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Abstract 

 

“Peace to kids and listen to them!”  
A Case Study in a Summer Art Program for Teens 

 

Ariel Emily Kay, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Christina Bain 

 

This case study investigates how teens in a low-income community center 

summer art program expressed their perspectives on their identities and their 

communities. Constructivist and advocacy paradigms guided the research methodology. 

The summer art program utilized an emergent asset-based curriculum grounded in social 

justice art education. Through the mediums of spray-paint stenciling and zine making, 

students addressed how to improve their communities. Through their stencil designs, the 

teens tackled complex topics such as immigration and bullying. They then synthesized 

their ideas of how to create positive community change. Within the summer art program, 

students expressed their perspectives across fifteen main themes including: immigration, 

bullying, voice, youth identity, soccer, geographic place, ethnicity, family, friends, the 

apartments, extracurricular activities, school, respect, perception of self, and economic 

status. The findings of this study demonstrate and support the integration of youth voice 

and choice in art education. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

As a teenager, I grew up in a low-income family in a Texas city. During my 

youth, there were a couple of years in high school when I lost sight of my next steps. 

Even though my mother and father were college educated, neither of them fully 

understood how to support me through the rigor and complexity of high school 

academics nor barriers such as the college application process. I also experienced 

something many teenagers do, a period of time when I was unsure of what was important, 

of my wants, and needs. Fortunately, I had the support of family and of community 

members within my school and neighborhood to assist getting me back on track 

academically, emotionally, and mentally.  

One of the most important support systems I experienced as a teenager was 

through a non-profit organization that worked with youth in my high school. This 

organization encouraged me, as a young person, to contribute to bettering my school and 

the public education system. As a high school student, the non-profit organization 

employed me as a youth community organizer. I learned to collaborate with my peers to 

take action on issues that affected us. Some of this work included providing a student’s 

perspective on policies the school district considered or implemented. Through this 

organization’s programming I learned the importance of sharing my views and taking a 

stand on issues that affected myself and my peers.  
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Later, as I grew into a young adult, I began working with youth. In college I 

volunteered to teach art to elementary school students who did not have visual art 

programming in their school. I also volunteered to teach art workshops to incarcerated 

youth in the adult prison system near Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Due to my experiences 

as a youth community organizer, I have integrated the belief in the importance of 

students’ perspectives into my teaching philosophy. Young people need support of 

quality educational and community programming, to learn the importance of reflecting on 

one’s perspectives, wants, and needs; as well as to learn ways to communicate these 

views effectively.  

This study bloomed from the belief in facilitating programming that guides youth 

to express their perspectives on the world around them. During the summer of 2014, I 

taught seven art classes to the Teen Program at the Rocoso Valle Education Center. 

Rocoso Valle is a low-income housing apartment complex in a Texas city. I designed the 

four-week-long art curriculum for seventeen adolescents, and called the classes the Art 

Empowered Program. Through this program, I conducted research on how fourteen 

students interacted with and shaped the art curriculum. Students deeply engaged with one 

project during the summer program to create their own stenciled t-shirts. The students 

also created a zine (mini magazine) documenting their finished t-shirt designs and the 

topics they chose for their artwork. The program guided students to reflect on their 

communities as well as themselves, and express their perspectives through their artwork. 

We engaged in daily discussion of complex community issues such as immigration, 

deportation policies, bullying, and animal abuse. Our goal was to explore possible 
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solutions for community change. The seventeen young people in the Summer 2014 Art 

Empowered Program (fourteen of them also served as study participants) were active 

contributors in the formulation of knowledge within the program and this research.  

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION 

 The main question that guided this study was: 

•   How do teens in a low-income community center summer art program express 

their perspectives on their identities and their communities? 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Most educational settings operate within the context of social inequality 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Collins, 2009). Schools and social institutions are sites of 

social reproduction, in which inequality is perpetuated generationally (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977; Collins, 2009). The methods of social reproduction through schooling are 

disguised as objective standards that in actuality serve the culturally and economically 

dominant group. In the United States, the societal standards for correct ways of speaking 

(linguistic capital) as well as the ways of behaving and thinking (cultural capital), 

privilege Euro-American values.  

The middle school and high school students in the Art Empowered Program were 

predominately Latino and all were low-income. Many of these students faced societal 

standards in schools and community programming that de-legitimized their linguistic and 

cultural capital (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011). These daily processes can be defined as 
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symbolic violence (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Standard English, rather than Spanish, 

or less formal English dialects, is often enforced. Manners of behavior, culturally derived 

from European Americans, are often privileged (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011). Educators must 

be aware of hidden and normative reinforcements of inequity and injustice that occur 

daily in schools. These same reinforcements of inequity often occur in community 

educational settings. 

Students experience symbolic, systemic, and may even experience physical 

violence in their homes, schools, and in public. As such, “violence is also inherent 

through our participation in different structures, such as political and economic systems” 

(Tavin, 2014, p. 44). Tavin (2014) argues that schooling is innately violent (symbolic and 

systemic) and that art education itself also perpetuates violence. For example, Tavin 

(2014) states:  

In other words, as children learn to make art, they are learning how to 
perform as an art student through the symbolic codes and rules of the 
teacher and institution; that learning is marked in part by pain, struggle, 
stumbling, sacrifice, and frustration. (p. 45) 

 
Tavin argues art educators construct and operate inherently violent educational spaces by 

enforcing regimented rules, demanding particular behavior, and necessitating art products 

within certain parameters. Kinloch (2012) addresses the violent act of silencing students’ 

voices in educational settings. In doing so, Kinloch (2012) refers to a “silenced dialogue” 

in relation to the lack of perspectives and voices of youth within educational settings. 

This silenced dialogue refers to student input and perspectives that are potential, yet often 

disregarded. Therefore, this case study exists within the historical and structural contexts 
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of the absence of youth voices as well as the symbolic violence of racism and white 

privilege in educational settings. It takes specific intention to analyze, critique, and 

deconstruct these normative, yet arguably violent, discriminatory educational practices. 

As art educators, we must be mindful of our intentions as well as guiding our students 

toward asking their own questions about the systems they live in.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 This study was conducted within the Art Empowered Program at the Rocoso 

Valle Education Center during the summer of 2014. The program lasted a total of four 

weeks, with seven classes. There were seventeen students in the program, of which 

fourteen voluntarily enrolled in this study. All of the students were between the ages of 

twelve and fourteen years old. Of the research participants, nine were boys and five were 

girls. During the program, students completed two projects—a stencil design and a zine 

section. A case study research design was best suited to answer the central research 

question, because the study examined one unique case. The students, their perspectives, 

the art-making and class discussions all existed within the Art Empowered Program, 

which served as a case within a bounded system of four weeks at one location. Creswell 

(2007) states: “the case selected for study has boundaries, often bounded by time and 

place. It also has interrelated parts that form a whole. Hence, the proper case to be studied 

is both bounded and a system” (p. 244). The summer Art Empowered Program was 

bounded by both time (seven class sessions) and place (the Rocoso Valle Education 
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Center). Each class session was two hours and fifteen minutes in length, totaling eighteen 

hours of program time.  

 The research design was an intrinsic case study meaning that the “focus is on the 

case itself (e.g., evaluating a program, or studying a student having difficulty) because 

the case presents an unusual or unique situation” (Creswell, 2007, p. 74). The focus of the 

study was on the one summer youth program and consisted of in-depth research about the 

unique case. The study was a single-site case study as there was only one bounded system 

studied. A single case is used when the case itself is unusual (Yin, 2003). The particular 

art program served as a unique situation. In addition, a holistic single-case design means 

that within the case there was one unit of analysis, the Art Empowered program, rather 

than multiple subunits (Yin, 2003).  

The location of the study was the Summer 2014 Teen Program, hosted at the 

Rocoso Valle Education Center, in a Texas urban city. I taught the seven total classes 

twice a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 1:45-4:00 pm, for a duration of four 

weeks. The focus of the study was on the fourteen research participants’ perspectives of 

their identities and communities. This case study utilized several methods of data 

collection that fall within three main categories which Merriam (1998) describes as 

interviewing, observing, and examining documents. I served as both the teacher and 

researcher, as a participant-observer. To record observations, I jotted down field notes 

during program time and then audio-recorded reflections after the program time. 

Additionally, students enrolled in the study participated in semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews within two weeks of the program end date. The interview questions are located 
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in Appendix C. Furthermore, I collected and analyzed photographs of students’ artwork. I 

studied the student-created stencils, which they designed, hand-cut, and spray-painted. I 

analyzed the class zine (mini magazine) in which the students wrote about their stencil 

projects. The zine provided valuable information about the students as well as their 

intentions behind their art projects. Also, students completed pre and post program 

questionnaires, which examined how they viewed themselves, their schools, and their 

communities. The questionnaire template can be found in Appendix D. Finally, I 

compiled all of the data, coded it for reoccurring ideas, and then organized the data 

thematically.  

This study includes youth as research participants. It is imperative that this study 

protected the identities of the young people as well as considered their overall well being. 

In order to conduct the research, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Human Subject 

Research at The University of Texas at Austin approved the project. Likewise, the 

director of the Rocoso Valle Education Center approved the study. Then, the parents and 

students within the Summer 2014 Teen Program voluntarily enrolled in the study. Those 

students who did not participate were not treated differently, with the exception of not 

being interviewed at the end of program. With the exception of myself, pseudonyms were 

used for all references to persons and places (neighborhoods, schools, the low-income 

housing complex) in field notes and final research findings.  
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MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

Personal Motivations  
 

As a young woman, who has lived in a patriarchal structured society, I have faced 

some amount of discrimination throughout my life. I also have the experience of being 

white and a native English speaker raised by college-educated parents. Based on this 

large amount of privilege in American society, I believe it is my duty to advocate for 

change, rather than to remain complicit with a system that in some ways serves me. I was 

raised in a low-income household. My socio-economic class identity consistently assists 

me to build connections and trust with students from low-income backgrounds. I tell 

students I am from a low-income background. Students who are also low socio-economic 

status often know we share some sort of vulnerable commonality and that we might be 

able to identify with each other through this mutual experience. I grew up in low-income 

housing across town in the same city as the research field site during my adolescence and 

teenage years. Therefore, although my cultural background differed from the majority of 

the teens, because of growing up in the same city in families with limited financial 

means, I felt like an educator teaching in a situation in which I could identify; that was 

close to my heart in many ways.  

The particular location of the field site was personally intense for me. As a 

teenager, a close friend of mine was killed at the main intersection near the Rocoso Valle 

apartment complex. He was only sixteen years old. He was riding his BMX bike to 

school and a cement truck killed him. I drove by a memorial for him everyday as I 

entered into the housing complex. There is a white bike with artificial flowers, 
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photographs of him, and saint candles (candles in glass holders with Christian 

iconography). It was surreal to say the least. Everyday, arriving at the site reminded me 

of the fragility of life, the immense gratitude I have for the gift of life, and the ability to 

be of service as an educator. 

