with the coded remarks 

about “at-risk kids” and “low income high minority schools” that circulated in various art 

education courses (see the discussion in Chapter Five). Cherise’s firsthand knowledge of 

“inner cities” and “Black communities” was minimal after all. Her understanding of these 

spaces was based on conversations with relatives and friends who lived in urban areas:   

In an urban setting especially, art isn’t emphasized in the African American 

community and I get that a lot. I go out to Black schools, Black high schools, and 

they don’t have an art program, or it’s not emphasized. Kids aren’t taught like, 



220 
 

“You can be something out of your art or this can be your major if you do decide 

to go to college.” It will definitely help them to see that “There is this other field 

that I can probably pursue.” . . . Because there are so many other problems—gang 

problems and living in poverty—what you’re thinking about is, “What I'm I going 

to eat tomorrow?”  You’re not thinking of art. You’re not thinking about math or 

science. You’re not thinking about any of these classes. You’re thinking about, 

“What is going to help me?” Basically you are living for today. You’re not 

thinking about the future.  But by bringing in art, it can help because I know a lot 

of people who are so talented as artists, but they don’t pursue that because they 

don’t think that they can be something out of art. It’s kind of like the old school 

thinking, like art is just a hobby. It’s not an “I can’t get a job through art” kind of 

thing. (Cherise Interview 1, November 2008) 

Cherise adopted problematic, deficit-laden educational and popular discourses that are 

commonly used to frame the so-called “problem” of racial minorities and low income 

communities. At the same time, her positionality at the margins of schools and society 

seemed to enable a critical perspective on inequities in art education that was rarely 

talked about in the Art Ed program. 

 

Claudia 

Claudia grew up in an upper-middle class family. Growing up, she and her family 

traveled within the U.S. and northern Europe frequently because of her father’s work 

with a multinational energy conglomerate. Now at the age of 21, she felt that these 
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constant relocations, which were beyond her control, had had a profound impact on her 

sense of self and identity:  

I lived [here], Louisiana, Norway, and Holland. And I went to three different high 

schools, so I moved a lot. SSU is the longest I’ve ever lived anywhere, so that’s 

pretty important in my upbringing. (Claudia Interview 1, October 2008) 

When Claudia described her path into the Art Ed program, she emphasized her 

“expatriate” identity and angst from having been uprooted. Perhaps related to this 

nomadic lifestyle, Claudia, more than any other participant in this study, seemed to 

express the least anxiety and the most carefree attitude about making art and becoming an 

art teacher. Her art education history helped to illuminate some ways in which the 

expatriate identity was created, the conditions that mediated that part of her identity, and 

the residual impact those experiences may have had in framing her art teacher identity 

formation.  

Throughout her K-12 schooling, Claudia’s family moved frequently enough that 

she never lived in one place for longer than three years. When her family finally decided 

to settle in one place long-term, Claudia was in the middle of her senior year of high 

school. Her new home was located in an affluent, predominantly (more than 90 percent) 

White suburb near a large city just a few hours’ drive from SSU. Claudia graduated from 

the public high school near her home. When her family relocated to Norway and Holland, 

Claudia attended an international school and an American school, respectively: 

In Norway, most of the people that went to school there were from oil background 

or military background, and they were from all nationalities. All my friends were 
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from different countries, but we were taught in English. And then in Holland, I 

think most people had either oil background or diplomat background because of 

the embassy. . . . My school in Holland was more American, but a lot of 

international kids went there, too. (Claudia Interview 1, October 2008) 

Claudia spent many of her adolescent years crossing national borders and living in 

countries outside the U.S. for extended periods of time. The “expatriate” identity she 

developed seemed to have more in common with the kind of adventure-oriented travel in 

which Philip and Tracy participated than Miguel and Cherise’s linguistic, racial, and 

ethnic border-crossing.  

There were several factors that help to explain why Claudia, having lived for 

years as an outsider, constructed an expatriate affiliation as opposed to a more 

transnational sensibility. One factor was that Claudia did not have to negotiate the social 

location of a language minority:  

Both Norway and Holland, their main language is their native language, but they 

learn English from like the second grade onward. So most people speak English, 

so you don’t really have to learn the language there. 

As a native English speaker, Claudia’s language was accommodated and was valued as 

cultural capital beyond her home country. The cultural dominance of the English 

language enabled Claudia, without gaining fluency in a second language, to access 

education and to be understood in most social settings (Nieto, 2010). Claudia benefited 

from English language privilege that was produced and maintained by the unequal global 

relations of power in which the English-speaking U.S. exercises tremendous cultural, 
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economic, and military influence. Claudia generally spoke very positively about her 

schooling in Norway and Holland, whereas Miguel and Cherise labored to learn English 

and overcome social marginalization that many English language learners experience in 

U.S. schools, in particular racial and ethnic minorities (Valenzuela, 1999). Claudia did 

not talk about having had these kinds of daily lived experiences of minoritization. Miguel 

and Cherise’s transnational consciousness emerged from their altered positionalities in 

relation to political and historical categories of identity and social hierarchies that 

preexisted their movements across borders and to which they were forced to respond. 

Each worked to make sense of externally imposed ascription as “us” and “not us” by 

constructing more flexible, hybridic identities. When, like Philip and Tracy, Claudia 

traveled across national borders, she did not appear to have encountered racial, ethnic, or 

linguistic subordination, discrimination, or misrecognition of her personhood.  

A second factor that may have influenced Claudia’s identity as an expatriate was 

her physical appearance and cultural performance of a White identity.  

A lot of times people just think, “Oh she’s White.” I mean, they don’t tell me that, 

but I can tell. . . . It will come up in conversations sometimes that I’m half Asian, 

and they're like, “What?  I thought you were just White.” And I’m like, “No.” . . . 

I have a friend that’s Chinese, and she said she had no idea. She thought that I 

was half Chinese even though I’m pretty sure I told her when I met her, but she 

doesn’t remember that. She was like, “I just thought you were White,” and I was 

like, “Okay. Cool. Whatever.” (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009)  
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Intentionally or unintentionally, Claudia was usually able to pass as White because when 

most people saw her (myself included), they assumed she was White. This happened with 

friends whom she had known for a long time, and with strangers:  

I am third generation Chinese, which nobody ever guesses because I don’t look 

very Asian anymore. I used to look way more Asian, . . . my eyes were more 

Asian looking and my hair was a lot darker. . . . [M]y brother looks really Asian. 

People ask him if he is from China. He looks way more Asian than I do. . . . When 

I was younger people were like, “Where are you from?” They wanted it to be 

China or, you know, not [here, in this state], and now they don’t even think I’m 

Asian at all. [My father’s family is] from Britain, and his mom’s side of the 

family came over on the Mayflower. I’m not really sure about his dad’s side. That 

side of the family has roots in Colonial America. (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009) 

Over time, as she was positioned and treated as White by others, Claudia continued to 

acknowledge her ancestral background of “Caucasian/Asian,” but in practice she most 

often identified interchangeably as a White and American. She explained how her sense 

of self shifted in different situations: “[It] depends where I am because if I were here [in 

America], then I would say I’m half Chinese. . . . But if I am not in America, then I say 

than I am American.”  When she used the category of “half Chinese,” Claudia signaled 

that she did not usually have to mark her Whiteness. It went unsaid in the U.S. and 

abroad. For example, when living abroad, she said, “I was American, like hard core 

American.” When I asked Claudia who she identified with in a U.S. context, she said,   
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I guess White people, I don’t know, but I don’t really hang out with very many 

full White people either. A lot of them have other backgrounds or are not even 

White at all. But I guess White. . . American. It’s just American. (Claudia 

Interview 3, June 2009). 

Noticing that she was conflating “White” identity and “just American” identity (Devos & 

Banaji, 2005), I asked Claudia if she thought these categories were equivalent.  She 

replied, “No, not really. I don’t think so anyway. That would be sad I think [chuckle], but 

I don’t know.” Though Claudia seemed most comfortable with “just American” identity, 

she also appeared a bit uncomfortable with the possibility that the category “American” 

assumed Whiteness and the category “White” encapsulated the essence of what it meant 

to be an American.   

The American identity that Claudia negotiated successfully as an expatriate living 

in Europe appeared to be formed in part through the cultural narrative of America as a 

melting pot where racial and ethnic differences can become insignificant and even erased 

through assimilation over time into a normalized sameness, usually that of the dominant 

group (Omi & Winant, 1994). Here, for example, Claudia attributed her emotional and 

cultural distance from a Chinese or Asian identity to the loss of the Chinese language and 

Asian culture a generation before (Lee & Bean, 2004).  

I think I identified more as an American overseas, but I don’t really identify with 

Asian people here either. . . .[My mom] probably grew up with more Asianness. I 

don’t know if this is an exaggeration or not but, according to my grandma, my 
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mom was never that interested in Asian culture. So then I don’t know much about 

it. (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009) 

Claudia seemed to have few cultural resources with which to make sense of this loss of 

“Asianness.” For instance, Claudia described how she and her parents interpreted her 

place in the world: 

They don’t think it’s a big deal. They are like, “well if people ask you what race 

you are, you tell them human race.” That’s what my dad always used to say. I was 

like, “Okay” [in a playful, sing-song voice]. They don’t really talk about it that 

much. I don’t even really think about it that much. (Claudia Interview 3, June 

2009) 

According to Claudia, they encouraged her to transcend racial and even erase racial 

differences by taking up a more universal category that minimized the historical, social 

and political significance of race and ethnicity in the construction of an American 

identity. Using a universalizing “just American” identity framework to understand her 

experiences in global humanistic terms, Claudia could not perceive any meaningful 

connections between her social positions; her racial, linguistic, and economic privilege; 

and her perspective toward art and artmaking:  

I don’t really feel like I identify with like a set thing that would be apparent 

through my artwork necessarily, . . . or at least not my identity, like racial identity 

or gender identity or socioeconomic status identity. Not any of those. (Claudia 

Interview 2, January 2009) 
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As Claudia said, she did not think of her art practice as having any connections to 

enduring social categories of race, gender, or social class with which she identified. 

Claudia tended to think about her identity in terms of her individuality or individual 

distinctiveness as a “just American” expatriate. She used her individual interests and 

unique experiences to generate subject matter for her artwork, such as when she 

incorporated her fondness for the environment into the artwork she created as an art 

education assignment: “I chose a Norwegian object to do my presentation on because I 

lived in Norway” (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009). Claudia imagined her mixed race 

positionality differently from Cherise, who explicitly framed her artmaking in terms of 

her individual embodiment of a mixed racial and linguistic difference to enduring 

struggles around racial discourses and histories (Holland & Lave, 2001). Through no 

obvious will of her own, Claudia benefited from the ways in which her light skin 

privilege and other attributes of Whiteness, such as English language privilege, combined 

with social class and economic resources. She seemed unaware of these intersecting 

positions and their impact on her individual interests and unique experiences.  

Unlike the other participants in this study, Claudia’s decision to become an art 

teacher did not spring directly from her involvement in art. Claudia was enrolled in the 

early childhood and elementary education program because, she said, “I wanted to be a 

teacher ever since I can remember” (Claudia Interview 1, October 2008). Though Claudia 

had always enjoyed taking art classes in elementary, middle, and high school as well as 

outside of school, she had not planned to study art as an undergraduate at SSU. She began 
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to see the possibilities of marrying her goal of becoming a teacher with her interest in art 

only after accidentally stumbling across the Art Ed program:  

I found out that there was an art education program here was because I was 

volunteering at the [university art museum] randomly through this student 

organization that I’m in. . . . I was talking to this lady, and she was like, “I’m in 

art education.”  I’m like, “What? We have that?”  She’s like, “Yeah. I’m an 

undergraduate in Art Ed, and you can get teacher certified.” And I’m like, “Oh. I 

didn’t know that. That sounds like something I want to do.” (Claudia Interview 1, 

October 2008) 

Despite the perceived barrier of a “huge application and [having] to make a portfolio,” 

Claudia obtained materials and created several artworks for the art portfolio portion of 

the application for majoring in art education.  

Claudia stated that her decision to change majors had been most influenced by 

self-confidence she gained in elementary art classes and her enjoyment of the different art 

projects she did in her middle school art classes. Like Brianna and Tracy, Claudia was 

critical of her high school art experiences. She was in Norway and Holland for most of 

her high school education. She loved her art classes in ninth and tenth grades. She was 

part of the International Baccalaureate (IB) program where much of the instruction was 

aimed at developing a portfolio of artwork. At the next school year in Holland, however, 

Claudia had negative experiences with her art teacher and became disaffected with art 

altogether:  
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My high school art teacher in the Netherlands . . . did not encourage me at all and 

constantly tried to convince me that I was not good enough. The art room quickly 

became a place that I dreaded and I soon lost interest in the subject altogether. 

What was once my passion turned into another form of homework that I struggled 

to complete on time. I even stopped doing art outside of class, something that I 

previously enjoyed and easily made time to do. An artistic career lost its appeal 

and I was afraid to apply to an art school or major in fine arts. (Claudia 

Coursework, September 2008, p. 2)  

These alienating art experiences during her late teens had the effect of steering Claudia 

away from formal art instruction when she returned to the U.S.:  

I prefer to do art with other people than by myself. Which kind of hinders me a lot 

because I don’t do as much art as I think I should because I don’t do it by myself 

as much. But I like to do it in a class a lot. (Claudia Interview 1, October 2008) 

Claudia’s artmaking stagnated without the affirmation that came with being a part of a 

community that was engaged in art activities. This may have been why, even as an early 

childhood and elementary education major, she found a way to be involved in art by 

joining a student volunteer group at SSU’s art museum. 

When her family returned to the U.S. for her last year of high school, Claudia did 

not take any art classes where she might have been counseled about pursuing a career in 

art. This also meant that Claudia did not fit the ideal profile for recruitment into the 

Department of Visual Arts. The Department’s admissions process expected future art 

teachers, most of whom were in their late teens, to have pre-figured artist identities as 
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well as the ability and resources to organize an art portfolio (see Chapter Four for a 

discussion of the art portfolio review). It did not account for preservice art teachers who 

might preface their art teacher identities with a commitment to becoming a professional 

educator rather than a professional artist. Despite these potential barriers to becoming an 

art teacher, Claudia probably benefited from the college-oriented IB studio art courses 

she took in Norway that included extensive preparation of art portfolios. Without prior 

access to and practice with this specialized professional knowledge around building an art 

portfolio, it probably would have been difficult for Claudia or anyone else to gain 

admission to the Art Ed program.  

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter set the catalytic context for the six participants’ decisions to become 

an art teacher. These individual cases were narrated to highlight the different points of 

entry to the Art Ed program while also demonstrating some common ways in which each 

person was recruited into the figured world of art teacher education. By locating each 

preservice art teacher within a broader matrix of unequal power relations (Anderson & 

Collins, 2004), this chapter showed that social positions of advantage and disadvantage 

circumscribed their individual points of view, preferences, and actions, both prior to and 

upon entering SSU’s art education program. Power, privilege and status appeared to 

shape how each person came to have a relationship with art and the extent to which they 

imagined their art teacher selves within larger sociohistorical and political process. Some 

participants were more conscious of these dynamics than others, and usually greater 
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awareness was associated with the standpoint of oppression and alienation. In the next 

chapter, the common ways these six individuals made sense of becoming an art teacher 

are explored across all cases. Then the discussion looks at critical incidents within each 

case that was presented here in order to illuminate significant ways in which social 

positions informed the (re)making of art teacher identities.  
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Chapter 7 

Moving With/Against/Beyond: Common Sense, Difference,  

and Identity in the World of Art Teacher Education 

 

Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia started the Art Ed program 

together in fall 2008. They brought with them knowledge of art education and art 

teachers that was formed from their prior activities with art in and out of schools. Though 

varied and born of different life circumstances, the preservice art teachers’ 

understandings of art education and art teachers provided the underlayment for 

subsequent learning experiences. Over the course of their interactions with the materials 

and activities of the Art Ed program, they maintained a shared knowledge or “common 

sense” about what it meant to teach art (Kumashiro, 2004). This shared knowledge was 

significant because its legitimacy went unquestioned, its naturalness was assumed, and it 

often resonated with the preservice art teachers’ prior art education histories described in 

the previous chapter (Apple, 2004; Britzman, 2003). The common sense of art teacher 

education played an important role in how preservice art teachers imagined and practiced 

their art teacher identities by “creat[ing] a social milieu of possibility” (Freedman, 2000, 

p. 321). At the same time, the hegemony of common sense did not foreclose more 

polyvalent configurations of art teacher identities.  

This chapter is divided into two parts. The discussion in part one begins with an 

overview of the shared common sense of art teacher education that Brianna, Tracy, 

Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia mobilized in learning to teach art. Then, part two 
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presents case narratives that show some of the different ways in which the preservice art 

teachers used this common sense to negotiate meaningful identities as art teachers. The 

different ways in which participants made sense with, against and beyond common sense 

are described as practices of identity construction where their social positions always 

interpenetrate the professional, discipline-oriented teacher identity. What this means is 

that the complex social, political and cultural contexts that circumscribed preservice art 

teachers’ movements into art teacher education (described in Chapter Six) continued to 

permeate their sense-making and self-making throughout their Art Ed program. These 

forces sometimes gave rise to countervailing discourses around teaching art that 

suggested a failure of common sense to support more personally resonant art teacher 

identity constructions (Bakhtin, 1991; Hall, 1996). These dynamics between prevailing 

and countervailing discourses produced momentary cleavages in which the self was more 

open to negotiation and revision. I refer to this process as the polyvalance of identity 

formation where the pedagogic potential of the category “art teacher” was uncertain, 

contested, and contradictory. However fleeting and incomplete, polyvalence suggests 

generative possibilities of teacher learning that moves beyond the fixity of what is 

already known (Ellsworth, 2005).    

 

Part 1: Common Sense Knowledge and Practices of Art Teachers 

 Part one examines the prevailing discourses used to talk about becoming an art 

teacher. These discourses were taken for granted as truths. As such, they were powerful 

tools for enabling as well as restricting what was possible to think, know, and say about 
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teaching art. This discussion of the dominant art teacher education discourses and 

practices is organized around four areas. These include common sense of and about art 

education: making stuff and covering media; common sense about art and artists: being 

free and discovering yourself; common sense about art learners: development and 

difference; and common sense of and about art teachers: defense and three core virtues. 

 

Art Education: Making Stuff and Covering Media 

The gravitational center of art education for Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, 

Cherise, and Claudia was that art was about making stuff. Artists make things, and the 

artist was the primary model for art engagement. This inviolable notion that artists make 

things was consistent with the emphasis in the Art Ed program on studio art coursework 

and producing a teaching portfolio highlighting the best stuff applicants had made (see 

Chapter Five for the discussion on teaching portfolios). At various times throughout this 

study, I asked participants to draw what they thought of as “art teacher.” Their drawings 

routinely referred to artmaking through the depiction of art media, tools, and things made 

(see Appendix H for some examples). Usually there was a reference to painting—either 

an easel, a paintbrush or palette of paint. The central narrative, that art education was 

about making stuff, was related to a set of secondary assumptions and practices that 

reified the logic that art was about stuff. Given the highly contested meaning of the 

construct “art” making it difficult to know when “art” has taken place, I make the 

distinction here that the discourse of “making stuff” focused on the actual production of 

material things and not necessarily the creation of “art.”  
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An important practice that supported the common sense of making stuff was that 

art teachers needed to have a collection of art projects on hand and ready for use. In 

reflecting on their own art teachers for K-12 art classes, participants talked about the 

variety of projects that the art teachers taught:  

When I really felt like I was really good at art was middle school. I had a teacher, 

Ms. Castro. She was a really good art teacher. We had a lot of different projects 

and focused on a lot of different things. (Brianna Interview 1, October 2008) 

In student teaching, this way of thinking about art education was modeled by cooperating 

art teachers who often taught one project after another. Participants frequently talked 

about how the inertia of doing art project after art project eclipsed attempts to interpret 

and talk about art or to develop and research ideas for artmaking. Projects were a key 

component of the pedagogy of stuff and helped to frame preservice art teachers’ 

reflections on teaching. For example, Brianna explained to me how her elementary 

student teaching experience was going: 

Second grade is doing the paper plate weavings, and it’s always pretty crazy 

because they all need help, and it’s confusing, and a lot of them are skipping over 

lines. I had to go back and remind them to do one line at a time, over and then 

under. And there are three or four kids in the class that really need extra help and 

need special attention and I was trying to go around each one of them and still try 

to maintain the rest of the class. (Brianna Interview 6, February 2010) 

The reality for art teachers was that the state’s learning standards for art were not 

very directive in terms of the specific art content to be taught. This produced a great deal 
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of leeway for art teachers in constructing their own curricula. At the same time, however, 

the absence of robust state or school district art curricula meant that art teachers were 

forced to create yearlong curricula to teach. For an elementary art teacher, this meant 

curricula for 36 weeks in up to seven grade levels (pre-kindergarten through fifth grades).  

To prepare preservice art teachers to be successful in their first few years as an art 

teacher, Art Ed courses fostered the pedagogy of stuff by having students amass a 

collection of art projects in the form of lesson plans and exemplars of the completed 

projects. Claudia explained what she learned about art education from creating and 

compiling project lessons and exemplars: 

I think a lot of it was really helpful to know, but a lot of it I felt like we didn’t 

actually have to do. Like for project ideas, we did a whole bunch [of different 

projects], which is good to have like a good file holder of ideas and stuff, but [the 

professor] made us do them all in class and it was really fast-paced. (Claudia 

Interview 2, January 2009) 

This need to have art projects at the ready also spurred art teacher learning toward 

coverage of a wide range of media. Students usually talked about art curriculum as a 

series of media-driven projects, for example Brianna’s “paper plate weavings” or “the 

balsa wood project” (Miguel Interview 2, January 2009).  

Media also framed how they talked about their studio art courses and what they 

learned in those courses, as Tracy said, “I like delving through just the mediums of art 

and trying different things” (Tracy Interview 3, June 2009). Often when reflecting on 

their field based observations of public school art classrooms, the preservice art teachers’ 
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comments were oriented toward the media used to teach the making of stuff. For 

example, preservice art teachers were required to spend two semesters observing high 

school, middle school, and elementary school art classes. Like many of the comments 

made by the other preservice art teachers, Miguel’s assessment of the teaching and 

learning interactions he observed generally focused on the projects that he saw students 

working on as well as the media that the teacher provided for their use: 

I was most impressed with the kids in elementary school, how the stuff that they 

were doing was just amazing. . . . I just didn’t expect that. And that sophistication 

and that variety of media—they were doing photography, they were doing digital, 

and [the art teacher] was even talking about doing an installation class because 

they were knitting. She wanted to have them do a knitted installation, which was 

pretty cool. (Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 

Art education was conceived as most beneficial and empowering when learners 

were able to explore many different media. There was a sense that direct interaction with 

an art medium would naturally spur artistic growth and learning.  

I think that there should be a balance between including what the art teacher likes, 

but also not forgetting all the other mediums. Just because I am not so good at 

painting it doesn’t mean students should have to miss out on that. . . . I think that 

with materials kids can do a lot. . . They can understand that visual language in a 

way that adults think through way too much. (Tracy Interview 2, January 2009). 

Here Tracy talked about materials and media in an almost magical way, where learning 

potential lived within the media, where then the teacher’s role was to help unleash that 
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potential by exposing students to a wide array of media (May, 1987). Then, presumably 

through direct contact with the media, students would intuitively understand how to 

communicate through that “visual language.” The assumption that art media were 

inherently educative meant that teachers needed to be mindful not to impede students’ 

learning potential by restricting direct exposure to different art materials. It was taken for 

granted that working with art media made the learning process visible and self-evident.  

