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Abstract 

 

Stories of How Art Teachers Use Art Making to Reflect on Professional 
Practice 

 

Rebecca Jeanne Borrelli, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Christina Bain 

 

Research shows the choices a teacher makes in the classroom are grounded in 

more than pedagogy, technical skill, and formal preparation through acquisition of 

teaching methods, materials and techniques. A teacher’s professional decisions are 

shaped by personal and professional histories, life experiences, current endeavors, and 

expectations for the future (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995).  

In this qualitative narrative study, I focused on the ways art making might be 

utilized as a professional development tool for reflection on the intersection of teacher 

identity and practice. During the summer of 2012, in collaboration with the Blanton 

Museum of Art in Austin, Texas, six Austin Independent School District art teachers and 

I shared personal and professional reflections inspired by our art making. I used narrative 

analysis and coding to interpret and reveal the ways teachers used art to reflect on their 

identity and professional practice. In addition to these findings, this study revealed that 

teachers have a desire and need to reflect on the intersection of identity and practice. 
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 The lack of current research on identity as a shaping force of professional 

practice was the primary motivator in pursuing this research. Identity and the internal 

lives of teachers play a powerful role in the way they educate young people. Research 

such as this study emphasizes identity as a valuable and integral part of teaching work. 

Our perspective of the teaching profession needs to expand beyond an occupational sum 

of its parts: curriculum, management and learning assessment. Recognizing and 

addressing the ways teachers’ dispositions shape their teaching practice (Hansen, 2005) 

through future research can boldly expand definitions of professional development and 

the teaching profession to include teachers’ internal lives.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 The teaching profession has always been viewed as important. Families, 

governments, businesses, and communities all have an interest in what makes a 

successful teacher. Extensive research has been done in an attempt to understand teachers 

and how to cultivate good teaching (Gladwell, 2008). One thing that can be agreed upon 

is that the characteristics of great teaching still remain elusive (Wallis, 2008). Each year 

since 2010, the Obama Administration has offered four billion dollars towards identifying 

and cultivating good teaching. This effort has been coined the big bang theory of teacher 

effectiveness reform (Ripley, 2011). The hallmark of President Obama’s Race to the Top 

Fund is merit pay for teachers with top performing students. This reward system in its 

simplest form is meant to incentivize teachers to identify and reproduce the most 

effective teaching practices in order to best serve their students and secure financial 

reward. Many call this strategy reductive, framing teaching and learning first and 

foremost as mechanisms.  

Rather than rely solely on incentive programs, reform pragmatists suggest 

combining merit pay with opportunities for support, professional training, and thoughtful 

assessments of how teachers do their jobs (Wallis, 2008). In spite of the number of 

resources being expended, “thoughtful assessments and professional training” are still 

created through the prevailing lens of teaching as a purely technical skill (Pike, 2004).  

However, literature and research on the topic describe teaching as an art just as much as 
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science (Girod & Wong, 2002). Viewing the teacher profession as an “art” positions the 

teacher as the artist, and his or her professional practice as the art product. As in all arts, 

the internal life of the creator will imbue itself in the final product (Dewey, 1934). In 

order to truly support teachers through professional development, the artistic nature of 

teaching must be recognized. The role of teachers’ internal lives in shaping their 

professional practice. For this reason I was inspired to develop a study that observed how 

art making processes might be used as an alternative form of professional development. I 

was interested to know how teachers might use the arts to reflect on what they were doing 

in their classrooms. Perhaps the processes of creating visual art could inform the 

processes of creating professional practice in unique and important ways that are 

currently untapped.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 

This study was focused on the following research question: In what ways will 

reflection upon personal art making practice lead art teachers to become self-reflective of 

their art teaching practice? 

PROBLEM STATEMENT  
Studies show that. forty-six percent of new teachers in the U.S. leave the 

classroom within five years, thus costing about 7.3 billion dollars annually (Kain, 2011). 

This statistic rests on the tails of research showing that after years of addressing issues 

such as school funding, class size, and curriculum, many reformers conclude nothing 

matters more than finding people with the potential to be great teachers (Gladwell, 2008). 



3 
 

This has led administrators and policy makers in education to seek professional 

development opportunities that will aid teachers in crafting new practices and expanding 

their knowledge (Borko, 2004)  however there is little research on how teachers learn, or 

the impact of student performance (Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon & Birman, 2002). In 

society’s efforts to define good teaching and reproduce it, seduction with extreme 

explicitness in teaching has been on the rise (Pike, 2004). For the past decade, teachers 

have seen increased levels of assessment, standardization, and bureaucracy exerted upon 

their teaching practice from school and government institutions. These policies reflect a 

prevailing view that teaching is a technology meant to produce certain outcomes in 

students, or a vehicle which delivers subjects in an effective manner (Pike, 2004):  

 In our rush to reform education, we have forgotten a simple truth; reform will 
 never be achieved by renewing appropriations, restructuring schools, rewriting 
 curricula, and revising texts if we continue to demean and dis-hearten the human 
 resource called the teacher on who so much depends. (Palmer, 1998, p. 37) 
 

Research shows that professional development for teachers can lead to 

enhancements in instructional practice as well as student learning (Borko, 2004). Borko 

(2004) addresses this consideration by calling for research in professional development 

on teacher learning, as well as mapping a terrain for expanding knowledge. It is 

commendable to extend academic discourse on teacher development beyond the effects it 

will have on student learning. However, an important portion of teacher practice still 

largely remains on the fringes of discourse, if not overlooked entirely, and that is the 

inner experience of the teacher: 
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The entanglements experienced in the classroom are often no more or less  than 
the convolutions of inner life. . . [yet] focus on the teacher’s inner life is not 
exactly a conventional approach to problem solving in education. We normally try 
to resolve educational dilemmas by adopting a new technique or changing the 
curriculum, not by deepening our own sense of identity and integrity. (Palmer, 
1999, pp. 1-2) 

 
For these reasons there is little in the way of continuing education addressing the 

way an educator’s inner life shapes teaching. Professional development offerings are 

consistently about the techniques, methods, and materials of teaching. Professional 

conferences held by arts groups such as the State and National Art Education 

Associations consist primarily of workshops offering lesson ideas, art techniques, and 

curriculum models. 

 Higgins (2003) points out that since education is primarily viewed as a means to 

help students grow, it is easy to lose sight of ways that education is a “project for the 

teacher, part of the teacher’s quest to lead a good life” (p. 135).  It is vital for teachers to 

be mindful of inner life. A teacher’s sense of self and ways of perceiving classroom 

objects and events are decisive factors in determining how they use techniques, methods, 

and materials to create meaningful and effective learning experiences for students. 

 For example, in the Hole in the wall study by Sugata Mitra (2010), he outlined a 

corollary between teachers’ inner thoughts and his or her students’ performance. Test 

scores did not correlate to things such as infrastructure, available resources, classroom 

size, or poverty levels. However, if a teacher indicated a desire to move to an urban 

center, a sign of general life dissatisfaction, lower student test scores resulted. Teachers’ 

inner lives, their happiness and satisfaction in the life, shapes their practice and therefore 
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student performance: “Students learn what it means to flourish as much from the people 

who teach [and] from their manner, as from what is taught” (Hansen, 1993, p. 1), and 

“what teachers prize or how they live is rarely lost on students” (Higgins, 2003, p. 136). 

PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL MOTIVATIONS 
 Britzman (1991) writes that teachers construct more than teaching practices and 

relationships, but teaching voices and identities as well. This statement reflected my 

experience as an educator. Day-to-day professional endeavors and experiences were 

shaped by external and internal influences; I discovered one could not exist without the 

other. Life experiences shaped my personal identity and teaching voice as an educator, 

and could be seen in the lessons I planned. Paradoxically, the lessons I designed further 

shaped and constructed my voice. During the highly formative time of my first year 

teaching, I reached out for resources and a community of like-minded people for support. 

The topic of inner life as a professional creative force was rarely talked about, and my 

efforts to inspire conversations seemed awkward at best. 

 My second year teaching, with some funds graciously provided by my district, I 

lead a monthly book group that combined storytelling with art making. What emerged 

from that group far surpassed my expectation. What I had previously perceived as 

resistance to talk about inner life, was in reality something else, lack of space to do so. 

Within the context of a small community with literature and art supplies, teachers began 

to share more than the stories I had heard before. They shared joys, fears, and humorous 

tales. They told stories about the pain they felt when students became apathetic. They 
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shared stories about favorite teachers and incorporating traits from those mentors into 

their own practice. They shared questions they had, and the way their doubts affected 

their students. At the culmination of the book group, I received emails and requests from 

teachers in the district I had never met, asking if I would do the book group again the 

following year. This study was inspired by the excitement my former colleagues had for 

an artistically driven professional development experience, as well as a personal desire to 

understand further the ways that teachers’ identities shape what they do in the classroom.  

SPECULATIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY 
 I had three general expectations for the study. First, teacher participants would 

create artwork about personal and professional identities that would become objects to 

cherish, as well as vehicles for personal and professional reflection. Second, I expected 

teachers would connect with other teachers through open discourse about their art making 

and teaching practice, and develop relationships over the course of the workshop. Lastly, 

I hoped for an extended outcome, that an awareness of identity and its influences on 

practice would positively influence the teacher’s lived experience and practice in the 

classroom after the research study had ended. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
The participants in this study were all Caucasian, female elementary art teachers 

from Austin, Texas between the ages of thirty and sixty. This was not necessarily a 

limitation but is an important influencing factor. There are far more women than men in 

elementary art teaching positions, as well as limited professional development 
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opportunities for internal reflection on practice. I created this study expecting the 

participant demographic to be primarily female. Women enjoy active listening and 

discussion; it is one of the primary ways they gain knowledge and look to others for 

context of information about their sense of self. A large part of a woman’s sense of 

identity comes from empowering others and looking to others for self-knowledge. 

Women tend to have a less rationalist attitude, value intuition as important to truth as 

hard data, and enjoy internal self-development (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 

1997). The stories and artwork created and shared in this study were influenced by these 

social contexts, and data collected for analysis reflected the experiences, beliefs, and 

histories of a feminine demographic.  

A benefit of working with participants sharing multiple background 

characteristics would be that their storytelling and art making would share many 

characteristics, making communication and connection happen earlier on in the exchange. 

A limitation was likely a lack of diversity in the art making and storytelling. Intermediate 

and secondary level art teachers tend to have a higher level male demographic and have 

different professional priorities than elementary teachers. For example, a frequent priority 

of an elementary art teacher is introducing young children to new materials and 

processes. A priority of a secondary teacher is challenging these students already 

established as artists to apply for art shows and build a portfolio for college. Had the art 

exchange participant population reflected this diversity, the stories, artwork, and 

conversation would have likely changed to reflect various priorities. 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
 There are various implications this study might have on the field of art education. 

However, I believe the most important outcome is to broaden the discourse surrounding 

what it means to be a “good art teacher.” The definition of “good” teaching is heavily 

reliant on the student output such as product and performance. Rarely in teaching 

discourse do you hear mention of the teachers’ inner life as a measure of professional 

practice. This is reflected in the sparsely found academic literature on the intersection of 

identity and practice.  

For example, in the National Art Education Association Journal online database, a 

keyword search for the words “teacher practice” turned up one thousand three hundred 

and fifty suggested articles. A keyword search for “teacher identity” turned up three 

hundred and twenty five suggested articles, while “identity and practice” revealed two 

hundred and twenty-five suggested articles, approximately one fifth of the number of 

articles on practice. Of the top one hundred suggested articles for the keywords “teacher 

identity,” none of the articles discussed identity as it shapes practice.  

This is understandable since identity and its influences on practice cannot be 

quantifiably measured: “People tend to see what they are able to represent . . . if the only 

tool you have is a yardstick, you look for what you can measure” (Eisner, 2004, p. 8), 

however “just because it’s easy to measure doesn’t automatically make it important” 

(Godin, 2011, np). I don’t mean to suggest that quantifiable measures of teachers’ 

effectiveness and value aren’t important, but merely that they aren’t the only important 

things. As research in education begins valuing teachers’ internal lives as meaningful to 
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professional practice, it is my hope that teachers, policy makers, administrators and 

parent communities will follow suit. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Pertinent Literature 

INTRODUCTION 

Three literature topics informed this study: The political climate’s influence on 

the teaching profession, Personal and professional teacher identities in practice, and How 

making art ties to reflective practice. The sections in this chapter propose that there are 

important connections between the political and professional environments a teacher 

works in, how they identify with their work, the needs they have, and the kind of 

professional development needed to support them. In the following sections I will begin 

with a discussion of the ways that the current U.S. political climate is shaping teachers’ 

professional experience. Next, I define teachers’ personal and professional identities. 

Lastly, I outline the qualities of community art making and it how it is conducive for 

professional development, particularly for the intersection of identity with practice.  

Political Climate in Education 
 The climate in American K-12 education has shifted in the U.S. this past decade, 

ushering in an era of unrivaled federal control over public education. Education reform 

movements such as No Child Left Behind implemented in 2001, and Race to the Top in 

2009, have identified and concretized explicit goals for student learning. They have also 

mandated a framework of accountability meant to ensure attainment of these goals. Tom 

Barone (2008) describes these changes as “deep intrusions into the once public space of 

the classroom” (Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008, p. 30). These mandates are 

considered to be the largest educational intervention by the federal government in the 
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history of the United States, for the purpose of managing those who work and learn in 

public schools.  

These educational interventions have been on a steady increase over the past fifty 

years, most noticeably in the last decade (Fletcher, 2009). They have paved the way for a 

competitive grant system, adoption of Common Core instruction standards in forty-one 

states, as well as merit pay initiatives that reward teachers for students’ standardized test 

performance (Koebler, 2012). These interventions play a powerful role in shaping 

educational discourse now pervaded by hot-button words such as “accountability and 

high standards” (Smith, 2004). These changes include increased annual testing of 

students in grades 3-8 in core subject areas, requiring states to implement annual school 

progress report cards, and certifying that all teachers are “highly qualified” and 

demonstrably proficient in their field of expertise (EdWeek, 2004).  

Daniel Pink and Parker Palmer (1998) describe the type of mindset fueling 

educational reform as a Western dominated “narrowly reductive and deeply analytical” 

(Pink, 2006, p. 2). A variety of consequences have resulted from this ideology and 

subsequent reform movement. First, they have “served to diminish the professional 

autonomy of teachers and administrators, deskilling them. . . . Severely hampering them 

from engaging in history-making practice, which is to say, praxis” (Cahnmann-Taylor & 

Siegesmund, 2008, p. 30).  This ideology views teaching as a technology, and reduces the 

teacher to the role of technician (Pike, 2004), an implementer, and manager of education, 

rather than being a creator of ideas and shaper of lives.  
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Personal and Professional Identities in Education 
This study attempted to assist teachers in reflecting on the ways their personal and 

professional identities intersect and inform one another. The word “identity” has many 

meanings that are often left undefined in academic writing (Fearon, 1999). What Phillip 

Gleason (1983) stated 30 years ago remains true today: 

The meaning of identity as we currently use it is not well captured by dictionaries, 
which reflect older senses of the word. Our present idea of ‘identity’ is a fairly 
recent social construct and a complicated one at that. Even though everyone 
knows how to use the word properly in everyday discourse it proves quite 
difficult to give a short accurate summary statement that captures its range of 
present meanings. (Gleason, 1983, p. 912) 
 
A simple answer to the question ‘What is identity?’ would be how one answers 

the question ‘Who am I?’  At its core, identity is how a person defines oneself (Fearon, 

1999). Fearon (1999) delineates between two primary forms of identity. The first are 

“type” identities such as religion, nationality, and preferences in music and fashion. The 

second are “role” identities, or duties they fill such as parent, employee, caregiver, and 

friend (Fearon, 1999). A teacher’s personal identity consists of the “roles and types” that 

he or she embodies in areas of life other than the school environment, while professional 

identity consists of the ‘roles and types’ embodied within the school environment. Both 

personal and professional identities of a teacher inform and intersect one another. They 

are socially constructed, and constantly in flux (Fearon, 1999).  Identity construction is 

complex and “an art teacher can hold different and conflicting voices, beliefs, and 

feelings regarding the issue of what it means to be a good art teacher” (Cohen-Evron, 

2002, p. 81).  
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This constant change indicates that personal and professional identities are entities 

as well as processes. Britzman (1992) writes that art teachers’ identities are constructed 

through an ongoing process of becoming and making sense of who they are, who they are 

not, and who they wish to become. This ever-changing identity plays a powerful role in 

shaping the way teachers engage in their practice. Research shows that the choices 

teachers make are not simply grounded in literature, technique, or materials: “Their views 

are shaped by histories, personal and professional, as well as lived experiences, and hopes 

of the future” (Cohen-Evron, 2002, p. 80). These identities are very different from his or 

her responsibilities, which are frameworks of expectations set into place by external 

authorities such as school institutions or government policy.  Multiple research traditions 

have suggested that identities can have a coercive or constraining effect (Fearon, 1999). 

When a teacher’s fundamental beliefs (or identity) in education run in direct opposition to 

the expectations of the institutions and governments in which they are employed, a 

teacher’s professional experience becomes fragmented (Cohen-Evron, 2002). The higher 

a teacher’s personal ideals about his or her practice, the more vulnerable they are to stress 

and burnout, often experiencing pain from having their “[unique] gift as a teacher 

crammed into the Procrustean bed of someone else's method and the standards prescribed 

by it” (Palmer, 1998, p. 31).  

Not surprisingly, research shows a large percentage of new teachers choosing to 

leave the profession within five years (Cohen-Evron, 2002). This has caused those in the 

field to take notice and express concern about repercussions from a “critical mass of 
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disenchanted educators” (Friedman & Farber, 1992, p. 28). A powerful contributor to 

teacher disenchantment and early departure is stress and burnout (Friedman & Farber, 

1992), specifically in the context of performing professional functions that are 

fundamentally at odds with their identities, ethics, morals, and beliefs regarding 

education (Cohen-Evron, 2002). Teachers in Nurit Cohen-Evron’s case study (2002) 

identified feelings of loneliness, isolation, and difficulty negotiating status within the 

larger school system. Her recommendations for preventing burnout and retaining good 

teachers, was “providing basic teaching conditions that [would] allow teachers to voice 

their professional identity and negotiate the formal expectations of their roles” (Cohen-

Evron, 2002, p. 92).  

.  