I currently teach visual art in a public elementary school in a Texas city. This 

thesis is directly related to the type of critical pedagogy I embrace in my own classroom. 

As educators, we can initiate a powerful process of acknowledging and deconstructing 

invisible yet pervasive discriminatory societal standards. Through art curriculum, 

students use symbols that possess socially constructed meaning. Therefore, it is important 

for students to begin understanding that meaning is socially constructed. Through art 

curriculum, it is possible to create and validate alternative meanings and ways of being 

(Holloway, 2001; New, 2007). My hope is for this thesis to be a testament to the positive 

impact art education can have on young people. In addition, I advocate for the expansion 

of art education, rather than the current reduction of it in U.S. public education.  

Through the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program, I gained experience writing 

constructivist curriculum. I worked directly with youth and gathered information about 

how the students perceived and interacted with the emergent curriculum. Educators must 

be flexible and able to adapt, in order to create curriculum that serves the needs of their 

students. Emergent curriculum shifts and changes based on students’ interests. I was open 

to making revisions based on students’ input about their life experiences. During the 

program, I incorporated artists and artworks related to themes that emerged in class 

discussions, such as the theme of immigration. I believe strongly in collaborative 
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knowledge formation, and the 2014 Summer Art Empowered program serves as an 

example of working in partnership with youth in a process of artistic meaning making. 

Professional Motivations 

 This study provides an example of an art program with student-centered 

curriculum. The data serves to show how one group of teens interacted with the student-

centered curriculum. The program utilized emergent curriculum, in that over the course 

of the program, the content evolved based on student input. This study provides valuable 

information about the results of incorporating students’ learning interests and 

implementing emergent curriculum. Stewart and Walker’s (2005) “enduring ideas” 

approach to art curriculum heavily influenced the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

curriculum. In this approach, art educators design curriculum surrounding a certain 

prompt or enduring idea that people of varying ages and cultural backgrounds can 

identify with. Walker and Stewart (2005) describe enduring ideas as: “life issues that 

extend beyond specific disciplines and that have lasting human importance” (p. 17). The 

concept of community improvement served as the enduring idea for the Summer 2014 

Art Empowered Program. During the program, students selected problems in their 

communities, created original community solutions to these issues, and generated a 

slogan and an image to communicate this solution through art-making. This study serves 

as an example of a visual art program that utilized constructivist, emergent curriculum 

based on the enduring ideas approach (Wiggins & McTighe, 2007).  
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PROGRAM BACKGROUND 
 

The Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program design originated in community 

programming I participated in as a teenager. I individually wrote the curriculum for the 

Art Empowered Summer 2014 Program, however several peers and I developed the 

original concept while participating in a non-profit organization’s programming during 

high school. Through collaboration between myself and fellow peers in the high school 

program, we created an initiative to voice our opinions on community issues affecting us. 

One aspect of this previous initiative was using the art of stenciling to design, hand cut, 

and spray paint t-shirts with positive messages about how to improve our schools and 

community. This high school project was so successful that later one of my peers began 

teaching after-school art programming funded through the same non-profit organization. 

After graduating from college, I rejoined the initiative and taught after-school art 

programming between Fall 2012 and Spring 2015. The co-teacher and I collaboratively 

founded the Art Empowered Program, including the stencil project and other society-

based projects. We co-taught an after-school art program at a Texas high school, serving 

between five and ten students twice weekly during the 2012-2013 school year. I was the 

lead teacher of the program during the 2013-2014 school year and taught twice per week 

at two Texas middle schools, serving between five and fifteen students per class. I 

student-taught in an elementary art classroom during Fall 2014 and therefore did not 

teach after-school art programming. During Spring 2015 I taught the Art Empowered 

Program at the same elementary school where I student-taught at. This program served an 
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average of five students per week. I simultaneously taught after-school art programming 

at a middle school, serving between ten and fifteen students per week.  

I chose to use the stencil lesson plans from the Art Empowered Program as the 

topic of my thesis research. The art form of spray paint stenciling is something that is 

exciting and engaging for young people. This art form paired with the task of students 

thinking critically about how to improve their communities, provided fertile ground for 

relevant research in the field of art education. The Rocoso Valle Education Center was 

the ideal location, as I had taught general after-school programming as the lead 5th grade 

teacher at the education center during the 2012-2013 school year. I then served as the 

lead K-5 art teacher during Summer 2013.  

The fact that I had built relationships at the education center with students, staff, 

and parents served as a strength of the study. The Teen Program director trusted that I 

had good intentions when I approached her about conducting the study. I had already 

formed opinions about the education center and the students before I conducted the study. 

I was excited to return to the education center during Summer 2014 to teach the Art 

Empowered stencil unit to the Teen Program. I taught the Art Empowered Program for 

four weeks during Summer 2014. I facilitated a total of seven full-length classes. This did 

not include one twenty-minute introductory session at the beginning of program and one 

additional two-hour workshop where students could finish cutting their stencils close to 

the end of the program. The Art Empowered Program times were Tuesdays and 

Thursdays 1:45-4:00 pm. Each Art Empowered class consisted of check-in, snack, direct 

instruction, class discussion, art studio time, and clean up. I was not paid for my time, 
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however the education center paid for the art supplies. The lesson plans for the stencil 

activity are located in Appendix A.  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The scope of the project focused on the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program at 

the Rocoso Valle Education Center. The field observations were limited to the summer of 

2014 when I taught the Art Empowered program during four weeks, from July 8th- 

August 1st. During the first week in August, when the program was fresh in the students’ 

minds, I conducted interviews with six students about the program. Even though more 

research participants had volunteered to be interviewed, coordinating a time was 

sometimes challenging with family schedules and travel. Data collection was limited to 

one month, between July 8 and August 8, 2014. Student attendance affected data 

collection. Some students were absent when distribution of one or even both 

questionnaires occurred. A limitation of the study was incomplete data sets for several 

research participants.  

Due to the nature of the study design, I was limited to observing the students 

during program time. Often, more in-depth ethnographic research, in which the lives of 

participants outside of educational programming are explored, yield profound results. 

Students’ lives outside of educational spaces are extremely relevant and affect the way 

students operate in a classroom. This study, however, was limited to focus on the 

possibilities within the program: the curriculum, classroom dynamics, and student work 

within the classroom. As the teacher and the researcher, my ability to take extensive field 
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notes and conduct detailed observations during program time was minimal. I strove to 

record detailed reflections after program time, however some information that occurred in 

the moment may have been lost.  

As previously mentioned, my relationship to the education center as a former staff 

member affected my perspectives of the field site and the research participants. This bias 

must be acknowledged. Although my relationship to the education center, the staff, and 

the families overall served as an asset in the study, it also caused an amount of researcher 

bias. For example, I had already developed ideas and perspectives about the low-income 

housing complex, the education center, as well as the families and students. Another 

limitation of the study was that students engaged with only two projects during the 

program. In addition, other programming activities during the Summer 2014 Teen 

Program may have influenced the students’ choices of stencil topics. 

SIGNIFICANCE TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

This thesis impacts the field of art education by providing data to support effective 

social justice art curriculum (Anderson et al., 2010). Art education has the potential to 

positively impact young people in a profound lifelong way. I advocate for social justice 

art education focused on creating positive social change as one direct way to do this. 

When young people learn to use art as a tool for positive social change, then they can 

apply these skills to better their communities. Asset-based art curriculum (Hutzel, 2007) 

focuses on and strives to increase the quality aspects of a community. This type of art 

curriculum can guide students to reflect on their communities, what their role is in their 
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community, and the positive aspects of their communities. Students can then express 

these perspectives through personally meaningful artworks. As art educators, we need to 

create, share, and implement curriculum that guides students to engage in the creation of 

significant art that communicates their unique worldviews. Art programming that places 

students’ voices as central focus paves the path for positive social change (Greene, 

Burke, & McKenna, 2013). Through art programming, educators have the ability to 

empower students to envision and create new possibilities for themselves and society. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
Asset-based curriculum is educational content that centers the assets (gifts, skills, and 

capacities) of individuals, associations, and institutions within a community (Hutzel, 

2007). 

Community is an “interdependent group of people defined by a common place, intention, 

tradition or spirit” (Knight & Schwarzman, 2005, p. xvi). 

Curriculum “refers to what we [as educators] teach—the content of our lessons and 

units…” (Buffington, 2014, p. 8). 

Emergent curriculum consists of “activity plans that follow the interests of the young 

children in a particular learning group” (Collins & O’Brien, 2011, p. 160). As an educator 

utilizing emergent curriculum, I had particular curricular goals and topics in mind. After 

learning about the students’ interests, I presented relevant artists, artworks, and 

information. 
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Identity is defined as, “Characteristics humans use to structure and interpret one another’s 

associations and interactions. Usually, ethnicity or race, social class, gender, religion, 

sexual preference, and age are considered major elements of identity” (Knight & 

Schwarzman, 2005, p. xvi). Identity is formed through a dialogic process of individual 

agency and social influence. As Holloway (2001) states, “…identities are determined by 

a set of conditions—social, historical, psychological” (p. 30). Identity formation is a 

social process and constantly in flux.   

Social justice art education is an area of art education that uses: 
 

…the aesthetic as the central strategy for exposing, deconstructing, 

disarming, and acting out against those aspects of culture that promote 

inequity, that are socially and psychologically manipulative, one-sided, 

dishonest, or repressive, as well as for constructing visions that provide or 

potentially provide equal opportunities for all. (Anderson, Gussak, Hallmark, 

& Paul, 2010, p. 5)  

Art education for the aims of social justice consists of intentionally writing and teaching 

curriculum that provides students the space and tools to challenge and change often 

widely accepted beliefs or systems that enact oppression. Anderson et al. (2010) states, 

“From a social justice perspective, artworks and visual culture can be used as sensitive 

instruments to guide us to human understandings that engage both the intellect and the 

emotions, toward the ends of social reconstruction and social justice” (p. 5). 

Symbolic action is the creation, use, and legitimization of alternative symbol meanings 

(Holloway, 2001). Through art, students have the ability to work with symbolic meaning, 
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have agency to creatively transform it, and interpret and redefine the realities in which 

they live. Art education can provide a space for students to take symbolic action; to create 

symbolic meaning of and about themselves and their world outside of enforced culturally 

hegemonic meaning.  