There were historical traces of 1920s progressive art education movement in this 

understanding of art materials, where creative expression produced by open exploration 

of art media was viewed as a way to free the young, fostering citizenship through self-

actualization and independence (Efland, 1990). Some were attracted to the perceived 

universality and inclusivity of media. This was reflected in the way Claudia explained 

that “Art is for everyone, . . . [E]veryone is an artist at some level. . . . I think that 

everyone can do art and that if they say they can’t, they just haven’t found their medium 

yet” (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009). This inclusive narrative of art for everyone echoed 

the guiding principles that the Art Ed program espoused on its website (see Chapter Five) 

and had a wide appeal among the six preservice art teachers. 

 There were times when participants represented their understanding of and hopes 

for art education in ways that seemed to acknowledge the existence of other, less popular 

positions in the field. Two common counter-narrative were framed as binaries. There was 

the process-versus-product debate and the media-versus-concept debate. Philip 

highlighted these tensions in the field as a key lesson he gleaned from one of his art 

education classes: 
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It’s not so much about the projects, though those are good learning tools. . . . It’s 

about the process, you know. It’s getting from point A to B. It’s not about point B. 

It’s about the distance between of two and what you pass on the way. (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009) 

Over time, the preservice art teachers also talked more about the importance of knowing 

about art history, engaging students in interpreting works of art—two tenets of Discipline 

Based Art Education movement from the 1980s—as well as addressing social issues in 

the art classroom. They stopped short of enacting these ideas, perhaps because of their 

temporary positions in the schools at this point in their development as art teachers. They 

also seemed to be attracted to what was for them the radical idea that art learning could 

also happen without the direct manipulation of media, though the thought of less stuff 

being made was unsettling for most of them. Less stuff seemed to mean less visible 

evidence of their specialized skills and status as artists. In addition, with less stuff to put 

on display in the school and send home to parents, there would be less visibility for their 

art programs (this is discussed further in a later section on the common sense of and 

about art teachers).  

Despite the attractiveness of these countervailing art discourses and practices, the 

Art Ed curricular culture of media-driven projects diminished their persuasiveness. The 

prevailing orthodoxy of the pedagogy of stuff was maintained across Art Ed coursework, 

in the public school art classrooms, and in participants’ personal histories in art 

education. Therefore, the counter-narratives of art education were positioned as optional 
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add-ons to the dominant tradition of covering more and more media by making more and 

more stuff (Carpenter & Tavin, 2010). 

 

Art and Artists: Being Free and Discovering Your Self  

 The way in which Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia talked 

about artmaking generally projected an image of art as an inherently freeing and inclusive 

activity. In an art education context, this meant that the image of an untethered, 

introspective artist self was thought to enable learners’ inner selves to be explored, found, 

and more freely and authentically expressed (Cole, 1966). Philip’s described art and 

artists in this way: 

Art should be an individual experience. . . . [A]s an artist, you have to be able to 

find your own voice. I mean that’s what it should be about, nurturing the students’ 

understanding of themselves and helping them grow in that respect. (Philip 

Interview 2, January 2009) 

The ability to “find your own voice” was repeated frequently. Here Miguel rearticulated 

this idea as the artist’s practice of looking inward to find that voice:  

Art gives like a really good venue just for self-exploration, to find out who you 

are, what you’re supposed to be doing. . . . It’s a really good way of like soul 

searching, kind of delving inside and kind of pulling and twisting everything, 

seeing who you are and where you belong. And that’s really what it was for me. 

(Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 
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For some, the expectation that an artist should bring forth an already-formed inner voice 

or soul produced a great deal of anxiety and frustration. This was the case for Brianna: 

When I took painting with [studio art professor] and I was doing a painting and he 

was critiquing it, he was telling me that there isn’t any of myself in any of my 

paintings, that I am just good at copying but he doesn’t see any of my personal 

expression in what I was doing. You know, I was kind of upset about that. Well 

not upset, but I was . . . I don’t know. Then I took a lithography class, and the 

advanced students were making things that made religious references or had a 

story behind whatever they were making. Whatever I had done was just me 

copying a photograph or trying to embellish my copy of a photograph and so I 

was really thinking about that. (Brianna Interview 2, January 2009) 

Brianna’s interaction with her studio art professor operated within the common narrative 

of art as self-discovery. While this narrative celebrated and fostered faith in the purported 

personal freedom that art enabled, the narrative also concealed the outer, social makings 

of the self. This internalized self-discovery made it difficult to identify and reflect on how 

social context was a source for making sense of one’s “own voice.”  

Across many settings within the Art Ed program, the self-discovery narrative 

often served as the central argument for teaching art in public schools. This narrative 

positioned the art classroom as the one of the few remaining places of freedom, freedom 

to express one’s self in an otherwise highly standardizing, restrictive school culture. In 

keeping with the broader cultural milieu of the Art Ed program, the preservice art 

teachers continued to think about art and being an artist as a highly subjective and 
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idiosyncratic activity. This was the basis of a self-critique Brianna offered about her work 

in a painting class: “I didn’t have a personal way to paint. I was just copying what I saw 

or just trying to put something down. I wasn’t [showing] that higher level of feeling I 

guess” (Brianna Interview 3, May 2009). Brianna’s comments contradict the common 

sense that artmaking is a naturally freeing activity of self-discovery. She struggled to find 

and set free what she called a “high level of feeling” that would represent the freeing of 

her inner artist self or “personal way to paint.” In the absence of outside, social 

recognition of a “high level of feeling” in her work, Brianna struggled to achieve an artist 

identity. This hegemonic inward-looking vantage point engendered internalized 

shortcomings that challenged the confident pre-formed artist identity with which Brianna 

entered the Art Ed program. 

Cherise’s notion of freedom and self-discovery was somewhat different. She 

posited artistic freedom and self-discovery as a conversation between inside and outside 

rather than as an internal process. Cherise came to art from a position of trying to make 

sense of her identity as a Black person upon immigrating to the U.S. Art for her involved 

“researching and making of art,” where she looked not inward to make sense of herself, 

but intentionally turned outward toward other people’s constructions of blackness to 

understand how her social location had shifted:  

I guess [when] growing up, I was trying to find my identity. [I was] going through 

that phase really feeling like I don’t know my Black side, quote-unquote. I did a 

lot of reading and things like that, and I would interpret it back to my art. It just 

got to a point where everything that I was doing . . . was geared more toward the 



243 
 

Black culture and the Black artist and things like that, even when I don’t think 

about it, you know. (Cherise Interview 1, November 2008)  

From this relational form of self-discovery, Cherise argued that art can help “you 

understand yourself better [and] understand the world outside your window better” 

(Cherise Interview 1, November 2008). This multivoiced self Cherise described was 

different from the singular voice that most other participants imagined was their inner 

essence waiting to be unleashed through artmaking. Cherise’s awareness of her shifting 

locations across national and linguistic boundaries seemed to impel this more 

transactional notion of self-formation through artmaking. By locating and interpreting the 

voices and images of other artists working from a Black perspective, Cherise improvised 

a counter-practice of artmaking that still operated within the common sense of being free 

and discovering the self through art.  

  It seemed that this model of self-centered artmaking was used as a framework 

for self-centered curriculum-making as well. Students routinely engaged Art Ed 

coursework in a self-centered fashion, using curriculum as the artistic medium (May, 

1993). Like Cherise, whose curriculum work in Art Ed was the site for her multivoiced 

self-discovery, Philip praised these artistic freedoms of the Art Ed coursework: “Dr. 

Sedgwick gave assignments that gave you room for development and self-exploration” 

(Philip Interview 2, January 2009). In this self-centered coursework, preservice teachers’ 

experiences and interests were placed at the center of curriculum. This self-centered 

practice of curriculum-making mirrored the self-centered practice of artmaking to which 

the preservice teachers were accustomed. The dominance of this self-centered curriculum 
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practice was reinforced by the greater curricular freedoms that public school art teachers 

have compared to teachers of tested content areas (Grauer, 1998-1999). In other content 

areas one might expect to see learner-centered, discipline-centered, or standards-centered 

curriculum-making rather than the teacher-centered curricula that these preservice art 

teachers produced in this Art Ed coursework.13 This highly idiosyncratic teacher-

centeredness of art curriculum practice was observed more than twenty years ago. It was 

said that “to hire a teacher is to hire a curriculum” (Gray & MacGregor, 1987, 1991, as 

cited in Grauer, 1998-1999).  

An important activity in which the art education students participated was making 

curricular units and lessons that included specific art references and original examples of 

art projects. In completing these self-centered curriculum-making activities, preservice 

art teachers’ were able to continually envision themselves as art teachers. For instance, 

Claudia talked about working with curriculum materials and designing original lessons as 

times when she most felt like a teacher: 

I feel teachery doing Dr. Potter’s assignments and getting excited about my 

lesson, . . . I feel teachery when we work in groups and try and solve problems 

                                                 
13 The teacher-centered curriculum practices in this study are distinctive, though certainly related to the 
dominant approach to teaching often called teacher-centered pedagogy.  Teacher-centered curriculum 
valorizes the teacher’s life experiences, preferences, biases, and interests as the primary resources from 
which to create formal curriculum. This means that the curriculum would not place the child, the state 
standards, society, or the discipline as the most important source for knowledge. Instead art teachers 
become the core source of art knowledge. Teacher-centered pedagogy is a concept associated with 
traditional forms of instruction where teachers actively direct or deliver instruction and students passively 
receive knowledge. Freire (1970) critiqued the banking model of education for, among other things, the 
reliance on a teacher-centered pedagogy. The distinction that I want to make is that an art teacher could 
create a curriculum that is all about himself or herself and still engage in some of the surface features of 
more critical and progressive teaching methods, such as project-based learning, cooperative learning, and 
inquiry methods (Bartólome, 1991).  
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about fictitious kids and think about how we would want our classroom to be. 

(Claudia Interview 4.1, November 2009) 

With scant attention placed on critical self-reflection where students would be urged to 

unpack the social and cultural biases embedded in their own positionalities (Asher, 2007; 

Deniston-Trochta, 2000; Knight, 2006; Kraehe & Brown, 2011; Milner, 2003; Villegas & 

Lucas, 2002) and with few references to the cultural knowledge and community 

resources that might enhance public school students’ art learning (Garber, 1995; Gay, 

2000; Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2009; McFee & Degge, 1977; 

Nieto & Bode, 2012; Stuhr, 1995), curriculum-making activities centered the preservice 

art teachers—their preferences, experiences, struggles, and interests—as the primary 

sources for making decisions about art content and pedagogical strategies.  

This extreme focus on the teacher self, which mirrored the common self-centered 

artist model, posed significant problems for becoming an art teacher. Art teacher 

education—both in its classroom practices and in its organization—divorced the making 

of curriculum (and therefore the making of art teachers) from the school art classrooms, 

the children that inhabit those classrooms, and the communities from which those 

children come from the task of preparing teachers to be creators of art curriculum. As 

Claudia explained, “We don’t actually have a class or kids or anything so there is no 

concrete visualization. . . , but I can still, like, picture myself doing it” (Claudia Interview 

4.1, November 2009). Here there was no discursive space created for thoughtfully 

centering the learners because the curriculum was constructed by a teacher engaged in a 

myopic form of self-reflection. This was a curious paradox embedded in the common 



246 
 

sense that art would enable freedom and self-discovery for learners when the art 

curriculum a preservice teacher produced was designed foremost to reinforce the art 

teacher’s sense of self. The dominant art-as-self-discovery discourse produced a 

curriculum-making practice that, for the most part, magnified the idiosyncrasies of the 

individual teacher voice (Grauer, 1998-1999) at the expense of a multivoiced, dialogic, 

and participatory curriculum that might account for the interests, strengths, and needs of 

the racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse and socioeconomically stratified 

communities in which the art teachers were being prepared to teach. 

 

Art Learners: Development and Difference 

Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia accessed a range of 

discourses about children as learners. They used these various representations of children 

to make sense of appropriate ways of being a teacher in relation to different populations 

they might teach, including elementary, middle and high school students; English 

language learners; and inner city children. Themes discussed earlier about the unique 

individual artist and the inward search for the self re-emerged in the ways the preservice 

art teachers constructed art learners, those they observed in public school art classrooms 

and those they imagined as their future art students. This section highlights how learners’ 

differences were represented in talk and Art Ed classroom artifacts and contradiction 

within these constructions of art learners. 

Stages of development were an important way to categorize and think about art 

learners using a linear model based on years of age. In Dr. Potter’s classroom, for 
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example, student-made posters of Lowenfeldian stages of artistic development were 

prominently displayed and referred to often (Lowenfeld, 1947). These research-based 

theories of development melded with the age-based system of grade levels in public 

schools to form a normalized way of thinking and talking about all children’s natural 

proclivities. Claudia, for example said, 

depending on what age, elementary kids and middle schoolers, it’s really clear to 

them who has talent and who doesn’t because they all try to draw realistically.  

(Claudia Interview 2, January 2009) 

Philip described his ideal teacher self in relation to the differences between elementary 

and high school students: 

I can do middle school, but I would rather teach high school because I want . . . to 

go in and do more. I want to be able to have conversations about art. I don’t want 

to just stand in front of a classroom and lecture and say, “This is what you’re 

doing.” I want interaction, and I think high school’s a great level to do it because I 

know what they want. They're getting to the age where they want to express 

themselves. They want to have a voice in what they’re doing. We’re not going to 

get that at elementary school. (Philip Interview 2, January 2009) 

The school organizational classifications of elementary, middle, and high was routinely 

assumed to be not a reflection of bureaucratic management (Tyack, 1974) but a reflection 

of the innate stages of students’ general artistic development. These stages became a 

crude framework for predetermining learners’ levels of readiness for creative freedom 

and self-discovery, with young children presumed to have little developmental capacity 
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for creative freedom or self-discovery through art (Szekely, 1988). Claudia’s comments 

here reflected the unquestioned truth of these stages and their integration into how she 

envisioned herself teaching:  

I imagine giving older children more freedom to come up with their own thoughts 

and ideas for their assignment, whereas for younger kids, I feel like you give them 

the assignment, and then they do it. And like you learn about art and you talk 

about art beforehand, but everybody still comes out with like similar outcomes, 

because they are all doing the exact same assignment. 

Within these universal stages of artistic development, the preservice art teachers 

tried to account for student differences. Differences among learners were generally talked 

about at the individual level rather than at the group level. Student motivation was one 

way they talked about difference as an individual characteristic: “You are always going 

to get kids in your class that don’t want to be there, unfortunately. So you’ve got to think 

of ways to reach out and get them involved” (Claudia Interview 2, January 2009). Having 

“kids in your class that don’t want to be there” was not seen as a group or relational 

characteristic. Student disengagement was viewed as an individual quality that deviated 

from the “normal” or “average” kids inscribed by the presumed artistic stages. It was 

seen as a somewhat randomly occurring variation based on the individual learners’ 

unique needs and interests, and art teachers were expected to make individualized 

adjustments to “reach out and get them involved.”  

Only when I asked about group variations did it become apparent that the 

preservice art teachers also had acquired and were employing other ways of thinking 
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about learners. This hidden discourse of difference fashioned some learners as more 

different than others. Referring to a White female teacher in a predominantly Latino 

school, Cherise complimented the way the art teacher related the curriculum to what 

Cherise assumed were the Latino students’, not the White teacher’s, aesthetic sensibilities 

by including graffiti and street art in the curriculum: “She was just really willing to 

compromise with the style that they like and stuff like that” (Cherise Interview 3, May 

2009). Cherise and the other preservice art teachers did not seem to have a language with 

which to talk about and represent culturally based approaches to teaching that Cherise 

seemed to have encountered. She interpreted the teacher’s pedagogical approach as a 

“compromise with the style that they like.” She compared the compromise to staid 

traditions of art education that were more technically driven and based in the heavy use 

of elements of art and principles of design. It was clear that Cherise could appreciate 

what she was witnessing as a different kind of art teaching practice taking place in this 

predominantly Latino school, one that deviated from the generic and supposedly culture-

neutral “art for everybody” approach championed on the Art Ed program website (see 

Chapter Four). 

I observed no direct formal instruction about how to account for social differences 

among art learners. Public schools and K-12 learners in the local school district and 

throughout the state were treated as abstractions that did not alter what it would mean to 

be an effective art teacher.  Even in the absence of research-based knowledge about 

teaching in the context of social and cultural diversity, most of the preservice art teachers, 

like Cherise, had understandings of race, class, gender, sexuality, language, and other 
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forms of difference that informed their thinking and curriculum-making. Philip’s 

comments illustrated this. He first said that it was important to teach “the basics,” by 

which he meant  

I’m going to hit on the stuff that I like. I’m going to hit on Impressionism. I’m 

going hit on Pop Art at least. I’m going stick with those. The rest is going to kind 

of, I mean you’ve got to give them Renaissance. There’s no way—you can’t not 

hit on Renaissance art, too. There’s too much that came out of that. (Philip 

Interview 2, January 2009) 

Philip described modifications he would make to “the basics”: “I think once you have 

your basic structure laid out, then you have to modify it to who you’re teaching to” 

(Philip Interview 2, January 2009). Philip’s teacher-centered curriculum drew from his 

experiences and interests in Western European and White American male artists. As he 

said, “the stuff that I like” established the foundation for a “the basic” all students would 

learn. He imagined that if he were teaching in a largely minority setting, like the teacher 

Cherise observed, other artists and art forms could be added to the “basics” based on the 

particular students he might be teaching:  

I mean, in terms of race, it shouldn’t [influence art education]. In an idealized 

world, it shouldn’t. But if I had a class of all Hispanics, then I’m probably going 

to gear the artists that I’m teaching about more to artists like Frida Kahlo14 or I’m 

going to bring in more artists that they can actually relate to than if it was an all-

White class. If it’s an inner city school, then I’m going to probably focus on street 

                                                 
14 Frida Kahlo, born in 1907, was a Mexican painter whose aesthetic influences included indigenous 
symbolism and European modernism.  
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art. You know, stuff that’s going pique their interest a little more, stuff that 

they’re going to have actually seen and be able to relate to. 

Philip’s additive approach for expanding, but not transforming, an otherwise Euro-

American canon of White male artists was the most clearly formulated framework from 

the preservice teachers about how to respond to racial diversity in art education. These 

additive, token multicultural discourses (Banks & Banks, 1989; Sleeter & Grant, 2007) of 

modification and compromise were common among the preservice art teachers in this 

study and are prevalent in the larger field of art education (Cahan & Kocur, 1996; Desai, 

2000; Kader, 2005; Kraehe, 2010). This discourse helped to sustain the practice of adding 

the work of a Mexican female painter and “street art” to an otherwise Eurocentric 

curriculum in order to accommodate racial minorities like Hispanic and “inner city” 

(Black, Brown and low-income) children. An “all-White class,” however, did not warrant 

these special “modifications.” Implicitly the all-White class was imagined as a normal 

class.  

With little to no structured study of diversity in terms of social and cultural 

differences, the prior knowledge about learners that Philip, Cherise, and the other 

preservice art teachers brought with them to the Art Ed program did not appear to be 

challenged, nor were the gaps in their sociocultural knowledge addressed (Brown, in 

press, 2011). It stood as fact among all the preservice art teachers that their future 

students’ social and cultural backgrounds would be a factor in the classroom, but there 

was no language or practice that I observed that helped them to construct an image of 

themselves teaching purposefully with/in these differences. As an example, prior to her 
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first field observations in public school art classrooms, Claudia vaguely suggested that 

social and cultural differences among students would play a role in art classrooms, but 

she was unable to articulate how or why these differences would (or should) influence her 

relationship with students, her curricular decision-making, and her teaching practice:  

I think that it probably influences what kind of art experiences the student body 

would have previously—like coming into the class, what kind of art they were 

even exposed to, what kind of things they might have already done in art class. 

Other than that, as far as like me teaching them goes, I don’t know. [Pause.] I’m 

not sure. [Pause.] I don’t know. (Claudia Interview 2, January 2009) 

It was problematic that Claudia and most of the other preservice art teachers were unable 

to imagine an assets-oriented teaching practice in relation to students’ various social 

differences and unequal social hierarchies. This also meant that, despite the teacher-

centeredness of the Art Ed program described in the previous section, in many cases 

preservice art teachers’ own social positions remained an unexamined influence on how 

they interpreted their previous art experiences and on how they negotiated their present 

experiences in learning to teach art. This configuration of “art teacher” as a neutral actor 

posed potential implications for preservice art teachers’ ability to recognize and respond 

to the ways cultural variation and social hierarchies play out in their teaching practices 

and in classroom interactions (Norquay, 1999). This was most prevalent among the three 

participants—Brianna, Tracy and Claudia—each of whom had difficulty thinking of 

themselves and their everyday experiences as connected to social and historical dynamics 

of group marginalization and privilege.  
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The one category of social difference that was most widely mobilized in the 

making of an art teacher identity was language. After observing local public school art 

classrooms where languages other than English were spoken, the preservice art teachers 

were more aware that language would play a role in their teaching. Some talked about 

wanting to learn to speak Spanish, the most common language other than English that 

was spoken in the state’s public schools. They saw it as a potential benefit for their roles 

as teachers as well as a boost their chances of being hired as a teacher. Yet, with the 

exception of Miguel who was already a fluent Spanish speaker, none had actually learned 

Spanish. Also, there were no state or program requirements that art teachers be prepared 

to teach English language learners, and I never observed direct instruction about how to 

teach effectively in the kinds of multilingual contexts they were likely to encounter as art 

teachers.15  

Most of the preservice art teachers in this study made sense of teaching in the 

context of linguistic/cultural diversity by drawing from the one course they had to take 

that covered individual differences in human development and learning. For instance, the 

preservice art teachers often equated teaching English language learners with teaching 

students with special needs. Using the prevailing narrative of universal stages of (artistic) 

normal development, participants tried to make sense of teaching English language 

learners in terms of meeting their unique individualized needs just as they would for 

individual students with disabilities, the supposed dis-ability being the inability to speak 

                                                 
15 Students who were designated “English language learners” made up 30 percent of the local school 
district’s students. The need for bilingual and English as a Second Language instruction was expected to 
increase over the next 30 years by a rate of more than twice that of the growth in overall student enrollment 
in the district’s elementary, middle and high schools. This was due to rapid changes in the state’s overall 
population (School district website). 
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English. Individualized modification to instruction to meet individual needs was the most 

logical cultural practice with which teachers could account for language difference. This 

discourse of instructional modification framed learners’ differences as individual traits 

that presumably set them apart from more “normal” children who functioned quite well 

in the unmodified basic curriculum.  

Claudia’s explanation of how the presence of English language learners might 

impact her teaching, demonstrated this common sense construction of this group of 

learners:  

I feel like the teacher should probably do their best to look up some kind of words 

to help them teach. In the individual difference class we talk about disabilities and 

how you have to alter your teaching methods for them, adapt them so that 

everybody can take part in the class regardless if they have a disability or 

something like that. So it's kind of, they were saying that it’s the teacher's 

responsibility because you're there to teach, so I mean you have to teach, so find a 

way to do it, kind of a thing. I really love Spanish. I would really be so excited if 

somebody in my class spoke Spanish. (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009) 

Without specific tools with which to enhance and draw strength from students’ 

linguistic/cultural repertoires used by speakers of languages other than standard English 

(which would include speakers of Black vernacular English) (Goodwin, 2002), the 

preservice art teachers in this study, like Claudia, used the same discourse of 

modification to construct their art teacher identities in relation to language difference. 