Art Making and Community Reflection 
 Art making is an integral part of reflecting on the intersection of personal and 

professional identities with practice. The significance of making an art object for 

reflection is that art is “fundamentally ontological in character” (Pike, 2004, p. 21), and 

can bring teachers’ level of being into consciousness. There is a physicality that is 

necessary to legitimize inner experience. Eisner stated that in order to negotiate teachers’ 

formal expectations with personal and professional identities, a representative form [for 

identity and practice] is essential because people can see and understand what they 

represent (Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008). Therefore, as teachers reflect on 

artwork created about their professional practice, aspects of their personal and 
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professional identities may be more easily recognizable in the tangible form of an 

artwork.  

 Reflecting on the intersection of identity with practice also requires a professional 

community for connection and interaction. Identity is a formulation of dignity, pride, or 

honor that implicitly connects social categories such as membership to a community, 

expected behaviors, and socially consequential acts (Fearon 1999). A teacher “looks for 

students’ responses to subject matter, to one another, to questions, to problems, and to 

any aspect of learning” (Hansen, 2004, p. 60). This is similar to the way that an artist 

empathically attends and responds to his or her audience. “Empathy is an essential part of 

design, because good designers put themselves in the mind of whoever is going to 

experience the product or service they’re designing” (Pink, 2006, p. 168). Suzi Gablik 

(1991) describes this form of community-minded creation as a “partnership” that is 

“rooted in the responsive heart rather than the disembodied eye” (p. 106).  

From this perspective, art making and reflection is less about acquiring 

knowledge and more about “changing social relationships” (Efland, Freedman & Stuhr, 

1996, p. 14). Professionalism can keep teachers bound to individualistic notions of 

thought (Gablik, 1991), which could prevent them from seeing the ways their identities 

play powerful roles in shaping all aspects of their creative life, specifically art making, 

teaching. and relating with others. Creation for another requires attentiveness and 

responsiveness (Hansen, 2004). Sharing artworks within a community of teachers and 

learners provides instant feedback about what we are creating and requires the creator to 
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continually attend and respond to that feedback. In order to preserve the attentiveness and 

responsiveness of art making, teaching and connecting, community is critical (Peck, 

1988).  

CONCLUSION 
 Connections among the literature suggested that art making in a community 

setting is a valuable reflective tool in the professional development setting. The political 

environment has shaped the teaching profession in ways that diminish teacher identity as 

an essential component of teaching practice. Community art making, particularly with a 

group of other teachers, is a process uniquely conducive to assisting teachers in reflecting 

on the forces identity wields in shaping practice. As I searched the literature I began to 

further question the ways art teachers would genuinely use art making as a reflective tool, 

what stories and interpersonal connections would emerge, and how they would feel about 

the experience. The following chapter outlines the research methods I utilized to help 

reveal those answers. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods and Pertinent Literature 

INTRODUCTION 

This study focused on the ways teachers used personal art making to reflect on the 

intersection of their personal and professional practice. I selected a combination of 

narrative inquiry and arts-based methodologies for their conduciveness to investigate art 

teachers’ stories and art making. The study was conducted during a professional 

development workshop with six art teachers from Austin, Texas, at the Blanton Museum 

of Art during the summer of 2012.  

The first section of this chapter outlines narrative inquiry and arts-based 

methodologies and why they were chosen for this study. The second section examines the 

site, participants, and researcher. This discussion explains why I chose to work with 

Austin art instructors at the Blanton Museum of Art and clarifies my role as a researcher. 

The final two sections of this chapter examine the tools I used to collect the data, and the 

methods I employed to interpret the data.  

METHODOLOGIES 

Narrative Inquiry 
 Stories are ideal for collecting information about identity and experience. They 

are the primary cognitive tool human beings use to give form to experience. In order to 

understand more about the effects art making had on teachers’ ability to reflect on 

identity and practice, it was important to study the stories of these art teachers. Stories 

inevitably carry data mixed with the voice of the person telling the story. They are ideal 
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for researching the social, intuitive and emotional aspects of a field— areas where a more 

positivistic approach would be too reductive (Casey, 1995).   

 According to McNiff (1998), a methodology should be selected that best aligns 

with the phenomena being studied. In this investigation, the narrative “[acted] as both the 

phenomenon being studied and the method doing the studying” (McEwan & Egan, 1995, 

p. 26). Selecting narrative as the phenomena and the method was best suited to capture 

the natural and complex state of a public school teacher’s art making and practice 

(Stockrocki, 1997), rather than other standardized and institutionalized images the public 

has of the profession.  Today, an art teacher’s job is generally construed by society as a 

position designed to achieve desired performance goals (Pike, 2004). However, studies 

show that the work teachers do in the classroom is shaped by their histories, consisting of 

professional and personal experiences, current endeavors and expectations for the future 

(Cohen-Evron, 2002). The influence of personal history on professional practice is one 

reason narrative research has gained momentum in educational research over the past few 

decades. It reintroduces human agency to the quantifiable aspects of teaching practice 

and offers a “methodologically privileged location to comprehend [such] human agency” 

(Maynes, Pierce, & Laslett, 2008, p. 3). Prioritizing human agency within educational 

research provides balance to a field that “often fears the personal and seeks safety in the 

technical and distant” (Palmer, 1998, p. 18). 

 It was my intent to gather data through a narrative lens, as well as create an 

experience for teachers to construct narratives. The professional development workshop 
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that served as a framework for this study was designed to be a departure from the 

traditional theoretical or material based offerings art teachers are typically exposed to at 

conferences or seminars. The primary goal of most professional development workshops 

is imparting knowledge in order to create an art object for future lessons. However, the 

purpose of this workshop was to examine the intellectual, emotional, spiritual, and 

physical spaces where art teachers’ personal identities intersected with their professional 

practice. Therefore, the art teachers’ stories regarding their personal and professional 

lives were best suited to be examined through a narrative lens. 

Arts-based Research  
Elliot Eisner called for multiple perspectives in modern research on any topic 

(Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008). He described arts-based narrative as more than 

the application of methods and materials, but rather offering researchers another 

perspective by “artistically creating a description of the situation so that it can be seen 

from another angle” (2008, p. 22). It was an important part of this research to study the 

unique ways art making assisted teachers in reflecting on identity and practice, because 

art provides another language to tell stories, one that is visual. McNiff (1998) called for 

studies conducted from a “visual weltbild”— a conception of the world— in addition to 

narrative methods: 

I’m not suggesting that the narrative mode be eliminated or overlooked as a 
 way of viewing experience . . . only that we consider suspending its 
 dominance in an effort to look again at the imagery emanating from art 
 experience. (pp. 94-95) 
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For example, what unique data might surface if an art teacher communicated about a 

former student by creating a collage, in addition to orally recalling or recreating stories 

about students from memory? Visual artworks use various media or materials woven with 

the elements and principles of design to create a holistic expression, one that shares other 

sensory aspects of an experience such as these that are the intuitive, social, or emotional.  

In Pat Allen’s Art is a Way of Knowing (1995) she points out that artistic knowing 

is different from intellectual knowing; this distinction is the basis of its creative value. 

McNiff (1998) alluded to this creative value when he cited developmental psychologist 

Howard Gardner who stated that when we use a verbal language to describe and validate 

experience, we are using a “symbol system” that translates “from a primary to a 

secondary medium of experience” (p. 44). McNiff is not against these translations. Nor 

am I. For the sake of the study, I borrow from his assumption that comprehending 

artworks does not always need a verbal translation. The primacy of an artistic language is 

what makes it valuable. Just as I desired to study narrative phenomena with a narrative 

methodology, so too did I need an arts-based research method to interpret visual art.  

Additionally, research that utilizes artistic images reaches a broader audience than 

academic discourse alone. Booth, Colomb and Williams (2008) explain that the goal of a 

researcher is to create a meaningful relationship between the research and its audience. 

Cahnmann-Taylor (2008) explains: “Educational researchers cannot lose by acquiring 

and applying techniques employed by artists as well as scientists” (p. 13). The arts have 

much to offer researchers in making research more accessible to a broader public by 
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articulating intangible, rich, and complex aspects hidden beneath the façade of the 

material world. 

SITE AND PARTICIPANT SELECTION 
This study aimed to understand how visual art making assisted teachers in reflecting on 

the intersection of personal identity and professional practice. The population of teachers 

targeted for this study was kindergarten through 12th grade public school art teachers 

from the Austin Independent School District in Austin, Texas.  

 The Blanton Museum of Art was an ideal location for discourse on identity and 

inner experience, largely due to its distance away from the public school sector. 

Additionally, The Blanton Museum of Art’s purpose in the greater Austin community 

was aligned with the purpose of the workshop, which was to connect teachers with 

university preparation in order to offer a unique alternative to traditional professional 

development experiences.  

 My first step was to identify a gatekeeper. I contacted The Blanton Museum of 

Art’s Manager of School and Family Programs, Anne1. Through her lines of networking I 

reached out to Austin ISD’s community of art teachers via email (Appendix A). For the 

sake of this study, I targeted a group of local art teachers that currently worked within the 

public school sector and had participated in predominantly traditional 

technique/management driven forms of professional development. I did not take 

additional steps to control the demographic of teachers who registered for the workshop. 

                                                
1 1 Pseudonyms were used for the gatekeeper and teacher participants 
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In qualitative research, this kind of purposeful selection ensures that the participants will 

already have experience with the phenomena being studied (Creswell, 2009). 

Six art teachers registered as both workshop and research participants. Anne, 

attended the workshops but did not create art, and I was a participant observer. All 

participants and observers were Caucasian women between the ages of thirty-two and 

sixty. The most junior teacher was me with five years of art teaching experience. Beth, 

had been teaching the longest for thirty-four years, and was age fifty-seven. All 

participating teachers taught at the elementary level within the Austin Independent 

School District.  Five in the group were married with families, as well as born and raised 

in Austin. The cultures of Austin and family had clearly impacted the group’s shared 

domestic interests in gardening, raising chickens, alternative health, vintage collections, 

as well as the topic that dominated conversation at all four sessions, cooking and good 

food.  
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THE ART EXCHANGE STORY: FROM PARTICIPATION TO RESEARCH 
Name Position Age Years Teaching 
Rebecca Principle Researcher 31 5 
Anne Participant Observer na na 
Teachers    
Lynn Elementary AISD 

Art Teacher 
60 12 

Denise Elementary AISD 
Art Teacher 

Approx. 40 9 

Dora Elementary AISD 
Art Teacher 

Approx. 30 na 

Beth Elementary AISD 
Art Teacher 

57 34 

Jessica Elementary LISD 
Art Teacher 

47 15 

Table 1: Art exchange participant information 

Anonymity of research participants is a central feature of ethical research practice, 

which is written into the various guidelines to which social researchers adhere. While 

total anonymity can be difficult to achieve, it is recommended that all qualitative 

researches employ the use of pseudonyms in order to protect the confidentiality of 

participants (Silverman, 2004). All of the participants’ names, as well as the gatekeeper 

in this study have therefore been changed to protect their identities. 

ORIENTATION SESSION AND WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION 
The Blanton Museum of Art marketed this professional development workshop as 

an Art Exchange. This was described as an opportunity to reflect on being an art teacher 

by making and exchanging artwork with colleagues. It was structured to move artwork 

“chain letter style” through the group of teacher participants, allowing teachers 
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opportunities to engage in an artistic exchange by altering one another’s artwork. In 

addition, the workshop attendees received continuing professional development credits 

upon completion. Twelve teachers responded to the initial outreach, and eight registered 

for the orientation session on June 22, 2012. The orientation session was a micro-version 

of the workshop experience, with a small hands-on activity that was utilized to outline 

components of the study, and provide ample time for teachers to opt in or out. 

Participants attended ninety minute bi-weekly discussion sessions at the Blanton Museum 

of Art, between July 7 and August 4, 2012, to share and discuss the stories attached to 

their visual artwork and journal writing (Appendix A). The structure of each workshop is 

fully detailed in the following chapter. 

Researcher Roles 
 My role in this study was to take a participatory approach by making art with the 

teachers, as well as taking part in the conversations reflecting on that art. 

 Florence Kluckhohn (1940) defines participatory research in this way:  

	   Conscious	  and	  systematic	  sharing	   .	   .	   .	   in	   the	   interests	  and	  affects	  of	  a	  group	  
	   of	   persons.	   Its	   purpose	   is	   to	   obtain	   data	   about	   behavior	   through	   direct	  
	   contact	  and	  in	  terms	  of	  specific	  situations	  in	  which	  the	  distortion	  that	  results	  
	   from	   the	   investigator	   being	   an	   out-‐	   side	   agent	   is	   reduced	   to	   a	   minimum.	  
	   (Kluckhohn,	  p.	  331)	  
	  
 The primary benefit to consciously share in making art and telling stories with 

teacher participants was the opportunity to build relationships. There is often tension 

between the conclusions that teachers reach through their professional practice versus the 

conclusions of university-based educational researchers. School administrators prioritize 
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the latter over the former, thereby dismissing teachers’ experience (Kirsch & Sullivan, 

1992). In Karen Gallas’ (1994) criticism of educational research, she declares: 

The language of most educational researchers uses the tone of the academy and 
explicit intent of science. It is distanced, authoritative, oriented toward wider 
meanings and generalization, and often implies that there is right or wrong ways 
of teaching. It does not speak the voice of uncertainty, does not acknowledge the 
changeable, instinctive, and intuitive character of teaching. (p. 2) 
 

I desired to democratize the knowledge and meaning making that would occur within the 

workshop/study, recognizing that the value of teacher participants’ voices would be 

equivalent to my own. Knowledge and truth in education are more often socially 

constructed through collaboration rather than articulated through objective inquiry. This 

collaboration would happen only by building trusted relationships through participating 

alongside the teachers. I hoped to collect more than stockpiles of compartmentalized data, 

but rather reveal meaningful portraits of dynamic individuals.  

 As a participant researcher, a primary obstacle was the potential awkwardness and 

possible miscommunication that might arise between participants and myself, especially 

if I attempted to assume a role they found unfamiliar. For this reason, it was important to 

select a facilitator position that would be welcomed and understood within their teacher 

community (Kluckhohn, 1940). At the commencement of the workshop, I began to 

identify commonalities between the participants and myself. All of us were female art 

teachers with the primary portion of our careers in elementary schools. Within moments 

of the initial orientation session, I realized that as the youngest in the group the most 

natural role for me to assume was that of a “learner-teacher.” All the teacher participants 
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in the workshop had more years of professional and life experience than myself. I was not 

merely a researcher connecting their stories, but also a student who desired to listen, 

collect wisdom, and ask advice because I was younger and less professionally 

experienced. Whether consciously or not the teachers quickly accepted my role as a 

learner in the group, and my research role became somewhat blurred as I actively 

participated in co-constructing knowledge with them. They were already adept and 

oriented as role models in their professional setting, and I was situated as a student at The 

University of Texas at Austin, so it came naturally for us to communicate this way. Often 

I did not have to ask questions, merely my silent presence as the learner prompted them 

to offer stories of teaching openly for the group’s benefit.  

 The next step was developing boundaries for the relationships we were about to 

build together. S.M. Miller (1959) warns: “For the participant observer, the problem is 

not merely that of developing rapport; the question is rather what kind and quality of 

rapport is desirable?” (p. 99). A risk that Miller (1959) cites from over-rapport between 

researcher and participants is a genuine desire for the researcher to be liked, and therefore 

color the results of the study. The art teachers in this study were more experienced 

educators, and I soon sensed a quick and natural subordination to being a learner that 

made me feel vulnerable in losing the objectivity of a capable researcher and leader.  

 For example, Lynn, a sixty-year-old art teacher that I met after the first group 

session, had been unable to attend the first group session because of a prior commitment. 

We arranged to exchange artwork at a nearby coffee shop between our respective 
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neighborhoods. The discussion was natural and stimulating. We had a lot in common, and 

shared many of the same feelings and experiences as teachers. Due to Lynn’s disposition, 

it was natural for her to assume the role of learner. Because of her experience as a 

teacher, she also slipped easily into a teacher role as she shared wisdom from the 

classroom. Likewise, I shifted between learner-teacher, and listener-explainer roles 

throughout the exchange. Discussion was intimate and authentic while maintaining a 

professional boundary. Balancing the roles of learner, participant and researcher proved 

to be an effective way to create relationships combining friendly rapport with research 

objectivity (Miller, 1959). 

DATA COLLECTION 
 Qualitative research is, at its core, inquiry into the qualities of experience (Eisner, 

1991). I combined narrative reporting and arts-based methodologies in order to study the 

qualities of the teachers’ art making and experiences of professional practice. Stockrocki 

(1997) suggests preferred data collection tools in qualitative research such as field notes, 

audio/video recording, photographs, drawings, and socio-cultural profiles. The data 

collection tools utilized in this study were digital photographs of completed artwork, 

written journals created by participants, my handwritten field notes, audio recordings 

from group sessions, and pre and post surveys regarding socio cultural profiles.  

Additionally, The Blanton Museum of Art environment in which Art Exchange 

narratives were shared, shaped the way stories were created and expressed (Maynes, 

Pierce & Laslett, 2008). The museum classroom where group sessions were held was a 
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clean, quiet room with ample table and seating room. The group sessions were always 

held during off-museum hours, thus keeping interruptions to a minimum. Anne and I had 

discussed multiple options for where to hold the Art Exchange, such as a public space 

like a bookstore or coffee shop. The off-site public environment, versus the privacy of the 

museum classroom, each had distinct benefits and drawbacks. A public space was a part 

of teachers’ everyday lives. It captured a sense of familiarity, but could also feel overly 

casual. The private space of the museum was a unique and special place the teachers 

visited less frequently, but also could become institutional and formal. 

However, since the teachers were offered continuing professional development 

credit from The Blanton Museum of Art, Anne and I decided to hold group sessions in 

the museum classroom. The teachers expressed excitement about the novelty of coming 

to the museum more often for the Art Exchange. This preserved the workshop as a 

special out of the ordinary experience, more so than what might occur at a coffee shop. I 

continued by using my role as a trusted participant to create a comfortable, safe 

environment at the museum for teachers to share artwork and stories. 

Participant Observation 
Participant observation balanced the formal environment of the museum and 

implied to the teachers that I was learning with them rather than studying them as 

subjects (Stockrocki 1997). I wanted there to be a mutual exchange between us, rather 

than merely extracting information. Making art and telling stories with them would assist 
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in creating this culture, as well as enabling me to see the data from a variety of 

perspectives such as full or partial participant, and full or partial observer (Miller, 1952).  

Questionnaires 
In addition to securing artwork, journals, and stories from the teachers, I also gave 

the teachers questionnaires to complete before and after the Art Exchange (Appendices C 

and D). This information provided demographic and contextual information, as well 

general insights into which parts of the workshop teachers enjoyed or would suggest 

change. It gave teachers opportunities to share personal experiences they felt played 

formative roles in their careers, as well as personal feelings or experiences outside of the 

group discussion environment.  