Symbolic violence is the imposition of arbitrarily elevated epistemology onto students 

and the targeting of anything outside of the dominant cultural standards as non-legitimate 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Through symbolic violence, characteristics of the 

dominant group or class have become the legitimized methods of speech (linguistic 

capital) and legitimized methods of interaction (cultural capital) (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977). This is a form of violence in that much of schooling is subtractive (Bartlett & 

García, 2011), striving to teach students from differing cultural backgrounds than the 

dominant group to replace learned behavioral methods from home with those of the 

school institution.  

CONCLUSION 
 
 The Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program was hosted at the Rocoso Valle 

Education Center and there were seventeen participants. The profound discussions were a 

result of the teens stepping outside their comfort zones to discuss complex and often 

sensitive topics. They took a stance on these issues and communicate their community 

solutions through original designs. I was intentional about not guiding students toward 

what topics to select; instead creating a space for students to suggest issues for discussion 
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and voice their opinions. This thesis is a platform to communicate the students’ 

perspectives and their voice is central in this work.  

As art educators, we have the responsibility to tackle such issues as creating and 

teaching art curriculum that facilitates youth to explore and contest effects of symbolic 

violence in their lives. We must encourage and create space for students to develop their 

own perspectives on issues affecting them and their communities. Then, we need to equip 

students with the necessary artistic skills and analytical tools to communicate these ideas. 

Art education has the potential to address topics such as instances of injustice as well as 

facilitate youth to envision what constitutes an ideal community (Anderson et al., 2010). 

Through the Art Empowered Program, I witnessed one group of teens creating pathways 

to improve their communities and synthesizing their unique ideas into artworks.  
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 The field of art education is vast and there are varying perspectives on the goals 

and structures of art curriculum (Gude, 2007; Kern, 1985). This literature review includes 

a brief introduction to the field of art education within the United States. Secondly, it 

contains a discussion of contemporary theoretical trends in the field. It then provides 

overviews of community-based art education, of social justice art education, and of street 

art within art curriculum. The chapter then covers theories of learning, including 

discussions of critical pedagogy and of constructivist theory. Positive social change is an 

overarching theme within the literature review as that is, in my opinion, the ultimate goal 

of a quality art education.   

INTRODUCTION TO ART EDUCATION 
 
 Art education as a field has evolved greatly over the past century. There are many 

histories of art education within the United States (Bolin, Blandy, & Congdon, 2000; 

Efland, 1990; Kern, 1985; Smith, 1873; Stankiewicz, 1984, 1992). A comprehensive 

history is beyond the scope of this literature review. What qualifies as art itself has been 

contested, and varies per cultural group. There are many art forms, such as those 

belonging to Native American tribes, that pre-date what is understood by modern 

American art educators to be the beginning of the field. There is work to be done in 

expanding the understanding of what constitutes art education and in including untold 
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histories of participation in the arts by minority groups. Art as a subject has existed in the 

United States public schools since the 1870s (Kern, 1985). Since the 1800s, American art 

education has striven to serve many varying agendas, including “train artisans and 

draftsmen for industry, to produce a moral citizenry, and aimed to promote creativity and 

self-expression” (Kern, 1985, p. 40). 

 The three significant frameworks of art education include child-centered, subject-

centered, or society-centered curriculum framing. These orientations are not mutually 

exclusive. For example, Gude (2007) provides an example of art curriculum that is both 

child-centered and society-centered. Gude (2007) states:  

The essential contribution that arts education can make to our students and 

to our communities is to teach skills and concepts while creating 

opportunities to investigate and represents one’s own experiences—

generating personal and shared meaning. Quality arts curriculum is thus 

rooted in belief in the transformative power of art and critical inquiry. (p. 

6) 

Therefore, art education is most effective when students are provided the artistic skills as 

well as the critical tools they need in order to express their unique perspectives and lived 

experiences through artworks. Quality art educators guide students to reflect on 

themselves and their positions in society in order to create works of art that communicate 

their individual ideas.  
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ART EDUCATION OF THE 21ST CENTURY  

 Theoretical approaches in art education have evolved as our world turns to one of 

global interconnectedness. Technology and a global economy have caused information to 

spread at a rapid rate. Within this context, art education can expose students to a complex 

changing world through diverse perspectives and artworks. Art educators have advocated 

for incorporating students’ diverse experiences outside the classroom into art curriculum 

(Bolin & Blandy, 2003; Eglinton, 2008; McFee 1995; Stewart & Walker, 2005). For 

example, Eglinton (2008) addresses how students’ local lived experiences in place and 

space shape the way they interact with visual material in society and in the art classroom. 

To fully grasp how young people are using images in the classroom, one must look 

toward their outside-of-school experiences. Eglinton (2008) defines “place and space” as 

“the material and symbolic aspects and/or social narratives found in certain sites” (p. 51). 

Students’ backgrounds and their lived experiences outside of school and community art 

programming not only influence their art, but shape who they are as developing 

individuals. Eglinton discusses the concept of visual material culture, which includes 

everyday images such as popular media representations, images on the Internet, clothing, 

and fine art. She encourages the broadening of art education to include pop culture and 

daily images students interact with, as well as to develop “an approach to pedagogy 

which focuses on critique, for example, supporting young people in recognizing that 

visual material culture is laden with influential sociocultural meanings” (Eglinton, 2008, 

p. 53). Stewart and Walker (2005) also discuss art education that teaches students about 

critically analyzing the way visual images influence them:  
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With an emphasis on the cultural context of visual images—how images 

are presented and responded to in contemporary life—teachers can assist 

students in critically analyzing the way in which their ideas, beliefs, and 

behaviors are shaped through daily encounters with images in popular 

culture. (p. 10) 

Young people see many images daily, from advertisements, public art, and online. It is 

important to equip students with the tools they need to analyze these images and teach 

them to be aware of how the images affect their perspectives. Youth can acquire this 

critical lens to viewing the world and our society through art education. Educators must 

acknowledge that “young people are contextual agents who, through local cultural 

practices, actively produce, navigate and use visual material culture to shape both 

themselves and the world around them” (Eglinton, 2008, p. 62). Art education has the 

power to provide the critical and constructive tools to, as Audre Lorde says, “dismantle 

the master’s house” and create alternative homes (as cited in Eglington, 2008, p. 62). 

Simply stated, this means that through art education students learn to think critically 

about the world around them and this may lead to challenging unjust social structures.  

 Bolin and Blandy (2003) move beyond the concept of visual culture and support 

the approach of material culture in art education. Visual culture is limited to accounting 

for the visual aspects of daily experiences whereas “all human-mediated sights, sounds, 

smells, tastes, objects, forms, and expressions are material culture” (Bolin & Blandy, 

2003, p. 250).  Bolin and Blandy (2003) specify that anything that has been created 

through the process of “purposeful human intervention, based on cultural activity” is 
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material culture (p. 250). Material culture studies is comprehensive, whereas the studying 

of art objects is limited, especially when taken out of cultural context. Therefore, it is 

important to study the production of objects, as well as how they are used.  

 Through material culture studies, students learn that art is culturally situated and 

that the making and viewing of art is affected by one’s cultural background. This is an 

important aspect of developing global citizens and acknowledging multiple perspectives. 

Bolin and Blandy (2003) also encourage educators to guide students to think critically 

about the virtual world. Students generally spend a lot of time participating in video 

games, social media interactions, and various online experiences. Educators are ignoring 

a large part of students’ lives if we do not acknowledge these virtual interactions. 

Students are global citizens and with the spread of the Internet, communication, and 

information, the field of art education must adapt.  

June King McFee advocated for the field of art education to adapt to a changing 

world in the 21st century. Professor McFee was head of the Department of Art Education 

at the University of Oregon from 1965-1983. According to McFee (1995), art embodies 

and expresses culture and culturally learned symbolic systems that help structure how we 

make art. Each person learns a language of art and visual meaning relative to their 

cultural background. McFee (1995) states, “Art is one of the major communication 

systems in most cultures. Each member of a culture learns to “read” or understand the 

culture through the art that expresses values, patterns of organization, social structures, 

and belief systems” (p. 178). McFee was a trailblazer in understanding the global context 

of art education and variances between cultures.  
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McFee (1995) defines art-making as: “Those human activities which purposefully 

and qualitatively interpret, invent, extend, and imbue meaning through organized visual 

form or enhance the form and meaning of objects. These activities are conceptualized as 

processes and products of what we call art” (p. 179). As such, art is reflective of cultural 

values and meanings. Different groups adhere to culturally constructed standards of 

aesthetics and definitions of what art is and what art means. Art provides an individual 

space for expression, although cultural upbringing and class background affect the art an 

individual likes and/or makes. McFee (1995) emphasized the importance of students 

understanding their own art in its cultural context:  

Without the sociocultural understanding of art in their own culture, students 

miss an important avenue for understanding changes that take place in art—

among the artists, the art institutions, the art disciplines, and the users, and as 

art reflects change or leads to change in society itself. (p. 185)  

She advocated for culturally aware art education that emphasized “studying multiple 

cultural realties made accessible by visually communicated values, beliefs, and feelings 

in art” (McFee, 1995, p. 187). Through challenging the hierarchy of standards of 

aesthetics, exposing students to culturally diverse art forms, and asking students to reflect 

on their art in relation to their culture, McFee developed a culturally aware framework for 

art education. McFee claimed that art education is a potential avenue for educating youth 

about their society and their world. She developed curriculum in which students position 

themselves in the world, becoming conscious of their relationship to and position in the 

visual and social landscape.  
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 Through art education, young people can tackle complex concepts and negotiate 

their perspectives about the world around them. Stewart and Walker (2005) also discuss 

art education that provides students with a space to contemplate their society and their 

world. Stewart and Walker (2005) encourage art educators to use the concept of 

“Enduring Ideas” in their curriculum. Enduring ideas are broad themes based on human 

experience, which students can generate questions about in order to create a related 

concept for their art (Wiggins & McTighe, 2007). The goal for this approach is that 

students generate meaningful ideas for their artwork that relate to their own personal 

lived experiences, while at the same time addressing a broader theme. Ideally, through 

utilizing enduring ideas, students learn to create art that is personally expressive as well 

as socially relevant. 

 These child-centered, discipline-centered, and society-centered interrelated 

approaches to art education comprise the main curricular directions today. Art education 

in the 21st century is nebulous and evolving. Our field can address societal topics and 

provide a space to analyze various perspectives and stances. Through art programs, 

students have opportunities to gain real world skills and learn to think critically about 

global situations. Individual identity and self-reflection through art-making is equally 

important and ideally is intertwined with social critique. Students within the Summer 

2014 Art Empowered Program participated in thinking critically about how to improve 

their communities and expressed their perspectives through making unique stenciled t-

shirts. Teaching students skills such as studio art techniques, discussion, theme 

brainstorming, and social and artistic critique are essential to quality art curriculum and 
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programs. With these broad artistic skills, students are able to create art that is 

meaningful to them and to their communities. For art curriculum to be significant, 

students’ lives, identities, and cultures must be acknowledged, validated, and 

incorporated into discussions and art-making.  