Implicitly any language other than English was positioned as a barrier to be overcome. 
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For instance, after a semester of observing public school art classrooms, Philip, whose K-

12 education preceded the rise of the inclusion movement in education,16 suggested that 

speakers of languages other than English be removed from the “normal classroom”:  

If I had a high school kid who couldn’t speak English, I don’t think he would be 

able to be in the normal classroom, because you know, I – we – I had the – what 

is that class? It’s getting us off the track, but it’s what you do with kids that have 

autism or are mentally retarded [. . . .] with language it’s really the same thing. It 

depends on how focused the kid is and how much the kid wants to learn. If you 

have a kid that doesn’t speak good English, that is really passionate about learning 

and really making an effort, it’s going to be completely different than some kid 

who’s in school because somebody’s making him be there and isn’t trying. (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009) 

This first semester of observations in public schools was accompanied by 

concurrent class sessions on the SSU campus. In one of these class sessions on campus, 

Miguel initiated a conversation about the use of Spanish in the art classroom. He was the 

only native Spanish speaker and the only person of Mexican descent in his Art Ed cohort. 

This class exchange, which I recorded as field notes, represented a moment when Miguel 

sought permission to use his bilingual/bicultural knowledge and skills as an art teacher.  

Miguel:  In several classes in the elementary school, she [the art teacher] 

                                                 
16 Inclusion is a special education reform movement that promotes the integration of students with 
disabilities in regular classroom settings under the primary supervision of the classroom teacher (Kaufmann 
& Hallahan, 2005; Winzer, 1998). Inclusion practices fall along a continuum from fully inclusive to partial 
segregation of students with special needs in pull-out special education programs. Artiles (2003) offers a 
thoughtful examination of the challenges of overrepresentation of English language learners and other 
historically marginalized groups in special education programs. 
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doesn’t speak Spanish and 100 percent of the class speaks Spanish.  

Dr. Bremer:  I think she needs an aide. That’s what I would need. They need to 

go to a different school.  

Student:  What does the teacher do?  

Miguel:  She speaks English   

[Philip offered a similar example of a teacher who had learned to speak some 
Spanish.]  
 
Dr. Bremer:  I think in any class there will be some kids who know English who 

will translate.  

Claudia:  Dr. Potter said there is a list in the art education resource room of 

art terms in Spanish.  

Miguel:  In [that] class I’ve been speaking Spanish. Should I be speaking 

Spanish?  

Dr. Bremer:  Eventually they want all the kids to speak English. They call it 

something where they eventually end up in English-speaking 

classes.  

Philip:  I’ve been observing an class with ESL kids, and she [the art 

teacher] doesn’t speak Spanish. She does okay. (Field notes, April 

30, 2009) 

It was unclear what impact this moment had on Miguel’s understanding of himself as an 

art teacher and his role and responsibilities toward students with whom he closely 

identified.  A year later, however, Miguel still seemed to be negotiating his teacher 

identity in relation to his social positions. Those social positions afforded him a vantage 
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point from which to identify with both English language learners in an English-dominant 

classroom context as well as recognize the monolingual teacher’s pedagogic acts in 

relation to the wellbeing of her students:  

I really liked the way Ms. Roundtree . . . had a word wall where she would put a 

lot of just like different art words on the wall that they would learn. And the word 

wall just slowly started—because it’s predominantly a Spanish-speaking school. 

A lot of the English words, just regular English words started coming up there on 

the wall and she kind of became like a secondary English learning environment I 

guess. It was cute. . . . You would see a lot of them try out their English there 

where probably they would be too self-conscious to do it elsewhere. I remember 

learning English and I remember those moments . . . when they would merge 

classes together, . . . the English speakers with the Spanish speakers in the same 

classroom. That was one of the first places that I started speaking English. 

(Miguel Interview 4, January 2010)  

Miguel extracted a different set of pedagogic tools for teaching art to English language 

learners. He interpreted the art teachers’ choices, the art learning environment she 

promoted, and their potential for student growth through the context of his own identity 

trajectory. As a working class transnational student, Miguel’s history entailed acquiring 

fluency in both Spanish and English. English was a means to overcome the stigma around 

his language proficiency and its access to upward class mobility. Spanish fluency was 

Miguel’s strategy for achieving a positive Mestizo/Mexican American/Chicano identity 

in the U.S. and Mexico. Miguel’s reflections show him negotiating the common sense 
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about learner’s differences and instructional modification. They also suggest nascent 

movements against deficit-oriented constructions of English language learners as 

undesirable and abnormal students.  

 

Art Teachers: Defense and Three Core Virtues 

One of the most influential lessons that Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, 

and Claudia learned about being an art teacher was that art education and art teachers are 

constantly under threat. A strong narrative of defending the field and defending one’s self 

was embedded within the prevailing discourse of art advocacy. The discourse of 

advocacy that was repeated throughout nearly every Art Ed course positioned art teachers 

as an endangered group and called for art teachers to defend their jobs, their art programs, 

and the field of art education in general from the threats posed by forced outside the 

world of art and art education. When the preservice art teachers were in their student 

teaching placements, the work they saw the public school cooperating teachers doing 

reinforced the construction of art teachers as advocates working to defend the validity of 

art education and advancing the cause of art’s inclusion in the public schools. For 

example, the widespread practice of putting student-created artworks on display 

throughout the school was a time-intensive investment on the part of individual art 

teachers committed to boosting the visibility of the art program, student productivity, and 

of course the art teacher’s contribution to the school. This was particularly the case in 

elementary schools where art was devoted to “making stuff” at a fast pace in what some 
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preservice art teachers deplored as “cookie-cutter elementary stuff” (Claudia Interview 3, 

May 2009) and “refrigerator art.” Miguel summed it up this way: 

I definitely want to be teaching performance [art], and you know that’s going to 

be difficult for a lot of people, like [Dr. Sedgwick] said. Am I going to get 

complaints about parents saying, “Why can’t I hang anything up on the fridge? 

Why am I not producing work?” you know, while I’m producing work! You 

know, the business side of it, I think that I still have a lot to learn in that respect. . 

. . He last said that whatever you do, just be ready to defend it. I mean, it was a 

little disheartening in terms of like, are people just trying to shut it down? That’s 

something that I’m going to have to deal with and learn how to do. (Miguel 

Interview 2, January 2009) 

There were three common ways in which Miguel and the other preservice art 

teachers talked about defense, all of which resonated with the situation of art education 

nationally (see the discussion in Chapter Four). First, they talked about defense of art 

programs in terms of art teachers framing their curricular choices judiciously in light of 

local politics of appropriateness and taste. Many talked about the fear of parents and 

administrators who might see the content or materials given to students as too “liberal,” 

too “edgy,” or not age appropriate. They all recognized the popularity of so-called 

“refrigerator art” among parents and school principals, and they were concerned that 

deviating from that standard might put their jobs in jeopardy. This self-censoring practice 

was in tension with the dominant idea that art was about being free.  
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Second, they talked about defending the basic claim that art can be taught. This 

defensive position entailed debunking myths about innate artistic talent and the 

perception that art was an easy class. Claudia found these myths to be prevalent among 

her peers outside the School of Fine Arts and Design. This prompted her to use focus on 

myths about art education as the subject of one of her artworks created for a studio art 

course. The practice of defending art as a teachable school subject was reinforced in 

some of the artifacts of Art Ed coursework as well. For instance, in Dr. Potter’s course 

Designing Curriculum for Art, interdisciplinary alignment with other schools subjects 

and alignment with the state’s learning standards served a legitimating function by 

boosting the appearance of rigor and suggesting academic outcomes of art lesson plans. 

Defending art as a teachable school subject occurred in Dr. Bremer’s Art Education in the 

Public Schools course, where preservice art teachers spent three weeks of field 

observations identifying and describing visible learning outcomes in art classrooms. They 

also defended art as a teachable school subject in Dr. Sedgwick’s Introduction to Art 

Education course by producing a written narrative explaining the rationale for the 

educational value of the curricular choices they made in the curriculum unit projects.  

This practice of justifying art as a teachable subject resembled a traditional “art 

for art sake” philosophy where advocacy focused on building arguments for the intrinsic 

worth of art. The narrative that prevailed for defending art’s continued presence in 

schools did not encompass any activist framings of teachers (Campana, 2011; Urrieta, 

2009) or instrumentalist/reconstructionist framings of art education (Freedman, 2000; 

Stuhr, 1994, 1995) that could have helped the preservice teachers position themselves on 
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broader political grounds associated with expanding art education’s curricular relevance 

to learners’ lives as well as providing more equitable learning opportunities and 

outcomes. Instead the discipline-focused advocacy discourse most commonly invoked 

obscured the larger schooling context in which art teachers work and the larger political 

and policy contexts in which issues of diversity and inequity were driving themes for 

educational reforms around teacher quality and accountability.  

The third way in which the preservice art teacher talked about defense was in 

terms of promoting their programs so as to maintain and increase enrollment. Claudia 

connected this lesson about becoming an art teacher to her experiences in K-12 schools:  

Art Ed makes it like really apparent, but even looking back it's like “Oh yeah. 

Okay. I get that. That makes sense.” I just didn’t think about it.  It has to do with 

fine arts not being a requirement. You have to be more or like “Take my class!” 

you know? That kind of thing. (Claudia Interview 3, May 2009)  

Philip was concerned that state level policies and funding would affect his responsibilities 

and his response-abilities as an art teacher. As he began to author an art teacher identity 

from this defensive vantage point, Philip expressed his dis/position in relation to an 

uncaring state and uncaring kids: 

I worry about art because everybody, I mean the state treats it like it’s a waste of 

time and money and when you get that kind of attitude coming from on high, the 

kids are going to think it’s a waste of time and effort to participate. (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009) 



262 
 

As Miguel negotiated this narrative of defense, he asserted a vision of not just promoting 

his art program, but fortifying it as an institutional system that could not be easily 

dismantled. He said,  

Something that I got from Dr. Sedgwick's class is that, as an art educator, you 

have to promote your own [program], not just out of necessity but also to better 

the next art teacher's experience and equip him or her with better tools, with better 

systems. (Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 

Miguel interpreted the same discourse of advocacy and practice of self-promotion for his 

art program with a more collective orientation toward being an art teacher than others in 

this study. His perspective was perhaps framed by the point of view afforded by his 

positional identities where, for example, he intentionally deployed the more activist term 

“queer” to mark his affinity with a broad group of minoritized sexual identities and forms 

of gender expression. Miguel’s move away from vulnerable art teacher identity to a 

framing of art teacher as agent of collective change reflected a similar approach to how 

he negotiated his other experiences of marginalization.  

Tracy, on the other hand, found the weight of being positioned as a defender of art 

to be a heavy burden. She explained, “It’s scary. It’s a lot of responsibility. Especially 

with art. No one thinks this is important. You have to tell people it is” (Tracy Interview 1, 

October 2008).With no one else believing in the importance of art, the self-defensive 

narrative that Tracy found so scary also reinforced the sense that art teachers were 

isolated in their work and set apart from the world of others. The art teacher advocacy 

discourse framed teachers as lone individuals continually threatened by a public school 
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landscape where everyone around them would misunderstand and undervalue their 

special discipline and their role as specialists uniquely capable of fostering freedom and 

self-discovery in children. This new defensive positioning may be an unlikely 

phenomenon in other figured worlds of teacher education, in particular those content 

areas that are generally perceived to be indispensable parts of a school curriculum. For 

most of the participants in this study, this was a departure from the free, self-discovering 

artist identity and the image of teaching as a stable career that had inspired them to 

become art teachers in the first place. The advocacy discourse constituted a curricular 

resource for co-constructing what a viable art teacher identity might entail.  

Along with their newly constructed image of art teachers defending themselves 

and their programs from being seen as expendable, the preservice art teachers in this 

study took for granted and routinely invoked three core virtues of an art teacher. These 

virtues are widely embraced in the field of art education, both by classroom practitioners 

and by researchers. The first virtue is that art teachers have passion (Hetrick, 2010; Klein, 

2008; Powell & Lajevic, 2011; Unrath & Kerridge, 2009). Passion found within the art 

teacher was imagined as the source for inspired and exciting teaching where the learning 

outcome would be the learner’s acquisition of their own passion as desiring subjects of 

art. For many of the participants in this study, art teacher passion was rendered visible 

through the enactments of certain signs of passion, including what was term variously as 

an exciting, enthusiastic, happy, energetic, and welcoming demeanor.  

For instance, in the first art teacher drawing I asked Claudia to do, she depicted a 

smiling art teacher holding a paintbrush up as though waving hello. “I want people to be 
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excited about it, that’s what I think art class is for anyway. And to learn how to make 

[art], which hopefully will make them excited about it” (Claudia Interview 2, January 

2009). This sentiment was more developed in a drawing she did a year later. Referring to 

her second depiction, she reiterated that an art teacher should be “someone to get people . 

. . excited about art and learn how to make it (Claudia Interview 4.1, November 2009). 

The excitement that signaled passion and inspiring teaching had gained credibility for 

Claudia because of its wide currency among people outside the world of art education. 

During a studio art course, Claudia created a documentary film that asked a range of 

people, all non-art specialists, about their thoughts regarding art, art education, and their 

memories of past art teachers. It seemed that the statements made by the people in 

Claudia’s film substantiated her earlier depictions of the enthusiastic art teacher. She 

stated, “If you watch my video, you will see that most of the people say that their art 

teachers were really happy and welcoming. . . . I think that’s a quality most teachers 

should have” (Claudia Interview 4.3, December 2009). The happy, exciting, and 

welcoming art teacher image symbolized the inner passion for art that was essential for 

art teachers.   

The ability to embody passion and enact it in recognizable ways became a 

concern for some of the preservice art teachers. After a year in Art Ed, Brianna began to 

see her shyness as an impediment to her achieving outward recognition as a passionate art 

teacher. Implicitly, the primary task of a (virtuous, good, successful) art teacher was to 

transmit a passion for art to learners: “I guess I have to be enthusiastic about it and, like, 

make them feel like they [are] into it too.” During her student teaching semester, with the 
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encouragement of her supervising professor, she worked hard to imitate the salient signs 

of passion. She described it this way: “I have to try to act like I am energetic and excited” 

(Brianna Interview 6, February 2010). She would know she was successful if the “kids 

are smiling and happy about being there, and they’re smiling at me about being there” 

(Brianna Interview 5, January 2010). The passion discourse created the impression that 

teaching art was special: “Good art teaching, you enjoy it.  It’s not like a job. (Brianna 

Interview 7, June 2010). The discourse of passion suggested art teaching was its own 

self-reward that transcended the usual realities of “a job.”   

Passion was an important tool Brianna and other preservice art teachers used in 

authoring their art teacher identities during her student teaching. In several cases, 

participants suggested there might be a problem with the art teachers they observed 

whose students were not exhibiting the characteristic signs of inspiration and excitement. 

For example, after a high school observation Philip said, “you expect to a certain 

percentage of your kids to be slackers, but when like 60, 70 percent of the class is 

slackers, then I think it says something about the teacher” (Philip Interview 3, May 

2009). Like the passion discourse, “something about the teacher” suggested a habit of 

looking at art instruction as primarily about teachers as individual personalities rather 

than teaching as an institutional practice. This located problems of student disengagement 

and the lack of enthusiasm among students within the teacher self. Cherise, too, critiqued 

an art teacher’s performance as an aspect of his personhood: “I don’t really see too much 

passion about getting to know his students” (Cherise Interview 3, May 2009).  
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Passion was a rather subtle way of situating the source of good teaching within 

the teacher self, as a kind of internal quality or virtue. A potential implication for these 

essentializations of teachers was that teachers’ emotional states, internal motivations, and 

isolated behavioral characteristics could become the objects of introspection, scrutiny by 

others, and self-regulation (Fendler, 2003). There were indications that this was the case 

for Brianna as she focused her efforts on feeling and showing more “passion.” This 

single-minded attention to the art teacher as an individual carried traces of the broader 

teacher quality discourse that was being mobilized in research and policy circles at the 

time of this study (Kennedy, 2010; Little & Bartlett, 2010). The common sense discourse 

of art teacher passion, with passion being a teacher quality, could obscure other 

situational and relational influences on teaching practices that have greater consequences 

for art learning (Kennedy, 2010) that could support preservice teachers in developing art 

teacher identities grounded in socially conscious and critically engaged understandings of 

pedagogy (Ellsworth, 2005; Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994).  

 Related to art teacher passion, the second and third virtues of art teachers were 

that art teachers are well-rounded in artmaking and art teachers continue to make art. 

These virtues have a long history in art education and have most often been discussed in 

terms of the tensions within the artist-teacher identity, an additive hybrid self that 

combines a distinct artist identity and teacher identity (e.g., Anderson, 1981; Day, 1986; 

Hall, 2010; Hatfield et al., 2006; Thornton, 2005). The virtue of well-roundedness in 

artmaking was in many ways not surprising given the dominant practices of the Art Ed 

program where learning to teach art started with learning how to make art in a series of 
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introductory studio art courses. This was a continuation of the general K-12 art education 

where a broad exposure to various media was in the curriculum as well as in the codified 

state standards for beginning art teacher knowledge. The quality of well-roundedness was 

so significant that one art education course devoted a significant portion of the semester 

to filling in the gaps in artmaking knowledge for students who had not been able to cover 

as many studio art courses as was needed to perform well on the state certification 

examination.  

The preservice art teachers in this study took it for granted that (virtuous, good, 

successful) art teachers were well-rounded in their technical knowledge and exposure to a 

full spectrum of artmaking media and processes (Grauer, 1998-1999). Philip stated as a 

matter of fact, “You should have to take ceramics. You just have to take a printing class. 

You just have to take a drawing class. You just have to take a painting class.” With the 

completion of each course covering a different medium, it seemed there was a sense of 

achieving another significant artifact of art teacher identity. Claudia explained that in 

being well-rounded, art teachers  

are able to teach a lot of different mediums and stuff and teach them fully. Instead 

of going, “Oh yeah, painting is so cool!”, we have to do some printmaking, too. 

We can be really excited about everything or really knowledgeable about 

everything. If a student is interested in it, you could actually tell them helpful 

things and teach it well. (Claudia Interview 2, January 2009) 
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Moreover, the culminating teaching portfolios that the preservice art teachers produced 

during their student teaching semester spotlighted examples of their own artwork and 

student-made work so that their well-roundedness would be clear to potential employers.  

 For some, this well-roundedness meant that art teachers may not have what 

Claudia called “an extreme concentration in studio” (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009). 

The “extreme concentration” was a practice associated more closely with the artist 

identity. Cherise was in her final year of the Art Ed program with the student teaching 

semester looming, when she began to generate a specific conceptual direction for her 

artwork. This prompted Cherise to reflect on a sense of shallowness she felt accompanied 

the well-roundedness she had achieved:  

I was thinking about either going back and getting my BFA or attempting to get 

my MFA [masters of fine arts]. This summer I want to go ahead and take some art 

classes so I can build my [artist] portfolio. I don’t think the Art Ed program 

allowed me that opportunity. I have a combination of all these introductory 

[studio art] classes, but there’s not one particular medium that I’ve really gone 

deep on. (Cherise Interview 7, May 2011) 

This somewhat superficial understanding of media and processes was a foreseeable 

outcome of investing art teachers with the virtue of being well-rounded in artmaking 

without also enabling additional discourses around artmaking as relational process, 

inquiry into complex ideas and sites of visuality, and radical improvisations with 

materiality that push beyond dependence on traditional media (Carpenter & Tavin, 2010). 

Such discourses could be fostered through more prolonged engagements with a topic or 
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issue so as to foster greater critical and conceptual depth as well as fluency in 

constructing that knowledge through a given art medium, rather than short-term 

experiences with an expansive array of differing media and techniques.   

 The third core virtue of an art teacher was that art teachers continued to make art. 

Here Brianna explained this virtue in very practical terms:  

If you’re going to be able to teach art, you need to know how to, and so if you’re 

creating art, then you are an artist. I mean if you can’t really do it, then it might be 

a little difficult to teach someone else how to. (Brianna Interview 3, May 2009)  

For many participants, it did not seem to matter as much about quality of the artwork or 

whether the artmaking was for public exhibition or the art teacher’s personal enjoyment. 

The virtue of continuing to make art was interconnected with the common sense about art 

education discussed earlier in this chapter, which held that art education was about 

making stuff and covering media. Claudia talked about how continuing to make art was 

related to the virtue of passion (Szekely, 2004; Thompson, 1986). She stated:  

[Art teachers ] would have some sort of passion for art hopefully . . . [and be] 

really interested in art and want to teach it to people because they enjoy it. . . . If 

you are going to have passion for making art, you probably have made art, which 

will make you an artist. (Claudia Interview 3, June 2009) 

There was an irony in this virtue, where continuing to make art could become a 

questionable practice for art teachers. Brianna noted a cooperating teacher who 

problematically embodied the virtue of continuing to make art: 
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When [students] needed help, she was on her phone or checking her email or 

looking at magazines, or preparing her own art. . . . She had a portfolio of her own 

work, and . . . I’d always see her over there putting her pictures in or touching up 

something. . . . She told me about a show in Vegas she was going to go do. And 

she was pretty excited about that. (Brianna Interview 1, October 2008) 

Despite this example, which for Brianna was not a successful enactment of art teacher 

virtues, most of the preservice art teachers talked about wanting to continue to make art. 

Miguel argued that making art was critical for staying up to date:  

Once you stop practicing I think you kind of, I don’t want to say lose your edge, 

but you no longer are teaching what is current, and I think that that’s what art 

education lacks. . . . You get stuck in time. (Miguel Interview 3, May 2009) 

Several Art Ed professors as well as cooperating teachers cautioned the preservice art 

teachers that teaching was very time consuming and would make practicing artmaking 

very difficult. Still, most of the participants were resolute in affirming that continuing to 

make art was an essential quality of a (virtuous, good, successful) art teacher. It became 

almost unthinkable or unspeakable for an art teacher not to want to continue to make art. 

 Part one described four interconnected areas of common sense thinking for 

becoming an art teacher in the figured world of art teacher education. These areas 

pertained to the art education’s common sense goal of covering media and making a lot 

of stuff. This goal in turn supported the common sense of art and artists. Here, making a 

lot of stuff and experiencing various media would liberate one’s inner artist self and 

enable the discovery of one’s “voice.” Curriculum-making practices were usually built on 
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this model of artistic self-discovery, which problematically located the teacher self at the 

center of curriculum and disregarded the importance in building curriculum that would 

center the interests, experiences, strengths and needs of K-12 public school students. 

Common sense about learners was an amalgam based on the traditions of theorizing child 

development as a universal process of linear movement through stages and the 

bureaucratic practices of organizing learner by aged levels of instruction. Within this 

presumed natural development, social differences among learners (e.g., bilingual students 

and students from the “inner city”) were reframed as individual differences and dis-

abilities that could be accommodated, a discourse appropriated from the inclusion 

movement within special education.  

The common sense of and about art teachers positioned them as lone defenders of 

their own jobs, their art programs, and the field of art education in general. Self-

censorship around curricular choices, fear of declining student interest and enrollment in 

art courses, and discipline-focused advocacy were three ways in which defensive 

positioning of art teachers limited possibilities for thinking about activist or critical social 

orientations to art teacher identity. Additionally, there were three core virtues of (good) 

art teachers. All participants talked about passion, well-roundedness in artmaking, and 

continuing to make art as essential qualities for (good) art teachers. All of the preservice 

art teachers in this study drew from these normalized practices and conceptions of “art 

teacher.” There was little change over time in the taken-for-granted truth of their shared 

common sense.  
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Part 2: Art Teacher Identities With/Against/Beyond Common Sense 

The discussion to this point has delved into the normalized assumptions and 

valuations about art education, art, artists, art learners, and art teachers that Brianna, 

Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia acquired from their participation in the 

figured worlds of art teacher education. These dominant constructions were embedded 

within and reiterated across everyday art education activities (e.g., lesson plan writing, 

public school art classroom observations, university class meetings, and making 

portfolios), making them the cultural resources with which each of the preservice art 

teachers in this study made sense of and gave shape to their emerging art teacher 

identities.  