Artwork and Digital Photographs 
After the commencement of the workshop, teachers utilized two week periods to 

create 4”x6” visual artworks and reflect in journals at home in accordance with a selected 

narrative theme (See Appendix C) The artworks could be comprised of any media, and 

expand beyond the borders of the 4”x6” template. McNiff (1998) describes the 

importance of utilizing artwork as data in research because it allows non-verbal 

phenomena to speak for itself, uncovering layers of meaning that could not be captured 

by written and oral expression alone (p. 47). I took digital photographs of the teachers’ 

work to record their visual stories— allowing myself, and all who view them to interpret 

the visual language through their own subjective experience.  
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Journals 
I provided all six teachers with blank sketchbooks. My instructions were to use 

the journals for writings, drawings, collage, poetry, or notes as means for alternatively 

reflecting on the art making processes they underwent. Maynes, Pierce and Laslett (2008) 

point out at while used far less in narrative research than oral versions, journals can 

provide focused snapshot reflections of a specific time frame that provide valuable 

context when used in collaboration with other narrative samplings. In this study the 

journals provided contextual information that might be less likely to emerge in group 

conversation. For example, Jessica included photocopied pages from one of her favorite 

parenting books. Additionally, the journals were utilized as a way for teachers to prepare 

what they were going to share before the group session. Diane wrote all her stories in her 

journal before sharing them, and it was helpful to have her written and spoken versions 

for comparison during analysis. 

Audio Recordings 
I used audio recordings and field notes to record teacher’s spoken narratives in 

real time during group discussion sessions. Spoken stories are the predominant form of 

personal narrative evidence used by social science researchers (Maynes, Pierce & Laslett, 

2008). Therefore, the audio recordings became one of the most powerful research tools 

for this study. All audio recordings were transcribed later for accuracy and reliability.  
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Observational Field Notes 
Oral story telling is a highly social experience since it involves an audience. 

Daniel Pink (2006) explains that good storytellers don’t merely list facts and data when 

sharing a tale, they organize and structure them in order to create meaning and inspire 

emotion in others. For this reason, as teachers told stories I recorded observational notes, 

a practice which allowed me to identify layers of meaning from within the individual 

stories, as well as embedded within a social context of the group. The field notes enabled 

me to observe the teachers during unstructured conversation and interpret cultural 

behaviors (Mulhall, 2002). It is important that researchers observe through sight as well 

as listening (Mulhall, 2002), so in addition to analyzing cultural behaviors, I also 

recorded body language; important connections between the stories teachers shared; as 

well as relevant social, political, or environmental contexts.  

DATA ANALYSIS 
 Data analysis commenced at the orientation session preceding the workshop/study 

and continued until the last interpretations were complete (Stake, 2010). After the 

workshop/study’s conclusion, I prepared to transcribe the recorded sessions. During that 

time I considered natural and denaturalistic forms of transcription. Oliver, Serovich and 

Mason (2005) describe denaturalized transcription as a form of conversational 

reproduction that prioritizes informational content with less attention to “accents or 

involuntary vocalization” (p. 1277). While still working for a full and faithful 
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transcription, the researcher is most interested in the perceptions and meanings created 

and shared in conversation.  

 One of the primary benefits to a denaturalized approach was an ability to focus on 

content from the teacher’s recorded discussions so that the meanings and contexts would 

not be lost in a sea of substance details from the interview. However, in order to prevent 

what Oliver, Serovich and Mason (2005) term “white-washed data” (p. 1281), I decided 

to incorporate some natural techniques of transcribing as well. Naturalistic transcription 

aims to capture structure and representation of speech. However, transcribing all aspects 

of conversational structure would have obfuscated the meaning of the teacher’s stories 

and descriptions of their art. Therefore, the primary transcription method for this study 

was denaturalistic with some natural elements. I did opt to transcribe the representation of 

their language, such as talk, time, non-verbal actions, and physical orientation (Oliver, 

Serovich & Mason, 2005). 

The transcription process was long, so the first listening was strictly for 

transferring the conversation into a body of text that would be ethically sensitive and 

principled (Bleakly, 2000). After completing the initial transcription I did a second and 

third listening while poring over observational field notes and teachers’ written 

reflections. In subsequent listenings, I began injecting my personal voice into the data 

through narratives and reflections. Maynes, Pierce and Laslett (2008) explain that 

including autobiographical narratives in research write-ups is beneficial if for no other 

reason than to “clarify [the researcher’s] stake in the project and their relationship to the 
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narrators whose stories they often collected personally” (p. 92). In this first phase I 

resisted making assumptions or creating contexts around the teacher’s stories. These 

reflections were later highlighted in a bold font. 

 However, Maynes, Pierce, and Laslett (2008) argue that the most cogent analyses 

of personal narrative must pay attention to context, and I realized the final phase of 

transcribing would need to include observations about the social, professional and 

personal contexts that potentially surrounded the teacher’s stories.  Hargreaves (1996) 

warns researchers to strike a balance that avoids “romanticizing” teacher’s stories, so I 

left this phase until last since my tendencies as an artist and teacher lean towards 

embellishment.  I only made contextual observations around teacher stories if I identified 

supportive evidence within the data, and then highlighted these in an underlined font. 

 It was at this phase of the analysis that I became a bit lost. There is no definitive 

way to begin analysis (Clandinin & Connelly, 2002), and I was unsure how to initiate 

connecting the teacher’s stories and artwork with my own. I decided to take an inductive 

approach. The primary purpose of the inductive approach is to allow findings to emerge from 

the most significant themes found within the data, without the restraints imposed by 

structured methodologies (Thomas, 2003). My goal was to develop a model about the 

teachers’ experiences or processes from the raw data (Thomas, 2003), so I decided to return 

to the transcriptions once more and read them as I would a story. This process surprised 

me. As I read these stories, the teacher’s individual and shared identities began to 
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materialize before my eyes. I found myself mesmerized by the unique ways each of them 

expressed personal, professional, and communal identities by making art.  

 Doing justice to this individuality was the place I decided to begin. The first step 

was archiving the data shared by each teacher. I sorted all transcribed conversation and 

divided it into two groups. One set focused on conversation of teachers presenting their 

artwork. The second focused on natural, undirected conversation. I then divided and 

labeled the directed conversation notes by individual. I organized their art, written journal 

entries, and pre-surveys into “teacher data clusters” by posting the data into groups by 

teacher. The clusters of art, surveys, and transcribed notes were put into hard-copy form 

and lastly posted into a large mind map that I created for cross-referencing. I found 

teacher’s individual evidence compelling, therefore the first goal was to see how the 

teachers’ individually used community art making to reflect on identity and practice. 

Next I compared individual findings in order to determine how multiple teachers or the 

group as a whole made meaning through the Art Exchange process. I the utilized the 

comparison process to make generalizations about the ways a teacher’s individual story 

could speak to a broader professional experience (Maynes, Pierce & Laslett, 2008).  

 When I viewed the data clusters as one mind map, I was unsure what to expect. I 

was pleasantly surprised to discover that it created the impression of witnessing a piece of 

art. An artistic elusiveness was present—instantly experiencing and feeling answers 

within the data, but being unable to intellectualize or articulate them. The map of 

teacher’s stories explicitly highlighted their individuality, while implying emerging 
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connections and themes. Therefore, articulating and highlighting these implied 

connections, patterns, and themes was the final step in my data analysis.  

 I began by creating lists within each teacher’s narrative cluster that highlighted 

studio methods/materials, personality/character traits and themes that were present in the 

data. I highlighted the list item if it appeared more than once, and starred it if was found 

within more than two areas.  This helped me address anecdotalism, data analysis based on 

few sources, which is a common problem for qualitative researchers (Silverman, 2002). 

The ability to locate the presence of similar findings across multiple data sets is defined 

by researchers as triangluation (Silverman, 2002) and the mind-map enabled me to easily 

identify if a pattern emerged across teachers’ art, conversation, and written data. When a 

pattern emerged across artistic, oral, and written forms of data, I identified it as a 

significant narrative theme. As I revisited the data each time, the significant themes 

became more obvious.  This process of coding revealed several patterns and connections 

within and across the six teachers’ experiences, as well as my own as a participant 

observer. For example, if I found a pattern indicating that an artistic element of a 

teacher’s work was connected with their written and oral narratives, I highlighted this as 

an important pattern. I then compared patterns and connections to my research question, 

exploring this for its relevancy to the purpose of this study. I emailed the data to the art 

teachers in order to incorporate member checking and make sure my representations of 

them were accurate and valid. Like any qualitative study, the results are not 
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generalizable. My hope is that the readers may find commonalities in their own practice, 

hence transferability is a goal. 

CONCLUSION 
 This qualitative research study used narrative and arts based methodologies to 

investigate how six art teachers and myself as a participant observer used art making as a 

tool to reflect on the intersection of personal and professional identities with teaching 

practice. How teachers reflected on practice was determined by multiple artistic, written, 

and oral forms of data during the Art Exchange workshop. I printed all digital content 

into hard copies, and organized the data into a mind map for cross-referencing. Lastly, I 

used inductive analysis to identify emerging themes from digital photos of teachers’ 

artwork, journals, pre and post surveys, audio recordings, and my field notes. 
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Chapter 4: Stories About Art, Teaching, and Community 

The teachers in this study created artwork, journal entries and told stories as part 

of their reflection on the ways personal and professional identities shaped their teaching 

practice. This chapter is divided into sections outlining the themes that emerged from the 

artistic and narrative data. The first section tells my story of how I came to be at The 

University of Texas at Austin leading to the Art Exchange. This section provides the 

context that inspired this study. In it I share personal and professional beliefs I brought to 

the workshop and study before its commencement. The second section, outlines how the 

Art Exchange Workshop began and how the teacher participants entered into trusting 

relationships with one another. The third section, summarizes the way teachers used art 

making and conversation to reflect on their closest relationships with friends and family. 

The fourth section outlines each teacher participant individually by describing their 

unique artistic processes and media preferences. The fifth and final section describes the 

stories that teachers shared about creating meaningful experiences in their profession. 

While many stories were entertaining, the narratives I selected were those most 

relevant to the findings of this study. Results are accompanied by images of physical 

artworks. Their written and spoken narratives revealed the ways in which teachers used 

art to reflect on the intersection of their personal and professional identities and their 

teaching practice. 

THE ART EXCHANGE STORY: FROM PARTICIPATION TO RESEARCH 
 It was no surprise I ended up studying the intersection of teachers’ identity and 

practice. After my undergraduate work at Kent State University, completed in 2003, the 

largest hurdle of my first teaching job seemed to be bridging a chasm between the teacher 
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I dreamt about being, and the teacher I actually was. As I struggled with practical 

solutions that melded with identity and the institution I worked for, I began to view my 

practice as a work of art, an expression of my personality, likes, dislikes, ethics, and 

experiences. I found that my artwork was a material expression of myself and my 

professional practice. The idea of identity and practice as linked through mutual dialogue, 

self-shaping practice and vice versa, seemed implicitly understood in the education 

world, but never explicitly talked about. The conversations in university academia, the 

teacher’s lounge, professional development workshops, or on an administrative level, all 

focused on the techniques, methods, and materials of teaching.  

 I found professional struggles emerged as I was unable to resolve disconnect 

between my identity and practice. This disconnect became the most important part of my 

professional reflection and development. As I sought out experiences that helped me 

understand connections between who I was and what I was creating in my classroom, I 

stumbled upon another question: Why is formally addressing identity’s influence on 

practice so rare? This question evolved into a formative theme in my career, and 

remained with me after leaving public education to pursue graduate work at the The 

University of Texas at Austin. I desired a way to concretize and study the elusive internal 

aspects of being a teacher, because they seemed to powerfully shape what I did in the 

classroom. 

 During my third year as a public school art teacher a colleague shared that she had 

been feeling disconnected from the art teachers in the district, but also distanced from the 
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love of making art that first inspired her to become a teacher. She carried this frustration 

with her for a few years. Eventually she attended a conference and learned about Art 

Exchanges, a communal art making activity that involved creating and exchanging small 

pieces of artwork over the course of a year. She wanted to organize one in our 

teaching/artist community and rallied excitement for this idea. I joined ranks with eleven 

other artists and art teachers in what would be my first Art Exchange as a participant. 

 That exchange started with the creation of twelve blank bases for each of us to 

work from. The theme of the exchange was “Places I Have Never Been.” I mounted 

faded maps on illustration board with rubber cement, put them in an envelope, and mailed 

them to the first person on the exchange list. I would also expect a package from an artist. 

When it arrived I studied the group bases, some filled with art and some still blank, 

before selecting a blank base on which to create my own personal expression. The bases 

circulated chain-letter style through the group of artists this way, many of the participants 

only knowing each other through this monthly mailbox gift.  At the culmination of the 

exchange, we met for a potluck to receive our finished collections. They say you don’t 

realize there is a hole until it begins to fill, and the Art Exchange opened my eyes. I had 

not prioritized art making and relationships with others; the exchange was a microcosm 

for just one of the many ways we as humans express a fundamental need to create and 

share. On a professional level, regularly making art had truly enhanced my teaching.  On 

a personal level I had enjoyed the warmth of connection, combating what had begun to 

feel like artistic and professional isolation. There was plenty of enthusiasm to hold an 
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exchange the following year. However, busy lives predominated and we went our 

separate ways. At the time I never imagined I would file this experience away, and 

resurrect it four years later in Austin, Texas. These first impressions played an important 

role in inspiring this study, as well as shaping the Art Exchange at the Blanton Museum 

of Art. The mechanics and details of the exchange with Austin ISD teachers is outlined in 

the next section. 

The Art Exchange Workshop in Austin 
 During the second year of my graduate program at The University of Texas at 

Austin, as new friends and classmates began to part ways, I became inspired to find a 

way to keep us together. It was at this time I remembered the Art Exchange, and spread 

the word to my graduate classmates and co-workers at the Four Seasons Hotel. I was 

surprised when over twenty people responded. I quickly realized I was unprepared to 

organize an exchange of that size and, unfortunately, the project fizzled after a few 

months. In spite of this disappointment, the positive response it generated was reassuring. 

It seemed there was more than merely a desire for creativity and connection. There was a 

necessity for it. The juxtaposition of this Art Exchange along with a research interest in 

identity and practice compelled me to ask: Could an Art Exchange be utilized for 

professional development about identity and practice? As a teacher in Ohio I had already 

begun regarding my professional practice like my artwork. How might art making be 

uniquely prepared to assist teachers in reflecting on the important intersection of who 

they are with what they do? 



41 
 

 As a gallery teacher at the Blanton Museum of Art in Austin, I approached the 

Manager of School and Family Programs with my idea. Offering creative professional 

development and training opportunities is part of Anne’s work and she is in regular 

contact with Austin area art teachers. Armed with the artwork from my first exchange, I 

presented participation details and offered to collaborate with the Blanton in providing an 

Art Exchange for art teacher professional development. Anne was very receptive to the 

creative potential of this program, and suggested drawing up descriptive details to present 

to the Austin ISD’s Fine Arts Instructional Coordinator. Anne offered to arrange a 

meeting with the coordinator, explaining that an opportunity to directly market the 

exchange to Austin teachers was approaching at an upcoming quarterly department 

meeting.  

 As I began outlining the details of the exchange for this meeting and explaining it 

to others, I discovered I was struggling to concisely articulate how the Art Exchange 

would work. This struggle had been present as a participant in the first exchange, as well 

leading the attempted Art Exchange with friends. Both times confusion about logistics 

seemed to be resolved through a “learn as we went” method however in the case of a 

museum-sponsored workshop I needed to directly and clearly communicate the process 

of the workshop beforehand. Articulation about exchange logistics proved to be one of 

my steepest learning curves and was a hurdle that remained in place throughout the 

workshop.   
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 I hoped to discover a magic wand of clarity over time, but describing the program 

mechanics to the Austin ISD Fine Arts Instructional Coordinator was difficult as well. As 

we discussed the exchange she quickly picked up on the studio potential and expressed 

genuine interest in the creative possibilities of an Art Exchange. She seemed less clear on 

the ways an exchange might help teachers reflect on professional practice and expressed 

resistance to the idea of art teachers desiring a community platform outside of the district.  

After this meeting I realized I needed to step back from the loftier aims of the program 

and take measures to clarify the core principles of the program. I started by talking with 

former participants and practicing elevator pitches with friends. Anne and I met on 

multiple occasions, and her guidance was an integral part in developing a meaningful 

program presentation and workable schedule. On May 13, 2012 I submitted Art 

Exchange flyers inviting teachers to an orientation session on June 21st (Appendix A). 

Anne forwarded them to the Blanton’s network of teachers, and twelve teachers replied 

and registered for the orientation. 

 Of the twelve who signed up, seven teachers arrived for the orientation session on 

June 21st. This, and subsequent sessions, were held in one of the museum classrooms, 

which was ideal for art making and conversation. The orientation session was important 

because it was intended to provide teachers with a micro-version of the Art Exchange. I 

discovered preparing for the Art Exchange that describing its movement, or the actual 

exchanging of art, was the most difficult aspect of the workshop to convey accurately. 

For this reason, it was important to me that teachers visually and kinesthetically 
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experience the program before deciding to register for it. The creative and social 

atmosphere set the tone for a fun and enjoyable experience rather than stoic-sounding 

“professional development” workshop, and the teachers quickly relaxed into warm 

conversation upon arrival.  

  Teacher participants began the orientation session by creating a 4”x6” image that 

answered the question: “Who am I as a teacher?” Magazines, paper, and various other art 

media were available, and as teachers got to work I observed their delicate and thoughtful 

approaches during the simple ten-minute art activity. Post-creation the group shared their 

work and described the inspiration and reasoning behind their artistic choices. This part 

of the activity seemed straightforward and pleasing to them, and the chatter of 

conversation suggested they were eager to continue.   

Next, the art in each teacher’s hand was passed once to the left. Each teacher was 

asked to study the new image in front of them, and respond artistically to the question 

“Who am I as a teacher?” once more, this time as an artistic conversation with the teacher 

before them. This second exchange would require teachers to alter the work of the person 

before them in some way, and after this explanation I experienced a touch of nostalgia 

from my time as an elementary art teacher. Children and adults alike feel awkward 

working on another’s art and I realized I had not prepared the teachers for the possibility 

of having their artwork altered, or having to alter another’s themselves. Still, the creative 

possibilities and relative lack of investment in the orientation art pieces made it easy for 

the teachers to shrug off hesitation and be good-natured about this next step. Lynn, the 
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teacher who received my image, used black paper to cut out the negative profile of a face 

and lay it atop the colorful collage I had done. I wouldn’t realize until later, but this 

profile image would show up in two more of her artworks during the exchange. 