COMMUNITY-BASED ART EDUCATION  
 
 Incorporating students’ lived experiences into art curriculum may be more fluid 

within the context of community-based art education (CBAE). As CBAE is situated 

within students’ communities, in some situations there may be fewer barriers connecting 

art programming to the lives of students. CBAE is slightly more nebulous than school or 

museum based art education, in that it is not limited to a particular institution. 

Community art programming often happens within community centers as well as 

peoples’ homes, through public art on the streets, and even through digital imagery 

(Ulbricht, 2005). This form of education may take place in partnership with school and 

museum based art education programming or operate independently. Chung and Ortiz 

(2011) advocate for CBAE, stating, “Partnerships with local community organizations are 

essential if art education is to become part of a greater societal change, increase social 

recognition, and promote its unique creative role in public schooling” (p. 47). 

Connections to CBAE via community organizations and community members often 

strengthen museum and school art education programming. When discussing the history 

of CBAE, Ulbricht (2005) states:  
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If community-based art education is defined as something that takes place 

outside of K-12 schools, it is not a new form of art education. Informal 

teaching has been and is the dominant method by which individuals learn 

about art. If we think of art education in communities, each culture and 

historical period has had its own methods of teaching individuals about 

art. (p. 7) 

Making art in one’s community has existed since the beginning of human culture. 

Through the centuries, art education in communities across the globe has been varied and 

consistently evolving. CBAE in the United States currently exists for all ages and for 

many different populations, including underserved groups such as low-income youth, 

homeless individuals, older adults, people with physical and mental disabilities, and 

individuals who are incarcerated (Ulbricht, 2005). Programming exists in many forms, 

such as artists in residencies, outreach programs, and community public art projects.  

 CBAE programs may be organized and funded in various ways. For example, 

these may occur through individual participants, non-profit fund raising, or for-profit 

earnings. Congdon, Blandy, and Bolin (2001) explain that people participate in 

community arts in both formal and informal settings. Congdon et al. (2001) state: 

Viewed from this perspective, art education incorporates a broad range of 

art objects and practices. This includes the traditional and popular arts. 

These diverse art objects and practices function, in part, as catalysts for 

dialogue about individual and group identity, local and national concerns, 

and ultimately the pursuit of democracy. (p. 3) 
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The idea of community is important, as people with shared interests come together to 

participate in learning and art-making. Community members may connect across cultural, 

racial, and socio-economic divides or may come together due to shared backgrounds.  

CBAE settings “have been, and continue to be… enclaves in which people 

assemble, work, and act together for a variety of political, cultural, economic, and 

educational purposes. These purposes are ultimately directed towards debating and 

creating the common good” (Congdon et al., 2001, p. 3). I would argue the common good 

is subjective and based on individuals’ positionality in society. For example, a 

community art program works most successfully when participants identify common 

goals and work towards bettering their individual and communal situation.  

Congdon et al. (2001) address community-based art programming in relation to 

social concerns: 

Over time such initiatives have fostered the coordination and 

communication of discussions associated with important social issues. 

They have encouraged people to act collectively on matters of mutual 

concern. At times they have provided “free space” in which people learn 

to articulate what they believe in, appreciate the power of collective 

action, and find support for their struggle to bring about positive social 

change. (p. 4) 

Through community art programming, people may find common ground to take a stand 

on issues affecting them individually and communally. This progress could take many 
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different forms from personal reflection, to communal public art, to inspiring direct 

action.  

Expanding our understanding of what constitutes CBAE is important for the field 

of art education to move forward. As Bolin et al. (2000) and Congdon et al. (2001) state, 

there are many silenced and invisible histories of CBAE. Groups of people who do not 

hold economic or political power in society, such as low-income people, people of color, 

women, and youth have participated in community arts, however their stories have not 

been privileged. Through shifting and expanding categories of what CBAE is and who art 

educators and participants are, previously silenced stories surface and the true diversity of 

community art programming is visible.  

It is ideal when members of a particular community lead art programming in their 

community. As insiders to their communities, they know from experience the interests of 

their fellow artists and community members. Frequently, art educators teach in a 

community to which they do not belong. As outsiders, art educators must take care to 

make art programming a positive and worthwhile experience for everyone. If art 

educators are not culturally sensitive, they may inadvertently impose foreign standards 

onto students. The dominant societal standards for correct ways of speaking (linguistic 

capital) and ways of behaving and thinking (cultural capital) privilege Euro-American 

values. Community art educators must be aware of standards that de-legitimize some 

students’ linguistic and cultural capital, which can be defined as symbolic violence 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). If educators are aware of the potential for symbolic 

violence, they must take intentional steps to deliver quality CBAE. Ulbricht (2005) 



 30 

addresses outsiders of communities engaging in community-based art education: 

“Students can learn about people by investigating the material culture in their 

communities. Today, many artists and architects engage in a form of ethnography before 

designing and building projects that fit or engage community interests” (p. 11). Being 

culturally aware as an educator is important, and when one is responsible for leading or 

teaching in a community other than their own, it is essential. Art educators must learn 

about community dynamics and needs in order to provide relevant and engaging 

programming. 

In conclusion, CBAE is diverse in participants, organizations, and art forms. 

Community art programming includes artists in residencies, outreach programs, and 

community public art projects. CBAE has multiple definitions, based on individuals’ 

personal experiences with particular art programming. Partnerships between artists, 

community members, and organizations such as schools, museums, and community 

centers create the foundation for successful community art programming. Overall, CBAE 

is most successful when programming connects to participants’ lives and meets the needs 

of the community (Adejumo, 2010).  

SOCIAL JUSTICE ART EDUCATION 

Quality art education guides students to think critically about the world around 

them and provides them with tools to interpret and contribute to that world. Within art 

programming, youth can envision what constitutes an ideal community (Anderson, 

Gussak, Hallmark, & Paul, 2010).  
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Anderson et al. (2010) state that art education for social justice: 

…centers art forms, visual artifacts, performances, and educational 

activities that encourage social equity and the opportunity for all people to 

achieve their vocational, professional, personal, social, and economic 

goals in the world. This entails using the aesthetic as the central strategy 

for exposing, deconstructing, disarming, and acting out against those 

aspects of culture that promote inequity, that are socially and 

psychologically manipulative, one-sided, dishonest, or repressive, as well 

as for contructing visions that provide or potentially provide equal 

opportunities for all. (p. 5) 

It takes a great amount of work to ideologically deconstruct unjust social systems and 

express alternatives through art. This is challenging and guides students to use art as a 

problem solving tool. Creativity and imagination are powerful tools in the face of 

oppression.  

In order to express perspectives of how to improve the world around them, young 

people learn how to use the language of art. New (2007) stated that children’s art can be 

understood as the “creative and imaginative use of multiple symbolic languages” (p. 49). 

Through understanding art as the use of symbolic language, New (2007) discussed 

“children’s production and use of symbolic languages as a form of sociocultural activity 

with the potential to re-present reality in a way that transforms prevailing attitudes and 

understandings” (p. 49). In this way, New (2007) argues that art is a method of social 
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critique, and that people use symbolic language to take agency, interpret, and re-present 

reality. Holloway (2001) claims, as New alludes to, that art education provides a space 

for symbolic action, or the creation, use, and legitimization of alternative symbol 

meanings. Through art, students have the ability to interpret and redefine the realities in 

which they live, to work with symbolic meaning, and have agency to creatively transform 

meaning. Holloway (2001) argues that students have the opportunity to: 

…redefine and manipulate meanings through the arts. In so doing, the arts 

provide ways for individuals to give voice to or depict their experiences, 

to try on new identities or perspectives, and even to visualize, articulate, or 

act out the impossible. Insofar as the arts permit people to try on and 

practice ways of being that differ from their original habitus, the arts 

counter symbolic violence with symbolic action and facilitate 

transformation of roles and identity. (pp. 394-395) 

Holloway’s ethnographic work with working-class white female adolescent students in a 

community art program provided detailed material in support of her art as symbolic 

action theory. Through art, a student can express oneself, one’s cultural background, and 

communicate a message about oneself, often countering stereotypes or widely held 

misconceptions regarding race, gender, socio-economic status, age and labels of 

disability.  

Holloway (2001) claims art curriculum can be used to counter symbolic violence 

in students’ lives. Likewise, Marshall (2014) explains art education can facilitate the 

critique of violence (both symbolic and physical) through the power of youth creativity. 
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In order to counter the violence in students’ lives, Marshall (2014) focuses on three 

realms: “(1). Art healing the effects of violence on the individual, (2). Art unifying 

divisions within a school, and (3). Art for building peace in a greater community” (p. 37). 

Marshall argues that the art classroom can be a place to express emotional pain, which 

provides an opportunity for healing to begin. She contends that through art, students learn 

that differences between people are not something to be afraid of, rather something to 

appreciate. Art, Marshall (2014) believes: 

…makes differences the source of new understanding, connection, and 

richness… When students walk into the art class, they are walking into a 

paradigm of the place where differences are needed and celebrated. It is 

the place where each student’s unique view of the world is asked for and 

valued. (pp. 38-39)  

Through art-making and conversations, students engage in discussion of individuals’ 

differences in background, providing a potential space to overcome fear and discomfort 

of these differences. Students may even use art to express acceptance and understanding 

of diversity. Marshall (2014) claims that through art-making, discussion, and viewing, art 

teachers spread joy and positive growth, as well as strengthen communities.  

 When art education in schools and community settings is imbued with a social 

justice intent, it may provide a space for students to recognize and critique injustices. 

Through art curriculum, youth can envision their communities without prejudice or 

violence. When art is taught as a symbolic language and students learn that symbol 

systems are socially constructed, they are able to see the potential for reimagining as well 
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as their potential to rebuild the world around them. Through this approach, art is a tool to 

for individual participants to reach their potential, rather than limitation. Students may 

find freedom within art programming from daily societal constraints. 

STREET ART IN ART EDUCATION 
 
 Street art is one type of art style that may facilitate this freedom from daily 

societal constraints. Street art is art created in public places, often in a subversive manner. 

It consists of several artistic media, including spray-paint murals, spray-paint stencils, 

wheat-pasted posters, and others. According to Chung (2009), including street art in art 

curriculum for youth is positive because it provides a medium that connects to students’ 

daily lived experiences. It can be used to express their unique identities, and used to 

constructively critique problems in society (Eldridge, 2013). Chung (2009) states, “As a 

vernacular art form, street art, such as the work of British artist Banksy, deals with 

activism, reclamation, and subversion and allows artists a platform to reach a broader 

audience than traditional art forms” (p. 25). Street art is often used to make a political 

statement or take a stance on social issues (Chung, 2009; Eldridge, 2013).  