This final section presents case narratives demonstrating six process-oriented 

themes that illuminate the polyvalence of negotiating an identity. Polyvalence refers to 

the varied and unpredictable ways in which the six participants were able to move with, 

against, and beyond the prevailing assumptions and valuations embedded in the common 

sense of art teacher education. I look to the differences and intersections between their 

social positions in the figured worlds of art teacher education to explain these 

polyvalences in how the preservice teachers within the same teacher education program 

orchestrated their art teacher identities. 

 

Making Selective Self-Investments 

 In the first semester of Art Ed, participants generally talked about being open to 

new ideas about art education and “just kind of taking it all in” (Claudia Interview 1, 
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October 2008). It became apparent as time went on, however, that students were not 

sponges or empty vessels simply taking in all their Art Ed experiences (Freire, 1970). 

Most of the participants in this study employed strategies for navigating the program. 

These strategies were important for many participants as they strived to negotiate and 

achieve not only an inner self-confidence about teaching, but also outward recognition as 

an art teacher. Students’ personal histories and social locations within the figured worlds 

of art teacher education discussed in the previous chapter provided the catalytic contexts 

for these strategies.  

Over time, preservice art teachers moved away from a position of “just taking it 

all in” toward more selective self-investments. This was an important strategic shift that 

participants used to negotiate their art teacher identities. Several students talked about 

their participation in the activities of the Art Ed program as simply going through the 

motions:  

I feel like I went through the motions. Sounds bad but I did. I feel like I went 

through the motions, and I was being watched and being graded on certain things, 

and I just did things to fulfill requirements I guess. (Cherise Interview 7, May 

2011) 

Some requirements of the Art Ed program were not viewed as valuable or identity-

enhancing practices based on many participants’ own goals for becoming an art teacher. 

In many of these situations, they selectively invested in themselves—directing their 

energy, attention, and time—in some required activities and not in others. This meant that 

participants enacted the outward markers of the institutionally authorized art teacher 
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identity (e.g., producing teacher reflection entries, filling up a teaching portfolio, aligning 

interdisciplinary standards with art projects) with varying degrees of commitment to fully 

internalizing and embodying this institutionally authorized art teacher identity. The 

differing degrees of energy applied to internalizing or resisting the hegemonic identity 

was contingent upon congruence between personal art education histories, intersecting 

social positions, and institutionally authorized constructions of art teachers. Whether they 

were conscious or unconscious of their own motives at the time, students’ selective self-

investments signaled agency in caring for and caring about their multiple subjectivities in 

the process of achieving their goal of becoming an art teacher (Vaccaro, 2011).  

Three types of situational conditions incited preservice art teachers in this study to 

at times disengage and divest themselves from practices imposed by institutionally 

authorized art teacher identity. The first kind of situation in which participants’ diverted 

their investments of attention and effort was when they were addressed through a 

monological classroom discourse. For example, this occurred often during class meetings 

when students were denied opportunities to circulate their own ideas, experiences, and 

stories with each other. Students frequently attempted to ask each other questions at the 

start of class meetings, but as the professor imposed a question-answer-question-answer 

pattern of communication and conversation was directed to the predetermined agenda of 

topics and activities, students quickly shifted to on-line forums such as Facebook and 

MySpace. Some just fell asleep ten minutes or so into class. Claudia, a preservice art 

teacher who rarely questioned any of the program conventions and talked about most of 
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her experiences in a very positive light, was critical in calling for more dialogic 

community of discourse:  

I think that it’s really important to hear what other people think. We don’t get to 

do that in [this] class. It’s like him telling us what to do and us doing it. We don’t 

really have a dialogue going on, and I kind of miss that. 

The practice of silencing preservice art teachers’ voices happened during student 

teaching, the final and perhaps most emotionally and physically demanding semester. 

Students spent Mondays through Fridays participating in a full school day. Evenings and 

weekends were devoted to preparing their lesson plans, art exemplars, and teaching 

portfolio, as well as attending professional workshops. Monday nights were the only time 

for them to gather together as colleagues. They met as a class on the SSU campus. 

Cherise succinctly described the Monday night interactions as “very little input from us, a 

lot of input from [the professor]” (Cherise Interview 7, May 2011). As a form of 

resistance against this kind of alienating teacher education practice, selective self-

investment may have inadvertently contributed to the ongoing monological discourse and 

top-down pedagogical structure that prevailed during student teaching (Solórzano & 

Delgado Bernal, 2001). 

The second kind of situation in which preservice art teachers selectively invested 

in art teacher practices was during student teaching. The liminality of student teaching 

involved moving between two polarized positions of student and teacher. While 

preservice art teachers moved between these positions with great deference toward the 

cooperating teachers and the supervising university professor, they were also sensitive to 
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fleeting spaces in their movements between student and teacher in which a modicum of 

choice was available. During student teaching semester, many of the preservice art 

teachers noticed with great interest that art teachers did not always live up to the ways 

they had imagined them. Brianna seemed relieved by this revelation, stating “I’ve seen a 

lot of teachers just wing it, and they do okay” (Brianna Interview 5, January 2010). 

Brianna, in particular, embraced this idea of just winging it in part because she was 

overextended much more than most of her fellow art education students. Just prior to 

entering the student teaching phase, Brianna moved out of her parents’ house because of 

difficulties with her step-father. Though she did not claim a different social class status, 

her economic conditions certainly had changed. Getting into an apartment on her own 

meant that she struggled financially to be able to complete her student teaching while 

meeting her basic needs. Brianna worked an additional 40 hours per week on top of the 

full-time student teaching. No other participants seemed to face this kind of economic 

hardship, and her art education professors were not aware of her situation. Winging it 

through her final semester was a form of selective self-investment that enabled her to 

participate in the activities that would earn her the greatest cultural capital she would 

need to receive social and professional recognition as an art teacher. These included 

letters of reference, high teaching evaluation scores, formal recommendation to the state 

for teacher licensure, as well as a university diploma.  

The third kind of situation in which selective self-investment occurred was when 

preservice art teachers generated artifacts from their student teaching. The teaching 

portfolio was one of these artifacts. As the culminating project, it was structured in a 
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manner that demonstrated for prospective employers an art teacher’s readiness for 

teaching (see Chapter Five for the discussion of teaching portfolios). Many of the 

students felt some irritation with the extensive and somewhat rigid requirements for the 

portfolio. Cherise seemed particularly distanced from the teaching portfolio activity. She 

described her portfolio, saying: “What I have now doesn’t really reflect what it is that I’m 

interesting in. A lot of it is just to fulfill requirements for the Art Ed course and that’s it” 

(Cherise Interview 7, May 2011). Some students treated reflective journaling in a similar 

manner. For example, at the start of student teaching Claudia confided that she had two 

journals, one where she recorded her thoughts and the other where she constructed 

narratives that represented the interests of those charged with evaluating her readiness for 

teaching. These selective self-investments cast doubt on formal teacher reflection 

practices as mechanisms for enhancing teacher development (Fendler, 2003; Zeichner, 

1996).  

 

Seeking Unsanctioned Resources  

In addition to the resistant forms of self-investment described here, many times 

the preservice art teachers orchestrated alternate forms of investment. An important 

alternative was seeking out and acquiring counter-narratives with which they might 

author more fulfilling artist identities. This was significant because making art or being 

an “artist” was one of the essential qualities of an art teacher. An individualistic, 

decontextualized model of a free, autonomous artist undergirded the dominant 

construction of “art teacher,” therefore any change to this artist identity consequently 
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might have also transformed what it meant to teach art. In some cases preservice art 

teachers sought counter-narratives because of what was said and what was not said within 

the sanctioned discourses of art and art education at SSU. This was the case with Brianna 

and Cherise. These two women creatively moved against and beyond the common sense 

of what Black (woman) artist could mean within the constraints of the local figured world 

of SSU’s Art Ed program.  

This section on seeking unsanctioned resources focuses on critical incidences 

recounted Brianna and Cherise recounted from their studio art courses. These incidences 

entailed racial and gender microaggressions (Solórzano & Yosso, 2000) by art professors 

in the context of seemingly innocuous classroom interactions around artmaking. Such 

incidents illustrate how everyday activities and talk were conducted within invisible 

social hierarchies. In the classroom interactions described here, harmful historical 

discourses of women of color were recited and mobilized by professors. As a person 

occupies the influential position of professor in a classroom, he or she may assume 

greater status and authority than students, and with that comes a greater “right to impose 

reception” (Bourdieu, 1991) of his or her discourse, knowledge and point of view. The 

verbal and visual microaggressions exacted through professors’ art talk made the studio 

art classroom a more challenging, if not dangerous, terrain in which Brianna and Cherise 

negotiated their artist and art teacher identities.   

Recall that Brianna’s experiences in Art Ed were shrouded by the sense that her 

artwork was missing what she called a “higher level of feeling,” a key marker of her artist 

self. Here I describe a critical incident in which Brianna’s efforts to represent herself 
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more artistically with a “higher level of feeling” was subjected to gendered racial 

inscriptions. She noted that, as usual, she was the only Black person in her studio art 

class, where nearly all of the students were White and the class was led by a White male 

professor. Brianna described a memorable moment in this introductory drawing class in 

which she was taught how to be an artist:  

[Professor James] was really hard on me in his class. . . . He almost made me cry 

one day but it helped me because when I got in my life drawing class [the next 

semester], I was able to apply some of the things that he taught me. . . . I came 

from high school, and I was used to drawing the outside of the face, drawing the 

eyes perfect, doing it slow and making everything where it’s supposed to be, and 

he wanted me to be gestural and to be outside of what I was used to. . . . He just 

kept telling me to start over, telling me I was wrong, or pointing out everything 

that was wrong. And so then I tried to be all like, drawing lightly and he wanted 

me to go dark, like everything dark. (Brianna Interview 1, October 2008) 

She took up the call to become more “gestural” and “outside of what I was used to.” In 

her life drawing class the following semester, Brianna replicated these lessons she had 

learned the prior term. This time, however, her performance of the “gestural” artist 

identity was read differently by another White male professor: 

So I got to Professor Henderson’s life drawing class and was used to being 

gestural and making things dark and using dark colors. Everyone else was still, 

from their high school days, trying to make everything perfect, and then 

eventually everybody got into just doing it. I felt good because he was turning 
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mine around and showing it in front of everybody. He’s like, “This is really 

good.” Eventually everybody’s [drawings] started being similar to mine. . . .you 

know, dark. (Brianna Interview 1, October 2008) 

As the critique continued with Professor Henderson, it became evident to Brianna that her 

gestures were interpreted not as her unique, individual marks, but as a sign of her 

blackness and her Africanness. Feeling vulnerable as she stood surrounded by a room full 

of White art students, many of whom had begun to emulate her gestural style, Brianna 

described how her White male professor spoke about her work during the group critique: 

There was this one time in my life drawing class [when] we did a drawing, and 

we turned it around for everybody. The [Henderson] was like, “Your art reminds 

me so much of African art. It’s the way you draw,” and he’s like, “Did you study 

African art?” And I was like, “No, not exactly.” But I was like, is he just saying 

that because I’m Black? But he explained why he thought so. It wasn’t pointing 

me out as the Black girl. . . . I don’t know. He said that my marks were “so 

aggressive” and like I was carving into it like a wood sculpture. . . . I don’t see 

myself as an aggressive person. Maybe it’s something subconscious. (Brianna 

Interview 1, October 2008) 

In Brianna’s telling of this learning moment, the gestural style—a more freely moving 

and artful form of mark-making—was now viewed in this White dominated context as 

aggressive. Mapping the terms “aggressive” and “African art” onto Brianna’s 

embodiment of an otherwise valorized artist gesture was a discursive framing of 

Brianna’s personhood with a popular racist, sexist stereotype of the angry, emotional, 
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overbearing Black female. By mobilizing familiar racist tropes of an exotic, wild Africa 

and misrepresentations and appropriation of African art as merely a style, the critique was 

an oppressive space in which Brianna had to author her artist identity. She initially 

negotiated this repositioning—from being just an artist like everyone else to being read as 

aggressive Black woman—through a color-blind lens. She struggled between two 

narratives, one where she objected to the implication that she was aggressive and another 

where she mapped the racist, sexist image onto her inner self. The power of the 

professor’s position to legitimate the discourses he mobilized was striking. Many months 

later Brianna seemed to have deferred to his authority: “I didn’t see the connection to 

African art, but he said he’d studied it so he probably knew better than I did anyway” 

(Brianna Interview 3, May 2009).   

Critiques are a common part of studio art pedagogy. It is not possible to know just 

how frequently the language of influential art professors and other identity-shaping 

artifacts essentialized students of color, women, and sexual minorities under cover of 

serious art critiques and disciplinary rigor, particularly when masked by discourses 

celebrating the myth of the individual, unique, disembodied artist figure. Following this 

experience Brianna found herself in a class with one of the few Black studio art 

professors. She said she was nervous and intimidated by the combination of his stature 

and celebrity in the world of art and the presumptions she made about what his 

expectations of her would be as a Black artist:  

I needed to take a painting class, and his class was the only one left. I was like 

“Oh my gosh, he’s going to have such high expectations of me, and I have to 
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work so hard,” . . . just because he does this African American art, and it’s about 

slavery and all this stuff and I feel like he’s going to want me to do something 

“Black.” Like he’s going to want me to produce something Afrocentric or African 

American art like his work is. (Brianna Interview 1, October 2008) 

Once she started the class, her self-expression was subjected to evaluation again, but this 

time the art talk about Brianna’s self was inflected by their shared social location as 

Black artists: “When I took [his] class and I was painting, he was like ‘I don’t see any of 

you in this painting’” (Brianna Interview 3, May 2009). Picturing the highly charged 

Black imagery that her professor used in his artwork, Brianna took his comments to mean 

he did not see any of her Black identity in the artwork where, as she said, “I feel like I 

don’t have any relation to the art I’ve made. I mean like I’m just making stuff” (Brianna 

Interview 3, May 2009). From that point on, Brianna worked to learn more about Black 

artists on her own.  

With little time or money to spend taking additional courses beyond the required 

art education sequence, Brianna used her Art Ed assignments as a space for learning 

about Black art. She focused on trying to decipher from the work of Black artists how 

they used art to communicate about and make sense of being Black:   

Almost all of the works that I presented [for the Art Ed assignments] were of 

African American artists. That’s something that I felt more comfortable with. 

That’s just always what I Googled—African American artist. . . . I don’t know too 

much about art history in general and especially African American artists. I mean 

I know some, but I don’t feel like know as much as I need to know. I’m going to 
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be researching art anyway [for this art education class], so it’s for my own 

personal use as well as for informing other students in the classroom. (Brianna 

Interview 3, May 2009) 

Black artists and their artwork were not a part of any of the coursework that Brianna and 

the other art education students were expected to take in order to become an art teacher. 

She improvised a way of acquiring unsanctioned knowledge that could help her in 

developing a stronger relationship to her artmaking while also doing the things she had to 

do to become an art teacher. 

There was stuff that we were required to do, but this was something that I could 

do for myself because I want to. Outside of the class I probably wouldn’t have 

done it because, you know, I’m in other classes and then working and all. 

(Brianna Interview 3, May 2009) 

Brianna stopped short of articulating this emerging racial consciousness as a part 

of her emerging teacher identity. Though racial identity was most salient for Brianna at 

this time, it seemed gender was also a factor in how she configured a Black artistic 

consciousness because all of the artists to whom she looked for representations of 

blackness were Black male artists who have been embraced by the Euro-American art 

world, including such figures as Robert Colescott, James Van Der Zee, and Jean-Michel 

Basquiat. This acceptance of Black male art as a more universal representation of Black 

artist identities may have been related to normalization of male dominance in her 

experiences with teaching faculty in the Department of Visual Arts. Nonetheless, 

Brianna’s attempt to negotiate a racial identity was a considerable departure from the 
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common sense of art teacher education. She conducted her own inquiries and theorized 

how racial identity related to artist identity without much support. She did not talk about 

this identity work outside her conversations with me, including her art education 

professors and peers.  

 Like Brianna, Cherise went beyond the normative expectations and practices of 

Art Ed to expand her racial knowledge, in particular her understanding of Black racial 

identities and histories of racial othering in the U.S. She deliberately and assertively 

sought to acquire this unsanctioned knowledge by first by attempting to double major in 

art education and African American studies. When she learned that the art education 

degree plan did not permit double majors due to the student teaching portion of the 

program, Cherise continued to search for opportunities to examine race and racism, often 

taking a larger number undergraduate course hours than was usual. She ascertained early 

on during her undergraduate studies that she would have to go outside the Department of 

Visual Arts in order to gain the knowledge she felt she needed.  

Cherise eventually learned about an interdisciplinary program that would 

legitimate her taking outside courses that may have appeared to be unrelated to her art 

education major. She was able to earn a certificate for taking courses such as Asian 

multiracial identity, women’s art on the African continent, and diasporic identities. In 

addition to taking part in the Department of Visual Arts’ study abroad program in Italy, 

Cherise also chose to study in Brazil through an outside department. In Brazil she 

conducted an ethnographic study of racial stratification in that country. This was an 

important experience for expanding her sociocultural knowledge of race and its 
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intersections with other identities. She said racism was much more visibly pronounced in 

Brazil: “You can see it. Here, [in the U.S.] it’s kind of laid under the rug, but there, it’s 

right in your face and you can see it” (Cherise Interview 7, May 2011). She described the 

ways in which this unsanctioned knowledge about race and racism enabled her to think 

differently: 

When I came here to the U. S, I felt like I wasn’t educated on that. I grew up in an 

Asian country and I was a half Black woman. And then coming here, and . . . 

living in America [where] we are all these different, diverse people. You have to 

know that history in order to understand why people think the way that they do 

towards you, especially here in America.  If I just lived in the Philippines all my 

life, then I probably wouldn’t have wanted to know more about African American 

culture because it probably doesn’t affect me us much there as it is here. (Cherise 

Interview 3, May 2009) 

As she worked to increase her historical knowledge of race in the U.S. context, 

Cherise’s used her studio art assignments as a space for refiguring her racial identity. 

Like Brianna, her overt exploration of Black themes was contested by another White 

male drawing professor: 

My final project was about my identity. It was a self-portrait, . . . I’m sure he’d 

been wondering about it, but he asked me towards the end [of the semester] . . . at 

my easel. The air gets in his voice and like, “Why are you only doing African 

American art? Well, . . . if you say you’re half Filipino, you need to do this,” kind 

of thing [said with greater force and volume, as if others may have heard]. . . . At 
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the time, I couldn’t quite explain myself. . . . I was kind of angry because he 

assumed that this was the only type of artwork that I did based on what he saw in 

his classroom, and he was bold enough to ask me that not knowing my 

background.  

In Cherise’s account of this incident, she was slighted and censured by the professor who 

denied the significance of blackness in the making of Cherise’s identity and her 

experiences in the U.S. context.  

For multiracial Blacks, the legacy of slavery, the “one-drop rule” of Black racial 

categorization (Haney-López, 1996; Nobles, 2000), and ongoing racial discrimination 

constrains one’s choices for group affiliation, recognition, and treatment in the U.S. (Lee 

& Bean, 2004). The professor’s dismissive racial comments positioned Cherise as 

someone who was overly conscious of her Black identity, as though she were willfully 

erasing her Filipino self. Cherise noted that this professor never seemed to have asked 

any of the other students, all of whom Cherise identified as White, about the racial 

perspectives informing their artwork. The other students represented their experiences 

and points of view in their artwork without rebuke. In this predominantly White learning 

environment, Whiteness perhaps went unmarked, thus enabling White students’ artworks 

to be understood as merely the self-expressions of unique individuals. That is, racial 

identities may not have been seen as playing a role in White students’ artworks. The 

seeming naturalness and transparency of Whiteness (Flagg, 1993) may have provided the 

conditions whereby White artists’ ideas, themes, and forms could be interpreted in race-

neutral, global terms rather than be understood to represent White-specific experiences 
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and perspectives. Unlike Brianna who deferred to the authority of the offending language 

of her studio art professor even as her race consciousness began to emerge within her 

artist identity, Cherise was upset and defiant, perhaps because her race conscious artist 

identity was more developed (see Chapter Six for a discussion of Cherise’s personal 

history). 

Few resources were available to enable her to make her own experiences of 

intersecting social differences intelligible. Cherise had to be inventive in stitching 

together a race-conscious teacher identity within the context of an art education program 

imbued with dysconsciousness about social differences and oppression (King, 1991). She 

spent much of her efforts in art education courses trying to integrate her unsanctioned 

knowledge of U.S. race relations and her own experiences with U.S. racism with her 

vision for teaching art. This was a difficult process that seemed to go unnoticed by her 

professors and peers. As was discussed in Chapter Five, the Art Ed program did not seem 

to have been designed to recognize or address the social and cultural influences on art 

learning in general and learning to teach art in particular.  

   

Transgressing Common Sense  

There were times during their preparation as art teachers when participants went 

to the edge of the common sense of art teacher education. In these cases, the preservice 

art teachers found themselves confronted with the limitations of the usual ways of 

thinking about and doing art education in schools. Two cases, Cherise and Miguel, were 

notable for the ways in which they transgressed the familiar boundaries of art education.  
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 For her elementary school student teaching placement, Cherise was assigned to a 

school that served predominantly affluent White children in an area near the SSU 

campus. Cherise observed that most of the teaching faculty was White, with only two 

Latina teachers and no Black teachers. She felt her racial otherness was most pronounced 

during faculty meetings: “When you don’t see any people of color there, you’re just like, 

‘Wow. I’m the only person here.’” (Cherise Interview 7, May 2011). Cherise also noticed 

there were significant social divisions among the students:  

You can definitely tell especially by how they’re dressed and how they interact 

with other kids. I felt like the Black kids stayed more to themselves. They didn’t 

really interact with their White peers or anything like that. They were pretty quiet 

most of the time, not all, but most. (Cherise Interview 7, May 2011) 

In this elementary school context, Whiteness may have been an organizing force that 

silenced any conversations around social differences (Lewis, 2003). Cherise did not feel 

she could discuss these aspects of the learning environment with her cooperating teacher 

(CT):  

It wasn’t something that we talked about. It wasn’t my classroom, and sometimes 

I felt like I had to kind of tiptoe and please my CT, but at the same time kind of 

stay true to myself. I don’t know.  I could see it, but at the same time, it wasn’t 

brought up between us. (Cherise Interview 7, May 2011) 

Cherise had to negotiate the salience of race and racial tension in this school at the same 

time she was mindful of always the need to be viewed favorably by her cooperating 

teacher in order to achieve recognition as a competent art teacher. She, therefore, avoided 



289 
 

inquiring about race. This reflected a strong thread of power-evasive discourse 

(Frankenburg, 1993) that linked, reinforced, and normalized the interactions across studio 

art courses, art education courses, and student teaching. As Cherise stated, however, she 

wanted to “stay true to myself.” She used the opportunity she had to teach a lesson of her 

choice as a space in which to celebrate racial differences. This lesson also inadvertently 

opened a space in which racial inequality played out in full view.  

Cherise borrowed a lesson from her classmate called “the Romare Bearden 

lesson.” This lesson, though named for the famous African American artist Romare 

Bearden, was really a collage project. Like most project-based lessons created by the 

preservice art teachers, the Romare Bearden lesson was about learning to construct a 

collage. Her reflections on her teaching of that lesson were framed in terms of media: “I 

taught that to my first graders. It really turned out well, surprisingly. Collage for first 

graders, you know.” It appeared that in choosing to teach the Romare Bearden lesson, 

Cherise centered her own interest in racial identity. This was consistent with the 

prevailing self-centered curriculum-making practices in the Art Ed program.  

Cherise recalled how the Romare Bearden lesson was intended to be racially 

inclusive and empowering for the only Black child in the class, and yet it became a space 

of racial abuse and exclusion. She began by describing her artmaking demonstration 

where she modeled for the students how to create a self-portrait using papers that 

matched their skin colors: 

I was doing this demonstration and this one girl—a White student—was like, 

“Well, what if we’re not African American?” They always want to emulate what 
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it is that I’m doing, and I’m like, “Well, that’s why we have all these different 

skin tones available for you.”  She’s like, “Oh, okay.” 