Apparently the side view of a face would become a powerful symbol for her as an artist 

and teacher. This second round of creation was followed with more conversation and then 

a question/answer session.  

The teachers seemed very interested in participating in the workshop activities, 

and had specific questions about what the methods and materials of the upcoming two 

weeks would be before our next session. During the question and answer session I made 

the decision to use audio instead of video recording during group sessions. A few of the 

teachers seemed open to, but visibly uncomfortable with the idea of video documentation. 

Anne supported my sentiment to use audio, citing that teachers would likely be more 

forthcoming with their sharing if they didn’t feel self-conscious.  

After the question and answer session I felt reassured that they generally 

understood how the exchange would work. I then presented them with Art Exchange 

packets. These packets included a pre and post survey, a participation letter, themes and 

art making directions for the upcoming sessions, as well as a consent form (Appendices 

B-F). Pending registration for the workshop, this packet outlined the next steps of the 

exchange, which included taking four 4”x6” blank bases home to serve as the foundation 

for exchangeable art-making. Two weeks later, at the first group session on July 7, the 

teachers would return with the four bases, one with their artwork on it to discuss.  
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In order to observe the ways art making might assist teachers in reflecting on 

identity and practice, I desired to identify themes that would inspire them to quickly 

select stories involving the intersection of identity and practice. I began by looking for 

resources on this topic, and utilized Parker Palmer’s book Courage to Teach (1999) as a 

guide for identifying art exchange themes. Palmer wrote extensively about the way a 

teacher’s sense of self shapes their practice, and his book focused on the three themes I 

selected for the art exchange, how sense of self, mentors, and students shape what a 

teacher does in the classroom. The themes for this exchange were Self portrait of a 

teacher, Portrait of a mentor and Portrait of the 21st century student.  

Unlike the previous Art Exchanges, which had been done entirely through mail 

with one theme, these art teachers would be meeting at the Blanton Museum of Art every 

two weeks for a physical face-to-face exchange of their art about multiple themes. These 

group sessions would provide teachers with opportunities to share and converse about 

their creative process, present their artwork, and tell stories from their personal and 

professional lives that inspired them during the process of creating their work. These 

sessions would also provide several opportunities for me to collect data. Anne suggested 

that these group sessions include an exchange of food potluck-style, since a relaxed 

atmosphere conducive for community sharing is often enhanced by the exchange of good 

food. After presenting the participants informational packets and general direction of the 

workshop, teachers were given a chance to register at the orientation or via my email. Six 

of the seven teachers present at the orientation registered for the workshop at the 
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orientation. Teachers were instructed to reflect on the themes of the exchange at home 

and bring materials to the next session to construct the four bases with which all art 

would be made. 

Making the Art Exchange Bases: June 22, 2012 
Teachers arrived at the Blanton Museum of Art at 5:00 pm on June 22nd. During 

this session, teachers created four 4”x6” bases as foundations for art making that would 

be exchanged through the group over the course of the next six weeks. The names of the 

six teachers who participated were Beth, Jessica, Lynn, Diane, Denise, and Dora (See 

Table 1 in Chapter 3). After the art bases were complete, we conducted our first 

exchange. I gave my blank bases to Beth, and received the bases from Lynn.  

The teacher participants were very similar demographically. They were all 

females between mid-thirties and mid-fifties. All but one were born and raised in Austin, 

and all participants taught art at the elementary level. The hour and half session began as 

teachers arrived with food and artwork to share. We decided early on that Anne’s role 

would be to moderate and offer program support as an observer. Anne participated in the 

discussions, however she did not make art and her conversation was only included within 

the data for context. Anne provided valuable feedback about the way the study was 

functioning as a professional development workshop, although she offered no feedback 

about components of the research.  

Structured conversation began roughly fifteen to twenty minutes into each 

session. The structured discussion allotted each teacher “floor time” to present their art 
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and discuss the stories that inspired its creation. I decided to use narrative connections to 

guide the discussion, as the first presenter shared their art and story, the others were 

tasked with identifying connections between the presenter’s stories and artwork with their 

own. As the presenting teacher wrapped up, teachers who had identified a connection 

would begin the next presentation by sharing the connection they found within the 

previous presenter’s stories. For example, a teacher named Jessica told a story about her 

goddaughter. After her presentation culminated, another teacher named Beth picked up 

with her presentation, because her story also had to do with a goddaughter. It was my 

hope that this process would highlight the paradoxical nature of community sharing—

individual stories were unique and special standing on their own, yet also made powerful 

by the way they could be connected.  

Teachers were more than willing to talk extensively about their work. While each 

teacher had varying comfort levels with the amount of time they were allotted for 

presentation, I discovered they generally felt very comfortable talking at length. During 

the first session we ran out of time, so in order to guide future presentations, I used a 

timer on my recording device that allotted teachers ten minutes each for presentation. 

There were naturally some qualitative differences between structure and 

unstructured discussion. I found that some of the most relaxed discussion happened 

during the unstructured conversation while eating. During unstructured conversation, the 

teachers seemed to gravitate towards casual and domestic interests such as 

cooking/recipes, family, and health. Conversation during this time was polite and 
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somewhat casual, however, I was struck by how natural and comfortable the teachers 

were from the beginning of the first session until the end of the exchange. This was in 

part because they were very similar in many ways and had quite a bit of common ground 

they recognized from the beginning of their time together. Anne also expressed, during 

and after the first session, that this above average comfort level among teachers was 

something she believed I helped to create as well.  

 I was understandably nervous to lead art teachers in this activity. I wanted to 

create a meaningful environment where they felt they were getting value for their time, 

could communicate freely and honestly, as well as respect me as a colleague and 

researcher. I was unsure how I might have been accomplishing what Anne was 

describing, and felt that if I was creating a comfortable atmosphere, it was on accident. 

However, I noted this and watched for it in future sessions. My understanding of Anne’s 

observation changed over the course of the workshop, and would play an important role 

in how I gleaned meaning from the data.   

Lastly, I sensed that the teachers found making art about identity and teaching 

practice enjoyable and inherently motivating. However, I observed during the first 

session they seemed somewhat unclear about the direction I was going or the benefits of 

making art about self and practice. This was partially expected since I had decided to 

withhold my research question from them in order to avoid subconsciously biasing their 

artwork or narratives. However, I also believed this gap in understanding was due in part 

to my earlier struggles with clearly outlining the workings of the exchange.  While the 
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teachers seemed on board after the orientation, I suspected during the first session that 

there was still confusion about the exchange goals and structure. Several teachers 

confirmed this during subsequent sessions, as be outlined in the next two sections of this 

chapter. 

With so much invested in creating a highly organized and engaging workshop, 

this miscommunication was embarrassing for me. I had hypothesized over time that this 

part of the activity would become clear as the teachers witnessed parts of their identity 

embedded within their art and storytelling. However, during the orientation I first began 

to realize the ways I would be learning about myself embedded within the practice of 

researcher, which will be outlined later in the data analysis section of this study. 

In spite of some initial confusion, the teachers excitedly exchanged the blank 

bases they had created with another teacher, thereby receiving a package of someone 

else’s blank bases to take home. Over the following two weeks, they would contemplate 

the blank bases, as well as the first theme: Self portrait of a teacher. Using any materials 

they chose, they would create art that responded to this theme, and bring it to the next 

group session at the Blanton Museum of Art on July 7th. At this session they would 

present their work, and explain the processes, materials, motivations, and inspirations 

involved with its creation. 

TEACHERS CREATING AN ART COMMUNITY 
Beth, Lynn, Diane, Denise, Jessica, and Dora met Anne and me at the Blanton 

Museum of Art each week armed with food and artwork to share. At the beginning of 
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each group session, the teachers chatted warmly with one another and laid out the food 

potluck-style. During the meal before the exchange and guided discussion, the teachers 

would talk with one another without direction from me. From the first session onward I 

noticed signs of compassionate relationships and a sense of belonging forming among 

this group of women. I hypothesized one reason for ease in the group might have been 

already established unity in demographic (See Table 1 in Chapter 3). They were all 

female, Caucasian, elementary school art teachers between their late thirties to early 

sixties. Identical gender, race, and teaching assignments made initial connections at the 

first session natural with minimal effort. 

During the first group session, Beth pulled me aside to share a gluten-free dish, 

because I had mentioned off-handedly the week prior of gluten and dairy intolerances. A 

few teachers had raved by Anne’s dish from the orientation, inspiring her to bring recipe 

printouts to the first exchange. I noted these gestures as significant, considering the 

relative newness of our relationships. The data presented in this section shows that 

belonging, sharing, validation, and community were reasons that teachers cited for 

joining the profession. They were also the reasons that emerged for joining the Art 

Exchange. 

The stories teachers told each week also uncovered connections they had with one 

another, and these connections over time became the foundation for budding 

relationships.  During the first group session, I observed that notably strong connections 

emerged between teachers who created art on one another’s bases. Working on a surface 
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created by someone else, assisted the teachers in learning personal details about one 

another. For example, Denise created artwork on Jessica’s flattened soda can (Figure 5) 

and these two teachers talked extensively about their shared interest in using Buddhist 

ideology in their art classroom, as well as an interest in recycling.  
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Figure 1: Denise’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 

 

Denise started off describing her artwork on Jessica’s base by saying: 

[Recycling is] something I always knew, but never experienced working in a 
 well-funded upper middle class school district. She’s [Jessica] is into 
 recycling because it’s a good thing to do, but also for necessity because of  her 
 very limited budget2. 

 
This comment validating Jessica’s relationship to recycling, as well as 

complimenting her thriftiness, inspired others in the group to connect it with their own 

experiences. Beth joked about dumpster diving as a new teacher, which made the group 

laugh knowingly, and Anne pointed out that many artists also struggle to bridge the gap 

between vision and finances.  Dora noticed that both Denise and Jessica used similar 

artistic styles to work “upwards from the bases” to make more three-dimensional pieces. 

Validation among one another was often contagious; once there was a spark, a light 

would follow. 

After Denise shared her artwork, Jessica took the opportunity to compliment her 

work, which surprised me with a touch of envy. Even in a formal setting, in a research 

role, the need to be validated bubbled up so strongly I jotted it down in my notes. Lynn, 

the teacher whose base I worked on, made mention later how much she liked my idea for 

bases, and wished she would have an opportunity to work on them. Whether she 

                                                
2 All conversation between researcher and teacher participants occurred on June 21st, July 7th, July 19th, and 
August 4th of 2012 
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unconsciously or consciously sensed my need for validation, her comment soothed me in 

much the same way I had experienced as a child in art class.  

Lynn would speak at the end of that first session, and would bring up many of the 

things I spoke of at the beginning when I worked on her base: 

I liked a lot of connections: First the (looking at me) little kid staring at the sky. I 
think all kids do that. I can remember thinking about what would happen if I fell 
off the earth. Not in a scary way, but you know, thinking about keeping going, 
and it would be dark. And I liked the quote… Who said that quote about the 
ordinary thought? That was an ordinary thought? 
 
The group responded that it had been me. “Yes, you know that kids stare at the 

sky and wonder, that was great,” replied Lynn.It was also appropriate that Dora worked 

on Beth’s base of chicken eggshells (Figure 4). Both teachers instantly connected on a 

variety of domestic interests: 

I love animals… I always have… and a bird. It’s inside an outline of a 
 dinosaur because it’s remembering where we come from. Whenever I see 
 Grackles I always think ‘Oh look at you, you little dinosaur…’  
 
 Dora explained the moon and the clouds symbolized her tendency to stay up late: 

“I always have since I was a little tiny person you know, I’ve just always been a night 

owl.” Beth indicated she stays up late as well, and Dora nodded as she shared fond 

memories as a child of not being able to sleep, simply sitting in her bedroom looking out 

the window at the moon. 

 “You know, and I also glued a moth in here, and it was already dead.”  

This caused the group to laugh uproariously and Dora smiled: “If anyone is worried about 

that, I had found it and had thought it would look really good with the egg shell because 
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I’m always finding these little things… these little bugs… and I kind of collect them in 

little jars.” Beth excitedly acknowledged she does the same and has created a collection 

of cicadas. Beth mentioned she used to pin cicadas on her shirt, and Dora shared she and 

her cousin used to have a competition to see who could collect the most. Dora and Beth 

laugh over these shared memories. 

 Sharing, a sense of validation, and belonging were themes that the teachers also 

indicated were important reasons for signing up for the Art Exchange in the first place. 

Journal writing and surveys were optional to the study, so teachers chose varying levels 

of interaction with both written forms of expression. Jessica, Beth, Lynn, and Denise 

filled out the pre-study survey and expressed similar sentiments about community and 

belonging when signing up for the exchange. Beth wrote: “I thought it would be 

interesting to dialog with you and other art teachers.” Denise and Jessica indicated they 

had both signed up for an opportunity to exchange ideas and learn more about one 

another and the teaching profession. Lynn shared she had a tendency to become a hermit 

in the summers in order to catch up on studio time she missed during the school year. She 

found the social aspect of the Art Exchange appealing: “I love the Blanton . . . and this 

seemed to be [an experience] that would get me downtown once in a while.”  

 Additionally, sharing conversation with others became more than a reason to sign 

up for the exchange, but also the reason they stated most for becoming teachers. Denise 

cited artistry as a core part of our experience in her pre-survey: “I think art is so intrinsic 

to the human need to express and communicate. I want to be deeply involved by 
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experiencing, and being a guide for this form of visual expression.” Beth shared that she 

had spent a large part of her youth traveling and visiting museums, experiences that 

inspired her to share that knowledge. To Denise and Beth, art was a communication, and 

this was a theme Diane elaborated on further in her journal. She knew she wanted to 

become a teacher during her first art class in college: “I love sharing ideas . . . I want 

students to learn about a culture or an artist, but I want to also learn more about who they 

are as people.” Lynn reflected Diane’s sentiments about sharing within a learning 

community in her pre-survey: “[Teaching is] a good way to combine my ‘art’ interests 

and ‘serving community,’ or being involved in a community.” She described this as being 

a “useful artist,” or extending her artistic knowledge beyond making an art object, 

towards a means for serving and creating community. Jessica, the teacher who talked 

about the Buddhist concept of “Namaste,” wrote about this being the professional 

achievement of which she was most proud: “Every child at my school knows I love and 

respect them. We begin and end each class with ‘Namaste,’ which means ‘The light in 

me sees the light in you.’” Jessica’s interest in creating a community of emotional 

belonging was something the other teachers all complimented her for as well.  

TEACHERS CREATING RELATIONSHIPS: STORIES ABOUT FAMILY AND FRIENDS 
The first week I opted to launch the presentations in order to set the tone for the 

conversation. The group was already demographically tight-knit, and my own 

experiences feeling somewhat isolated as an art teacher lead me to believe that the 

teachers would quickly utilize the chance to talk candidly and honestly with one another. 
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I prepared an artwork and narrative to share that put me in a somewhat vulnerable 

position with the others. It was also my hope that presenting first would remove pressure, 

and as familiarity over the course of the workshop grew, trust and comfort levels would 

also grow. The first session’s artwork explored the theme Self portrait of a teacher, and 

teachers were asked to create an artwork that told a story about how they saw themselves 

in the teaching profession.  

As the group settled down each week with a plate a food, I began by outlining the 

way the exchange discussion would circulate. In order to strike a balance between formal 

presentation and natural conversation, I encouraged teachers to search for and identify 

connections between their artwork and associated stories as they listened to my 

presentation. The direction of artwork presentation would be determined by these 

highlighted connections.  

My first artwork (Figure 2) was constructed on one of Lynn’s bases made from 

pages of a child’s storybook. The base inspired me to make a portrait recounting a 

childhood memory. The base I selected had blue sky and white wispy clouds, which went 

along well with my portrait and story. In the second grade, I recalled a sunny spring day 

laying in my parent’s front yard watching clouds pass over. I remembered feeling 

strongly, for what would be the first of many times in my life that I had something 

important to do with my time here. I didn’t know what that would be, but the clarity and 

certainty of this feeling left an impression on me. That childhood memory helped inform 

many decisions in my life, especially as a teacher. I remembered thinking everyone had 
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talking voices in their head, and as I grew up, I developed an acute awareness of the 

social awkwardness that accompanied “listening to voices.” I began ignoring them as a 

way to better fit in with my friends as well as at school. 

I also liked that Lynn’s base had her school’s name stamped on it. The contrast of 

the institutional marking with the childlike artwork was important to my story, so I used a 

yellow marker to highlight the school stamp on the base. Lastly, I added a quote from a 

movie that had been playing during the artwork creation: “You’re going to see how 

unordinary I can be.” 
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Figure 2: Rebecca Borrell’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 
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Jessica explained that like me, her artwork was shaped by strong emotions and 

memories from her childhood. As she described the importance of family in her life, she 

transitioned to present-day, and shared a story about taking care of her father after 

surgery: “Um, I’ve been spending time with my Dad because he’s had this surgery… 

And I’m about to start my period and I feel like I don’t know, I feel like I’m gonna cry.” I 

noted her voice cracking and I responded with empathy, since I am the same way and the 

group laughed warmly in support. The group displayed no outward signs of discomfort 

from either of our displays of emotion or vulnerability. Jessica moved forward 

comfortably from that point, telling a string of stories connected tangentially about her 

Father’s health, feelings about spirituality, her sibling’s love for animals growing up, and 

on to a quote from the movie Animal House which inspired her artwork. 

Jessica’s portrait was very abstract (Figure 2). She expressed nervousness that she 

had thought too far outside of the box and the group responded with resounding support 

for her extremely creative and abstract interpretation of the theme: 

I guess I see the interconnectedness of everything, and my Dad being that way 
too, and you know, to quote Animal House, ‘You mean there really could be a 
universe inside my thumbnail?’ You know they just had this incredible long 
discussion about that! I mean, that was inside someone’s body. That’s always 
stuck with me, and at random times it will just come out in some form or fashion. 
 

 Throughout Jessica’s reflection the group laughed riotously. In contrast to her 

earlier express of sadness, she beamed and laughed along with the group. Her Animal 

House analogy seemed like an apt metaphor for our group. In spite of the small scale of 
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the exchange, the art, stories and experiences the teachers shared seemed like universes 

all our own.  

 Connecting with one another through stories about family continued during many 

of the art presentations. Dora’s voice softened while presenting her first artwork (Figure 

3), drawn with sharpies that were given to her along with her grandmother’s sewing 

machine: “It’s kind of like a tribute to her ‘because every time I would see her she would 

say to me… ‘Are you sewing? Are you making anything for yourself?’  