Some art educators may be hesitant to introduce street art into the classroom due 

to its controversial nature as well as its connection to illegal activity. Laurie Eldridge 

(2013) moved beyond this hesitation and completed a case study about an artist who 

taught street art workshops to her 7th and 8th grade art students. The artist in her study, 

Sentrock, discussed the necessity to clarify to students the difference between vandalism 

and street art (Eldridge, 2013). Vandalism occurs when public or private property is 
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defaced. However, students are encouraged to partake in art projects done with 

permission of property owners or that is created within the classroom, in styles inspired 

by street art. When teaching students about street art, it is important to focus on how the 

genre can be channeled as a form of expression. Eldridge (2013) discusses how Sentrock 

used his, “…art teaching to enrich students’ lives, encourage their creative thinking, and 

bring voice and a sense of identity to their individual lives” (p. 26). Through the genre of 

street art, many students are able to incorporate their personalities and identities into their 

art-making. Street art styles provide room for creativity and personal choice.  

Many American students are familiar with street art from their lives outside of 

school-based art programming. Eldridge (2013) claims street art, “…is part of the visual 

culture of many students” (p. 22). For example, as part of his school-based stencil lesson 

plan, Chung (2009) encourages students to go out into their neighborhoods and observe 

street art. In this way educators can validate and incorporate knowledge and experiences 

students have outside the formalized art program. Eldridge (2013) suggests that “more 

cases need to be developed that locate the content of visual images in the daily 

experiences of youth,” and she encouraged “taking the context of students’ lives into 

consideration when developing art curricula” (p. 27). Therefore, incorporating street art 

into art curriculum makes a connection between the visual culture students may already 

be familiar with and their art-making in the classroom.  

 Studying, as well as making street art “can address social and political issues” 

(Chung, 2009, p. 25). Similar to what Chung (2009) discusses in his article and lesson 

plan, teens in this study stenciled t-shirts to raise awareness about personally relevant 
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social issues. Chung (2009) states, “students can stencil t-shirts that illuminate or 

challenge social practices, demonstrating their understanding of how art can act as an 

intervention” (p. 32). Through street art units, students gain first-hand experience in using 

art to express their perspectives on a social topic as well as gain critical thinking skills. 

Addressing street art units within school-based and community-based art programming 

can teach students to question and critique the injustices around them, as well as 

reconstruct this meaning through art. In Eldridge’s (2013) study, the teaching artist 

Sentrock believed street art could teach students to critique society, and that, “This idea 

of making society question itself can be seen as another way of giving back to the 

community, that disruption of society is actually healthy for all” (p. 25). Through street 

art curriculum, young people may learn that creating art that may be critical of issues in 

society might actually be beneficial. In order to create positive social change one must 

question injustice. Not only can students use street art to question unjust social practices, 

they can actually use the medium to express their perspectives on how to improve the 

world they live in.  

When students engage in street art curriculum, it “is an area of life that is free 

from authority, that the artist can do what he wants to do without anyone shutting you 

down, telling you this is the right way and this is the wrong way” (Eldridge, 2013, p. 25). 

Through street art units, students have freedom to be artistically creative as well as 

intellectually innovative. Sentrock, “believes that [street] art is one way to improve 

society and the lives of youth” (Eldridge, 2013, p. 25). When creating street art, students 
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have the opportunities to be in dialogue with the world around them, express their unique 

identities, and visually express how they imagine improving their communities.  

THEORIES OF LEARNING 

Critical Pedagogy 

 As discussed in the social justice art education and the street art sections, art 

curriculum can provide the space and tools to critique injustice as well as envision and 

express ideas for improving society. Through the use of critical pedagogy (Giroux, 1983; 

1992), educators can encourage students to question and critique prejudice and structural 

inequity. Critical pedagogy functions on two suppositions: (a) the need for a language of 

critique, or a questioning of presuppositions; and (b) a language of possibility that 

accentuates human empowerment (Giroux, 1992). This approach encourages students to 

both question and critique societal structures, as well as positively impact the world 

around them.  

Educators, using this approach, explicitly teach critical thinking skills in order for 

students to form their own opinions about society. Freire (1970) explains this 

collaborative knowledge formation between educators and students: 

From the outset, her [the educator’s] efforts must coincide with those of 

the students to engage in critical thinking and the quest for mutual 

humanization. Her efforts must be imbued with a profound trust in people 

and their creative power. To achieve this, they must be partners of the 

students in their relations with them. (p. 75) 
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Educators can guide students to acknowledge structural oppression, however it is 

ultimately up to students to create their own perspectives and imagine their own 

solutions. As Freire (1970) states, educators must trust in their students and in their 

creative power. To have effective critical pedagogy, Ladson-Billings (1995) states, 

“students must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status 

quo of the current social order” (p. 160). She elaborated that to enact critical pedagogy, 

“students must develop a broader sociopolitical consciousness that allows them to 

critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that produce and maintain 

social inequities” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 162). Educators have the challenging and 

important task of providing young people with the skills they need to think critically and 

develop a critical, sociopolitical consciousness. If young people learn to be aware of the 

world they live in, then they can develop into active community members involved in 

positive community transformation.  

 Critical pedagogy framed the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. For 

example, during the program time students thought analytically about their communities. 

They also thought creatively and productively about solutions to specific community 

issues. Furthermore, they communicated their messages regarding community 

improvement through their artwork. Art educators such as Yokley (1999) advocate for 

critical pedagogy in art programming. She argues, “with a critical pedagogy in art 

classrooms, students and art teachers combine the power of artistic means with political 

action as they question ideological formations, and indeed all facets of life, through 

projects of possibility” (Yokley, 1999, p. 24). The Summer 2014 Art Empowered stencils 
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were projects of possibility, in that students addressed negative community issues but 

focused on positive solutions. The teens used their art projects to communicate their 

visions of how to improve their communities.  

Constructivism  

 The educational theory of constructivism contends that students are not passive 

recipients of knowledge, but rather that they actively engage in the process of knowledge 

formation (Fosnot, 1996; Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1964; Piaget, 1950; Vygotsky, 1978). 

Youth create knowledge through experiential learning (Dewey, 1938). This means that 

students are active agents in the classroom and deep learning occurs when young people 

can experiment, explore, and develop their own understandings. Dewey (1938) states that 

educators must “have that sympathetic understanding of individuals as individuals which 

gives him [or her] an idea of what is actually going on in the minds of those who are 

learning” (p. 39). And so, constructivist theory supports the belief that students are 

individuals with diverse talents and modes of learning.  

Constructivist theory has strongly influenced the field of art education (Lowenfeld 

& Brittain, 1964; Thompson, 2015). According to Thompson (2015): 

A constructivist perspective on learning positions children as innately 

equipped with the curiosity to explore the world and the capacity to find 

meaning in the objects, images, relationships, and events they encounter. 

Ultimately, constructivism questions the taken-for-granted relationship 

between adults and children as masters to apprentices, or filler to pail. 
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Constructivism shifts the balance that transmission models of instruction 

leave unquestioned, moving from convictions about the adult 

responsibility to share knowledge accumulated by prior generations to 

belief in the ability of each new generation to produce knowledge of their 

own. Envisioning children as knowledge producers, as capable creators of 

values and meanings, constructivist pedagogies situate the child, or the 

children, at the center of the process of learning.  (p. 119) 

Students do not only consume concepts educators teach them. They also deconstruct and 

recreate these ideas and images through critical analyses and art-making. It is the 

educator’s responsibility to provide the space and guidance to help facilitate meaningful 

learning experiences. 

 Ayers (2010) uses the approachable avenue of a graphic novel to discuss his own 

teaching experiences based on constructivist theory. Ayers (2010) claims educators need 

to truly acknowledge their students. Additionally, he states educators need to learn from 

and with their students: 

 A commitment to the visibility of students as persons requires a radical 

reversal: all teachers must become students of their students. The students 

become teachers as well as learners. The teacher attends to the students in 

order to support growth and learning—we are side by side working in 

concert to know the world. (Ayers, 2010, p. 26) 
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As difficult as it may be for educators to relinquish their role as the distributor of 

knowledge, constructivist educators believe they are facilitators of collaborative 

knowledge formation. 

Young people learn on a deeper cognitive level when they have the opportunity to 

explore concepts they are interested in. Adejumo (2010) has researched student-centered 

curriculum in quality community-based art education (CBAE). In one community-based 

art program in Ohio, Adejumo (2010) describes how youth participants contributed to the 

program by suggesting specific projects and activities. He described this approach to art 

instruction as “decentralization” (Adejumo, 2010, p. 27). In a decentralized classroom, 

“the teacher becomes a partner who initiates learning and provides support as needed, but 

does not inhibit intuitive knowledge and innovative thinking in the process of performing 

these duties” (Adejumo, 2002, p. 8). The educator is a partner and a facilitator of 

students’ creative exploration. The Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program supported 

students’ intuitive knowledge and innovative thinking. 

Constructivist theory heavily influenced the context of this study. The students in 

the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program engaged in a student-centered model of art 

programming. They exercised power in their own art projects, in that they chose their 

topics and how to communicate their ideas. The teens made decisions about how they 

wanted to use their program time. I taught the students art techniques such as spray-paint 

stenciling, while they simultaneously educated me about their lived experiences. I strove 

to be a partner with the teens in the pursuit of collaborative knowledge formation.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 The field of art education has varying perspectives on what constitutes ideal art 

curriculum. As well as varying perspectives regarding the goals of museum-based, 

school-based, and community-based art education. This chapter has provided an 

introduction to the field of art education, as well as an overview of contemporary 

theoretical trends that impact the field, such as student-centered curriculum, material 

culture studies, and art education for social justice. The literature review addressed 

CBAE, social justice art education, and street art within art programming. The chapter 

then presented theories of learning, including a discussion of critical pedagogy and 

constructivist theory. The teaching of social justice art education takes a great deal of 

intention and awareness due to the nature of guiding students through addressing difficult 

and often controversial topics. Successful and engaging art programming may guide 

students to express their unique perspectives on themselves and their communities. Social 

justice art education that utilizes critical pedagogy can provide students the tools and 

skills to create meaningful artwork that may communicate creative alternatives to 

systems of oppression. During the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program, students 

engaged with social justice curriculum utilizing a constructivist framework. The 

following chapter discusses the methodology of this study. It introduces the study site, 

research participants, and methods of data collection.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 This chapter provides an overview of the study conducted in the Summer 2014 

Art Empowered Program at the Rocoso Valle Education Center. Within the chapter is a 

discussion of qualitative research, an overview of the research methodoogy, and an 

introduction to the field site. After, is an overview of the Art Empowered curriculum and 

history of the program. There is a section devoted to researcher positionality and the 

paradigms guiding the study. Next, is information about the study participants; some 

basic demographic information about them, as well as a brief physical description of their 

appearance and personality traits. Finally, the chapter discusses the methods of data 

collection as well as the data analysis process. This chapter introduces the reader to the 

elements of the case study conducted in the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program.  