This student had noticed and responded to the Black racial identity that Cherise shared 

with Romare Bearden. The student became confused over how to replicate Cherise’s 

demonstration when she herself was not African American like Cherise. Cherise 

answered the student’s question about race and skin color the apolitical, acultural 

language of formalism. In this framing of the self-portrait, racial identification was 

reduced to color matching. The implication of this apolitical treatment of race and skin 

color as a straightforward exercise in selecting among various skin tones or colors 

ignored the unequal distribution of power between lighter and darker skinned racial 

groups, particularly in White dominated spaces like this classroom in this school. 

Invoking formalism to explain the significance of racial differences or skin color limited 

Cherise’s ability to consider the contentious attributions of beauty, abjection, and 

normality to racial bodies.  

As Cherise’s lesson progressed, her intentions for an empowering artmaking 

experience were not realized because race played out in ways she had not anticipated and 

for which she was unprepared to respond. Her common sense ways of thinking about art 

and teaching art failed to help her mediate the humiliations leveled by some White 

children against the only Black child in this first grade art class:  

Other students made some comments because I had some darker brown skin tones 

that were available, and one of the students started laughing and they were like, 

“Oh, that’s Anthony’s color.” Anthony’s a darker-skinned student. I went up to 
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the student and I just asked, “So why are you laughing?  How is that funny?” and 

just kind of questioned him and things like that. [He said,] “Oh, I don’t know.” 

Just as she experienced the denial of equal right to speak for herself through her 

artmaking, Anthony’s right to represent himself through a self-portrait was suppressed by 

the laughter and humiliations leveled at him by his classmates.  

Cherise was certain Anthony had overheard the comments of the White students. 

When I asked what she gathered from Anthony’s response to what he overheard, she 

answered, “He felt ashamed of it.” Without the resources for recognizing and combating 

racism as an art teacher, that is without critical frameworks for understanding race and 

other forms of difference as significant dimensions of classroom interaction, teaching and 

learning, Cherise was unable to organize an equitable art education experience for all her 

students:  

When I was doing my demonstration, I picked a skin color that was similar to his 

skin color. At first they were like, “Well why are you picking that?  That’s not 

your skin color.” And I was like, “Well, I like this color.” And I was like, “It’s 

your project; it’s how you see yourself” and they were like, “Oh, okay.”   

The declaration that “It’s your project; it’s how you see yourself” obscured the unequal 

distribution of power, which she too had experienced in trying to represent her Black 

identity in a drawing course (hooks, 1995). In much the same way that Cherise’s drawing 

professor denied the significance of racial positioning in the creation of her artistic 

“voice,” Cherise seemed unaware of the ways in which Anthony’s social positioning as 

the only Black (male) child influenced how he might be seen and positioned by others 
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and thus how he might see himself. The irony here was that Cherise felt a special affinity 

with this only Black child in her class, perhaps sensing that his experiences might have 

been similar to those she had had as a child. But her power-evasive aesthetic approach to 

transgressing color-blindness in the art classroom undermined her intent to build racial 

solidarity with Anthony and racial tolerance among the children.  

 Miguel transgressed the limits of the common sense by troubling homophobia in 

the art classroom and in the process asserting his gay identity. Late in his student 

teaching, I learned about Miguel’s confrontation with homophobic language circulating 

among students in a second grade art class in what was referred to as “The Gay Talk.” 

Miguel took great risk in operating beyond the normalized boundaries of what art 

teachers do, particularly as a self-identified queer man teaching young children. The 

research literature is replete with examples of the perceived and real risks associated with 

coming out as a gay male teacher (Blount, 2005; Evans, 2002). Miguel seemed aware that 

he had disrupted the status quo in embodying an art teacher identity that was against and 

beyond the common sense of art teacher education: “I didn’t know if I was stepping on 

people’s toes or what that would mean for me” (Miguel Interview 7, May 2011). 

Miguel recounted the incident during one of our final interviews:  

I was working with some of the kids. Then I heard people saying—  I don’t know. 

“Gay” just rings out as a word. . . . I try to listen in to see what’s happened, to see 

if I can understand the context. And I kind of catch it somewhat. It’s like, “I’m 

not gay!”  (Miguel Interview 7, May 2011) 
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This was the second time Miguel heard the term gay used. The first time had been at the 

beginning of his student teaching at the same school when a first grade student had come 

up to Miguel and told him, “Justin Bieber is gay.”  Miguel corrected the student privately 

and briefly, asking “What does ‘gay’ mean? All right. Let’s use words that we know,” 

and then sent the student back to his seat.  

Miguel’s response this time was different. Even though his cooperating teacher 

was conducting a formal evaluation of his teaching at that moment, Miguel immediately 

intervened, telling this slightly older group of second graders, “Okay, stop.  What’s going 

on?” The children tried to explain to Miguel. 

What it looked like was [a boy in the art class] was being made fun of and people 

were calling him gay. [I asked,] “Okay, what’s happening?”  A little boy had a 

stuffed bear on his table, and I asked him what was happening or who called him 

gay. . . . He was really bloodshot and breathing very heavily.  He just seemed 

aggravated.  So then I get the girl to come over here. “Okay, so what’s 

happening?”  She’s like, “No, I never called him gay.”  Okay. And so I go to the 

little boy and I was like, “So, what’s going on?” and he’s like, “I don’t know.” 

And then she explains, “I never called him gay. I put earrings on the bear.”  And 

then the little boy says, “Yeah, he’s not gay!”. . . I asked him if wearing earrings 

meant that he or she was gay.  And he said, “No.” And quickly some of the other 

little boys with earrings obviously [said] “No.”  So then that’s when we started 

dissecting what does gay mean. And everyone was quiet.  They didn’t want to say 

anything until one little girl said, “It’s when two boys like each other and they 
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kiss.” Okay, yeah.  “That’s a good definition.”  And then as we’re talking about 

what gay is and is not, she [continues to explain], “It’s when two boys like each 

other and they kiss and they do dirty things on the bed or when they get naked 

under the sheets.” And I was like, all right.  Let’s backtrack it a little bit. (Miguel 

Interview 7, May 2011) 

This contentious classroom interaction took place with the whole class watching and 

listening, including the cooperating teacher. Miguel described the scene as “deadpan 

quiet” where “you could hear a pin drop.” Clearly everyone’s attention was on Miguel 

and the two children at the center of the controversy: 

The little girl defines it and you hear some chuckles. . . . And that’s when I told 

them that first things first: “gay” was not a bad word and that they could say the 

word. But second, that they have to understand what it meant. And as they’re 

giggling, that’s when [the cooperating teacher] jumps up and she’s just like, 

“That’s not very nice. Well, my son is gay.” The kids, some of them are kind of 

like, “Whaaat?” And that’s when I was like, “Well, I’m gay.” And then, again, 

even quieter than it was before. . . . Once I had that kind of attention, then that’s 

when we started talking about how people are different. (Miguel Interview 7, May 

2011) 

Thinking back on the situation, Miguel said,  

It had a potential to have negative consequences, but. . . . I had one of those fuck-

it moments where, I don’t know.  I guess my emotions just got the best of me or 

the worst of me. I don’t know which one I guess. I would say the best. The best, 
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but . . . I wish I would have prepared for a situation like this. . . . I think the 

discussion could have been a little better facilitated in terms of had I had time to 

think about some of these questions or how to talk about it. Do you know what I 

mean? Just preparedness. (Miguel Interview 7, May 2011) 

Miguel and the other preservice art teachers had not been prepared for these kinds 

of visual experiences and classroom interactions that took place in Miguel’s student 

teaching. The common sense about learners’ developmental stages and individual 

differences (deficits) did not include the widely circulating social constructions of 

sexuality and gender demonstrated in this incident and young children’s tacit 

understandings and enactment of heteronormative privilege. Miguel’s willingness to 

engage in this critical pedagogical moment with these second grade students went beyond 

the individualistic discourses of art that celebrate self-discovery through visual 

representation and artmaking as inherently liberatory practices in which individuals are 

free to define themselves for themselves.  

Thinking back on this important classroom event, Miguel spoke about his 

intentionality as an art teacher stemming from his personal history: 

I think my first priority is the queer students and then the second part is re-

educating or redirecting [the other students], . . . because of some of the stuff that 

went through my mind when I was growing up and just trying to make sense of 

the world. Like how to imagine an adult, a gay man when you’ve never seen one? 

What does that tell you? Or at least you think you’ve never seen one. The thought 
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process that goes after that and how you begin to rationalize the world, it’s very 

scary. (Miguel Interview 7, May 2011) 

As in Cherise’s case, Miguel’s prior experiences and awareness of social differences and 

his desire to counteract marginalization in his own life around issues of sexuality, race, 

ethnicity, and class seemed to catalyze his art teacher identity in this moment. It also 

illustrated the contingency and polyvalence of identity in that Miguel did not enact this 

counterhegemonic art teacher identity in every instance where he encountered oppressive 

discourses or practices. Neither did his positionality as a queer Mexican/Mexican 

American/Mestizo predetermine his response.   

 Miguel did not share this important event with his Art Ed professors, even Dr. 

Potter who oversaw the student teaching. Miguel did not feel there was space in Art Ed in 

which to address sociopolitical and cultural aspects of teaching and learning, and even 

less space for challenging the norms of art education. This was understandable in light of 

his status as a sexual and racial minority in the Department of Visual Arts. Instead of 

relying on his teacher education program, Miguel forged ahead in preparing himself for 

future gay talks where he would be more informed about how to be stand against 

heterosexism and marginalization of queer identities in the art classroom: 

If I teach at the elementary level, it’s going to come up. We’re going to talk about 

it, which is why I’ve started a collection of children’s books with queer themes or 

with queer characters because I want to prepare for that.  But I guess I should 

have prepared more for it now, too. (Miguel Interview 7, May 2011) 
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Miguel and Cherise’s emerging art teacher identities were mediated by the 

material and discursive resources internalized over time through social interaction and 

struggle in various figured worlds, from childhood to the present. They brought their 

accumulated “cultural repertoires” (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003) to bear in remaking 

themselves into art teachers. Because the social categories of race and sexuality have 

been remarkably stable organizing principles in society, they cut through most cultural 

worlds and where they differentially distribute power, privilege and status. This was 

apparently the case during Miguel and Cherise’s student teaching. It seemed their 

sociopolitical consciousness regarding their multiple, intersecting identities set Miguel 

and Cherise apart from other preservice art teachers who usually negotiated their art 

teacher identities within the bounds of business as usual. Miguel and Cherise’s 

sociopolitical framing of art teacher identity, connected as it was in their personal 

histories and multiple identifications beyond the world of art teacher education, 

facilitiated their varying abilities to perceive White domination and heteronormative 

privilege and desire to transgress the status quo of art education.  

 

Passing as an Art Teacher 

Philip, like Miguel, identified as gay and had been in a long term committed 

relationship for many years. He said that his parents were supportive of his relationship 

but that garnering their support had come slowly over time. The more Philip shared with 

me about what being a gay man in his 40s meant in the context of becoming a teacher, 

the more it seemed to me that White racial privilege played a role in how he negotiated 
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his art teacher identity. This interwoven positionality appeared to pose a different set of 

challenges and opportunities for Philip as he negotiated his art teacher identity.  

 Not long after Philip learned about “The Gay Talk” Miguel had with his second 

grade students, we talked about what kind of stand he might take under similar 

circumstances. Philip drew a sharp contrast with Miguel, positioning himself as non-

confrontational:  

I love Miguel. He’s vivacious and energetic, and he’s not afraid to be 

confrontational. I don’t like confrontation, at least not like that. I won’t back 

down from it, but I’m not going to actively seek it out. I don’t think it really 

benefits anybody. It’s the old saying, “Catch more flies with honey” or whatever.  

It’s just people are more accepting when I think they have time to process it. And 

I’m about to be a 45 year-old man that’s not married, that surrounds himself with 

dogs, and I’m an artist. I think, to me, it’s pretty clear. (Philip Interview 9, May 

2011) 

He associated Miguel’s “confrontational” approach with the kind of gay activism he had 

been a part of decades ago in a different era of the gay rights movements. It seemed 

Philip’s age and the generation in which he started to identify as a man mediated his 

understanding of how to move through the figured world of art teacher education and 

school art classrooms without risking condemnation. This was important since he entered 

the Art Ed program in the hope of escaping his decade-long career as a bartender and 

building a more stable employment in the arts than he had had as a freelance artist (see 

the discussion of Philip’s personal history in Chapter Six).  
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 Over several semesters in Art Ed, Philip imagined his art teacher identity in 

relation to various ways of performing a gay identity. These ranged from being in the 

closet, passing as a straight man, being non-confrontationally out of the closet, and 

waving the Pride flag (the most self-assertive act). These various positions were rooted in 

the enduring struggles of gay men, lesbians, and people with non-conforming gender 

expressions to attain equal recognition and full participation in society (Blount, 2005). 

This broader social history and his personal history of coming out mediated Philip’s 

space of authoring an art teacher identity in the heteronormative world of public schools.  

When Philip first talked about how his gay identity related to his emerging art 

teacher identity, he was emphatic in stating, “I don’t want that to get in the way of my 

teaching, and I don’t want that to get in the way of how others see my teaching” (Philip 

Interview 3, May 2009). By “get in the way of my teaching” Philip meant,  

I am not going to be bringing it to class. I don’t want people to say that I am 

trying to indoctrinate their children. . . . I don’t have some sort of an agenda to 

push my sexuality on high school kids. (Philip Interview 3, May 2009) 

Philip recognized the ways sociohistorical discourses of a gay “agenda” and 

“indoctrination” could shape his reality as a gay teacher (Evans, 2002). For more than 

100 years, parents, politicians, and the straight majority have persecuted sexual minorities 

in the teaching profession (Blount, 2005). At the same time, Philip positioned himself and 

his gay identity as the barrier that could potentially “get in the way” of his achieving a 

fully legitimate art teacher identity.  
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He could have decided to pass as straight in order to avoid confronting 

heterosexual privilege. Philip resisted this binary of out of the closet/in the closet 

associated with the notion of passing. Instead, he preferred to talk about being gay as a 

situationally contingent continuum of identity practices, which he described in this way: 

If somebody wants to ask, I will tell them, but I don’t think it’s necessary for me 

to announce, “Hey, just in case you didn’t catch it, I’m homosexual!”  In a 

society, if you want to be accepted then be accepted. . . . People will accept you 

being gay better once they get to know you than if you come at them saying, 

“Hey, I’m gay,” [gestures as though he is waving a flag signifying gay pride] . . . 

because automatically you’re being confrontational, whereas if they get to know 

you first and then they realize. . . . then they’re coming to it on their own terms. 

When I told my parents, you know they weren’t thrilled. They’re fine with it now, 

but . . . this is something that I’ve dealt with my whole life. . . I’ve had plenty of 

time to process this information, come to terms with it, and accept who I am. Why 

would I expect other people to accept me for being gay like that when it took me 

years? (Philip Interview 9, May 2011) 

Unlike Miguel who found himself in a situation where his cooperating teacher was open 

about having a gay son, Philip did not meet any in-service teachers during student 

teaching who were out of the closet: “All the teachers that I dealt with were all married, 

and I didn’t announce—I mean nobody asked. I just assume people know I’m gay, and I 

just don’t— I don’t—” (Philip Interview 9, May 2011). He perceived his student teaching 
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placements to not be safe enough spaces in which to risk coming out and so he often 

enacted an art teacher identity at the passing end of the gay identity continuum.  

Philip’s desire to blend in with rather than confront heteronormativity also 

influenced his curriculum-making. He reflected on his experiences in an elementary art 

classroom where Keith Haring’s artwork was featured as part of a third grade lesson on 

communicating with symbols and complementary color schemes. Philip commented that 

even though the elementary art teacher did not acknowledge the meaning of Haring’s 

work in relation to the artist’s identity as a sexual minority, it was “a pretty bold choice. . 

. because I can’t imagine when I was in school anybody having used an openly gay artist 

at your school and keeping their job” (Philip Interview 9, May 2011). It is common for 

straight art teachers to avoid addressing sexuality when talking about gay or lesbian 

artists or artworks created by gay and lesbian artists (Lampela, 2001). This distortion of 

the contextual meanings of an artwork’s creation and exhibition has been critiqued by 

many in the field of art education (Bersson, 1987; Desai, 2003; Gude, 2003; Lampela, 

2007). Veiling artists’ works with formalist interpretations, particularly in the case of 

Haring, a gay activist-artist who publically addressed social issues through his artmaking, 

perpetuated the heterosexual imagination of art and art education (Desai, 2003).  

Philip seemed to embrace this practice of omission. He included Haring’s work in 

a high school lesson that he taught during student teaching. When I asked if he discussed 

Haring’s sexual identity with the predominantly Latino high school students, Philip said 

I’m awkward with that. . . . I’m not Miguel, and I know Miguel’s perfectly 

comfortable getting out there and having that discussion with his students. I’m not 
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closeted. . . . I don’t want my being gay to be the focus of my art teaching. It just 

seems like it should be a non-issue. . . . If somebody comes out and asks me, I 

will tell them, “Yes.” (Philip Interview 9, May 2011) 

In responding to my question, Philip helped to illuminate a contradiction within common 

sense of self-centered curriculum-making whereby the art teacher’s personal-political 

stance already was the focus of the teaching. Even though Philip did not want his gay 

identity “to be the focus of my art teaching,” no matter his position along the gay identity 

continuum, his self was already centered in his curriculum-making.  Stated another way, 

the “awkward” feeling Philip attributed to talking about gay artists’ identities in the art 

classroom implicated his own identity as already influencing his teaching. Like any 

teacher, the dispositions that informed Philip’s embodiment and enactment of an art 

teacher identity were a product of his intersecting social positions and the privileges or 

disadvantages historically inscribed on those positions. His reluctance to be explicit about 

his gay identity in the context of the art classroom was already having an impact on his 

pedagogic approach to teaching about art and artists. This meant that despite Philip’s 

attempt to refrain from centering sexuality in his teaching, his effort to conform to the 

status quo made him complicit in the maintenance of heternormative gender practices that 

dominate school culture:  

Now, with Keith Haring it depends on the discussion. The discussion we were 

having was more about rhythm and I think that was the—we were talking about 

rhythm and motifs and stuff in artwork, which is when I used him, and he was one 

of several artists that I used, so I didn’t dwell a lot on Keith Haring. I touched on 
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the fact that he died of AIDS, I touched on his public action in New York. Is that 

wrong? You tell me.  I don’t know. (Philip Interview 9, May 2011) 

Philip taught students to think about Haring’s artwork not in terms of its social and 

political context, but rather as an illustration of the formal and stylistic properties of 

works of art, in this case “rhythm” and “motif.” 

 Philip’s effort to create a non-confrontational art teacher identity seemed to have 

an influence on his interactions with students. His fears about being discriminated against 

meant a trade-off between advocating for vulnerable students or insulating himself from 

attacks from parents, students and administrators. He asked, “Is being out worth my job, 

my career, if somebody decides they don’t like me or they can’t deal with it?” (Philip 

Interview 9, May 2011). Philip’s age provided much personal historical perspective and a 

variety of experiences that seemed to convince him that now subtlety might be the best 

way to negotiate his sexual identity in his teacher-student interactions. Here, for example, 

he talked about meeting a student named Joaquín for the first time: 

Fourth period, Joaquín comes in and he is a girl. He brings pictures of himself in 

drag into class. He’s got hair down to here. He doesn’t walk down the hall; he 

sashays. I mean, he’s a nice kid. . . . I know when I was in school anybody who 

acted like that would have gotten abused incessantly. But he always seems like 

he’s in a good mood, and I’ve never seen anybody give him a hard time, so maybe 

they don’t. (Philip Interview 7, February 2011) 

Philip described how “referencing” became his primary means for negotiating and 

enacting a non-confrontational openly gay art teacher identity: 
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I think I expressed that I was a gay man without actually saying. . . . I talked to 

that boy about Priscilla, Queen of the Desert. I talked to him about other 

extremely gay-themed films, suggesting them to him to watch because he was 

talking about other films and stuff that straight people don’t know about. 

Referencing I think is enough. I think that’s a decent enough way to do it. I’ve 

waved my little Pride flags and marched in parades already; I don’t want to do 

that anymore. (Philip Interview 9, May 2011)  

In his initial reflections on these interactions with Joaquín, Philip began to notice the 

ways in which he regulated and censured himself despite his stated intent to not hide his 

gay identity or pass as straight:   

If the students asked me, I would tell them. I don’t care. But the thing is, when I 

was talking to Joaquín, I found myself talking around things instead of coming 

out and saying what I wanted to say. And I just kind of was surprised that I was 

being so circuitous.  I was just being stupid. I didn’t want to say the movie was 

about homosexuals or about drag queens. I was like why am I not saying drag 

queen? [. . .] It’s not like I have a problem saying it. I just…I don’t know. (Philip 

Interview 7, February 2011) 

 

It seemed that at the end of his student teaching, Philip was most comfortable with 

embodying a defensive art teacher identity that would enable him to successfully navigate 

the malaise of heterosexism.  
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At the same time, the viability of Philip’s enactment of a desexualized art teacher 

identity was influenced by his ability to invoke White male privilege. He was aware that 

his racial identity afforded him certain advantages that were not available to other 

preservice art teachers, like Brianna, Cherise, and Miguel, each of whom were visible 

racial minorities:   

It’s unfair. I’m part of a minority group and I can hide it.  It’s not like I’m 

Hispanic or African American. You can’t hide your minority status. And I don’t 

think that I’m hiding being minority, but I think just walking into class and being 

out, gay, and proud on day one, . . . you’re going to have some students that are 

automatically going to discount you for being gay. (Philip Interview 9, May 2011) 

Whether or not he intended to use his racial privilege to gain unearned benefits and 

greater mobility in the figured world of art teacher education, Philip understood that he 

had more options as a White person for how he could refigure himself into a recognizable 

art teacher identity. Perhaps it was his self-understanding as a member of an oppressed 

sexual minority that facilitated his awareness of racial inequality and his own White 

privilege.  