 Beth’s voice became serious as she read a favorite quote to lead-in to a coming of 

age story about creating her own life, even against the wishes of her father:  

The future turns out to be something you make instead of find. It isn’t waiting 
 around for your arrival… either with an arrest warrant or a band nor is it any 
 further away than the next sentence, the next best guess, the next sketch for 
 the painting of a life portrait that might become a masterpiece. The future is an 
 empty canvas or a blank sheet of paper… and if you have the courage of your 
 own thought and your own observation you can make of it what you will. 
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Figure 3: Jessica’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 
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Figure 4: Dora’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 
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Beth explained that at times she felt pressured to be a certain way for her family. 

Her father sternly advised her when she was a young woman: “You’re 21, you should be 

getting married, and you should break up with that guy and find a husband!” Beth shared 

the sting of that comment, even a few decades later, and how remaining true to herself 

and creating her own life had been important:  

 I’ve got a job, I’ve got a house, I [was] feeling pretty good about what I [was]
 doing, and it really hurt my feelings. He was worried about my security so I 
 totally understood that but I felt like he was dishing me. And my mother said… 
 ‘I don’t care if you ever get married. As long as you’re happy in what you do.’ 
 And to me, that really was an inspiration, because I felt really devastated when he 
 said that.  

 
Lynn piped up in admiration: “You had a house when you were 21?” Beth 

humbly admitted she did, and the group joined in with Lynn’s wonderment. Just as the 

group piped in to support Jessica when she expressed vulnerability over abstracting her 

artwork “too much” and they did the same with Beth. This would become a pattern in and 

of itself within the data. When teachers expressed vulnerability it was often followed with 

supportive responses from the others. 

 During the second session, Lynn talked about family as well and a hint of pride 

could be detected in her voice while citing her artist grandmother as one of the driving 

inspirations behind making art as a child, as well as being able to go to college: 

She was always very supportive she encouraged me to go to art school, and 
 she paid my tuition. She was very encouraging, and she taught me a lot of  things. 
 I always used to watch her, paint next to her, and copy her. And she would say: 
 ‘No, no don’t copy me, draw this landscape.’ And I would say: ‘Well I learn 
 more if I copy you,’ and she would say: ‘No, no don’t copy me.’ 
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Lynn’s story of reverence also elicited a supportive response from the group, who 

murmured compliments towards Lynn’s grandmother for offering the gift of a university 

degree. Lynn modestly shared that her grandmother had not been able to go to college, 

and so sending Lynn there had been an important priority. 

 Relationships outside of family were mentioned as well, when Dora used one of 

my bases to incorporate a poem gifted her to her by an elderly customer to the Fresh Plus 

convenience store. She worked at this store during her undergraduate studies. The group 

hushed as she became slightly choked up while reading the heartfelt words (Figure 5): 

Confluence 

Dora, my friend at the Fresh Plus grocery, about half as big as a minute, 
diminutive (a nice word) believes that things will work out. She’s twenty. Easier 
to believe at twenty. We confer beneath dark December skies on art, life, love. I 
give her poetry, show her my drawings. We have a connection as they say—this 
shaggy old man of seventy with a slight savor of bitterness— or sadness—  about 
him and this child-still-of-God who looks the world in the eye standing barely to 
its shoulder. She will go from here and I will stay. Meanwhile we bring things to 
each other, tangible and otherwise, sharing across the distance of our years, 
guiding each other as our journey continues. 
 
 I live one street over from that grocery store and patronize it regularly. Every 

time I buy groceries, I imagine Dora standing at her cash register, chatting with this 

elderly sweet poet who has since passed away. In this way, the stories of familial and 

friendly connections also gave way to connections between the teachers as well. 



66 
 

 

Figure 5: Dora, Portrait of a mentor 
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While family relationships routinely came up in conversation, family also became 

a direct part of the last group session when Denise brought her infant granddaughter 

Ellie.  Ellie was very alert and enjoyed the attention as the group shared presentations. 

The group was impressed with her calm happy demeanor, and Denise proudly beamed in 

confirmation of her granddaughter’s happy attitude. Sharing this outside relationship 

during presentations seemed to warm the energy of the group, and therefore also warm 

the tone of the stories they told.  

At one point in the presentations, Jessica bounced Ellie on her knees as Beth told 

a story about the fear that emerged when working with special needs students. In the 

middle of the story, Ellie cooed as Beth explained: “We haven’t really been trained (then 

changed her voice to acknowledge the cooing) for muffins like her” as she reached out 

and patted Ellie on the head. The group laughed, and I noted that it seemed as if a young 

child’s presence encouraged the teachers to keep their energy even more positive than in 

the prior session.  

As Dora told a story about a student surprising her with a sweet note, she said: “I 

thought you hated art and you’re giving me this…”  

“I know! Right?” exclaimed the others in unison, which caused Ellie to smile and 

laugh. This inspired the group to respond in kind by cooing and getting excited.  

“It’s funny when they do that,” said Beth, continuing on with the teaching 

conversation: “I got a new student from California in the fifth grade, and we were doing 

this really complex project she just started screaming: I CAN’T DO THIS!!!! And I was 



68 
 

like: OKAY! And I’m trying to help her along, and I’m trying to figure out what’s in her 

mind…” 

Ellie’s granddaughter laughed loudly at Beth, and Anne quipped in wonderment: 

“And she’s still laughing!” “I know!” laughed Beth. “Funny bunch of people!” and the 

group joined in laughter as well. This back and forth between storytelling, artistic 

presentation and attention to Ellie created a gentler conversational dynamic. I found it 

interesting how widening the community age gap to include a baby instantly altered the 

energy of the stories being shared. At one point Jessica pointed out that Ellie seemed to 

like the group’s energy, and I noted it also seemed like the group enjoyed Ellie’s as well. 

This extension of energy beyond their own interests to nurture Ellie was not just evident 

in the relationship towards Denise’s granddaughter, but also occurred amongst the 

teachers themselves.   
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TEACHERS CREATING ART: STORIES ABOUT BEING AN ARTIST 
	   My experiences as an elementary art teacher lead me to hypothesize that an Art 

Exchange might first appeal to art teachers because they desired more time for artistic 

creation. The job of any teacher consists of much more than teaching. Email 

communication, meetings, grading, filing, cleaning, and organizing take up as much, if 

not more, of a teacher’s time than planning and working directly with students. 

Additionally, the energetic toll of teaching is often more than physical, but emotional as 

well. Beth sparked emphatic laughter from the group when explaining her own personal 

discovery with the energetic drain of teaching:  

You know one of the reasons that I even thought [about] being an art teacher is 
that I thought it would fun. You know I was a studio major, and I thought well 
this could be fun! [As a studio major] I would stay up in my apartment all night 
long, till 3 or 4 in the morning you know working . . . working . . . working, no 
interruptions… but you know (chuckle) it didn’t occur to me that they [the 
students] would suck me dry! You know by the time I would get home, it would 
just be like…. Watch television. And I’d never been much of a TV watcher. 

 
 “So I’m not the only one? I’m like barely walking,” replied Jessica. 
 
 “Yeah, you know it wasn’t like they were doing it intentionally. So many 

different things are going on you forget how much energy you’re expending. Really,” 

continued Beth. Anne added that the energy teachers expend is always more than 

physical. Expending creative, emotional, intellectual and even spiritual energy is part of 

being a good teacher. 

 This depletion of energy is often one of the reasons teachers cite for failing to 

make artwork as much as before they began work in the classroom. The artwork teachers 

made in the exchange became very important to them. Even though the workshop was 
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marketed as an exchange of artwork, all the teachers expressed a desire at the end of the 

workshop to keep the artwork they had made. For this reason, this section’s data will be 

organized by teacher in order to highlight their artistic preferences, personality, and 

unique way of making and storytelling. 

Lynn’s Art 
 Lynn was a sixty-year-old art teacher who has been working as a K-5 art teacher 

in Austin ISD for twelve years. She indicated on her pre-survey she had been an art 

teacher on and off for twenty years between Utah and Texas. Her personal hobbies and 

interests included reading children’s literature, magic and historical novels, researching 

myths, fairy tales and ancient stories, as well as collecting children’s books. These 

interests emerged in her artwork. Each of Lynn’s artworks used symbolism coupled with 

an element of mystery, which offered viewers suggestions about meaning while leaving 

space for open interpretation. Lynn used discarded children’s book pages in her personal 

art all the time, and they inspired the bases that she created for the Art Exchange as well.  

 Lynn made a suggestion to me at the end of the exchange. She said that she would 

have loved to have had the opportunity to work on everyone’s bases. There were four 

group sessions and six teacher participants, so each teacher’s bases only circulated 

through four sets of hands for creation. Lynn explained she liked the idea of my blank 

cards and envelopes, which I hypothesized might have been due in part to her interest in 

story and written word. 



71 
 

 Lynn was soft-spoken although not shy. She listened more than spoke during 

open conversation periods, and when presenting artwork, selected her words slowly and 

carefully with what appeared to be a lot of forethought. She was the oldest in the group, 

and by my observation she owned that role well. She seemed comfortable in her own skin 

and confident in her explanations about artistic decisions. Throughout the many 

conversations among the teachers, she seemed able to intuitively read beneath the 

surface, and responded with a level of compassion and wisdom that by my assessment 

came from years of life experience.  

 Lynn’s first two bases were very similar (Figures 6 and 7). They both included 

trees borrowed from shapes already on the bases. In the first artwork Self portrait of a 

teacher, Lynn included dual face forms and a question mark alongside the tree trunk that 

Diane had put on the base:  

I focused on the negative spaces of Diane’s base. I really liked these shapes 
(pointing to the shapes between the tree trunk and border of artwork.) They look 
kind of like faces. I used children’s books, I got all of these, I scarf up all  of 
these when the librarian throws them away. I go through and get all the nice ones. 
 
Lynn also wrote about duality in her pre-survey: “I love teaching art and my 

community there. But I wish I had ‘two selves.’ I feel I neglect my ‘artist self’ and wish I 

could dedicate more of my energies to progress.” During the group session, she explained 

the two faces were a metaphor for her life:  

I realized that’s how I lived my life. You know in the summer when I have time I 
always think these negative thoughts. Like, if I could go back in time I would 
think about what I really want to BE and I would have aimed myself better. That’s 
just how I approach life. I try this and I try that. I stuck with teaching. I knew I 
wanted to be an artist, but I didn’t know what, I didn’t know there was such a job, 
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but um I approach my art like that. I don’t even know what’s going to happen. I 
liked how a question mark appeared on the face on the right. I used a discarded 
book page. It could be a self-portrait as a teacher. Who’s got the question? When 
you’re teaching, it’s about relationships and dialogue, but this artwork is more to 
provoke thought than to tell a story. 

 
Her “little of this and little of that” approach seemed to emerge in her other 

artworks as well. Whether a coincidence or more, in Lynn’s second artwork, “Portrait of 

a Mentor” she described dual mentors: her grandmother and a former art teacher: 

 I responded by making a vine on the tree as sort of a metaphor for the tree as 
 the mentor, and the vine represents guidance… the mentor is guide that 
 encourages us to grow more. Uh, that’s it. I just used ink and I’m in love with 
 these new ink pens. 
 
 The group cooed over the pens and began asking Lynn questions about the 

quality, where to find them and the brand. Rather than discuss a philosophical topic like 

we did during the first week, Lynn’s ensuing conversation about art supplies was clearly 

engaging to the teachers. It reminded me that sharing information about art materials 

could be just as meaningful as reflecting on big ideas. 



73 
 

 

Figure 6: Lynn’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 
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Figure 7: Lynn’s art, Portrait of a mentor 
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Figure 8: Lynn’s art, Portrait of a student (both sides) 

Lynn’s last artwork: Portrait of a student (Figure 8) was visually very different 

from the first two. It was also the most difficult for her because she struggled to 

meaningfully combine her personal style with the flattened soda can. Other teachers ran 

into limitations and frustration as well, from working on bases that were very different 

from their own personal stylistic comfort zone. Lynn received Jessica’s flattened soda 
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can. Unlike Denise who had felt inspired by its three-dimensional possibilities, Lynn 

candidly shared that she found it to be “very hard.” 

 “I had thought and thought and thought and thought… what does this can have to 

do with kids, you know?” Jessica apologized, and Lynn emphatically responded: “No, 

no! It’s good because it made me think hard.” Lynn explained that her goddaughter had 

posted the quote “Be a gardener, be a lamp, or be a ladder” on Facebook, which had stuck 

with her. Taking that quote alongside the soda can, Lynn explained that having to work 

with the difficult properties of the flattened can became a metaphor for working with 

students.  

 “Were you talking about the kid that you’re so glad when they graduate?” she 

asked looking at Beth. The group laughed. “I mean there are kids like that! And you have 

to…” Lynn trailed off and Beth finished her sentence… “I want to give them a SHOVE!” 

The laughter continued and Lynn said: 

 Right. And even though there are kids like that you HAVE to . . . You know you 
 have to, you know even though it’s a smashed can, you have to treat it just 
 like if it was a beautiful canvas. You know I HAD to still honor it, and (light 
 laugh) plant a garden.  
 
Lynn complimented Jessica’s decision to put small pieces of plants into the soda can 

saying that she “really got into that part” and had added some of her own. In spite of her 

struggle with the can, Lynn managed to still incorporate her trademark clip from a 

children’s picture book on the back of the can, imbuing its rawness with some of her 

gentle child-like touch. 
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Dora’s Art 
 Dora opted out of the pre-survey thereby keeping her demographic information 

private. Like Lynn, Dora was soft-spoken, and selected her words carefully and 

deliberately when sharing. She appeared to me to be a little shy, although this did not 

hinder her from candid storytelling. Her delivery at times felt child-like and innocent, 

which added sweetness to many of the stories she shared. While Lynn’s artwork was rife 

with metaphor, Dora’s artworks were collages of images that directly represented various 

aspects of her personal and professional life.  Her first two artworks combined images in 

an almost linear way, and her last artwork utilized more overlapping images to create a 

collage. 

 As mentioned in the previous section, Dora received Beth’s base of foam core 

layered with eggshells for her first artwork (Figure 2). She explained that this base 

attracted her the most because of the shared love she and Beth had for raising chickens.  

Some of the images Dora used in her first artwork about being a teacher were inspired 

from her childhood, and she shared with the group that she still felt very connected to her 

child-self, and therefore to her students: 

 I was just kind of thinking about who I am and what I’m bringing when working 
with little children. I remember so much about my childhood, and  about being a 
little kid, that I feel like I connect with them you know? I’m weird and they’re 
weird, and we make all these weird connections. You know it’s such a surreal 
thing sometimes, because I’ll make connections with these  kids, I get that joke, 
and you know it’s not funny but we totally… [she trails off and shifts gears]… I 
don’t know how to explain it. 

 
 Denise and Jessica both acknowledged feeling the same way, and Jessica 

expressed a belief that making art provided opportunity for children to show more of who 
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they are, than they could during regular classroom time. Dora agreed: “Yeah I feel like 

you really get to know the kids through their artwork and they get to know you through 

yours, you know when you’re doing a demonstration….” Jessica laughed at this and 

mimics her students’ admiration for the art teacher’s demo art making: “Ooooohhhh…. 

Aaaahhhh!” and the whole group laughed in unison, sharing in a warm feeling inspired 

by awestruck children. 

 Dora’s connection to her youth emerged in her second and third artworks as well. 

She received my blank card and envelope for Portrait of a mentor. She had created 

artwork (Figure 9), about two mentors, one an elderly poet who visited her at the Fresh 

Plus where she was a cashier during college, and the second from a student who was in a 

particularly difficult class to manage her first year of teaching. On the cover of the 

envelope she wrote: “One’s destination is never a place, but a new way of seeing things” 

by Henry Miller, an appropriate quote since her stories shared the way this child and 

elderly mentor helped reshape her perspective on life and teaching. 

I had to reference my notes for the stories she told regarding this artwork. Each 

evening after the group session I replayed the conversation recording in order to jot down 

initial impressions of what was discussed. My recording device cut off Dora’s story from 

the second group session, and I was unable to document her stories verbatim. Dora’s 

artwork from the second session was very involved however, and there was a lot of 

information packed into the tiny envelope, a photocopy of two letters, a letter she wrote 
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to her mentors, as well as a decorated envelope. The contents of the envelope itself, were 

infused with Dora’s child-like nature, such as the teddy bear and stitched hearts.  

 

Figure 9: Dora’s art, Portrait of a mentor 
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 During the third week, Portrait of a student (Figures 10 and 11) she worked from 

Lynn’s storybook pages, and explained to the group that she was inspired by the act of 

honoring and preserving children’s artwork: “They’ll say ‘I can’t take this home because 

my mom will make me throw it away, or we don’t have room we’re moving…’ and I’m 

like,  ‘Okay I’ll take it.’ And I’ll go right then and put it up on the wall.” Dora explained 

that the artwork given to her over the year becomes instant decoration for her classroom, 

and she learned to see beyond the formal qualities of her student’s artwork:  

 You know they’re not like the best of all of them. I took the best ones to the 
 YAM [Youth Art Month] show this year but… looking… LOOKING at them on 
 the walls like these ones where the kid is just like layers of I don’t know… 
 just layers of oil pastel and paint and it looks like a mess but then you look at 
 it from afar and it’s like WOW! That’s VERY expressive! You can tell almost 
 like what’s going on in this child’s world. 
 

Dora explained that she was thinking of these students when looking at Lynn’s bases. She 

became inspired by one of the bases that had the words: It left behind on my hand a 

powdery dust… butterfly dust my sister Sue said, and the morning cloak stayed.  

“I don’t why,” said Dora, “but all those words kind of made me think of some of 

the tougher students that I have this past year.” She pointed to the library stamp 

“withdrawn” and the butterfly on the page and explained that viewing her tougher 

students as caterpillars before metamorphosis has helped her view them through a 

positive lens: 

 I couldn’t choose just one student either. There are so many that are just 
 hilarious or frustrating or whatever. They’re all equally part of why I do what 
 I do you know, and it’s like they leave behind their powdery dust. 
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This analogy caused the group to laugh. Dora laughed with them, but returned to her 

point about keeping artwork from as many students as possible, hoping they remembered 

how she treated them, and that they came away feeling like they mattered as an 

individual.  
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Figure 10: Dora’s art, Portrait of a student (front) 
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Figure 11:  Dora’s art, Portrait of a student (back) 
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Denise’s Art 
 Denise became an art teacher later in life, first working in human resources 

outside of the art field, and then giving tours at the Blanton Museum of Art. She is in her 

ninth year of teaching elementary art in Austin. Denise seemed to be the pragmatist of the 

group. She had a very matter of fact way of telling stories and making art. Of all the 

teachers here, Denise’s art had a consistent and identifiable style that emerged in each of 

her artworks. Her art consisted primarily of collaged images, of which she was adept at 

tying together in a harmonious way. Her collages each worked together as a unified 

piece, and her artworks always elicited compliments from the group. During the second 

group session Anne made a thoughtful comment about Denise’s artistic style: “You’re 

telling us all these layers of meaning but it also functions on its own as an image.” Denise 

admitted that it was intentional. 