STUDY DESIGN  

 This study utilized qualitative research methods. When characterizing the 

nebulous nature of qualitative research, Creswell (2007) provides this definition: 

Qualitative research begins with assumptions, a worldview, the possible 

use of a theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into 

the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. 

To study this problem, qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative 

approach to inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to 
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the people and places under study, and the data analysis that is inductive 

and establishes patterns or themes. The final written report or presentation 

includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, and a 

complex description and interpretation of the problem, and it extends the 

literature or signals a call for action. (p. 37) 

Qualitative research is subjective in that the investigator describes and interprets the 

studied phenomena. In qualitative research designs the investigator generates meaning 

through finding trends and themes in collected data. As Creswell (2007) states, 

qualitative research reports include the voices of participants. Likewise, this study 

highlights the voices of the student participants.  

The central research question for the study was:  

•   How do teens in a low-income community center summer art program express 

their perspectives on their identities and their communities? 

When selecting a qualitative research methodology, a case study research design was 

ideal for this project. The case was the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. I studied 

the ways the students expressed their perspectives through visual art and dialogue over 

the duration of the four-week program. The Art Empowered Program served as a case 

within a bounded system, in that the students, their perspectives, the art-making and class 

discussions all existed within the program. Creswell (2007) stated: “the case selected for 

study has boundaries, often bounded by time and place. It also has interrelated parts that 

form a whole. Hence, the proper case to be studied is both bounded and a system” (p. 

244). The Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program was bounded by both time and place. 
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The program was hosted at one location, the Rocoso Valle Education Center. The 

program was four weeks long, beginning in July 2014 and ending in early August 2014. 

A case study research design provided the necessary framework to understand how the 

teens expressed their perspectives through the art program.  

 The research design was an intrinsic case study, meaning that the “focus is on the 

case itself (e.g., evaluating a program, or studying a student having difficulty) because 

the case presents an unusual or unique situation” (Creswell, 2007, p. 74). I researched one 

particular art program and the ways these students used art to express their perspectives 

concerning their identities and their communities. The students in the Summer 2014 Art 

Empowered Program expressed opinions that were unique to the time as well as to their 

community. Therefore, an intrinsic case study design best answered the research 

question. The focus of the study was on the one Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program 

and consisted of in-depth research within the unique case. The study was a single-site 

case study as there was only one bounded system studied. There were not multiple sites 

or multiple cases to compare and contrast; rather I performed in-depth research on one 

case qualifying it as a holistic single-case design (Yin, 2003). A single case is often used 

when the case itself is unique, as studying this particular art program was (Yin, 2003). A 

holistic single-case design means that within the case there was one unit of analysis rather 

than multiple subunits (Yin, 2003). Since I remained focused on how the students 

expressed their perspectives during Art Empowered programming, the study possessed 

one unit of analysis.  
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FIELD SITE  

The Rocoso Valle Apartments  

The field site was a low-income housing complex education center, located in a 

Texas city. For the purpose of this study, the low-income housing complex is referred to 

as the Rocoso Valle apartments, in order to protect the real location and identities of the 

residents. The Rocoso Valle apartments were one of many low-income apartment 

complexes operated by a non-profit organization referred to in this thesis by the 

pseudonym, Open Pathways. At the time of this study, Open Pathways operated around 

twenty properties located in several cities across Texas. Their mission is to provide 

affordable housing to working-class families, veterans, seniors, and individuals with 

disabilities. At each location, the residents can utilize an on-site education center which 

offers access to a computer lab as well as a variety of free classes for adults and youth. 

These programs include health classes, English as a second language classes, financial 

stability classes, and after-school and summer youth programming. This free child-care 

option fills an important need for working parents. A free pre-kindergarten program 

operates during the weekdays. Staff members working at the education center are paid by 

Open Pathways, a non-profit organization funded by a combination of grants and 

donations. To live at the Rocoso Valle apartments a family must have children under 

eighteen and earn less than 30% of the average median income in the Texas city. During 

the summer of 2014 families qualified for housing at this location if they earned less than 

$23,000 per year.  
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 During the time of this study, the apartments at the Rocoso Valle complex were 

red, brown, and tan brick two-story buildings. The Rocoso Valle apartments were located 

on a corner of two busy urban streets facing another Open Pathways complex, the 

Soleado Valle apartments. The Rocoso Valle apartments consisted of approximately ten 

different apartment buildings with between seven and ten units per building. The Soleado 

Valle apartments were comprised of seven apartment buildings with approximately seven 

units per building. The Rocoso Valle complex had three small grassy areas that youth 

played sports in, a pool, the leasing office, and the education center. Each building had 

solar panels on the roofs and the complex offered on-site recycling. A black metal fence 

encircled the block-long complex, notorious for popping kick balls. Across the street, the 

Soleado Valle apartments looked almost identical to the Rocoso Valle complex and had 

their own education center. However, Soleado Valle had a basketball and volleyball court 

open to residents from both properties. The Rocoso Valle apartments appeared in good 

condition and the complex was clean. The grass was mowed regularly and overall the 

property was well maintained. Down the street from the two apartment complexes, was a 

small shopping center with a print shop, a barbershop, a cash loans center, and a 

crematorium. The last business is important to mention because Rocoso Valle and 

Soleado Valle residents encountered an occasional smoky smell of burning remains as 

they went about their daily routines.  

Despite the nearby crematorium, the Rocoso Valle apartments seemed 

welcoming, with a friendly atmosphere. People seemed to know each other and it was 

common to see neighbors smiling, waiving, and conversing on the sidewalks or in front 
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of their apartment doors. In the afternoons, residents would walk to and from the 

education center and the on-site laundromat, often pushing children in strollers, holding 

them by the hand, or carrying younger ones. One would see people watering plants on 

their front step. Children would play tag and soccer in the two small grassy areas in the 

middle of the apartment complex. One grassy area, converted to a field, was directly 

outside the education center where the Summer 2014 Teen Program participants 

frequently play soccer together.  

Rocoso Valle Education Center 

The education center was a brand new metal and stone building, adjacent to a 

Rocoso Valle apartment building. The center had glass doors and big glass windows. 

Inside, there was a wide open foyer with high ceilings and on one side a partial kitchen 

with cabinets and a sink (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Diagram of the Rocoso Valle Education Center 
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This wide open space was used for multiple purposes, as a classroom, for events, and for 

activities such as science experiments. Directly across from the main entrance was the 

computer lab, with approximately twenty computers. The lab was open for residents to 

use in the mornings and evenings. During afternoons, the lab was utilized for after-school 

programming. Next to the lab was an office and resource center for residents with visual 

and auditory disabilities. On the other side of the computer lab were offices for the 

director of the education center and two coordinators of adult and youth programming. 

One side of the education center had a side entrance. Near this entrance was a large 

resource closet for the youth programming supplies. Across from this was the food 

pantry. Residents had access to one box of non-perishable food items once per month, 

with exceptions for emergencies.  

The four classrooms were located on one side of the education center. A large 

classroom was designated for the pre-kindergarten school-year and summer program, and 

three slightly smaller classrooms for youth after-school and summer programming and 

for the adult evening classes. One classroom, located directly to the left after entering the 

main entrance, was the Teen Program classroom. The after-school and summer Teen 

Program for both Rocoso Valle and Soleado Valle residents was hosted at the Rocoso 

Valle Education Center. The Teen Program classroom measured approximately twenty 

by twenty feet in size. There were long tables set up in a “U” shape with comfortable 

green chairs around them. The walls were bright green and there were two windows. One 

window was internal to the building and looked into the main foyer. The other window 

looked outside onto the small grassy area used as a soccer field. There was a white board 
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and bookshelves with books and supplies. In one corner of the room was a large cabinet 

where we stored the teen’s work and the art supplies.  

INITIATING THE PROGRAM  

The Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program at the Rocoso Valle Education 

Center emerged as a concept during the spring of 2014. I had previously worked at the 

education center during the 2012-2013 school year. I taught the fifth grade after-school 

program and the summer fifth grade program. During the school year, the after-school 

program was offered during weekday afternoons. The summer 2013 program was 

weekdays starting in the morning and ending in the afternoon. I also taught the summer 

art classes for grades first through fifth. This connection enabled me to return to the 

education center, this time to work with the Teen Program for the purpose of this study.  

During Spring 2014, I contacted the director of the Teen Program, referred to by 

the pseudonym of Ms. Noemi. We spoke about the possibility of art instruction for the 

Summer 2014 Teen Program. Ms. Noemi was open to the idea and sent me a rough draft 

of the curriculum. The preliminary outline of the program was structured around the four 

themes of technology, career day, safety, and world travels. She suggested integrating art 

lessons with these four themes. However, I had several concerns after reading the 

curriculum draft. One of the career days was a military day. The lesson plan listed some 

YouTube videos to show the students, in which there was little information about the 

military as a career option and rather propaganda glorifying U.S. Army weaponry. This 
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was problematic because the information about the Army as a career option was biased 

and incomplete.  

Another concern was that the world travel days presented shallow perspectives of 

entire continents. For example, one activity that was particularly problematic included: 

“3:00PM- Kids can watch a fun Asian movie like Mulan, Kung Fu Panda, Rush Hour, or 

any classic Kung Fu movie.” After reading this section, I wrote an e-mail to Ms. Noemi 

immediately expressing my concerns about perpetuating racial stereotypes. She had e-

mailed me the curriculum, written by a staff member, without reviewing it and agreed my 

concerns were valid. I was concerned about working with the educator who wrote the 

curriculum and teaching my art program in such a context. Fortunately, my concerns 

dissipated when this individual decided they would not be teaching the summer Teen 

Program and new staff members took over writing the Summer 2014 curriculum. This 

opened the door for me to explore how a street art curriculum based on social justice art 

education could fit in the Summer 2014 Teen Program.  

THE ART EMPOWERED CURRICULUM  

 The Art Empowered class met twice a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 

1:45-4:00 pm for a duration of four weeks from early July 2014 to early August 2014. 

Program time consisted of a check-in where each student shared a high and a low point 

about their day, direct teach led my me, class discussion, studio time, and clean up. If 

time allowed at the end of class, we would go outside to play a quick soccer game.  
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The Art Empowered curriculum was based on the concept of “open-ended 

instruction… offering students broad structure, defined through general criteria, coupled 

with freedom to interpret in creative ways” (Bates, 2000, p. 22). During the program 

students completed a spray painted stencil and a written zine (mini-magazine) section. 