 The salience of middle class Whiteness across Philip’s life experiences shaped his 

perception of himself as plain, normal, or as he jokingly stated, “I’m white bread” as well 

as his perception of students of color as other, different from the normalcy of “white 

bread.” The privileges preserved by normalized Whiteness and White racial domination 

seemed to influence Philip’s decisions and attendant guilt about where and whom he 

wanted to teach: 
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Am I horrible for where I want to teach? I want to teach in the school with a 

budget. I want to teach in a school where I don’t have to scrimp. To be honest, I 

don’t think I would ever teach in an inner city school because I don’t think I could 

deal with—I’m not going to understand what it’s like to grow up for an African 

American. No matter how much I study, I’m not going to get that. I would hope I 

would be able to find a way to connect, but I don’t know. I’m sure I’m 

sounding—does that sound horrible to you? (Philip Interview 3, May 2009) 

Philip employed the dominant discourses of cultural deficits in his characterization of 

African American students, communities and schools. He conflated “African American” 

racial identity, the “inner city,” and having to “scrimp.” This discursive formation of 

Black students and Black (urban) spaces echoed the common sense discourses that were 

mobilized during Art Ed classes where cultural narratives of “at-risk kids,” “low income 

high minority schools,” gangs, and bad neighborhoods constructed certain students as 

undesirable (see Chapter Five for a description  of these discourses in use). Philip 

appeared to stop just short of actually uttering aloud his preference for teaching White 

students when he said:  

I want kids that—I think you have a hard enough time earning students’ respect in 

a classroom, whereas me coming in, a White guy into a room of African 

American or Hispanics, where I am automatically an outsider, automatically 

social walls [are] up because of that. You’re setting yourself up for a whole bunch 

of problems because you’ve got just one more hurdle you have to overcome. . . . I 

don’t think of myself as racist. I don’t think of myself as bigoted but I know there 
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are sometimes where if I see a group of Black kids walking down the street, yeah 

especially in Chicago I might across over the street and I know that’s bad. Groups 

of Hispanic kids, I’m going to do the same thing. You know, group of White 

kids? Hmm, nyehh, you know [as though that would not be a big deal] and that’s 

horrible and I know that’s horrible. . . . There needs to be a forum where you can 

talk about these fears. I have this image of teaching in an inner city school, and 

I’m going to get there and there will be guns and knives in my first day and 

people call me honkey [laughs]. (Philip Interview 3, May 2009) 

Philip’s decision to take “the path of least resistance” and work in a suburban or urban 

school with few Black students and plenty of material resources fit the broader teacher 

distribution pattern among White teachers. It also reflected the resentment of difference 

among dominant group teachers (McCarthy, 1998). This pattern of avoiding contact with 

students of color and low-income communities contributes to the maintenance of fewer 

educational opportunities and lower instructional quality for students who historically 

have been underserved by the public education system (Little & Bartlett, 2010).17  

Though he rejected the notion of passing, Philip was willing to conform to the 

dominant group interactional norms, and the ways in which the dominant discourses of 

art teacher education framed what it meant to be an art teacher. The catalytic contexts of 

sociohistorical meanings of gay, his personal history, and his intersecting positions of 

privilege and oppression as a gay White man across multiple figured worlds provided the 

                                                 
17 Little and Bartlett (2010) argue that the relationship between race, class and teacher’s decisions about 
where to teach is a significant aspect of understanding the persistent inequities in the distribution of highly 
qualified teachers. Citing the work of Ingersoll and Connor (2009), they state that in 2004-2005 “minority 
teachers were less likely than White teachers to exit schools in high-poverty areas or with large populations 
of minority students” (p. 291). 
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cultural resources with which he made and remade himself into an art teacher. The next 

two sections explore racial privilege and its intersections with other modalities of power 

and difference in the cases of Claudia and Tracy.   

 

Looking Professional 

The complexity of Claudia’s identity negotiation is best understood by taking a 

second look at how she made sense of her social positions prior to becoming an art 

teacher. Throughout her K-12 schooling, Claudia traveled between the U.S. and Europe 

at frequent intervals. It was during her schooling in Europe that Claudia developed a 

strong sense of herself in relation her nationality. She said that when in Europe, “I was 

just American” but that in the U.S., people assumed different things about her at different 

times and in different places: “I feel like here [in the U.S.] it’s like, ‘Well, we are all 

Americans, but what about you is different?’ Whereas over there it was like, ‘Everybody 

is from different places. Where are you from?’ ‘I am from America.’ (Claudia Interview 

4.1, November 2009). This is similar to the ways in which a sense of belonging and 

attachment to U.S. citizenship and an “American” identity is frequently associated with 

increasing identification with Whiteness (Tafoya, 1995). 

Claudia’s locational fluidity seemed to be related to her White skin privilege and 

English language privilege. These combined social advantages afforded her the power to 

identify herself to a greater degree than multiracial Asian descended people with darker 

skin and accented English like Cherise or more phenotypically Chinese features like 

Claudia’s brother who she said “looks really Asian” (Khanna, 2004). Unless she chose to 
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disclose her Chinese lineage, Claudia was able in most cases to pass as a White woman in 

White and non-White spaces (Lee & Bean, 2004). She felt that most of the time she could 

move across a range of different cultural worlds without being positioned as non-White. 

The fact that others usually perceived her to be White may have facilitated Claudia’s 

enculturation in the predominantly upper-middle class White English-speaking 

neighborhoods and schools she attended in the U.S. Being perceived as White also may 

have aided achievement of a “just American” identity when she moved to Europe.  

The ability to pass afforded Claudia more options and greater flexibility in how 

she could racially identify herself in most circumstances. She could allow people to 

tacitly assume and treat her as though she were White or she could choose to draw 

attention to her ethnic Chinese identity (Lee & Bean, 2004). The latter choice, however, 

would potentially undermine her claims to Whiteness and access to White privilege in 

that localized context.  

Claudia talked about the significance of context on other people’s assessments of 

her race. That is, her Whiteness was not guaranteed. There were times, particularly when 

living in the southwestern U.S., that she was mistaken for being Latina. Claudia had a 

very playful ambivalence toward these ambiguities: 

I guess it just kind of depends on how people look at me and decide for 

themselves what I am. If they think I am Caucasian or Hispanic—because people 

think I am Hispanic a lot; very few people see the Asian so I don’t really think 

that comes into play. I can tell sometimes if you will think I am Hispanic . . . 

because they pronounce my name Claudia [Spanish pronunciation] when they 
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introduced me. . . . They just assume that my name is pronounced that way, but I 

don’t mind. I get kind of excited because I like Spanish, so I am like “Yeah! Let 

me speak Spanish!” (Claudia Interview 4.1, November 2009) 

Claudia said that she had no strong affiliations with any particular aspect of her 

identity. It was as though her more salient White/just American identity transcended the 

sociohistorical and personal politics of racial identity that Brianna, Cherise, Miguel, and 

Philip more consciously negotiated in becoming art teachers. I asked Claudia many times 

throughout the study whether and in what ways her various identities related to her 

experiences in the Art Ed program and to her thinking about what it meant to be a 

teacher. She replied, “No, I don’t think so, at least not yet. I don’t foresee it influencing 

that as of now” (Claudia Interview 4.1, November 2009). I followed up on this issue 

numerous times when interviewing Claudia over the course of her two years in the Art Ed 

program. She was consistent in not noticing any significant relationship between her 

social identities and her emerging professional identity as an art teacher. 

 For Claudia, age was the most salient aspect of her transformation into an art 

teacher. She focused on looking professional by erasing outward signs of her youth and 

projecting the appearance of authority. Claudia’s concerns about being a professional 

were different from those of other participants who held more complex understandings of 

the relationship between their social and professional identities. For example, Philip 

made sense of looking professional by comparing manner of dress with signs of 

sexuality: “I usually always wear ties. . . . It’s just part of being professional. That’s the 

other thing with being gay; I don’t think your sexuality has a place in your workplace” 
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(Philip Interview 9, May 2011). For Claudia, however, looking professional was a more 

generic problem of student-teacher power relations. She recalled Dr. Potter’s requirement 

that “if our cooperating teacher says that you have to dress that nice then we have to 

pretty much dress nicely, . . . like looking professional, like slacks or just dressier 

clothing” (Claudia Interview 4.3, December 2009). Dressing with the characteristic 

artifacts of an art teacher was an important activity for remaking herself into an art 

teacher (Robinson-Cseke, 2012; Weber & Mitchell, 1995). This was uncomfortable for 

Claudia, primarily because it did not seem authentic to her youthful way of dressing as a 

university student with t-shirt, sneakers, and gym shorts, a little make-up, and her hair 

pulled back into an untidy ponytail. She saw the change in her attire as a tool that would 

help her influence students’ perceptions of her as an art teacher and acquire the implicit 

professional authority of that role.  

“I look like a middle schooler, you know. So [for my student teaching] I had to 

like dress up and look professional, but like they are way smaller than me anyway 

so, I just really didn’t have to worry” (Claudia Interview 2, January 2009). 

Once Claudia realized the authority that she associated with being a teacher by simply 

changing her dress and “looking professional,” she felt more at ease about her ability to 

pass as an art teacher. Claudia described an incident in a middle school in which she felt 

herself go from being like one of the kids to being an authority figure: 

The cooperating [said] “I have to go somewhere. You . . . can stay in the room, 

but the door locks when it closes. Just don’t let anybody in.”  [Then] all these 

people come knocking at the door, and I had to go talk to them, and I was like, “I 
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can’t let you in,” and they are like, “Okay.” They actually listened to me because I 

was, you know, older and dressed a little professionally. . . . I still think of myself 

as a kid kind of, so it was interesting that they actually did believe that I was an 

authority figure. (Kayla Interview 2, January 2009) 

With students’ according her the respect of an authority figure, Claudia appeared to 

embody the art teacher identity that she envisioned.  

As Claudia negotiated the micro-politics of masking her youth to achieve greater 

professional authority, she did not encounter any major conflicts with her most salient 

social position, American/White. Whereas Brianna, Cherise, Miguel, and Philip 

confronted a number of hurdles when negotiating their art teacher identities from the 

standpoint of subordination, Claudia seemed to find a great deal of congruence between 

her cultural repertoire and expectations and the teacher dispositions and commitments 

supported in the Art Ed program. Claudia’s experiences of becoming an art teacher, 

therefore, did not appear to have expanded her awareness of social difference and 

historical inequalities in art education. With little opportunity or impetus to develop these 

capacities in the Art Ed program, Claudia’s pedagogic orientation and professional 

identity remained optimistic yet noncommittal. This general outlook was summed up this 

statement:  

I’m just open to whatever. I think that older kids would be ideal, but I don’t really 

care.  I like all ages of people. I don’t know, it’s kind of like, whatever happens is 

going to happen, and I’m going to be happy. It’s just going to happen [laughter]. 

(Claudia Interview 3, June 2009) 
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Negotiating a Non-Art Teacher Identity 

 On the surface, Tracy seemed to have a lot in common with Claudia. Both 

identified as White women, both were from middle/upper-middle class families, and both 

felt anxiety about their young age. The significance of these factors—race, class, and 

age—played out differently for Tracy than they did in Claudia’s case. The most dramatic 

evidence of this was Tracy’s decision to leave the Art Ed program after her first year.   

 Throughout her one year in Art Ed, Tracy expressed enthusiasm for making a 

career in art education, but her enthusiasm was also tinged with some doubt about the 

idea of becoming a school art teacher: “I know that art is the right passageway or medium 

for me, but I just, I don’t know about in a classroom” (Tracy Interview 3, June 2009). 

Like Claudia, Tracy’s young age was a concern, though for Tracy these concerns were 

rooted in her reluctance to take on what she saw as the enormous responsibility of 

teachers to help change students’ lives. She said,  

art has changed me in a really dramatic way and I found all the facets that really 

fascinated me on my own. . . . It wasn’t a specific teacher growing up in an art 

classroom that brought me to that. So I don’t know how I would do anything to 

change the lives of students. . . . I don’t think I’m ready for that kind of power. I 

think I have a lot to learn still about interacting with people and I still feel very 

young and I don’t think I’m ready to be in a classroom within a kind of authority. 

(Tracy Interview 3, June 2009) 
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This dichotomy between becoming a school art teacher or making a difference in the 

world was emanated from her personal history of having been discouraged and alienated 

by the comments made by an art teacher during high school. This imagined dichotomy 

was reified in Tracy’s mind when, midway through the Art Ed program, she was given 

the opportunity to participate in a fundraiser for cancer research and awareness by 

bicycling across the U.S. with a group of other young college students. The Art Ed 

program’s required sequence of courses proved too rigid and unable to accommodate 

Tracy’s desire to change lives: “I feel like this is really wonderful opportunity to make a 

difference in the world.  And meet lots of people and have an experience that I’m never 

going to get to have again” (Tracy Interview 4.1, November 2009). She seemed to feel 

that she had few options for achieving a viable art teacher identity within the conditions 

set forth in the program.   

 Tracy’s decision to leave the Art Ed program should be considered in light of her 

social positions that, at least in part, enabled her opportunities for mobility in other 

figured worlds. That is, whether she was conscious of it or not, Tracy’s social positions 

enabled her to access certain forms of social privilege and knowledge. First, Tracy was 

close with her mother, whom she said was “so proud” (Tracy Interview 4.1, November 

2009) of her decision to participate in the cross-country bike ride fundraiser, even though 

it meant that Tracy would forfeit her chance to graduate with a state teaching license. 

Tracy had reason to believe that once she arrived at the cross-country destination, she 

“could, as a graduation gift, ask for some money to stay there and then get a job and 

bam!—just live” (Tracy Interview 3, June 2009). In lieu of the teaching credential, Tracy 
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understood her situation as one in which there was some financial security. This set of 

expectations seemed to be informed by her middle class status and upbringing and 

perhaps her close relationship with and support from her mother. Not all participants in 

this study navigated the constraints of the Art Ed program with this kind of self-assurance 

or confidence in what was possible if they were to leave the program. 

 Second, Tracy had spent a great deal of time throughout her childhood attending 

museums with her family. Her mother was now an educator at a prestigious cultural 

museum just a few hours’ drive from SSU. The museum dealt with topics related to 

genocide, intolerance, and racial justice. Tracy’s close relationship with her mother 

enabled her to obtain a position as a museum photographer. This special invitation into 

the world of a cultural museum enabled Tracy an induction to the world of museum 

educators, the pedagogic work of museums, and the museum as site for more 

transformative art education, as that was the focus of this particular institution. Her time 

there resembled an apprenticeship of sorts: 

I’m part of the staff during that week because I have a little security tag and a 

name tag, and people I don’t know think that I have a more permanent role there. 

So many people ask me about my professional work, and I’m like, “No, I’m an 

undergrad.” Like, “What, what do you mean? You’re not like 28 or something?” 

It’s a mentality maybe where I feel like I fit in, and I feel like I’m knowledgeable 

about the subject matter and also about the environment and about the program. 

(Tracy Interview 3, June 2009) 
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Here, Tracy embodied the professional identity that she doubted was possible for her in a 

school art classroom. As with Claudia, masking her young age was an important part of 

this embodiment and achieving a sense that she “fit in.”  

 The third advantage Tracy gained was access to knowledge about transformative 

art education that challenged the common sense of autonomous, socially detached artists 

discovering (and thus focusing on) themselves through artmaking:  

I really enjoy the museum environment, and from what I see in the education 

department at [this] museum, they have a huge impact on every one that comes 

through.  So many people live with this passion and this need to teach everything 

that they’ve learned, to continue telling the stories they’ve heard from the 

[genocide] survivors. They do amazing things at the museum, and I want to be a 

part of that or a community that’s just as strong and important. I don’t see that, I 

don’t see as much power in the classroom. (Tracy Interview 3, June 2009) 

Tracy learned about how art and art education could be about more than just covering 

media and making stuff. She also learned that art teachers’/educators’ “passion” can be 

generated and shared between people; that is, “passion” was not a quality of the teacher, 

but rather a quality of the relationship or dialogue between people that was mediated by 

socially and culturally meaningful stories and ideas. This critical teacher knowledge 

included socially engaged and justice-oriented frameworks that were not sanctioned 

within the figured world of art teacher education.  

Leaving Art Ed was not simply a matter of having been exposed to an alternative 

vision for teaching art in this museum. Tracy also negotiated her non-teacher identity by 
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improvising a new kind of artist self by trying to “bring what I’ve learned from art 

education into my studio.” Like Brianna, who used art education assignments to acquire 

unsanctioned knowledge with which to refigure her artist identity, Tracy used her studio 

art assignments to devise an art practice that was modeled after the socially engaged and 

justice-oriented frameworks she acquired from her induction at the museum. She said that 

for a while she had tried “to use art as a means to speak about something else. I have 

never been able to do that. I tried, and I can’t. But I’m still working on it” (Tracy 

Interview 2, January 2009). Tracy continued describing her attempts to reinvent her artist 

identity by employing the tools of art education and the museum:   

I think that each of the [Art Ed] classes had really a profound impact on how I 

thought about my own artwork and myself. [. . . and] made a really big difference 

in how I worked and why I worked. . . . I slowed down a lot with my work, and I 

want each piece to have not necessarily a function—because being art, itself, can 

be a function—but ideas behind it. . . . I like to have substance in my work now in 

a different way that I wasn’t interested in before, and I like talking about the work 

and where the thoughts came from and the process of developing the piece and 

such. . . . [Before Art Ed] I just didn’t know any better, like I didn’t realize the 

potential and possibilities that exist within conversations about the art and even if 

it is just a conversation [by] yourself. (Tracy Interview 4.1, November 2009) 

On her own, Tracy worked to reinvent a social justice-oriented artist self by applying the 

art education methods she learned for teaching art to children to teaching artmaking to 

herself. These unexpected movements in Tracy’s development as a (non)art teacher 
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suggested there might be enormous generative value in building mechanisms that can 

foster transitivity between artist and art teacher identities. In the transitive relationship 

Tracy described, “artist” and “art teacher” seemed to share a mutually constitutive 

relationship and were not inherently contentious positions. As Tracy reinvented her artist 

identity using the tools from art education courses and her museum education 

experiences, she developed an even stronger dis-identification with the art teacher 

identity as well as the capacity to enact that non-art teacher identity by finally leaving the 

Art Ed program.  

 

Chapter Summary 

Part one of this chapter thematically presented the common identity artifacts—

discourses, material objects, and their socially constructed meanings—that Brianna, 

Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia encountered through their everyday 

interactions with others in the figured world of art teacher education at SSU. I focused on 

four domains of common sense of art teacher education. The first domain dealt with the 

dominant understanding that art education was about making stuff and covering media. 

The second domain was related to the first. It held that art and being an artists were about 

freedom and self-discovery. The third domain of common sense was about art learners’ 

normal development and the translation of social differences into individual deficits. The 

fourth domain was the common sense of and about art teachers. Art teachers were 

expected to be ready to defend themselves, their art programs and the field of art 

education while also upholding the three core virtues of art teachers: art teachers have 
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passion, art teachers are well-rounded in artmaking, and art teacher continue to make art. 

These artifacts of art teacher identity were generally not unique to SSU or to these 

preservice art teachers. Rather the diffuse and iterative nature of the artifacts made them 

powerful learning tools, particularly when they aligned across different spaces and times 

of the preservice teachers’ art learning.  

Despite the durability of these common sense cultural models for doing and 

achieving a recognizable art teacher identity, each participant negotiated, revised and 

authored a polyvalent art teacher self with, against and beyond the common sense of the 

art teacher models and their own art education histories to varying degrees of success. 

Part two of this chapter used case narratives to examine the polyvalences in how art 

teacher identities were negotiated in the context of power, privilege, and difference. Six 

process-oriented themes were highlighted within these case narratives. These six 

processes included making selective self-investments, seeking unsanctioned resources, 

transgressing common sense, passing as an art teacher, looking professional, and 

negotiating a non-art teacher identity. The distinct ways in which these themes played out 

in the case narratives highlighted the intersections and co-emergence of art teacher 

identity and positional identities.   
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CHAPTER 8 

Discussion of the Findings, Implications, and Final Thoughts 

 

Introduction 

The six preservice art teachers at the center of this study eventually cultivated a 

shared, commonsensical knowledge of art teachers and teaching art. They used these 

understandings in conjunction with their prior experiences to construct and then embody 

recognizable art teacher identities (Britzman, 2003). At the same time, there were 

significant differences in how and to what end they mobilized this common sense. Often 

these differences were related to, though not necessarily determined by, their 

positionalities or positioning with respect to social and political hierarchies of race, class, 

gender, sexuality, and language.  

This final chapter offers a summary interpretation of the study’s findings in 

relation to the central research questions. Then the discussion explores the implications of 

the research on the fields of art education, general teacher education, and teacher policy 

The study was guided by three interrelated questions about the process of becoming an 

art teacher. These questions were: 

1. How do preservice art teachers negotiate their emerging art teacher identities 

in a university art education program?   

2. How are preservice art teachers’ social positions implicated in the 

construction of their art teacher identities?    
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3. How is the process of constructing an art teacher identity meditated by 

cultural narratives, artifacts, and practices of art teacher education? 

In trying to answers these questions separately, I found that they were intricately braided 

threads of each participant’s experiences of becoming art teachers. The relationship 

between context, shared meanings, and personhood was stripped of its productive, 

dialogic tensions when I examined each piece as though it actually were its own piece. 

This ran contrary to the purposes set forth at the start of this inquiry. To answer each 

question independently of each other would dull the polyvalent aspects of becoming that 

are such a crucial part of what was learned in this study. In lieu of a decontextualized, bit-

by-bit ending to an otherwise multilayered analysis and narrative, this chapter presents a 

more interwoven discussion of the key areas of significance that emerged from this 

collective case study of becoming an art teacher. 

 

Summary Interpretation of Findings 

In this first half of the chapter, I offer an interpretation of what we might learn 

from how the six preservice art teachers in this study negotiated their identities in SSU’s 

figured worlds of art teacher education. I begin by revisiting some of the key theoretical 

concepts that guided the interpretation of art teacher identities in practice. Then, I 

summarize the major themes that emerged within and across the six different cases of 

preservice art teachers. This summary first outlines the shifting macro-level landscape 

around art teacher education. It then turns to the localized world of SSU’s art teacher 

education program. From there the discussion examines significant aspects of daily 
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interaction in the art education courses and activities specifically tailored for students 

learning to teach art. The discussion also considers the personal histories of each 

participant, as one’s history provides a powerful catalyst for how one directs individual 

actions and makes sense of subsequent interactions. Within this richly layered context, 

the common sense understandings of art education, art, artists, art learners, and art 

teachers are discussed. Finally, I consider variations in how participants “moved” with, 

against and beyond the common sense. Understanding the dynamic ways in which these 

preservice art teachers navigated institutional structures, negotiated discursive meanings, 

and personalized an art teacher identity sheds light on the complexities, contestations, and 

possibilities along the way to becoming an art teacher.  

This study used a social practice theory of personhood (Holland et al., 1998) to 

understand how six preservice teachers negotiated the transitional space of becoming an 

art teacher identity in a university art teacher education program. In order to understand 

how the participants negotiated their self-understandings in relation to becoming art 

teachers, the structures that organized their activities and interactions around the 

culturally meaningful ideas, objects and practices of art teacher preparation were 

important to understand as well. The university was a locally figured world of art teacher 

education. This world was historically constructed and populated by various figurative 

identities. The figurative identities were the important types of people or characters, 

many of them existing prior to participants’ entry to the program. These figurative 

identities were also imbued with differential privilege and status related to the 

overlapping disciplinary fields of art and education.  
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The intelligibility of embodiment and enactment of one of these figurative 

identities such as “art teacher” is not based solely on one’s efforts but is contingent on 

reception and consent by others in that figured world. The ability to impose reception and 

be recognized as someone who belongs and someone who may claim a particular identity 

in a figured world like art teacher education is also based one’s positionality or positional 

identities with respect to co-determining social categories of race, class, gender, 

sexuality, and other relatively durable though mutable categories. To a great extent, 

positionality organized the unequal grounds on which participants in this study were 

welcomed into the figured world of art teacher education and were accorded privileged 

status or regarded with suspicion.  

Successful identification within a figured world is also enabled through the 

appropriation and reuse of pre-given cultural resources. These resources are historical 

artifacts inscribed with particular meanings that may take the form of shared narratives, 

objects, and practices. These artifacts are produced, reproduced, and reinterpreted by 

people in and across the figured worlds. As the primary medium of interaction and 

communication, the cultural resources in the figured world of art teacher education 

influenced what was possible for participants to say, think, and do while embodying the 

figurative identity of “art teacher.” Artifacts mediated participants’ everyday activities of 

becoming “art teacher” and in so doing helped to reinforce and naturalize specific 

knowledge and practices, which were internalized as the common sense of art teacher 

education.   
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In addition to the local figured world with its pre-existing figurative identities, 

and positionality defined in relation to broad, enduring social categories (e.g., race, class, 

gender, sexuality), the third context in which identity co-develops is called the space of 

authoring. This context is one in which improvisation, play and creativity with cultural 

resources may enable an uncommon sense. Such a space is hopeful and contains the 

possibility for embodying a different way of being and thinking in the figured world and 

suggests at least a modicum of agency in the making and remaking of selves. This critical 

sociocultural theory of personhood enabled me to approach this study of teachers with a 

more complex understanding of the identity formation and to make important critical 

distinctions in the ways each participant negotiated a teacher self.  