 In her Self portrait of a teacher (Figure 1), she worked from one of Jessica’s 

flattened soda cans. She attached two-dimensional images pop-up style to create a 

diorama of her journey in becoming an art teacher. Denise wrote in her pre-survey that 

never giving up on her dream to be an art teacher, in spite of the years it took, was the 

professional achievement of which she was most proud. When she looked at Jessica’s 

recycled soda cans it inspired her to think of the many things that can be recycled for new 

uses, including the human life. “What she [Jessica] did was layer hot glue so it was 

translucent and you could still see through the bases of the can. So I thought—recycled 

self-portrait you know?” Denise described that each image on the can represented an 
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important phase towards her dream of being an art teacher. She ended by describing the 

koi fish:  

When I do my own art for some reason I paint koi. The koi are circling her, 
because that’s being true to myself with what I want to do personally. I do  acrylic 
and watercolor predominantly with the koi. I wrote on the back: ‘Recycling 
transcends objects, you can recycle your goals, and career and transform 
yourself.’ 
 
Whether it was intentional or not, Denise’s artworks were all associated with a  

lesson. For the second session: Portrait of a mentor (Figure 12), Denise created a 

humorous collage about two art teachers, with the statement: Believe in yourself and 

others will too. She worked from one of Dora’s bases, which had a person with a stick 

mask covering the face. She decided to conceal the face with the happy Buddha image 

and secured a gem to it. “I took a photo in college to my professor who hardly gave out 

any compliments whatsoever. About once a semester he would go, ‘That’s a gem.’ And 

that’s all he would say. And you knew what he meant.” 

Denise said she always knew she could draw, but never felt validated until 

meeting her high school art teacher. Denise created a sculpture of a giraffe that her 

teacher wanted to send to an art show: 

She was going to send it out and ship it to this art show because she felt it was 
that good. I don’t know where, but it wasn’t any place my family would be able to 
go. So I asked, can I take it home to show my family? She really didn’t want me 
to do that, but said ‘Alright.’ So I brought it home to show my family. They loved 
it. I set it down by my door in my bedroom, and I got up in the middle of the night 
and knocked it over and cracked it. And that was it. 
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Figure 12: Denise’s art, Portrait of a mentor 
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 Denise’s last sentiment ‘and that was it’ was also indicative of her practical 

demeanor, when she told stories she retained an even keel as if she understood that no 

matter what happens in life: “It is what it is.” The last artwork she created, Portrait of a 

student (Figure 13), was inspired by the culturally diverse population at her school. Like 

Lynn, Denise admitted that the last one had been difficult for her: 

I had a really hard time with this one. And it was on the kitchen island for so long 
all the pieces were everywhere and it was really tough. When I was thinking of a 
student, there are so many students I didn’t know what to do, or who to choose. 
Our school is getting the highest number of immigrants and diversity of 
immigrants than any other school in AISD right now. 

 
Inspired by the multiculturalism at her school and her inability to pick just one or 

two students to make art about, Denise decided to make a portrait of a multicultural 

student, highlighting many shades of skin: 

 African American, Hispanic, Asian, and Caucasian. I made this little face and I 
 thought, you know all my kids are like that. I put them on this magical 
 journey—there’s this floating Tea Cup and all of this is various art, 
 architecture, and painting. I want to take them you know on this journey and 
 leave this with them. 
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Figure 13: Denise’s art, Portrait of a student 
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Beth’s Art   
 Beth had thirty-four years of teaching experience, the most in the group. She was 

fifty-seven years old, a born and raised Austinite with a charismatic, confident, and 

energetic personality. Beth used humor often in her stories and during unstructured 

conversation, being the spark that got the others rolling in laughter. Beth appeared to be 

very comfortable working with many mediums. All of her art seemed to be playfully 

experimented with, but her ideas always reflected the wisdom she had presumably gained 

over her career. 

 Beth was thrown off a little in the first week when she received my set of blank 

cards and envelopes, which had been inspired by a box of student letters my mother sent 

me from my five years teaching elementary school art in Ohio. I had suggested those who 

received my bases to consider how they might write a letter back to one or more students. 

Beth blended her characteristic honesty with humor when sharing frustration over this 

first exchange. Beth brought with her a copy of a letter she had received from a student 

that served as the inspiration for her artistic response (Figures 14 and 15): 

 Dear Mrs. Beth,  
 You are sooooo artistic. Keep teaching miracles to kids.  
 
 [Anne interrupts with a resounding ‘WOW”] 
 
  I like doing the people with wire. You’re an awesome teacher, please teach as 
 long as you live, and don’t give up. 
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 “So anyway I’m thinking you know, oh man I’ve got to write a LETTER to her? 

So I worked on this for a long time. I was like, ugghhhhhh!” Beth laughed and added, 

“So here’s my LETTER!” 

 Dear Ingrid,  
 
 Discovering with you and the other students is one of my biggest  pleasures. 
 Exploring artists, art styles, techniques, cultures, and various media 
 together is fun and exciting to share and investigate. Dialoguing about our 
 learning experiences, joys and frustrations… 
  
 Beth departs from letter to add: “So I’m sharing my frustrations!”   
 
 She returns to reading: 
 
 … are one of the ways we grow. I intend to continue teaching, sharing and 
 inspiring students for some time to come, how lucky I am to have students like 
 you that want to pursue their passions. Don’t YOU ever stop either my dear. 
 
Along with her letter, Beth created an accordian book with collage images that 

represented some of the ways she viewed herself as a teacher, as well as many 

inspirational quotes that she collected to use in her classroom (Figure 15). Beth and I 

discovered we shared a love for collecting quotes. After the session she sent an email to 

me that combined her favorite links to online quotes.   
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Figure 14: Beth’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 

 

	   	  

Figure 15: Beth’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 



93 
 

	  

Figure 16: Beth’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 
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 During the second session, Portrait of a mentor (Figure 17), Beth candidly 

explained that she did not bring much of a story to share, and had felt most inspired by 

responding to the materials of the storybook page bases she received from Lynn. As Beth 

described her artistic process, an interesting bit of synchronicity emerged. Both she and 

Denise had glued a small gem into their artwork, as a metaphor for their mentor: 

It reminded me of watercolor. I did some little watercolors and tore a little  bit too. 
It had something on the back so I had to do something on the back. It says “birds, 
eggs, nest,” and there is a bird’s nest right outside my back door that has had 
cardinals. It was reconfigured this last year by house wrens an there are little bitty 
birds in there, and they are verrrry loud! (Beth laugh) and they SING late and 
night and early in the morning and they keep you awake sometimes. So I took a 
little bit from the nest. Then I had this fabric and I wove it together and I added 
some buttons. Then I put a gem in mine. I was thinking as teachers we do have 
those little gems that help us, and those gems are our mentors. 

 

Beth’s last artwork, Portrait of a student (Figure 18), was created on one of Diane’s 

bases. Each of Diane’s bases included a center point or roots to symbolize the act of 

remaining true to our core beliefs. Beth started in the center with a button and added 

different elements spiraling outwards as representations of the diversity of things she 

hoped to expose her students to. She explained her materials, citing the extra use of wire 

because wire sculpting was a project she and her students especially enjoyed. Overall, 

Beth seemed to balance herself between attitudes of thoughtfulness and playfulness. She 

shared stories about some influential teachers, but also talked about the art materials she 

used and their inherent worth: 
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Figure 17: Beth’s art, Portrait of a mentor (front and back) 
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 I added some leaves so that it would have a branching out, and then I added a 
 little on the back too. I added to the background because she had left it blank. 
 I had a hand holding the bamboo and then branches coming out and stuff, but 
 it was FUN!  
 
When Dora complimented her on the addition of the bell hanging from the top, Beth’s 

response was forthright: “You know I’ve had that for a long time and I thought, ‘Oh this 

will be good.’ ” 
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Figure 18: Beth’s art, Portrait of a student 

 Beth indicated on her pre-survey that she hadn’t spent much time on her own art 

recently. In spite of being an astute conversationalist, I wondered if Beth enjoyed the art 

making even more than the conversing. She posited at the end of the exchange that she 

really liked the pieces she created, and would have enjoyed keeping her own. The 

teachers received their four 4”x6” bases back with four different teachers’ art on them, 

rather than keeping the work they did. I jotted her recommendation down for future 

exchanges, should the possibility of doing this workshop with Austin ISD teachers in the 

upcoming school year present itself. 

Jessica’s Art 
 Jessica was an art teacher from Leander ISD, a district just north of Austin. She 

was forty-seven years old and had been teaching for fifteen years. Jessica indicated in her 

pre-survey that she signed up for the workshop because it sounded like a fun way to gain 

self-knowledge as well as thinking about the teaching profession. This motivation 

emerged in her art as well. Jessica was a deep thinker, often connecting her artwork to big 

ideas in spirituality, the environment, school politics, and her own personal development. 

She courageously shared feelings about a variety of topics, and displayed incredible 

empathy for her students as well as others in the group. Jessica was very comfortable 

with abstraction and using non-traditional materials. Her bases were flattened soda cans, 

which challenged the group in a very positive way, and her own artworks were rich in 

context and metaphor.  In previous sections I intentionally focused on the teachers 
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describing their artistic processes, and saved their stories about big ideas for the third 

section of this chapter. However Jessica enjoyed talking about ideas more than materials. 

For that reason this section will includes less about her artistic process and more about 

the ideas behind her process. 

 In her first artwork Self portrait of a teacher (Figure 2), Jessica worked from 

Dora’s bases, and selected one that had a close-up photo of a molecule. She glued a 

spiked rubber ball that glowed in the dark to the surface of the base. This became the 

focal point of the piece and had a variety of meanings. She had even brought an egg 

carton to nest the ball in, the attached base lying on top.  The group was delighted over 

this. 

 The primary place that shaped Jessica as a teacher was volunteering in her 

children’s preschool classes at The Learning Tree in Georgetown, Texas. This was where 

she was exposed to materials that re-awakened her dormant creativity. One of them was a 

black light box: 

 I was this what… 30 year old woman, and I was amazed at these highlighters! 
 You get these black lights and dark sheets and you would go in and draw.  And  

other things that glowed in the dark, and it was just an amazing experience. It 
really re-opened me as a human. So this is kind of a tribute to the Learning Tree. 

 
Jessica explained that the spiked rubber ball did glow in the dark and the other teachers 

instantly morphed into children. Beth asked if we could go in to the bathroom and turn 

the lights off to look at it. The group laughed with unified agreement and I suggested 

going to try this out after the group session ended. I was struck by how “teacher-like” my 

response seemed to the sweetness of their playful request. 
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 Jessica also explained that the ball reminded her of a scene from Animal House: 

I guess I see the interconnectedness of everything. My Dad is that way too. You 
know, to quote Animal House… [Laughter from the group interrupts her], when 
they smoke pot with the professor, one is saying— and um, I’m not advocating 
smoking pot or anything. [This causes the group to laugh] The freshman is 
looking at his thumbnail: ‘You mean there really could be a universe inside my 
thumbnail?’. . . That’s always stuck with me, and at random times it will just 
come out in some form or fashion. 

 
Jessica spoke less about her artistic processes, preferring to freely tell stories tangentially 

about her Father’s ailing health, her childhood, feelings about spirituality, and the way 

she had incorporated the Buddhist greeting ‘Namaste’ into her art classroom.  

 Jessica’s second artwork (Figure 19) was inspired by one of her former 

elementary school teachers. Others in the group knew of this teacher, which caused 

Jessica to choke up.  Her former teacher had brought a pet parakeet into the classroom, 

and Jessica reminisced about the way the bird would sit on her shoulder and clean her 

teacher’s teeth with its beak.  This memory was a bridge into Jessica’s own practice of 

calming upset Pre-K children by putting her hand under her shirt and pretending it was a 

baby bird. Jessica connected her two bird stories to the way Beth would do the same 

when sharing stories of her chicken farm with her classes, or bring her dog into school. 

 Jessica explained that Beth had become a mentor for her in this way, and had felt 

inspired to make a social statement about the increasing institutionalization of schools: 

 I wanted to stress the fact, no longer are we actually showing them eggs or 
 chickens. They’re on transparencies or such things. You know I don’t know 
 about you, but I don’t go on any field trips. The map shows the places we can 
 take them. Most of the sandpaper is covered over because we’ve wrapped 
 everything so carefully now. I think a lot has to do with the fear of being sued, 
 at least in Leander ISD. I think we have a great principal for our school 
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 population, but I think the carefulness of it knocked out a lot of what we’re 
 talking about here. Why are we here? 
 
Diane replied solemnly: “testing.” 
 

Jessica indicated in her pre-survey that her strength as a teacher was on the social-

emotional side of learning, which might have accounted for her frustration with our 

overly bureaucratic and institutionalized school system. Her empathic nature was evident 

in her first two artworks, but possibly most in her third (Figures 20 and 21).  
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Figure 19: Jessica’s art, Portrait of a mentor 
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In her final work, Portrait of a student (Figures 19 and 20), Jessica was inspired by the 

fascination her students had with mythical creatures, specifically dragons.  Jessica 

worked from my blank card and envelope bases. She attached student artwork she found 

in the trash from her class the previous year: “I don’t even know who they belong to. We 

melted crayons. You know especially as they get older they think things have to look a 

certain way, or meet a certain standard. Otherwise they don’t want them.”  

 Jessica explained that she felt inspired to write a letter to those students and she 

entitled it “Dear One.”  

Dear one, I will cherish the light and truism you have come to share with me for I 
am an old dragon. Smoke and fire clouded my view from the heavens. I will 
protect you from those who in their own blindness cause you to doubt the unique 
beauty, grace, and creative spark that are yours alone. Yet at the same time I will 
strive to know when it is your time to soar ahead leaving a  trail of stars for me to 
follow. Namaste: the light in me sees the light in your, Love always your mother 
dragon. 

 
Jessica described how she created the mother dragon hovering over in a protective stance. 

However, the group seemed most interested in the student-recycled artwork she had 

incorporated. Similar to Dora and Beth’s decision to photocopy letters they had received 

from me, Jessica also included one she had received from her daughter. “She’s seventeen 

now. It reminds me of when we just let kids come up with so many amazing things, and 

then we can catch fire from their spark.” 
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Figure 20: Jessica’s art, Portrait of a student (cover) 
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Figure 21: Jessica’s art, Portrait of a student (inside) 
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Diane’s Art 
 Like Dora, Diane opted out of the pre-survey. However, she was the only teacher 

to email a post-survey at the end of the exchange. She was in early middle age with an 

agreeable and optimistic temperament. A notable characteristic about Diane was that she 

was incredibly athletic, a hobby I discovered when she and I met for coffee downtown on 

July 11th. She had been unable to attend the group session on July 7th, and we planned to 

meet to discuss what had happened, and exchange the next set of bases. I biked to meet 

her and as we discussed biking: she mentioned that she was part of a running group. She 

was understandably proud of her athletic dedication, which had been enough to qualify 

her to run the Boston Marathon.  

 As we talked at the coffee shop, Diane expressed frustration with confusion she 

was experiencing since the onset of the exchange. She was very polite, however it 

became clear to me that my difficulty in clearly outlining the directions of the exchange 

had been confusing, especially in her absence from the previous group session. After 

picking up Denise’s bases two weeks prior, she had mistakenly created art on each of 

them rather than one. 

 Interpreting the theme Self portrait of a teacher (Figure 21), she made each of 

Denise’s four bases into an artwork about the four elements— earth, air, fire and water— 

along with a written description of her inspiration. The teachers were tickled at her 

innocent mistake, and Denise agreed that we would circulate the four bases onwards to be 

worked on by others, regardless of the amount of artwork on them. Additionally, Diane 
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got a week ahead of the others. Her second artwork was a Portrait of Student (Figures 22 

and 23) and for the final week she backtracked to Portrait of a Mentor (Figure 24). 

 This was particularly embarrassing for me as the leader of the group. In an 

intimate conversational setting, I didn’t want anything to happen that would make any 

teacher feel singled out in a negative way. I publicly apologized and owned responsibility 

for the confusion, which seemed more than enough for Diane. In spite of the rocky start 

Diane may have felt, over the course of the exchange she infused her three artworks with 

her characteristic style that was decidedly crafty. Her colorful weavings, charms, and 

dangling embellishments signified access to a collection of crafting materials and gave 

her pieces a feminine feel. She selected Denise’s base she had designed as the wind, and 

repurposed it to contain elements of her practice that she cherished. (Figure 21). For her 

second artwork (Figures 22 and 23), she worked on Jessica’s flattened soda can to tell a 

story about two African American twin girls who made an impression on her. Diane 

wrote about the girls extensively in her journal as well: 

 The weaving describes the unity of the girls. How they thought as one warp 
 and weft needing each other, and orange and blue complimenting each other. 
 The hearts are for the love and special bonds the two had for each other, like 
 they could read each other’s mistakes. The glass beads show that you could 
 see through them to their rough transparent roots, yet still all finished shiny 
 and new, ready for life. The can shows where they came from, but they could 
 still make art, when they truly had nothing. 
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Figure 22: Diane’s art, Self portrait of a teacher 
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Figure 23: Diane’s art, Portrait of a student (front) 
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Figure 24: Diane’s art, Portrait of a student (back) 
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In her final piece (Figure 24), Diane used one of Dora’s bases with the photograph of a 

golden bird, to tell a vivid story about her mentor and track coach from high school that 

she and others had nicknamed “The Devil.”  

 He was a teacher who just amazed me. He was kind of wild and crazy, a 
 passionate one. I just thought this bird is on the outside of this cage. I really 
 got that feeling when he was there, that you could follow your dreams, and 
 follow your path that you wanted to. He always led you to do what you wanted  

to do. He also had this wild red hair and as he got older and his personality 
softened it turned into a gold color. 

 
Diane told a story that had the group buckled over in laughter about a track meet she that 

showed up for without running shoes. Without asking he walked over to another runner 

and demanded her shoes. “When you had the passion that he had . . . he took shoes right 

off a girl and he gave me the shoes so I could run my race.” Keeping with her apparent 

love for craft materials such as beads, yarn, and ribbon, Diane completed the collage by 

weaving the gold color yarn around the frame in tribute of her teacher’s wild reddish, 

gold hair.  