The program participants wrote these zine sections about themselves and their artwork. 

As the guiding concept for their art projects, students identified a problem in their 

community. To align with Hutzel’s (2007) asset-based approach to curriculum, students 

then strategized an original community solution to this problem. The teens then created a 

slogan and an image to put into stencil form to communicate their message. The goal of 

the art curriculum was to provide students with a framework to explore issues that were 

important to them in their community. As a class we discussed the concept of community 

and how the students defined community was up to them, whether in their school, 

neighborhood, or larger community such as national or global.  

Next, students learned the technique of spray paint stenciling while they were 

guided to create a stencil concept based on an issue meaningful to them. As an educator, I 

strove to provide a space where students used art as a means to express their perspectives, 

rather than to teach them what they should communicate through their art. I didn’t feel 

comfortable claiming that my curriculum would satisfy any of the Summer 2014 Teen 

Program pre-determined themes of technology, career day, safety, or world travels. Ms. 

Noemi was understanding as well as supportive of my intent and approach. She approved 

the final social justice based street art curriculum. A copy of the lesson plans can be 

referenced in Appendix A.  
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Influenced by constructivist theory, student-centered curriculum provides space 

for young people to make choices and be active participants in their learning.  The 

Summer 2014 Art Empowered program was student-centered and they were the driving 

force in their project concepts. Students chose the topics for their art pieces, explored 

themes related to their lived experiences, their identities, and their communities. The 

group created a basic format for the zine sections, however it was up to each student what 

information was important for them to share. Figure 2 shows the outside and inside 

covers of the zine. I created these two zine sections. 

Figure 2: Zine Outside and Inside Covers 

  

 Zine Cover           Zine Introduction (inside cover) 
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The curriculum for this summer program was emergent, in that students’ interests 

and selected topics affected the lessons. At the beginning of the program on Thursday 

July 10, 2014, I introduced the stencil project and asked students to pick important 

community issues. One student suggested the topic of immigration and deportation 

policies as a community problem. As a class, we discussed why this was a community 

problem, how it affected some of them, their families, and people they know. Based on 

many students’ involvement in the class discussion, it seemed to be relevant and 

important to most of the class. We then discussed some potential community solutions, 

such as asking the government to change these policies. I provided the class with an 

example of a slogan, “Immigration not Deportation.” We then discussed some potential 

images to go along with our message. For example, some students suggested a Mexican 

flag, while others put forward many flags representing diverse immigrant backgrounds.  

As an educator, I strove to facilitate students’ critical thinking about the world 

around them, but not to in any way indoctrinate or sway students’ beliefs. The students’ 

stance on immigrant rights was personal and based on their beliefs. For most of the 

students, their position on immigrant rights is less about a liberal political standing and 

more about personal life experiences directly affected by immigration and deportation 

policies. To follow up with students’ interests, in the following class on Tuesday July 15, 

2014, I presented a PowerPoint presentation about immigrant rights art. This PowerPoint 

presentation is included in Appendix B. The slide show provided information about Ester 

Hernandez, a San Francisco based visual artist who is best known for her depiction of 

Chicana and Latina women through pastels and screen-prints. A screen print by 
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Hernandez was included in the presentation, which addressed the deportation of Mexican 

indigenous groups (see Figure 3, Sun Raid, 2008 by Ester Hernandez). The image is 

included in this thesis with permission from Hernandez (personal communication, 

November 19, 2015). On the print is a skeleton woman holding a basket of grapes. The 

image appears to reference and rework the design of the Sun-Maid™ red raisin box.  

Figure 3: Sun Raid, 2008 by Ester Hernandez 

 

In fine print, the artwork states, “Guaranteed Deportation: Mixtecos, Zapotecos, Triques, 

Purepechas.” The class learned brief information about each of these four indigenous 
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groups. We had a class discussion about Sun Raid and students discussed their 

interpretations about the work’s intended message. 

The slide show then introduced the students to a studio in California called 

Dignidad Rebelde. It is a graphic arts collaboration between Oakland-based artist-

activists Jesus Barraza and Melanie Cervantes. As quoted on Dignidad Rebelde’s 

website, “We believe that art can be an empowering reflection of community struggles, 

dreams and visions. We create work that translates people’s stories into art that can be put 

back into the hands of the communities who inspire it” (Cervantes, 2015). Melanie 

Cervantes of Dignidad Rebelde is the creator of Figure 4, Migration is a Human Right, 

which was included in the presentation. The image is included in this thesis with 

permission from Cervantes (personal communication, October 3, 2015).  

Figure 4: Migration is a Human Right, 2012 by Melanie Cervantes 
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Written on Dignidad Rebelde’s website, Cervantes (2015) describes the piece as, "a print 

dedicated to all the people who move across the land in an effort to live a dignified life.” 

Through this presentation, students were introduced to two Latina contemporary 

artists. As a class, we discussed the power of art to communicate messages about 

improving the world. In the end, only two students out of the program chose the topic of 

immigration for their final projects. The class discussion about immigration and the 

PowerPoint presentation served as a jumping off point to help them brainstorm ideas and 

to provide students an example of a developed artwork. The class dynamics provided 

flexibility and encouragement for students to choose any topic related to community 

improvement that interested them.  

PARADIGMS GUIDING STUDY & RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY   

 When conducting qualitative research, the investigator is not objective. One’s 

perspectives are shaped by one’s positionality (i.e. one’s ethnicity, race, cultural 

background, gender, socio-economic status, religion, and more). The investigator’s 

perspectives affect one’s worldview and in turn one’s worldview affects one’s intent as a 

researcher. This section addresses my worldview and research intent when discussing the 

paradigms surrounding this study. A paradigm or worldview is a set of beliefs and 

perspectives that affect people’s actions (Creswell, 2007). Two paradigms guided the 

research intent of this project: social constructivism and the advocacy/participatory 

approach.  



 58 

This research was based on a social constructivist framework. Social 

constructivism in research is related to the theory of constructivism (Fosnot, 1996; 

Lowenfeld & Brittain, 1964; Piaget, 1950; Vygotsky, 1978). In the research paradigm of 

social constructivism, as in the educational theory of constructivism, knowledge is in flux 

rather than static truth. Study participants’ views are considered socially created as well 

as individually valid. The participants’ views: 

…are subjective meanings [that] are negotiated socially and historically. 

In other words, they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are 

formed through interaction with others (hence social constructivism) and 

through historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives. 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 21) 

The historical and cultural contexts affecting a study and participants’ lived 

experiences are important considerations when using a social constructivist approach. 

The historical and cultural contexts surrounding my life, schooling, and lived experiences 

affected the study. The cultural and historical contexts of the students’ lives as well as 

their individual identities influenced their artwork, interviews, and perspectives. I worked 

with participants to investigate and understand the “complexity of [their] views rather 

than narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas” (Creswell, 2007, p. 20). 

Students’ experiences in the art program were the focus of this study. Their perspectives, 

collected through their statements about their artwork, interviews, and questionnaires, 

were valued as vital data. During the project, I investigated an open-ended research 

question regarding how the teens in the art program expressed their perspectives 
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regarding their identities and their communities. In the study, meaning developed rather 

than beginning with an anticipated outcome. During this project, knowledge formation 

occurred in a collaborative manner. This happened through the students’ interactions 

together as a class. As the investigator, I situated myself in the research and 

acknowledged the subjective nature of qualitative research.  

 The second and equally influential paradigm of the study was the advocacy/ 

participatory lens. When discussing an advocacy/participatory paradigm, Creswell (2007) 

states:  

The issues facing these marginalized groups are of paramount importance 

to study, issues such as oppression, domination, suppression, alienation, 

and hegemony. As these issues are studied and exposed, the researchers 

provide a voice for these participants, raising their consciousness and 

improving their lives. (pp. 21-22) 

It is important for participants to find their own voices in studies guided by an advocacy 

paradigm. This involved teaching an art curriculum to low-income teens. The art program 

model itself was rooted in an advocacy paradigm. Students chose a topic of social 

concern to focus on that was important to them. They then created artwork to advocate 

for the their original community solutions. The artwork they created and the perspectives 

they expressed during class discussions was collected and examined through an advocacy 

lens. I guided students to think critically about their communities and select issues they 

believed to be unjust to explore through the stencil assignment. As a teacher and 

researcher, I strove to provide a platform for the students to speak for themselves and 
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share their perspectives. In this research study, I applied an advocacy paradigm that was 

“practical and collaborative because it [was] inquiry completed with others rather than on 

or to others” (Creswell, 2007, p. 22). When utilizing an advocacy and participatory 

approach investigators engage research participants as active collaborators. As a 

researcher, I support collaboration with participants as active agents in the process of 

knowledge formation. The advocacy paradigm is evident in this study through the 

centrality of participant voices.  

As a young, white, woman raised by college-educated parents, I must 

acknowledge my privilege in society, especially as an educator of low-income youth of 

color. I also grew up in low-income housing in the same Texas city where this study took 

place. I believe my childhood experience made it easy to identify with my students on a 

person-to-person level. The social pressures of consumption and having expensive 

clothing or possessions are very real. I believe my socio-economic class identity 

contributed to building connections and trust with students in the Teen Program. I was, 

however, an outsider ethnically as most of the students in the program were Latino. My 

racial background was different from the majority of the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

students. I strove as an educator to be respectful of racial and cultural differences and 

limit imposing Euro-American cultural standards in my teaching.  

My Spanish language skills helped a great deal in communicating with 

participants. In addition, the majority of parents of students in the program were native 

Spanish speakers. It was necessary to speak Spanish in order to call parents and 

coordinate interviews, as well as to communicate with them on a daily basis. Although 
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the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program was not a bilingual art program, I spoke 

Spanish everyday. I taught all the art classes in English, however, at times I addressed the 

class in Spanish and then translated to English for the two students who did not 

understand Spanish. Some students seemed grateful when they were striving to explain 

something to me or ask me a question and were able to switch to Spanish, if needed.  

As an educator and researcher it is imperative to understand students as whole 

people, who have lives outside the classroom. Moll et al. (1992) established the Funds of 

Knowledge approach, designed as teacher education curriculum, which encourages 

teachers to engage with and learn about students’ and their lives outside of school. 

Teachers then create curriculum based on students’ cultural practices and bodies of 

knowledge embedded in their daily practices and family life. This validates the 

knowledge students bring into the classroom from their families and communities. The 

Funds of Knowledge approach is key to my pedagogical theory and reflects my interests 

in students’ lives outside of the education center.  