So what did we learn from this? To understand the commonalities as well as 

differences in the ways preservice art teachers negotiated their identities and refashioned 

themselves as art teachers, this study started by examining the multilayered contexts that 

provided the discursive and material structures through which participants “moved” as 

they participated in the multiple and adjoining figured worlds of art teacher education. At 

the macro-level of art teacher education, globally connected economies, educational 

policymaking, and reconceptualization of the field of art education coalesced, producing 

a sense that much change was afoot for art teachers. Economic recession was negatively 

impacting the prospects for employment for future art teachers and creating a climate of 

fearfulness over the cutbacks in public school funding of art instruction and hiring of art 

teachers. Similarly, national educational policymakers invoked the economy when 

talking about increasing student engagement in the arts in the public schools. It was 
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argued that providing more (not necessarily better or more relevant) arts education would 

boost America’s competitiveness by enhancing students’ (future workers’) creativity and 

abilities to innovate for the global marketplace. Related to this was a recognition that No 

Child Left Behind educational policies had produced a narrowing effect on school 

curriculum, leaving schools serving mostly students of color and high percentages of 

low-income students with lesser quality and reduced access to arts education compared to 

schools serving White students and low percentages of low-income students.  

Coming from the scholarly community within art education, it seemed there was 

concern by some that this broader social and political climate affecting the practice of art 

education was not garnering enough serious attention (Chapman, 2006). This criticism of 

the field’s shortsightedness was perhaps warranted given the fervor regarding the future 

of the field and its seeming inability to coalesce around a unifying philosophical or 

theoretical direction. In sum, the field of art education was struggling to define itself. 

There was an irony to this struggle. Presumably drive to shape a more clearly defined 

sense of the field’s identity was intended to influence perceptions and discourse among 

“outsiders” in the areas educational policy and leadership, as well as among experienced 

and novice art teachers. However, the principal points of debates in art education did not 

engage the same kinds of questions and themes as those occupying the imaginations of 

“outsiders,” themes that included teacher quality, teacher education evaluation, unequal 

learning outcomes and expanding access to re-balancing the curriculum.18  

                                                 
18 At the time this dissertation study was concluded in spring 2012, the journal Art Education was 
preparing its first issue on the topic of culturally relevant pedagogy and Studies in Art Education had issued 
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 On their way to becoming art teachers, participants in this study had to navigate 

meso-level institutional tensions within an art department that, like many university 

departments, was cross-cut with enduring racial, class, and gender inequalities. The art 

department was comprised of a disproportionately high percentage of White male 

teaching faculty and a very large majority of White female students. Though the gender 

disparity was not perceived to be a “problem,” department leaders saw race and class as a 

more significant challenge for achieving greater diversity. Race and class intersected in 

the historical patterns of institutional racism evident at this predominantly White 

university. Racial disparities were especially pronounced in the racial make-up of the 

Department of Visual Arts teaching faculty (Smith et al., 2004; Zimmerman, 1997). The 

percentage of students of color was very low, creating a climate where only the White 

students were likely to see their racial identities, perspectives, and experiences reflected 

among the professional studio artists who taught the studio art courses and the art 

educators who taught in the art education courses. This prevalence of Whiteness was 

normalized over many decades, which may have created a perception among prospective 

students that the Department of Visual Arts was not a welcoming place for Black, Latino 

and Asian descended students.  

The Department had made efforts to recruit in areas of the state with greater 

density of people of color, in particular Black and Latino communities. Still, it struggled 

to reconcile the rhetoric for greater racial diversity (and to a lesser extent socioeconomic 

diversity) with/within the pervasive discourse of individual talent and inner differences so 

                                                                                                                                                 
a call for papers on “art education and underserved populations.” These journals are widely circulated and 
are commonly seen as representative of the most current theories and practices in the field of art education. 
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common to the visual arts. Specifically, the primary mechanism for recruiting students 

who may have been turned away based on the University’s central admissions criteria 

was the art portfolio review, a cultural practice common in the world of studio art. The art 

portfolio operated as a “color-blind” mechanism through which a “specialness” discourse 

contributed to the valorization of unique individual talents. In the context of White 

domination, the “specialness” discourse was more readily appropriated than the more 

inclusive, power-conscious discourse of “diversity.” The specialness discourse effectively 

reframed sociocultural “diversity” in terms of individual differences or uniqueness.  Talk 

and mechanisms to enhance “specialness” in the department effectively erased from view 

and, therefore, stymied sociopolitical analyses of institutional barriers to increasing 

equitable group representation and access to the art programs within the Department.  

The art portfolio review contributed to the production and preservation of a 

different sort of hierarchy. In this figurative hierarchy, the “artist” identity possessed 

much greater status than the “art teacher” identity. The unequal relations of power were 

fostered by prevailing cultural practices in Department of Visual Arts as well as the 

externally imposed accreditation regulations and state standards for the art teacher 

program. The conditions for becoming an art teacher were such that studio art knowledge 

and practice was privileged and prioritized over any knowledge for teaching. The 

subordinated status of “art teacher” compared to the more dominant and celebrated 

“artist” identity contributed to a latent practical theory of teacher development. In this 

theory, it was assumed that art teachers should progress from a core artist identity into an 

art teacher identity. The art teacher identity was commonly regarded as the “fallback” 
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position of lesser artists. This notion of teaching as a “fallback” has also been noted 

among teachers in other content areas in and outside the U.S. (e.g., Bennett, 2012; 

Haubrich, 1960; Klassen, Al-Dhafri, Hannok & Betts, 2011; Rots, Kelchtermans & 

Aelterman, 2012).  

Described as “neither fish nor fowl,” becoming an art teacher required enduring a 

degree of dysplacement on the margins of a world devoted to producing a professional 

“artist” identity. Preservice art teachers were almost entirely removed from the physical 

sites committed to nurturing “teacher” identities. Under these conditions it was perhaps 

not surprising that there was a problem of student attrition in the art teacher education 

program. This was most often discussed by program leaders as a student identity crisis 

where students’ were conflicted about whether to become artists or art teachers. Students 

were often viewed by program leaders as indecisive about committing to teaching and 

uninformed about the degree plan. Student attrition was blamed on the flightiness of 

preservice teachers. 

These cultural narratives seemed to overlook how the Department of Visual Arts 

may have contributed to the disengagement and departure of preservice art teachers from 

the program. For example, the narrow pathway into the field of art education—from pre-

formed artist self to preservice teacher—was regulated by an art portfolio review process 

that may have deterred otherwise highly interested and potentially committed students to 

apply to the program. It also presumed that the best self-image for a potential recruit to 

possess was that of an aspiring professional artist. It was possible that there were other 

prospective art teachers like Claudia whose initial impulse was to become a “teacher.” 
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Given that the participants felt that the art teacher education course structure encouraged 

students to dabble in different studio art media as opposed to concentrating in just one or 

two, there could be considerable value in providing alternate admissions pathways to 

becoming an art teacher for those whose pre-figured self-image is that of a teacher. This 

could also have the added benefit of increasing the pool from which to attract more 

students of color.  

Another way the Department of Visual Arts contributed to student attrition may 

have been the Art Ed program’s approach to luring prospective art teachers with an 

implicit promise of employment. By framing teaching as job security, the curricular focus 

seemed to guide students over time toward a practice of trying to fit into the schools as 

they already are, thus helping to maintain the status quo. While this might seem like a 

logical way to prepare preservice art teachers to survive their first few years of teaching 

in schools, it may not have provided students with the conceptual frameworks and 

practical skills for achieving a teacher identity that persuasively resonated with their 

personal visions for teaching, some of which included building relationships with 

students, sharing their interest in the field of art, or to bring about change in their 

students’ lives, in schools, and in society.  When compared to the myths of individual 

freedom and self-discovery that supported the more celebrated artist identity, this 

assimilative employment narrative of becoming an art teacher may have been alienating 

for many preservice art teachers. 

At the micro-level, life in the art teacher education program was experienced as a 

series of courses covering a large assortment of theories and practices in art curriculum. 
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There was no overarching mission or philosophy of art teaching that might have provided 

an organizing lens through which students could make connections and distinguish 

between the purposes and implications of the many disparate positions in the field of art 

education. There was a sense that they covered this vast heteroglossic terrain, but that 

they did not know where they were going nor did they have a strong way to articulate 

where they had been. Consequently, few recognized the politically charged nature of their 

decisions as teachers, the societal implications of schooling, and the problematic nature 

of drawing uncritically from their own experiences.  

Navigating the figured world of art teacher education was a generally solitary 

experience. The teacher education curricula and pedagogies employed in the art teacher 

education program were very individualistic on the whole. For instance, the program’s 

courses generally did not incorporate critical social perspectives of art education, and 

there was little dialogic interaction. Though they were in a cohort, there was not a strong 

sense they were a community of future art teachers. Students came to class alone, 

completed their work alone, and left class alone. With the exception of one course, 

students rarely participated in paired or small group activities. The course focusing on 

learning how to talk about art was the one exception to the otherwise passive role 

students generally enacted in class meetings. When friendships were forged, it was 

usually during a studio art course where the preservice art teachers just happened to be 

enrolled together and where social interaction was common. 

The art education classrooms were places where problematic discourses about 

low-income students and communities of color were employed. Deficit-oriented and 



331 
 

essentializing discourses were casually used when referring to historically marginalized 

groups. Often Brown and Black communities—coded as “inner city,” “at-risk,” ESL, and 

schools with high teacher turnover—were implicitly seen as undesirable, even dangerous, 

and preservice teachers were subtly encouraged to avoid them. During my participation 

in the art teacher education classes, I did not observe any content that would have helped 

preservice art teachers to recognize these essentializing deficit perspectives in comments 

made by those around them or in their own thinking. While the program fulfilled the 

expectation that all preservice teachers have field experiences in schools serving different 

socioeconomic groups, I did not observe content addressing social and cultural diversity 

in schools in a way that would build preservice art teachers’ capacities for effective, 

equitable teaching in such contexts (Cochran-Smith, 2004; Grant & Agosto, 2008; Nieto 

& Bode, 2012; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). This further symbolized a distancing of art 

education and art teachers from broader equity and justice-oriented concerns of education 

perhaps influenced by the enduring and somewhat normalized racial and class 

inequalities in the Department and resentment of K-12 students of color and low-income, 

urban communities (McCarthy, 1998). 

Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia’s individual case narratives 

illuminated the complexities of how differently positioned individuals move into the 

world of art teacher education. This complexity is a significant contribution to the field of 

art education and teacher education where representations of diverse voices are scarce. 

Some important variations in these narratives included the preservice art teachers’ 

reasons and feelings about wanting to become an art teacher, which were usually 
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grounded in positive identifications with artmaking as children and young adults. Several 

narratives included contrasting negative experiences with specific art teachers. The 

negative examples of art teachers operated as foils when constructing a pre-figured 

teacher identity.  

Only the students identifying as racial minorities, that is Brianna, Miguel and 

Cherise, appeared to go against the grain by entering art teacher education despite the 

disapproval of family parents. In some cases these initial parental misgivings subsided 

over time. Tracy and Claudia, the two women who identified as White and middle- and 

upper-middle class, found a great deal of support from their parents for becoming an art 

teacher. Because he was twice the age of his classmates and had many years in the 

workplace, Philip’s understanding of becoming an art teacher was less directly influenced 

by family members’ perceptions of the arts and teaching. His prior experiences coming to 

understand himself as a gay man over those years in the workplace intersected with his 

White privilege, catalyzing his pre-figured art teacher identity with the desire to be seen 

as “respectable” according to the prevailing White heteronormative conventions of 

schooling.    

International travel played a role in many students experiences, locating them on 

the margins of society and school, as was the case for Miguel and Cherise; as a reluctant 

but very privileged American expatriate, as was the case for Claudia; or as a tourist-

traveler, as was the case for Tracy and Philip. In Miguel and Cherise’s experiences of 

migration, a transnational consciousness emerged as they negotiated their shifting social, 

economic, and geographic locations. This consciousness was evident in how they talked 
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about having been drawn to artmaking as a tool for making sense of the different forms of 

minoritization and alienation they experienced in various contexts. It shaped Miguel and 

Cherise’s creative configurations of a multiply layered queer Mestizo/Mexican 

American/Chicano identity and biracial, multiracial, Black/Filipino identity, respectively.  

It also informed their transformative aspirations for becoming an art teacher. In contrast, 

though Claudia travelled throughout her youth, she did not possess a transnational 

consciousness. She was not aware of the privileged placement she had enjoyed as a 

monolingual English-speaking upper-middle class (White) American in an international 

context nor how that placement might impact her pre-figured art teacher identity.  

Similarly, Tracy and Philip talked about the pleasure and adventure of traveling, as 

though speaking from the elite “vantage point of frequent travelers” (Calhoun, 2002, p. 

872).19 Their tourist travels did not compel them to reconstruct their sense of self in 

relation to asymmetries of globalization.  

These are just a few of the ways in which each preservice art teacher was situated 

within a broader matrix of unequal power relations (Anderson & Collins, 2004). 

Comparing their social positions of advantage and disadvantage within this matrix helped 

to illuminate the ways in which power and privilege influenced their points of view, 

preferences, and actions prior to and upon entering the art teacher education program. 

Participants’ social positions played a role in the ongoing activity of constructing an art 

teacher identity. Attending to participants’ social identifications in relation to the making 

                                                 
19 Asking what the cosmopolitan desire to be a “citizen of the world” might actually mean, Calhoun (2002) 
the forms of cosmopolitanism where one engages travel “from the vantage point of frequent travelers, 
easily entering and exiting polities and social relations around the world, armed with visa-friendly passports 
and credit cards” (p. 872-3). 
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of their art teacher identities enabled this study to consider and represent Brianna, Tracy, 

Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia with greater complexity, thereby avoiding the 

portrayal of teachers as uniquely idiosyncratic individuals or as a monolithic group.  

These complex personal historical contexts framed the kind of relationship the 

preservice art teachers desired to have with artmaking and art teaching. Some participants 

were more conscious of these dynamics than others, and usually greater awareness was 

associated with the standpoint of marginalization and alienation. As in Philip’s case, 

however, operating from an oppressed position of a sexual minority did not preclude the 

possibility of constructing an art teacher identity that at times invoked unearned 

privileges of middle-class Whiteness and take up the position of oppressor (Freire, 1970) 

by engaging in harmful deficit discourses about other oppressed groups (Kumashiro, 

2000). His polyvalent identifications involved the “mundane violence” (Butler, 1990, p. 

xx) of repressing one scorned aspect of the self in order to reap the social benefits of 

another more normative self.  

Even with these situational complexities of participants’ lives prior to entering the 

Art Ed program, once engaged in the day-to-day practice of becoming an art teacher—

attending university classes, engaging in field observations and student teaching, as well 

as completing coursework—the preservice art teachers took part in the shared common 

sense. This common sense was comprised of the dominant understandings and myths 

(Britzman, 2003) around what it meant to become not just a teacher but an art teacher. 

These understandings and discourses were diffuse and taken for granted as foregone 

truths of art teachers and teaching art. They did not operate in a hidden manner so much 
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as they were utterly obvious and consequently did not warrant explanation. There was no 

single originator of these obvious truths. Instead, through their participation in the figured 

world of art teacher education, Brianna, Tracy, Miguel, Philip, Cherise, and Claudia 

internalized and reproduced the common sense knowledge and practices as their own 

speech and actions (Britzman, 2003). Common sense, therefore, provided another 

catalytic context for constructing one’s sense of self as an art teacher.  

Among the most powerful forms of common sense in art teacher education was 

that art education was all about covering media and doing projects. The dominant 

pedagogy of stuff signified that art classrooms were “special” places for creativity and 

hands-on making. This primary model for practice in this special world was the artist, an 

identity that was constructed around the notion of an inner self that is discovered and 

liberated through artmaking. Following that model, art teachers could imagine themselves 

as liberators, freeing the child’s artist self by exposing them to a range of materials with 

which to express their inner uniqueness. This individualistic model of the artist was 

consistent with the focus on the teacher as a curriculum artist of sorts whose inner self 

might be discovered and set free in the curriculum he or she designed.  

Common sense distinctions were made between different types of learners based 

on their (lack of) conformity to a continuum of supposedly naturally occurring stages of 

normal development. Excess or deviation from this continuum was often looked upon as 

a barrier or as a dis-ability requiring token curricular “compromises” and 

“modifications.” Employing the tools of special education that individualize instruction 

for more effective inclusion of students with disabilities effectively construed students 
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living in an “inner city” and students learning English as a second language as having a 

disability or special needs. Teaching in the context of racial and linguistic difference was 

conceptualized as a problem of addressing individual student needs. This mirrored the 

pattern of individualism in the way the Department of Visual Arts attempted to address 

the lack of racial and class diversity in its programs as an issue of individual specialness.  

Already operating from a marginalized position within the Department of Visual 

Arts, the preservice art teachers in this study readily employed the common sense of 

defending art and themselves through advocacy. Advocacy was not a form of 

transformational activism. Instead it worked to preserve the status quo. For example, art 

teachers knew to advocate by displaying throughout the school all the “stuff” students 

made, and being able to stand up to outsiders who might question the validity of art as a 

part of the public school curriculum. There was no sense of advocating for students per se 

or advancing more socially and politically engaged art teacher discourse or practice that 

could be deployed for affecting material change in students’ lives, in schools, and in the 

world (Cochran-Smith, 2010). Instead, the best defense was to live up to the three 

essential virtues: art teachers have passion, art teachers are well-rounded in artmaking, 

and art teachers continue to make art. This suggested that producing (good) art teachers 

was a matter of identifying the passions emanating from the individual’s internal 

landscape. With passion established, it was essential for art teachers to possess technical 

skills for how make stuff with many different materials. It was taken for granted that this 

know-how for making different kinds of art objects (stuff) would serve as the primary 

means by which art teachers could defend and maintain their specialist status.  



337 
 

Nowhere in this prevailing common sense knowledge of “art teacher” were 

learners, teachers’ relationships to learners, or societal contexts of teaching considered 

relevant to the core virtues of (good) art teachers. An amalgamation of individual-

centered and discipline-centered perspectives rendered the dominant constuction of “art 

teacher” irrelevant and unresponsive to larger, society-centered educational discourses. 

The general paucity of social frameworks for understanding art education seemed to 

leave preservice art teachers ill-equipped to recognize the underlying causes of unequal 

learning outcomes in art (Keiper et al., 2009) and their own roles and responsibilities as 

art teachers for creating equitable and engaging learning opportunities. Ultimately, 

advocating from the position of a socially relevant art education for all students may be a 

more effective orientation for defending art education and art teachers.   

The culminating findings from this study showed how the teacher self was 

(re)created at the intersections of social and professional art identities (Wortham, 2006). 

Even in these contexts of enduring disciplinary and social hierarchies and sedimented 

practices of art education and art teacher education, (re)creating a teacher self was an 

improvisational, polyvalent process. In the revised edition to her seminal study of student 

teaching, Britzman (2003) gives more attention to this improvisational response, calling it 

a “struggle for voice.” She characterizes this struggle as one of “finding the words, 

feeling heard, understanding one’s practical constraints, learning from negative 

experiences, speaking one’s mind, and constructing a new identity from speaking 

differently the language of education” (p. 18). The creative work of negotiating an 

identity was provocatively contradictory for many of the participants in my study. At the 
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same time, these contradictions or cracks in the common sense knowledge and practices 

of art teacher education generated the possibility of orchestrating more internally 

persuasive discourses with, against and beyond pre-existing common sense.   

The polyvalence of identification was also highlighted by the wide variety of 

strategies employed in the orchestration of viable art teacher identities. In this study 

preservice art teachers engaged in a struggle for more internally resonant teacher “voices” 

using six emergent strategies: making selective self-investments, seeking unsanctioned 

resources, transgressing common sense, passing as an art teacher, looking professional, 

and negotiating a non-art teacher identity. The relationship of personal histories and 

emergent identity strategies showed the complexity and conditionality of agency involved 

in becoming a teacher. It also demonstrated the importance of understanding how power 

and privilege impact learning to teach. The status and privilege afforded by one’s 

positioning and consciousness about one’s positionality in relation to micro and macro 

social hierarchies played a role the shifting, polyvalent co-emergence of participants’ 

intersectional identities and their negotiation of the common sense practices.  

The next section builds on these summary interpretations by suggesting some 

implications and hopeful possibilities for the fields of art education, teacher education, 

and educational policy.  
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Implications and Possibilities for Research and Practice in Art Education, Teacher 

Education, and Teacher Policy 

 In this section, I reflect on some important areas for scholars, researchers, teacher 

educators, and policymakers to consider for future research and practice. I focus my 

comments on three areas: art education, teacher education, and teacher policy.  

First, in terms of art education, explore the implications of the dysplacement 

brought about by disciplinary and institutional conditions of teacher education programs. 

I offer some possibilities for redirecting the potentially harmful effects of these 

conditions on art teacher development and advocacy. Second, I call attention to the sharp 

decline of critical considerations of race and racism within art education. Erasure of the 

significance of this and other forms of social difference in the context of art education 

weakens our ability to apprehend the significance of polyvalence in the formation of an 

art teacher identity. I urge the field to reclaim race, along with class, gender, sexuality, 

language, and disability, as the foci for empirical research and theorizing in art education. 

Turning to teacher education broadly, my third point of discussion concerns the harms 

and injustice enacted upon preservice teachers whose cultural knowledge is overlooked 

and diminished by “business as usual” in teacher education. Fourth, I consider 

possibilities for building on and supporting teachers’ cultural knowledge and developing 

their capacities for critical teacher reflection. Finally, I offer some concluding thoughts 

for achieving more nuanced understandings of teacher development and teacher 

education as the basis for teacher policy decisions.  
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Art Education 

This study began by situating art teacher education as a displaced curriculum 

space and the concomitant dysplacement of art teachers. Art education programs and 

teacher educators must consider the forms that dysplacement may take within the context 

of university teacher education and explore ways to diminish its effects. There are 

important differences in the disciplinary frameworks available in a fine arts 

school/college and an education school/college. For instance, early childhood and 

elementary education majors had required courses that covered sociocultural theories of 

learning and teaching as well as the social and historical foundations of schooling. These 

areas of knowledge were omitted from the courses required to become an art teacher. I 

believe the field of art education needs to examine the affordances and blind spots 

imposed on art teachers’ knowledge in relation to the disciplinary home of art teacher 

preparation programs. Often an education school/college privileges humans and their 

interactions as the object of study whereas a fine arts school/college privileges inanimate 

objects or images as the object of study. Where art education concerns the relationship 

between humans and objects/images, art teachers find themselves in the interstices of 

these two disciplinary sites. Art education programs and teacher educators need to be 

mindful of the potential gaps in teachers’ knowledge produced by the historical and 

institutional divisions between the fine arts and education.  

In addition to addressing these knowledge gaps, there are power gaps that affect 

the status and durability of a teacher identity for many art students who are recruited into 

the art teacher education programs. Preservice art teachers (and perhaps art teacher 
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educators) may experience the demoralizing effects of institutional dysplacement 

regardless of whether they inhabit the world of fine arts or education. Building faculty 

and curricular alliances across these worlds can produce a broader web of meaning that 

can remedy both the knowledge gap and the power gaps in the art teacher identity.  