112 
 

 

Figure 25: Diane’s art, Portrait of a mentor  
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TEACHERS AS CREATORS OF EXPERIENCE: STORIES ABOUT PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 
	   One of the most prevalent themes that emerged from the data in this study was a 

tone that all the art teachers used when discussing their profession. Whether sharing a 

story about something small such as a lesson plan, or overarching issues like school 

politics or philosophy, the teachers talked about themselves as creators of experience for 

students. They took this role very seriously, and the majority of conversation seemed to 

gravitate between the creative work of art making and the creative work of experience 

making. 

 Of the four teachers who filled out the pre-survey, all cited one of the primary 

reasons they became a teacher as the reward of witnessing children’s “light-bulb 

moments”, the shine in their eyes when new understandings clicked into place. All six 

teachers shared proud moments of their teaching, and I noted that all stories involved two 

themes. First the stories were always co-creative. I use the word “co-creative” to describe 

the way both the child and the teacher taught and learned from one another. The lines 

between teacher and student blurred in the stories, and it was clear the teachers were 

learning from the students in spite of the formal titles “teacher” and “student”. Denise 

articulated this process by recounting a letter a child wrote to her: 

 I was reading these notes I got from the kids at the end of the year you know, 
 and I was reading this one and it struck me, he said: ‘I can hardly wait to  paint  

with you and draw with you. With you, you know? I can hardly wait to watch and 
learn about new artists with you. It’s exactly what you guys just said. We’re all in 
this together. 

 
 Teachers are human, and like all humans are shaped by their environments. So 

prevalent is the statement “the students learns to draw from the art teacher” that it is easy 
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to become habituated into thinking of teaching and learning as top down. A simple word 

change by her student awakened Denise to the limitations of formal teacher and student 

roles. 

 Second, when teachers told stories about the co-creation of learning experience 

with their students, the stories inevitably included a willingness to appear vulnerable, an 

admittance of ‘not having it all together’ all the time. For example, one of Lynn’s stories 

was about an autistic student. She began the story by admitting the discomfort and 

frustration she felt with his repetitive grunting and roaming about the classroom: 

  His aide and I, we’re always trying to get him to focus on things and he’s  always  
saying: ‘I don’t want to do this.’ One time he was working and I was trying to 
encourage him you know, and he looks up and says: ‘You know Ms. Lynn, 
sometimes art is just hard work!’   

 
 This story caused the group to laugh in unison. I noted that Lynn smiled but 

continued with a serious tone of reflection. I told him, “It’s TRUE; you know it’s TRUE! 

I have to tell myself that all the time, I have to make myself finish something. I think 

someone famous said that, because I’ve heard that before.” Lynn wrote Art is hard work 

on a piece of paper and hung it on the wall for her classes to read each day. She forgot 

about the paper after that, yet a few weeks later found herself in a conversation with her 

student’s aide and mother about a significant improvement with his focus during art 

class: 

 I said to them you know Joseph has just really gotten into art lately. He just 
 does it and doesn’t complain. Then his mom said: “Well did it start when you 
 put that quote up?” And I said: ‘Well maybe it did!’ 
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 The other teachers agreed that Lynn’s action had been an important affirmation 

for him. Lynn indicated it had been a learning experience for her as well: 

 [What he said] was brilliant. I said I know I’ve heard that somewhere you  know  
like Julia Cameron. Sometimes you just need to go sit in a studio and work even if 
you don’t feel like it. That’s a big part of being an artist. 

 
 Viewing Joseph as ‘teacher’ was affirming for him because of its sincerity. Lynn 

was genuinely wowed by his ability to articulate a prevalent frustration that all artists 

express. She reframed his feeling of frustration as more than a struggle, but an important 

tenet of artistry, all good artists feel frustrated because it is part of the work. He reframed 

Lynn’s feelings of frustration by reminding her that his feeling was the same as her 

feeling. Making art can be tiring work. 

  Group members always followed stories like Lynn’s by telling their own similar 

experiences. Beth took the opportunity to share one of her biggest frustrations as a 

teacher. Beth had indicated on her pre-survey, as well as various times throughout the 

exchange that her primary frustration as an art teacher was the lack of training and 

support available for teachers working with students with special needs. She shared that 

as an artist she’s easily distracted and struggled to remain focused with the behavioral 

ticks students with special needs exhibit. Shouting out, moving at inappropriate times, 

and making repetitive noises were symptoms the others agreed they struggled with as 

well.  

 Beth described an encounter with a fifth grade girl new to the district, who 

unbeknownst to administration and her classroom teacher needed academic assistance. 
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During a more advanced project, she became overwhelmed and shrieked loudly and 

emotionally in the middle of a class that she could not do the painting project. Beth 

adjusted the project for her skill level, and described the dramatic change in the student’s 

attitude: “It makes a profound difference for them when you validate the way they’re 

feeling. You know, it’s okay to feel that way, like when I was talking about feeling 

frustrated.” The last comment was directed my way in regards to Beth’s frustration 

working on my bases, and I noted that perhaps there was more I might have done to 

validate Beth’s feelings as well.  

 Converse to the way validation seemed to be contagious, the group appeared to 

keep expressions of frustration somewhat subdued through the use of empathy. Rather 

than share more stories of frustration, the group exchanged stories as an offering of 

support. Beth’s story about her frustration with distractive behavior was connected with 

her creative mind that she described as easily distracted. The group of artistically-minded 

women seemed to quickly find common ground over this issue. Lynn supported Beth’s 

comment by adding: “I think when you’re a visual person you get distracted by faces, like 

when the kids are looking at you.” Anne agreed as well: “I’m very visually oriented. I’m 

very high on that scale and it’s always been difficult for me to take auditory instructions.”  

 In my notes I observed that during all conversations about a story of frustration, 

all group members exhibited active attention, whether choosing to vocalize or remain 

silent. A pattern across the three group sessions was that conversations about frustration 

became lighter and humorous, rather than times of venting or anger. The teachers all 
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seemed to enjoy using laughter as a way to maintain a positive conversational tone, and 

Lynn sparked knowing laughter from the entire group when she posited: “Sometimes 

when I’m looking at kids, I’ll look at their faces and I’ll have to like ask them: ‘What was 

I talking about?’ They just shake their heads and laugh… where’d I put my coffee?? Can 

you find it for me?” “Where’d I put my pencil? And then they’ll find it behind my ear,” 

added Dora.  

 The group also agreed that their sense of where things are as teachers is the same 

as their sense of time. Losing her close recognition of time inspired Beth to put the image 

of a watch on the front of her first artwork (Figure 16). Jessica incited more laughter 

when she mentioned her lateral thinking run amok during art class: “We’ll be working on 

something and they’ll have this incredible idea. I’ll be rummaging in the closet getting all 

this stuff out because their ideas are so awesome and suddenly the teacher is at the door 

to pick them up, tapping her foot.” Beth excitedly agreed: “[What] I’m notorious for is 

not cleaning up on time, and I’m like GASP, ‘Oh my God it’s time everybody clean up! 

Hurry we got one minute!’ ” She did an impression of how she talks to her kids during 

clean up time, while others laughed hysterically.  

 Anne picked up on the thread between the teachers’ stories and succinctly 

articulated an implied theme:  

There’s this theory in an educational series, maybe y’all have heard of it,  called 
FLOW. It’s by Csikszentmihalyi. It really does apply to what y’all are talking 
about. Whether you’re teaching and you’re psyched to be  workingwith students, 
or whether you’re creating something, you do lose  complete track of time 
because you’re so in the zone. It’s so fulfilling in every way for you, you don’t 
want to leave that moment right? And I really think of that theory is being on 
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purpose, that’s the place we want to get our kids. We don’t want them to think 
about like: ‘Oh what time are we getting on the bus.’ 

 
Jessica indicated that creating this kind of classroom environment can at times feel like 

an uphill battle because society is geared in other ways. Anne agreed, “I think what y’all 

are doing is at the heart of that. You know what I mean? I do.”  

Often the teacher’s stories about their practice involved a sense of getting out of 

the way so something natural like “flow” could emerge. Jessica added that the teaching 

profession is geared towards tightly organized, managed systems, neatness and 

punctuality. This was a personal as well as a professional reflection for Jessica. In her 

pre-survey she cited a professional regret: a wish that organization came more easily. “In 

my life my cross to bear is lack of organization. I sink deeply into the activity and the 

children and before I know it our time is up and we rush through clean-up.” 

 Jessica was not alone in her frustration with the hurried regiment of a school day. 

The group came to a consensus that children also feel frustration after achieving “flow” 

and then being forced to break the zone and change gears abruptly for a new class or task. 

“I wish we could all slow down,” wrote Lynn in her pre-survey. “The year rushes by, 

there’s too huge of a teacher/student ratio, classes are so short, it always seems too 

rushed.” Stories about protecting the authenticity and humanness of their student’s 

learning space in spite of external pressures to cram, emerged during all three exchange 

sessions. Lynn wrote in her pre-survey that she found creating breathing room for 

children to explore, wonder and dream, even in the face of production pressures, helped 

prevent classroom struggles and behavior problems. “Even though there are a million 
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things on the agenda, [I try] to notice those magic moments and [slow] down to show 

appreciation.” 

 Jessica shared a story about soothing crying Pre-K children by turning her hand 

into a baby bird:  

 They’ll be crying on the first day of school, or even in the grocery store. Some 
 of my nails have actually managed to stay long and the thumbnail one looks 
 like the perfect beak. So if I kid is crying I’ll just [puts her hand under her  shirt  

and chirps like a bird hiding underneath] I know it’s my baby bird’s first  day of 
school. 

 
Jessica is extremely good at making the chirping sound, and the group is genuinely 

excited to hear her rendition of the baby bird. With this enthusiasm from adults, I can 

only imagine what it does to children. When Beth teaches Fauvist artist Henri Matisse, 

she challenges her students to pay attention to the demonstration on organic shapes: “At 

the end of the period they get to practice, and if they cut out a really cool one I’ll wear it 

so I’m covered with shapes by the end of the day.” 

 The teachers seemed to really enjoy sharing their creative pedagogical solutions, 

whether during lesson planning or for classroom management. Rather than trying to 

eliminate problems, their stories often used the actual problems themselves in creative 

ways. Dora shared when students began making paper airplanes out of post-it notes she 

curbed the problem with an origami lesson: “I told the kids, these aren’t even real paper 

airplanes. Let me show you how to make real paper airplanes.”  

 Denise was inspired to share a story about creatively using a student’s negative 

attitude: 
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 I had a fifth grader, and I said I was going to put their work up in the hall. He 
 had a really nice piece and he goes: “I don’t want mine up there.” Then 
 walking to class through the hall I see his head look towards his class’ 
 artwork, and he says to the kid in front of him: “Mine’s not up there. 
 
 Denise’s story made the teachers gasp knowingly at the tough exterior that some 

students project in order to protect insecurity about their work. “Did you put it up after 

that?” asked Jessica. “No” said Denise. “But I put it up in the room later and didn’t say 

anything. I saw him smiling about it when he saw it” This story caused the group to 

discuss the children’s book by Peter Reynolds entitled The Dot, a story about a child 

named Vashti who thinks she can’t draw. Her teacher encouraged her to start with one 

dot and see where it takes her, and the dot becomes the impetus for fearless and joyful art 

making.  

 I told the group that their stories made me think of Maya Angelou’s famous 

quote: “They will forget what you said, and forget what you did, but people will always 

remember how you made them feel.” This mantra was advice given to me my first year 

teaching, and helped guide me through that uncertain time. Not surprisingly, Beth had 

heard of that quote and we briefly connected over our shared love of quote collecting:  

 Oh yeah, I’ve got that right outside my door. I just printed some quotes up at 
 school yesterday. ‘Yesterday I was clever so I wanted to change the world, 
 today I am wise, so I am going to change myself.’  
 
There are several key moments during the Art Exchange when a teacher seemed to hit 

home with an idea that made everyone in the group reflect silently. Beth’s quote was one 

of those times, and I noted that the group sat reverently for a few moments after she 

spoke. Her quote also inspired one of the analysis themes in the next chapter.  
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 After all, telling stories and making artwork were meaningful to the teachers, but 

did they specifically help teachers reflect on their practice in unique ways from 

traditional professional development? For me, Beth’s quote is a portal to the next chapter.  

CONCLUSION 
The teachers in this workshop created thoughtfully made artworks, and interacted 

in many interesting ways during the Art Exchange. They became vulnerable, told jokes, 

empathized, and shared pieces of their personal and professional identities. As their 

relationships formed, they began to offer advice, share information, hopes, fears and 

concerns. The content of what they exchanged extended from seemingly arbitrary 

opinions like favorite art supplies, to deep frustrations about teaching, or the loving 

expression of a joyful memory.  

In the next chapter I have analyzed the teacher’s artwork and storytelling to reveal 

ways these processes uniquely assisted them in reflecting on their professional practice. 

At first glance, it might seem unclear what personal art making and storytelling about a 

childhood memory or health concerns might have to do with professional practice. I 

combine literature and my own personal voice as a teacher, artist, and researcher to make 

those connections more clear. 
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Chapter 5: How Teachers Reflect on Practice as Revealed Through Art 
Making 

 The qualitative methods in this narrative arts-based study provided access to art-

making and storytelling of six Austin ISD art teachers, and their subsequent written and 

oral reflections on professional practice. This data was analyzed to report on the ways 

reflection on personal art making practice lead art teachers to become self-reflective of 

their art teaching practice. The final chapter of this study reports on the ways this group 

of teachers used the art making process to reflect on their practice, the implications this 

has for future research, as well as for the field of art education. 

  Additionally, this chapter’s findings are a collective analysis that combined 

participant and researcher interpretation. Due to the subjective and personal nature of the 

art making experience, it was important to combine the teachers’ articulation of the 

experience with an analysis of all data in order to enhance and help validate the findings. 

For this reason, during the last group session, as well as on the post-exchange survey 

(Appendix C), teachers explained if the Art Exchange effectively taught them anything 

about being a teacher, and if so, in what ways.  I desired to create a way for teachers to 

feel comfortable with offering suggestions to improve the Art Exchange. In order to 

account for the natural human tendency to avoid criticism, and feel more comfortable 

when offering positive feedback, the post-surveys explicitly asked for at least one 

suggestion for improvement. As stated earlier, the pre and post surveys were optional to 

the study. Of the six teacher participants, Diane was the only teacher that returned the 

post-survey.  
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 In spite of my concern that teachers might feel uncomfortable giving candid 

feedback on the last day of the exchange, I was pleasantly surprised. All the teachers 

readily offered suggestions as well as specified aspects they enjoyed. As I reflected on 

the data, I noticed this comfort level between all of us extended to feedback throughout 

the exchange as well. Teachers’ analysis of the exchange and what it could offer began 

the moment they arrived at The Blanton Museum of Art, and evidence of this was present 

in the data. Perhaps this was due to experience from years of honing comfortable, 

positive yet honest feedback for their students. In this chapter I outlined three primary 

ways art making and storytelling can be utilized for reflection on professional practice.  

THE WAYS ART MAKING HELPED AUSTIN ISD ART TEACHERS REFLECT ON PRACTICE 

A Non-traditional Workshop 
Overall the participants expressed that the exchange was not what they had 

expected. Beth said she had anticipated an exchange of art lesson ideas, each teacher 

sharing and making art with the group as a way to share art project ideas. The others 

agreed, and I realized this might have been due in part to my struggle with defining the 

activity at the beginning. In spite of that learning curve, I believe that part of the 

expectations teachers had for the workshop were biases shaped over years of attending 

professional development activities that were predominantly limited to focusing on tools 

and techniques. 

    Denise added that while she had expected something different, she liked the 

exchange more than she expected and found herself excited to attend: “You know what I 
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think I got most out of this?” asked Denise. “When we do art shares, or are meeting, we 

talk about the mechanics of it, or the new technology. We don’t talk about you know… 

our heart and soul…” she added trailing off. The others responded with a loud unified 

“Yes!” Denise went on to say that [heart and soul] is “what it’s all about” and that she 

had been very excited to come every two weeks. Denise was not asked to specifically 

define the manner in which she employed the terms “heart” and “soul.” However, using 

the context of Denise’s statement, I further define the terms as the intangible parts of 

teachers’ constructed identities, such as beliefs, emotions, and guiding philosophies. 

Therefore, when the terms “heart” and “soul” are referenced throughout the rest of this 

chapter, these intangible qualities are being implicitly referenced. 

Second, teachers indicated that art making and storytelling about practice offered  

a return to professional beginnings they had not reflected on in years. Jessica echoed this 

sentiment during the last group session by sharing that she felt more secure in her vision 

as a teacher, and Diane said she experienced a return to the “roots” of her teaching 

practice. 

A Healing Experience 
  Many of the teachers said they found that reflecting on their teaching through art 

making to be very healing. Jessica described it as “art therapy” multiple times throughout 

the exchange. She suggested that if I offered another Art Exchange, I should consider 

renaming the workshop to indicate its therapeutic benefits. In an email after the workshop 
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she said: “I thought of a possible name for the workshop: ‘CathARTic art workshop.’ It 

was definitely cathartic for me.”  

 As an artist, teacher, and student of the arts, I have firsthand experience with the 

way art has been healing for myself and others. In retrospect I am not surprised that the 

group described the activity as healing, however it was not intended to be art therapy.  

 Art therapist Giora Carmi (2008) offers insight into why teachers may have 

described the Art Exchange as healing. She explains that when people make art it creates 

intellectual space to turn inward, some doing so for the first time. It is there they may be 

exposed to broader and more expansive perspectives, and find an immense amount of 

self-worth from creating an art product infused with that new way of seeing. John Dewey 

(1934) stated that an experience feels incomplete until there is an external embodiment. 

Perhaps teachers identified the exchange as healing because their experiences felt more 

complete with a physical representation of their reflective process, an art product to take 

home.  

 Carmi (2008) admits that a therapist does not need to be present for art making to 

offer healing. However, delineation between the healing artistic paths teachers find on 

their own, versus the healing path on which an art therapist has been trained to guide 

clients, is an important one. In this study teachers used the term “healing” most often as 

“the restoration of some former level of amity,” which reconnected them to things they 

found important such as professional, personal peace of mind, or beliefs and philosophies 

about practice. 
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 The Art Exchange was purposely not defined as art therapy, because this 

definition of healing, and the contents of the workshop did not meet the medical 

guidelines of art therapy. The American Art Therapy Association (2013) defines art 

therapy as: 

 A mental health profession in which clients, facilitated by an art therapist,  use art 
 media, the creative process, and the resulting artwork to explore their feelings, 
 reconcile emotional conflicts, foster self-awareness, manage behavior and 
 addictions, develop social skills, improve reality orientation, reduce anxiety, and 
 increase self-esteem. (np) 
 
 Carmi (2008) says, “Art making is not art therapy,” (2008) and it becomes 

problematic when we begin equating the two because art therapy is a form of licensed 

psychotherapy. The primary danger of casually interchanging the terms “making” with 

“therapy,” is two-fold. First, it creates a similar casual interchangeability between the 

professional titles “therapist”, “artist”, and “teacher”. Therefore, it is important to 

delineate between what a therapist, artist, and teacher are qualified to do. Secondly, this 

interchange of terms does a disservice to the extensive schooling and credentialing that 

art therapists receive and discredits them as licensed psychologists. I am not a licensed art 

therapist, and I needed to consider the ethic or nature of distinguishing between education 

and therapy when approaching this study through a practical lens. Therefore, the primary 

goal for the Art Exchange was the facilitation of art making for professional development 

and not therapy. In spite of this intention, the teachers identified healing as one of the 

primary benefits of this workshop, making it an important result of analysis. 

 While this workshop was not a science-based medical form of art therapy, McNiff 
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(1998) suggests shifting away from the clinical model to the “studio approach of artistic 

medicine” (p. 32), to reveal a new world of research assumptions and practices. Rather 

than attempting to justify the healing components of this workshop solely through a 

scientific approach, artistic healing that relies on studio processes can be used in addition 

to the scientific perspectives. 

A Community Experience 
Lastly, the teachers stated that community sharing was in and of itself an act of 

creation and healing. In Jessica’s email she explained how the feedback had been 

affirming:  

 I feel more confident about what I'm doing in the classroom now. Listening 
 to everyone else’s stories and responses let me know we all have times where 
 we are flustered, unorganized or the lesson just plain flops, but the  most 
 important part is the children and how we handle things. So thank you for 
 allowing us to feel safe and heard as your students in the workshop. 
 
 Diane wrote similar sentiments about connecting with others in her post-survey, 

as well as an aspect many of the others spoke about; the food being shared: 

I really enjoyed the company and being able to talk about art work with other 
teachers just like me.  That was a first for a long time.  I really like getting to 
know the art teachers and felt like it was the first time that we were able to 
express ourselves to teachers who could really identify with our unique situation.  
Thank you for creating such a wonderful class.  I also liked sharing the food with 
the pot luck, what fun! 

 

 Diane wasn’t the only teacher to express appreciation for the sharing of food. This had 

been Anne’s idea, presumably from her years working in educational programming. She 

knew that sharing food creates an environment conducive for sharing ideas and it was 



128 
 

incredibly effective. The teachers talked with enthusiasm about the recipes they 

discovered, the preparation involved in the dish they brought, their favorite food markets, 

and of course complimenting and edifying one another through discussion of their food. 

In summary, the teachers identified three primary ways that the Art Exchange 

became a tool for reflection. First it was a form of alternative professional development 

that was different from typical education offerings. It allowed the participants a chance to 

talk about their “heart and soul,” and return to personal and professional roots. Second, 

the teachers described feelings of healing.	  They expressed that they felt more grounded in 

who they were as teachers as well as individuals. Lastly, they described the experience as 

communal. The connections and bonds which developed in to relationships became as 

important as what they learned and the art they took home.  

‘Flow’ Peace of Mind 
After organizing this feedback I examined the teachers’ answers with data from 

this study as well as relevant literature in order to better understand the perspectives of 

the participants. I began connecting the teachers’ comments to data collected from the 

study. Both the art and stories they shared carried important information about what they 

valued as well as what they found meaningful in regards to professional development. I 

was interested in interpreting reasons these experiences were difficult to create for 

themselves.  

The story from the data that most informed this part of the analysis came from 

Anne’s description of the “Flow” peace of mind. The teachers described frustration with 
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lack of time to cultivate a learning environment conducive to helping students achieve the 

single-minded, calm “flow” state of mind. It is my belief that a need for this intellectual 

‘flow’ space extends to teachers as well. According to Csikszentmihalyi (1990), “flow” in 

the psychological sense is the complete and single-minded absorption into an activity. 

Art-making is an ideal way to spark “flow” experience for art teachers, because it 

involves the components needed: a focused concentration on the present moment, 

merging of action and awareness, loss of reflective self-consciousness, a sense of 

personal control or agency over the activity, and the subjective experience of time is 

altered. Furthermore, the experience is intrinsically rewarding because it is an activity 

they already have an affinity for . . . art making. 

 While the teachers did not explicitly describe the Art Exchange as a “flow 

experience,” the artwork and stories that emerged from the exchange suggest that art 

making and storytelling processes provided them with intellectual space needed for 

“flow” to occur. It enabled these teachers to reflect on parts of their practice that become 

inaccessible during their busy professional lives. When Diane identified professional 

history in her post-survey, she said: “It brought me back to my roots, why do I teach?  

What is really important in the end?  What did I remember from high school as being 

important?” These are important guiding questions easily pushed aside in the face of a 

burgeoning schedule with pressing immediate concerns.   

WHAT AN ART EXCHANGE MEANS FOR ART EDUCATION 
 Denise reflected during the last group session that the internal lives of teachers is 
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“not something talked about” in professional practice or development. Her explanation 

was an abrupt one: “It’s just not [talked about],” as if she too were mystified as to the 

reasons why she had never discussed these topics until the Art Exchange. It is my first 

assertion for art education that the internal lives of teachers needs to be a topic of 

reflection and conversation. Denise’s comment and resounding unified affirmation from 

the others indicated these teachers valued reflection on inner life as relevant, meaningful 

and important to their professional practice. The “flow space” that teachers tap into when 

making art provides personal reflection. Rather than reflecting solely on their teaching 

“world,” such as their methods, materials, techniques, projects, plans, and classroom, this 

study reveals the usefulness of teachers becoming more conscious of the creative force 

that shapes that world— who they are on the inside.  

  On its face this sounds obvious, and yet as Denise said: “It’s just not talked 

about.” It is conceivable to then say that one of the primary forces shaping a child’s 

learning, the beliefs, feelings, philosophies, or heart and soul of their teachers, is not 

being talked about. This is a deficit that needs to be addressed if we are serious about 

properly supporting the men and women tasked with educating future generations. Jim 

Henson (2005) might also inform this connection: “Children do not learn from what you 

say, they learn from what you are” (p. 18).  

 Lynn recommended to me at various points throughout the exchange, as well as 

during the last group session, that she would love to help initiate an exchange coinciding 

with the Austin ISD faculty art show. This recommendation was excitedly echoed by the 
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others, leading me to believe that art making within a collaborative professional 

development community may be well received by other teachers in the school district. It 

is my recommendation as a researcher to begin developing alternative forms of 

professional development that utilizes community art as a tool for inward reflection on 

practice. This study suggested such effort to be an enjoyable and meaningful experience 

for art teachers, as well as an effective way to improve professional practice.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 The teachers agreed that the experience was meaningful, helpful, and worth 

reproducing for future groups of art instructors. However, “there has yet to be any 

published criticism of artist-researchers studying their personal reflection” (McNiff, 

1998, p. 28). Future research on this topic might include narrative and arts-based research 

identifying correlations between teachers’ artistic, storytelling and professional 

expressive styles.  For example, all of Jessica’s artworks (Figures 2, 17, 18 and 18.1) 

were highly abstracted, rich in metaphor and symbolism. I found it interesting that her 

storytelling shared similar characteristics. She spoke tangentially, often moving from one 

topic to the next based on seemingly unrelated connections that perhaps originated from 

her exceptional divergent thinking ability. Her stories were rich in context, and she talked 

quickly, seeking a chance to share the magical way she had woven many disparate pieces 

of her life to create a meaningful story for the group. If I visited Jessica’s classroom, 

would elements in her art making and storytelling be present in her teaching?  

John Dewey’s Art and Experience (1934) purports that studying the processes and 
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state of mind one uses to create art is the most appropriate medium for gaining 

information about the processes and state of mind one uses when creating life experience. 

Dewey’s philosophy provided context to the mantra: “Art is Life.” In terms of this study, 

teachers creating art could be a way to study teachers creating their classroom practice. 

Using a personal example that has piqued my interest, my artistic style has always been 

one that is unplanned. Since I was old enough to hold a drawing tool, I begin with a blank 

page and a mark. That mark informs the next mark, which informs the next and so on. 

This blind faith of mark-making has developed over time into a doodling, rambling style 

that is curvaceous, ethereal, and graphic. How do these creative choices and processes 

when I’m making art compare to my creative choices and processes when lesson 

planning, managing students, or organizing my classroom? Future research on this topic 

could address those questions as well as provide context to this study. 

Lastly, it would be interesting to reproduce this workshop with non-art teachers. 

Art teachers are seasoned when it comes to artistic expression, reflection and sharing. 

How would teachers with less artistic exposure reflect through art making? What 

adjustments would need to be made to create a comfortable and enjoyable experience for 

teachers with less confidence in their studio skills? It has been my experience that non-art 

teachers value the arts. However, they might gain a more intimate understanding of arts’ 

value from first-person experiences with art making in a professional development 

setting. Teachers who make art less often are in a position to awaken dormant ways of 

thinking, and spark powerful artistic experiences.   
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Research shows that teachers are the single most influential factor on human 

learning, yet definitive results of the characteristics they possess still eludes researchers 

(Gladwell, 2008). Those developing training materials, educative experiences, support 

networks, and assessments for teachers, must consider the whole teacher because it is the 

whole teacher that influences the child. As we begin to recognize the internal lives of 

teachers as valuable to practice, it will be important to offer appropriate developmental 

resources for them. Art making is a useful vehicle for reflecting on the intersection of 

identity and practice because art objects cannot escape influence from the inner person 

whose hand is used in its creation. Art draws emotions, personal histories, memories, 

experiences, and beliefs from the depths of one’s “heart and soul,” where they remain out 

of sight during busy professional lives. They materialize them for eyes to see. In the 

physical world embodied as a piece of art, rather than floating elusively in the minds of 

teachers, art work in the professional development environment can be a vessel to 

illuminate the many ways that internal life is also a creative force that is shaping 

teachers’ artwork, their practice, and their lives. 
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Appendix A: Art Exchange Marketing Material 

Art Exchange: Reflecting on Practice Through Making 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflect on your teaching practice through the making and exchanging of artwork! In 
collaboration with the Blanton Museum of Art, join a former elementary art instructor and 
be guided along on a three-month Art Exchange that will inspire you to make art, reflect on 
your profession, and share ideas with fellow art teachers in a fun, creative environment. 
  
An Art Exchange is an opportunity to use your artistic powers of expression as modes for 
reflecting on what it means to walk the uniquely rewarding, yet challenging career path of a 
teacher. We will meet at The Blanton in the Smith Building for food, drink, art making and 
conversation. At the end of the exchange in August, you will take home a body of four 
artworks, made just for you by your colleagues. 
  
The Art Exchange is a free professional development workshop for CPE credit. The only 
cost to you will be for whatever materials you use to create your artworks. Registration is 
required, and space is limited. If you’re interested in learning more, join us for a meet and 
greet orientation in the Dell Classroom in the Smith Building across the plaza from the 
museum building on Saturday, June 2nd at 1 pm. Make a sample artwork, ask questions, and 
sign up if interested.  
 
Meet and Greet:  June 2nd at 1:00 pm 
Art Exchange:   June 21st at 5:00 pm 
   July 7th at 1:00 pm 
   July 19th at 5:00 pm 
   August 4th at 1:00 pm 
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Appendix B: Pre-Survey 

 
Art Exchange Pre-Survey 

All questionnaire sections are optional 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name:  
 
Age/ Years Teaching:  
 
School(s):  
 
Age Level Taught:  
 
Describe or list personal hobbies or interests: 
 
Describe personal and professional reasons you entered the teaching profession: 
 
If you selected one overall joy from your profession, which one comes to mind first? 
Why? 
 
If you selected one overall struggle from your profession, which one comes to mind first? 
Why? 
 
What methods or approaches do you implement to deal with this struggle? 
 
If you had to select one personal or professional achievement of which you are most 
proud, what would it be? Why? 
 
If you had to select one personal or professional regret, what would it be? Why? 
 
Why did you sign up for this workshop? 
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Appendix C: Post-Survey 

Art Exchange Post-Survey 
All questionnaire sections are optional 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name:  
 
On a scale from 1 to 10— 1 being “not helpful at all” to 10 being “very helpful”— please 
rate: 
 
Group session experience ____________ 
 
Art making experience ______________ 
 
Improve professional experience at school _____________ 
 
Provide reflection on identity as an art instructor _______________ 
 
Describe at least one improvement or suggestion for this workshop: 
 
Were there any unanticipated outcomes from this workshop? If so, list and describe:  
 
Would you suggest this workshop to colleagues or other artists? Why or why not? 
 
Describe at least one part of this workshop that worked well: 
 
Additional comments or suggestions: 
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Appendix D: Research Participation Letter 

Art Exchange: Research Participation 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Choose to be a part of emerging research in art education: How does identity influence what 
we do in the classroom?  
 
Before attending graduate school at The University of Texas, I was an Elementary Art 
Instructor for five years. During that time I became interested in the way techniques and 
processes of teaching are shaped by identity. As part of research investigating this topic, I 
have selected the Art Exchange workshop as a means to collect data.  
 
If you choose to participate in the study I will be: 
 
*Photographing your work and journal writing 
*Taking notes on discussion and conversation 
*Audio recording your art presentations to the group 
*Collecting a pre and post survey  
 
Participating in the workshop is not contingent upon being a part of the study. The activities 
completed by participants in the workshop will be identical to those in the study.  
 
For more information contact:   
 
Rebecca Borrelli 
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Appendix E: Art Exchange Themes 

WEEK ONE/ June 22ndth- July 7th 
  
 THEME: A Story About Teaching: A Self Portrait 
 QUESTIONS: Who am I as a teacher? Why do I teach? 
 
 TO BRING for the June 21st meeting:  

 Completed Pre-Survey 

 Signed Registration Form 

  Blank Illustration Board Bases: We will begin the next class by making art 
 exchange bases about the theme: “Why Do I Teach?” General art materials will 
 be provided such as colored paper, glue, scissors, pastel, paint, marker, pens and 
 pencils. Feel free to bring additional materials from your own art studio at home! 

 Your Own Bases. You are encouraged to bring your own blank bases! Consider 
 canvas, wood, personal photos, postcards, book pages, or fabric. Bases must  be 
 4x6” in size. If you make paper bases it’s recommended to mount on  something 
 sturdy such as matte board to withstand 6 weeks of exchanging.  
 A Story to Share: One personal experience that inspired you in some way 
 to teach art.  
 
WEEK TWO & THREE/ July 7th- July 19th 
 
 THEME: On July 7th we will be making art about and discussing: A Story about 
 Learning: A Portrait of Role Models and Mentors 
 QUESTIONS: Who am I as a learner? Who are/have been impactful teachers in my 
 life? 
 
 TO BRING for the July 7th meeting: 

 One completed artwork (A Story About Teaching: A Self Portrait); Three blank 
 art bases. 

 Journal Reflections about completed artwork  

  Personal Art Materials if Desired 

 A Story to Share: A teacher who powerfully impacted (positively or less so) your 
 education or professional practice. 
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WEEK FOUR & FIVE/ July 19th- August 4th 
 
 THEME: A Story about Students: A Portrait of Young People 
 QUESTIONS: What does a 21st century artist/student look like to me? (Talk like? 
 Act like?) What perspective(s) do I have of the modern artist/student?  
 
 TO BRING for the July 19th meeting: 

 Two completed artworks (A Story about Learning: Role Models and 
 Mentors); Two blank art bases. 

 Journal Reflections about completed artwork. 

  Personal Art Materials if Desired 

 A Story to Share: A student who powerfully impacted (positively or less so) your 
 professional practice. 
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Appendix F: Sample Consent Form 

Title: Art Making as Professional Development: Uniting Teacher Identity and Practice 
 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision as to 
whether or not to participate in this research study.  The person performing the research will 
answer any of your questions.  Read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. If you decide to be involved in this study, 
this form will be used to record your consent. 

 
You have been asked to participate in a research study about art making as a form of 
professional development. The purpose of this study is to observe and document the ways 
that art making assists art teachers in reflecting on the intersection between personal and 
professional identities. 

 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to: 
 
* Complete a pre-survey on general information about your professional identity (15 minutes) 
* Allow the researcher to take a digital copy of the four, 4x6” artworks you create during the 
workshop 
* Allow the researcher to collect a digital copy of the reflective journals pages 
*Take hand written notes of your participation during group discussion 
*Audio-record your presentation about your artwork and journal writing 
* Complete a post-survey to share opinions, thoughts and feelings. (15 minutes) 
 
 
There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. The risks are expected to be no 
greater than everyday life. There will be no direct benefit to you from participating in this 
research study.  The potential benefits for participants are: 
 
* Deepened connections to individual colleagues within a professional community: 
* Unique reflective opportunities on identity and practice: 
* Increased satisfaction in professional practice 
Your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if you start the 
study, you may withdraw at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to participate will not affect 
your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin (University) in anyway. You may 
decide to NOT participate in this study and that decision will not affect your continuation in 
the workshop. Your decision will not impact your ability to receive CPE credits.You will not 
receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 
This study is confidential. All documentation will use aliases to protect participant identity. 
Any collected data will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to the 
recordings. Recordings will be kept for eight months and then erased.  Surveys consent 



141 
 

letters, and handwritten notes will be kept in a locked box. Data will be labeled with a 
pseudonym. The data resulting from your participation may be used for future research or be 
made available to other researchers for research purposes not detailed within this consent 
form. 

 
Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher Rebecca Borrelli at (440) 
476-6452 or send an email to beccajborrelli@gmail.com. This study has been reviewed and 
approved by The University Institutional Review Board and the study number is  

  
Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can contact, 
anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at 
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

 
Participation 
 If you agree to participate please sign and return this form by July 19th,, 2012.  
 Rebecca Borrelli 
 110 East 30th St. Apt. D 
 Austin TX 78705 
 Or scan and email to: beccajborrelli@gmail.com 
  
Signature   

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks, and 
you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity to ask questions 
before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at any time. You 
voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing this form, you are not waiving any of 
your legal rights. 

 
____________________________ 
Printed Name  
 
_________________________________    _________________ 
Signature Date 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and the risks 
involved in this research study. 
 
_________________________________      
Print Name of Person obtaining consent      
 
_________________________________    _________________  
Signature of Person obtaining consent     Date 
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