Restructuring course requirements is an obvious solution to the art teacher 

knowledge problem, yet it may be impractical for many programs. Often there are 

externally imposed regulations for accreditation that make additional courses unfeasible 

or undesirable. Creative bridge-building and collaborative course construction will go a 

long way toward supporting preservice art teachers’ access to different communities of 

practice in which artist identities and teacher identities are normative.20 These efforts can 

help mitigate the harmful effects of a disciplinary habitus that marginalizes and 

undermines significant aspects and aims of an art teacher’s identity.  Moreover, 

cultivating an art teacher self across these different communities of practice will foster 

future art teachers’ resilience and capacity for building identity-enhancing alliances to 

combat alienation during their preservice education and isolation as in-service art 

teachers in schools. Broadening knowledge, discursive repertoire, and base of support for 

art would, consequently, provide a better foundation for a much-needed activist 

orientation to art advocacy. 

There are other asymmetrical relations in the realm of art teacher education that 

should be considered for future research and in practice. There is an urgent need for more 

                                                 
20 As an example of bridge-building, Buffington and Kushins (2007) describe a course collaboration 
between elementary teacher educators and art teacher educators where their students developed and 
implemented integrated art curriculum together in schools.  
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research into institutional racism and the sociocultural construction of race through the 

organization of art programs and art pedagogical practices in K-16 education. Without 

dismissing the important contributions of a few race scholars in art education, much of 

which has been cited throughout this study, it is also important to call attention to the 

peculiar silencing of race as an area of empirical analysis in art education.21 Much of the 

innovative scholarship in this area fell off in the late 1990s. This study questions the 

efficacy and ethics of continuing to sideline conversations around race and its 

intersections with other forms of social difference in art education. Additionally, art 

teacher educators should examine on their own and with trusted colleagues the roles they 

play in sustaining racialized barriers to equitable opportunities and treatment in their art 

departments and art education programs (Cochran-Smith, 2000). Self-study and 

autoethnographic research, two increasingly common methodologies in art education 

research, are fruitful avenues for incorporating critical social and cultural analyses of 

programs. These kinds of reflexive practices would help the field of art education to 

understand the ways in which teacher education programs contribute to marginalization 

and institutional oppression as well as the ways in which some individuals and programs 

disrupt patterns of discrimination and advance equity and excellence in the preparation of 

art teachers.  

Gendered dynamics did not surface as readily as other factors like race, class, 

sexuality, and language did in this study. There was a disproportionate number of women 

                                                 
21 There are some notable contemporary scholars whose research looks specifically at race, racism, and art 
education (e.g., Bey, 2011; Desai, 2010; Gude, n. d.). 
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majoring in art that reflected a widespread phenomenon.22 The inability of preservice art 

teachers in this study to see their experiences in relation to institutional and societal 

systems of patriarchal heterosexist domination reflects hegemony that is, at least in part, 

maintained and reproduced in the figured worlds of art and teacher education. This 

suggests gender disparity—the dominance of male faculty in a discipline populated by 

mostly female art students—is another hidden institutional factor in art education that 

needs to be explored in future research. This is especially urgent in light of how this 

gender imbalance could be (mis)read as a signal that women no longer experience 

subordination and that gender discrimination is a thing of the past. 

 

Teacher Education  

In this study, racial minority students Brianna, Cherise, and Miguel operated on 

the margins of the prevailing Whiteness of the Department of Visual Arts. From that 

vantage point, they more readily perceived many of the social, cultural, and political 

dimensions of teaching, learning, and schooling. There was no recognition or intentional 

support within the teacher education program for this latent capacity to “see.”  This is 

often the case in teacher education that is constructed with primarily White preservice 

teachers in mind (Leonardo, 2004; Sleeter, 2001). These undeveloped capacities likely 

exist within preservice teachers who are less conscious of their privilege and how they 

benefit from systems of domination. For example, there are students like Tracy who are 

                                                 
22 The recent Strategic National Arts Alumni Project (2009, 2010) issued its first two field tests on the 
impact of arts-school education. These early project reports show a general preponderance of women 
undergraduate art majors across the U.S. 
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interested in social justice issues and are drawn to education because they believe it can 

profoundly change people’s lives for the better. These students’ assets should be 

recognized as the seed potential for wide-awakeness (Greene, 1995) that can and should 

be nurtured in teacher education.  

 It was clear that participants in this study lacked access to an entire body of 

knowledge for teaching known as “critical sociocultural knowledge” (Brown, in press, 

2011). This is likely the case in other teacher education programs as well. In the past, 

teacher knowledge generally has been conceptualized as content knowledge and 

pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987). These two domains of knowledge 

alone are not adequate for teaching in the context of diversity (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 

1995b). Sociocultural perspectives and critical frameworks for understanding and making 

decisions about how to teach the subject matter in one’s content area should be an 

integral part of coursework in teacher education. If critical sociocultural knowledge is 

taught in the idiom peculiar to the cultural worlds of content area specializations, it can 

help to trouble the engrained common sense of teaching that particular subject matter. I, 

therefore, submit that critical sociocultural content knowledge needs to be developed as 

robustly as content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge have been. The work 

of early multiculturalists in education should be revisited, as it provides a beginning for 

some of this critical sociocultural content knowledge (e.g., Banks, 1993; Cahan & Kocur, 

1996; Gay, 2004; King, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Young, 1990). Depending on the 

content area, there may be much more scholarly work to be done that capitalizes on more 
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recently written histories and current social and cultural theories with which to 

understand race, class, gender, sexuality, language and disability in teaching content.  

Developing preservice teachers’ critical sociocultural content knowledge also 

means that the field of teacher education must reconsider its own common sense practice 

of divorcing this knowledge from the main of teacher preparation. This common sense 

usually organizes sociocultural knowledge as a single add-on multicultural education or 

social foundations course taught apart from the block or sequence of content-related 

courses. This additive practice assigns students the responsibility of reintegrating this 

often unfamiliar content into what is assumed to be the “core” knowledge of the content 

area. Reintegration is a difficult task that I believe is the rightful responsibility of teacher 

education and can be accomplished through thoughtful reorganization of teacher 

education programs.  

This study also has implications for teacher reflection, an increasingly important 

aspect of preservice teacher education and in-service professional development in the 

context of diversity (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). Many of the participants in this study 

wished they had had opportunities in their teacher education classes to talk and learn 

more about social difference in schools and society. They also wanted pedagogical 

knowledge for teaching effectively in the context of diversity and addressing 

discrimination in the art classroom. A few participants were more cognizant of group 

marginalization and oppressions in schools because of having experienced discrimination 

firsthand. These individuals longed for opportunities to consider how to successfully 

negotiate their minority positions within White heteronormative schools. There were no 
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opportunities for dialogue or critical reflection on these social and cultural aspects of 

teaching and teacher identity. Milner (2003) refers to this as a “void in teachers’ 

reflective thinking” (p. 173) where teachers examine and describe their individual actions 

and intentions of those actions in the hope of changing habits and improving their 

teaching. These self-examinations risk becoming myopic navel-gazing exercises when 

the scope of perception is limited to relations among that which is most evident in the 

immediate setting or interaction. What is missing, or the “void” in this introspective form 

of teacher reflection, is the myriad of conditions that impinge teacher action and reaction.  

Because teaching does not take place in a vacuum, teachers’ reflections need to 

attend to situational and relational dimensions of their teaching practice. This means 

refocusing the teacher gaze toward the catalytic contexts that substantially contribute to a 

teacher’s interactions with others and (re)emerging sense of self. To recognize catalytic 

contexts within reflections on the self is to account for how culturally specific 

experiences and identities are produced out of preexisting asymmetries of power, status 

and privilege. The teacher self carries residual traces of  these contexts. In the case of 

reflecting on the teacher self, culturally specific experiences and identities implicate the 

knowledge and practices of one’s content area (e.g., art) and the disciplinary strands of 

that content area (e.g., studio art, art history, and aesthetic philosophy). Three culturally 

specific sites were spotlighted in this study as significant catalytic contexts for preservice 

teacher identities: the personal history in and (dis)identification with a content area; the 

common sense of teacher education specific to one’s content area; and the institutional 

context of teacher education. These three contexts are hardly visible in the routine, day-
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to-day interactions of learning to teach, yet they overlap and inform the knowledge, 

thinking and actions of preservice teachers.  

Analyzing, understanding and reflecting on the self in relation to catalytic 

contexts is an important move for teacher education practice and research. Some have 

suggested that arts-based methods for teacher reflection offer promising possibilities for 

opening spaces of generative dialogue and critical reflection on teaching and the teacher 

self in relation to the world of Others (Berghoff, Borgmann & Parr, 2005; Brown, 2005; 

Dillon, 2008; Kraehe & Brown, 2011). This study demonstrated that, like any other 

discipline or pedagogical engagement, art and artmaking are not inherently emancipatory, 

nor does one’s “real” self or “voice” flow forth in a raw state, unregulated by social, 

cultural, or contextual constraints. This challenges the popular myths and rhetoric about 

art and art education. Arts-based teacher reflections may have greater pedagogic potential 

to spark a transformative aesthetic encounter when they are coupled with critical 

conceptual frameworks (Kraehe & Brown, 2011). I think that all the preservice teachers 

in this study would have benefited from this kind of knowledge.   

 There are serious implications for the continued omission of critical conceptual 

frameworks.23 Overly introspective reflection severely diminishes teachers’ capacities 

and agency in interpreting their own experiences, including those structured by teacher 

education. These omissions constitute a debilitating form of “hermeneutical injustice” 

                                                 
23 Adams, Bell and Griffin (2007/1991), Adams, et al. (2010/2000), and Milner (2010) are a few examples 
of scholarship that discuss a range of critical conceptual frameworks that can be incorporated into 
generalist and content specialist education and teacher reflection. Again, this work should be an integral 
part of courses in which teachers are constructing knowledge about content, rather than an added (optional) 
part of preservice teachers’ experiences.   
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(Fricker, 2006).24 Hermeneutical injustice occurs in teacher education when programs 

knowingly or unknowingly do not provide their students with relevant interpretive 

frameworks with which to understand and make collectively intelligible their social 

experiences of inequality as members of a distinct social group. Thus, structural injustice 

can occur through knowledge obstruction or “sustaining the extant misinterpretation” (p. 

98). It is not necessarily what is said or done, but rather what is not said and not done. 

Future research should consider the oppressive effects of these hard-to-detect silences on 

preservice as well as in-service teachers’ understandings and enactments of teaching.  

 

Teacher Policy 

 This study showed that the production of teachers is not a linear process of inputs 

and outputs or isolated variables about the qualities of teachers. Though teachers were the 

unit of study at the center of my analyses, the ecological perspective I took in trying to 

understand the work of becoming a teacher illuminated many of the complexities 

involved in teachers’ development. Teachers do have choices they can and must make 

about the direction of their development, yet their choices and actions are always in 

response to the historically constructed circumstances in which they find themselves. 

Teacher education policies and accountability reforms should account for these 

                                                 
24 Fricker (2006) defines the concept of hermeneutical injustice as “the injustice of having some significant 
area of one’s social experience obscured from collective understanding owing to a structural prejudice in 
the collective hermeneutical resource” (p. 100). The diffuse, structural nature of hermeneutical injustice 
means that in many cases “it involves no perpetrator; no culprit” (p. 102). That is, there are situations in 
which there may be no single agent that is fully responsible for the injurious acts of prejudice. 
Acknowledging the structural aspects of hermeneutical injustice does not, however, negate the possibility 
that individuals or particular groups may also knowingly exclude, misinterpret and misrepresent the 
experiences of others for their own advantage. 
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complexities. My time with the preservice art teachers and teacher educators in this study 

suggests that the place to start in trying to improve policies for teachers and teacher 

education is to support research into teacher education programs that have identified and 

are addressing the social and professional complexities involved in learning to teach. 

These programs can be the basis for restructuring guidelines and “standards” issued by 

influential professional associations and policy groups (e.g., the National Art Education 

Association’s [2009] publication of “Standards for Art Teacher Preparation”). The 

lessons learned from these sites of innovation should be carefully considered and 

incorporated into policies for improving curriculum and evaluation of teaching and 

teacher education.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Diagram of the Collective Case Study 

 
 
Figure 1. Critical ethnographic collective case study of art teacher identities   
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APPENDIX B 

Overview of the Six Key Participants 

 

Table 1. Self-identifications of preservice art teachers. 
 

Participant 

 

Age Race Gender Social class       Other aspects 

Claudia 21 Caucasian/Asian Female Upper middle 
class 

Former ex-patriot, sister, 
liberal, artist, surfer 
 

Brianna 22 African American 
 

Female Middle class Artist 

Philip 42 Caucasian Male Middle [class] Dork, gay, army brat 
 

Cherise 20 Biracial-
Black/Filipino 

Female Middle class Often changing, during 
childhood I considered 
myself Black, 
adolescence-Black, now-
Biracial/Multiracial.  I 
would say my 
environment help[s] shape 
my identity. 
 

Miguel 21 Mestizo/ Mexican-
American/ Chicano 

 

Male Working class Queer 

Tracy 20 White Female Middle class Photographer/Artist, 
world explorer, rower 
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APPENDIX C 

Time Line for Data Collection 

 
This table shows the courses that the art education faculty taught as part of the Art 

Ed program. Data were gathered from the courses written in bolded text. Some students 
took two years to complete the program, whereas others spent three years moving 
through the program.  

There were other courses in studio art, art history, individual human learning and 
development, and general undergraduate studies that students took as part of their degree 
plans. These courses fell outside the direct influence of art education faculty and were not 
sites where data were collected. However, participants did discuss their experiences in 
these “outside” courses, and they were significant sites where ideas, narratives, and 
artifacts were in practical use and gained meaning for negotiating an art teacher identity.  
 
Semesters of the 

Program 

Time Period of 

Data Collection  

Course and Instructor Students Enrolled 

Semester 1 Fall 2008 

 
Introduction to Art Education 

with Dr. Sedgwick 

 

Claudia, Miguel, Philip, 

Cherise, Tracy, Brianna 

Semester 2 Fall 2008 
 
 
Spring 2009 

 

 

Spring 2009 

 

 

 

Spring 2010 

 

 

 
Spring 2010 

Art Teaching Methods with Dr. 
Potter 
 
Art Education in the Public 

Schools with Dr. Bremer  

 

Art Criticism and 

Conversation with Dr. Young  

 

Art Criticism and 

Conversation with Dr. 

Friedman  

 
Art Teaching Methods with 
visiting professor 
 

Claudia, Philip, Tracy, 
Brianna 
 
Claudia, Miguel, Philip, 

Cherise, Tracy, Brianna 

 

Claudia, Philip, Tracy, 

Brianna  

 

Miguel, Cherise 

 
 
 
Miguel, Cherise 

Semester 3 Fall 2009 
 
 
Fall 2010 

Designing Curriculum for Art 

with Dr. Potter  

 
Designing Curriculum for Art 
with Dr. Potter 
 

Claudia, Brianna 

 

 

Miguel, Philip, Cherise 

Semester 4 Spring 2010  

 
 
Spring 2010 

 

Spring 2011  
 
 
Spring 2011 

Student Teaching with Dr. 

Potter  

 

Field Practicum 
 
Student Teaching with Dr. 
Potter 
 

Field Practicum 
 

Claudia, Brianna 

 

 

Claudia, Brianna 

 

Miguel, Philip, Cherise 
 
 

Miguel, Philip, Cherise 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Case Topics, Issues and Methods of Data Collection 

 

Research 

Questions 
Case Issues & Topics Method of Data Collection 

1.     How do 
preservice art 
teachers 
negotiate their 
emerging art 
teacher identities 
in a university 
art education 
program?   

 

students identify themselves upon entry 
to the program 

Interview with students 

students and teachers’ understandings 
of what it means to be an art teacher 

Interview with students that includes a 
drawing of “an art teacher” 

student talk/language about themselves 
and their experiences in the program 
over time and across sites 

Interview with students; participant 
observation in program sites 

students prior experiences in art Interview with students; participant 
observation in program sites 

teacher-student relations; teaching 
models to which they are (not) attracted  

Interview with students; participant 
observation in program sites 

2. How are 

preservice art 

teachers’ social 

positions 

implicated in the 

construction of 

their art teacher 

identities?    

 

make-up of the program faculty, 
student body and public school art 
classrooms in terms of visible social 
differences (e.g., race, gender and age) 

Interview with students and faculty; 
participant observation in program 
sites; documents from the university, 
the program, and public schools (state 
education agency website possibly) 

relationships between students in art 
education classes 

Interviews with students; participant 
observation in university classes and 
“hanging out” in informal program 
spaces  

student, faculty and cooperating teacher 
talk /language about art teachers, K-12 
pupils, public schools, and the field of 
art education (i.e., differentiating 
among types)  

Interviews with students, faculty and 
cooperating teachers; participant 
observation in program sites  

students’ understandings of prior 
experiences in which race, class, 
gender or sexuality were/are (not) 
salient 

Interview with students 

linkages between the popular media 
discourses and the ways students talk 
about teaching, art and public school 
students  

Interviews with students; documents 
(including films, images, photographed 
artworks) produced and/or circulated in 
program sites  

art content students are most interested 
in for teaching art 

Interviews with students; participant 
observation in university classroom; 
documents (including lesson plans, 
personal artwork) 

students, faculty and cooperating 
teachers responses to or representations 
of various social groups (race, class, 
gender, sexuality) 

Participant observation of program 
sites; documents (including lesson 
plans, personal artwork)  
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Research 

Questions 
Case Issues & Topics Method of Data Collection 

3.     How is the 
process of 
constructing an 
art teacher 
identity 
meditated by 
cultural 
narratives, 
artifacts, and 
practices of art 
teacher 
education? 

 

students, faculty and cooperating 
teachers’ talk/language about and 
representations of art teachers  

Interviews with students, faculty and 
cooperating teachers; participant 
observation in program sites; 
documents 

interactions and classroom spaces in 
the university program and in the 
public school art classroom 

Interviews with students; participant 
observations in program sites 

uses of art, education, and art education 
materials 

Interviews with students; participant 
observations in program sites; 
documents 

students’ recruitment into (a) the 
university and (b) the art education 
program 

Interview with students, faculty, and 
program administrators; documents 
(program admissions materials, 
website) 
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APPENDIX E 

Sample of Interview Topics 

 
First interview (start of first semester, year 1): 
 

� Tell me about your upbringing. 

� What do you recall about your early experiences with art and schooling? 

� What do you think art education is all about? 

� What are the commitments that drive your thinking about art education? 

� Draw a picture of an art teacher. Tell me about this picture. 

� How do you envision yourself as an art teacher? 

Second interview (end of first semester, year 1): 
 

� How are you feeling about art education at this point? 

� What do you think you have learned about art education and teaching?   

� What concepts and projects stand out to you from the previous semester and why? 

� What was missing? 

� As you completed assignments, especially the final project in Dr. Z’s class on  curriculum 

units, what did you draw from for inspiration?  

� Do you imagine that you will actually be able to teach a curriculum like the one you outlined 

for that final project? 

� What challenges, if any, have you faced in your art education coursework? 

� As someone who is in the process of becoming an art teacher, how do you see yourself 

changing?  Do you notice a difference in yourself from the last September to now? 

� What do you hope to get form the next semester of coursework in art education?   

� How do you think race, class or other factors of diversity influence art education? 

Third interview (end of second semester, year 1): 
 

� Ask to fill out questionnaire on how they identify in terms of race, class, gender and other 

salient aspects of their identities. Open ended questions around these terms and incidents 

where these markers of identity were significant/signified something meaningful for them. 

� How are you feeling about the art education program? How are you fitting in to the art 
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education program?  

� What have been the highlights and the “lowlights”? Tell me about those incidents. 

 
� What do you think the program expects of you? How do you know? Can you give me an 

example? 

� What do you think the program sees as a good art teacher and the purpose of art education? 

How do you know? Can you give me an example? 

� What do you think Dr. X and Dr. Y expected of you? How do you think they understand good 

teaching in art? How do you know? Can you give me an example? 

� What do you think the schools expect of art teachers? How do you know? Can you give me an 

example? 

� Do you think race, class, gender, sexuality are factors that came into play in the school art 

classrooms you observed? Why or why not? Incidents? 

� Do you think these factors came into play in the Art Ed classes? Why or why not? 

� In Dr. X’s class, language differences came up as an issue area art teachers confront. Why 

was that?  Did you witness/ experience incidents of language or cultural differences in your 

classroom observations? 

� Why do you think race, class, gender and sexuality were not talked about explicitly in the 

university art education classes? 

Fourth and subsequent interviews (year 2). Open-ended interview format that addresses the particulars in 
each student’s life within and outside the program 
 

� Revisit the drawing prompt by asking for a new depiction of an art teacher.  

� How would you identify yourself with respect to the process you are going through to become 

a teacher? What does it feel like to be a not-yet-teacher? 

� When do you most/least feel like an art teacher? Explain.   

� What events so far stand out as important in shaping your understanding of art teachers and 

who you are as an art teacher?  

� How would you describe this art teacher education program to someone thinking about 

majoring in art education? For what kind of people is it best suited? Ill suited? How are things 

done around here? 

� What are you most/least excited about in becoming an art teacher?  

� What does it mean to be a good art teacher? What are signs of a bad art teacher? 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Demographic Information about Southwest State University 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. State, university student, and university faculty race. 

 

State and University Racial Composition, 2009-2010 (percentage) 

 

 White Hispanic Black Asian 
American 

Indian 

Multi-

racial
1 

State 45.32 37.6 11.8 3.8 0.7 2.7 

All 

university 

students
3 

53.5 16.2 4.5 15.54 0.4 -- 

University 

faculty 
80.4 6.1 3.7 9.2 0.5 -- 

School of 

Fine Arts 

and 

Design 

faculty 

84.5 5.5 5.9 4.1 0 -- 

1  “Multi-racial” is an unrecognized racial category in the University’s data.  
2  The definition of “White” in the 2010 U.S. Census refers to “White persons, not Hispanic.” This 

definition does not apply to the label “White” used by the University. 
3  “All university students” includes undergraduate and graduate as well as full- and part-time student 
populations 
4  Although “Asian” is the racial category employed in the 2010 U.S. Census and by the University when 

referring to faculty, the University describes students using the term “Asian American” and delineates a 
separate label for “Foreign” students. Students of Asian descent are included in each of these categories. 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau (2010); University Documents. 
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Table 3.  Gender comparisons in the undergraduate student body. 

 

Undergraduate Student Gender Composition, 2010 (percentage) 

 

 Men Women 

University
 48.7 51.3 

School of Fine Arts and Design
 34.6 65.3 

Department of Visual Arts 23.7 76.3 

Art Education Program 18.9 81.1 

Sources: University Documents 
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Table 4.  Race/ethnicity comparisons in the undergraduate student body. 

 

Undergraduate Student Racial Composition, 2010 (percentage) 

 

 White 
Hispanic 

origin 

Black, of 

African 

descent  

Asian, of 

Asian 

descent 

American 

Indian 

University
1 51.7 19.4 4.9 17.9 0.4 

School of 

Fine Arts 

and Design
 

65.6 19.0 3.3 7.7 0.9 

Department 

of Visual 

Arts
2 

61.7 24.6 3.6 8.7 0.9 

Art 

Education 

Program 

67.6 24.3 5.4 2.7 0 

1 The University and School of Fine Arts and Design data included other racial/ethnic data that is not shown 
here, for example, the categories Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, foreign, and some multi-racial groups. For this 
reason, percentages do not total 100. 
2 The Department of Visual Arts and Art Education Program data also included data for the racial/ethnic 
category foreign that are not represented here. Therefore, the percentages do not total 100. 

Sources:  University Documents. 



 

Figure 2. Racial composition 
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composition of teaching faculty across the Department of Visual Arts. 

White
81.3%

Black
9.3%Hispanic

5.3%Asian
4.0%

Art Instructional Faculty

(percentage)

of teaching faculty across the Department of Visual Arts.  

 



 

Coursework for Preservice Art teachers

 
 
 
 

Figure 3.  
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APPENDIX G 

 

Coursework for Preservice Art teachers 



 

Participant
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APPENDIX H 

Participant Drawings of “Art Teacher” 
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