As a researcher it is imperative to acknowledge the ethical responsibility one has 

to your subjects (Creswell, 2005). A researcher holds power to present information about 

someone and to essentially speak for those individuals. I strove to share this power by 

being transparent about my research methods, and provide space for participants to speak 

for themselves. In my research and teaching, the high level of respect for students, their 

families, and communities is clear. I aimed to make my research transparent to the 

participants. My goal was first to provide quality art education and second to conduct 
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research about the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. I aimed to make the study a 

fluid part of the program, rather than any sort of inconvenience for study participants. 

RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS  

The Summer 2014 Teen Program at the Rocoso Valle Education Center had a 

total of seventeen students. The majority of these students had already participated in the 

after-school Teen Program during the 2013-2014 school year. The students were between 

the ages of twelve and fourteen years old. Of the seventeen students, seven lived in the 

Rocoso Valle apartments, seven resided in the Soleado Valle apartments, and three lived 

in the nearby neighborhood. Of the seventeen students, fourteen voluntarily enrolled to 

participate in the study, with the consent of their parents. The fourteen students who were 

research participants were not treated differently than the three students who did not 

participate in the study. The only differences were that I wrote down quotes said by 

research participants during class, they participated in formal interviews at the end of the 

program, and these students’ artworks can be publicly viewed in this thesis. Otherwise, 

instruction did not differ between those who did and did not participate in this study. 

 The following information discusses the demographics of the study participants. 

Eleven of the fourteen students attended Bridgeway Middle School. Two students 

attended or were about to begin high school at Tanner High School. One student was 

going into their freshman year at Carver High School. I previously taught four of these 

fourteen students when they were in the fifth grade Rocoso Valle after-school program. 

There were two black Hispanic students, a brother and a sister, who had lived in South 
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Africa and grown up most of their lives in Spain. There were two white non-Spanish 

speakers. The other ten research participants were Latino, and self-identified as 

predominately Mexican. These ten students, along with the two students who grew up in 

Spain, all spoke Spanish. All the students spoke English, however many were English 

language learners and were proficient at varying levels. The two other teachers of the 

Summer 2014 Teen Program and the program director were all Latino, but I am not sure 

of their specific ethnicities. Table 1 is an alphabetized table of the research participants, 

their ages, genders, ethnicities, languages spoken, and schools they attended Fall 2014 

semester. The limitations of the binary, male or female, gender categorization is 

acknowledged. For the purpose of participant description, and because no students in the 

Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program openly identified as LGBTQ, the traditional 

male/female binary is utilized.  
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Table 1: Research Participant Information 

 

Participant  Age Gender Ethnicity/ 
Race 

Languages Spoken School Attended 

Allen 12 M White English Bridgeway M.S. 

Catalina 13 F Black Hispanic Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Damian 14 M Black Hispanic Spanish and English Tanner H.S. 

Enrique 12 M Mexican Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Hector 14 M Mexican Spanish and English Carver H.S. 

Israel 12 M Mexican Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Jennifer 13 F White English Tanner H.S. 

Joaquin 12 M El Salvadorian Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Juan 13 M Mexican Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Juana 12 F El Salvadorian 
and Mexican 

Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Lorenzo 13 M Mexican Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Lupita 12 F Guatemalan Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Magdalena 12 F Mexican Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

Oswaldo 12 M Latino – did 
not specify his 
ethnicity 

Spanish and English Bridgeway M.S. 

 

Allen was twelve years old during the Summer 2014 Teen Program and between 

the sixth and seventh grades. He is white, tall, medium-build, and wore glasses. He had 

blonde hair with a buzz cut. Allen was one of two white non-Spanish speakers in the 
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program. He lived in the Soleado Valle apartments. Allen’s favorite subject was science 

and he enjoyed participating in the Junior Marines Drill Team at his school. He was 

somewhat quiet during the instruction and mostly kept to himself. Based on his short 

questionnaire responses, he seemed to have a positive self-image. 

Catalina was thirteen years old and entering the eighth grade. She lived at the 

Rocoso Valle apartments. Catalina is Afro-Cuban and grew up in Spain. She was average 

height with a thin, athletic build. She was the youngest in her family with two older 

siblings. Catalina enjoyed playing piano and practicing gymnastics. She was quiet and 

pensive. She was the only one who elected to hand draw her stencil, while the rest of the 

class created their images on the computer. She was also the only student who filled out 

their questionnaire in Spanish. Catalina and her family had recently moved to the United 

States from Spain. From her questionnaire responses, she seemed to have a positive self-

image. 

Damián was fourteen years old, the oldest student in the program, and the only 

one who had already completed a year of high school. He was entering the tenth grade. 

Damián lived at the Rocoso Valle apartments and is the older brother of Catalina. 

Damián is Afro-Cuban and he wrote in his zine bio that he was born in South Africa, but 

grew up in Spain. Damián was tall with a thin athletic build. Damián, was outspoken, 

respectful, and focused during instruction. He was one of the first people to complete his 

stencil project due to his diligence. From his questionnaire responses, Damián seemed to 

have a positive self-image.  
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Enrique was in middle school during the summer of 2014, entering into the 

seventh grade. Enrique was born in Mexico. He was average height with a stocky build 

and lived at the Soleado Valle apartments. Enrique stood out as a sincere and genuine 

person. He was full of joy, sweet, and respectful. He projected wide-eyed innocence. His 

questionnaire responses were overwhelmingly positive and he seemed to have a high self-

esteem. 

Hector was going into his freshman year at Carver High School. He lived at the 

Soleado Valle apartments. Hector is Mexican and wrote in his zine bio that he was born 

in Monterrey, Mexico. During the summer of 2014 Hector was medium-height, with a 

stocky, yet athletic build. Hector loved soccer and consistently brought his soccer ball 

and his soccer cleats to the Summer 2014 Teen Program. Hector was often disengaged 

during instruction, as shown by putting his head down on his desk or playing with other 

students rather than working on his project. However, once Hector focused on a topic that 

interested him, he created a meaningful work of art. He had powerful ideas and was 

outspoken.  

Israel was in middle school entering the seventh grade. Israel is Mexican, 

medium-height, stocky, and wore glasses. He lived in the Soleado Valle apartments. He 

had a nonchalant demeanor and was most engaged during program time when we played 

soccer or when he was able to joke around with his friends. Even though the Art 

Empowered Program may not have been his favorite part of the day, he still put forth 

effort and participated. I couldn’t gather much from his short questionnaire answers 

besides that overall he seemed to have a positive attitude about himself.  



 67 

Jennifer was about to turn fourteen, and going into her first year of high school. 

She did not live at an Open Pathways property, rather in the surrounding neighborhood. 

Jennifer was very tall with a stocky build and long brown hair. She is white and non-

Spanish speaking. Jennifer had only lived in the city nine months at the time of the 

program. She had moved to the neighborhood with her family from another Texas city. 

She was the oldest child in her family, with one much younger brother. Jennifer put a lot 

of effort into the projects she made during the program. Her questionnaire responses 

indicated that she struggled with low self-esteem. 

Joaquín’s ethnicity is El Salvadorian and he was born in Mexico. During the 

Summer 2014 Teen Program, Joaquín was between sixth and seventh grade. He lived in 

the Rocoso Valle apartments. He was medium height, thin, and wore glasses. When I 

taught Joaquín in fifth grade he was shy, quiet, and rarely participated in class 

discussions. During class check-ins at the beginning of the fifth grade after-school 

program, when other students would share how they were doing, Joaquin would just stare 

at me silently and shake his head slowly. Some of his hesitancy may have been 

discomfort speaking in English, although he was given the option of sharing in Spanish 

and he still was quiet. It was amazing to see the difference in his behavior during the 

Summer 2014 Teen Program. He smiled more, spoke more, and was increasingly 

engaged in conversation and class activities than he had been in fifth grade. Joaquín was 

still one of the more reserved students in the group, however he was no longer resistant to 

speaking and participating in class. Almost all his questionnaire responses were positive 

and he seemed confident in himself. 
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 Juan was thirteen at the time of the program and going into the eighth grade at 

Bridgeway Middle School. Juan is Mexican, with a tall and thin build. He lived at the 

Rocoso Valle apartments. Juan did not attend all the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

Program. He began attending one week into the program and then missed a couple days 

during the remainder of the program. He was able to complete his stencil project, and 

spent any program time working on it. However, he did not have time to write a zine 

section. He was absent for both the pre and post questionnaires. From what I observed 

about Juan, he was friendly. He liked to play soccer and was a talented athlete. As a 

student, he was somewhat challenging to engage, however with some one-on-one 

assistance and after selecting a topic he was interested in, he created a successful stencil 

design.  

Juana was twelve years old and entering seventh grade. She was one of my former 

fifth grade students. She is El Salvadorian and Mexican, short, and thin. Juana lived in 

the Soleado Valle apartments and was good friends with Lupita and Magdalena. She was 

sweet and somewhat sensitive. Even though Juana was not very outspoken, other students 

looked to her as a leader and she seemed to be popular. She was joyful and liked to joke 

around. Juana was also a focused and respectful student. From her questionnaire 

responses, she seemed to have a positive self-image. 

 Lorenzo did not specify his age, however he was between the seventh and eighth 

grades. He lived in the Soleado Valle apartments. Lorenzo is Mexican, medium-height, 

with an athletic build. He was outspoken, and had a charismatic personality. He had a 

great sense of humor and kept everyone around him laughing. Lorenzo liked to dance in 
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his seat, standing up, anytime and anywhere. If he could move his body, he did. 

Sometimes he had difficulty focusing and needed redirection. He was still respectful and 

willing to participate. Based on his questionnaire responses, he seemed to have a positive 

self-image.  

 Lupita was twelve and going into the seventh grade at the time of this study. She 

lived in the neighborhood surrounding Rocoso Valle, but not in an Open Pathways 

property. She attended programming at the education center for several years and was in 

my fifth grade after-school program. Lupita is Guatemalan, with a medium-height 

athletic build, and long black hair. Soccer was her favorite sport and she was a skilled 

soccer player. Lupita also enjoyed doing gymnastics. Together, we would practice our 

front handsprings and back walkovers outside, in both the fifth grade and Teen Program. 

She was a leader, was outspoken, and had a bold personality. She and Magdalena were 

good friends. Lupita was sometimes a little resistant to participating in programming, 

however once she started, she dove in. From her questionnaire responses, she seemed to 

have a positive view of her appearance and personality. The only thing she may have 

been a little self-conscious about were her clothes, which she thought reflected her low-

income status.  

Magdalena was twelve years old during Summer 2014 and was going into the 

seventh grade. She lived in the Rocoso Valle apartments and had been a student in my 

fifth grade. She is Mexican, medium height, stocky but not overweight, and wore glasses. 

Magdalena was a great listener and a willing helper. She had younger siblings and was a 

caring older sister. Magdalena sometimes seemed stoic and wise beyond her years. She 
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was easy-going though and often laughed and joked around with her peers. She was not 

shy, however she chose her words carefully and was not outspoken. Magdalena was 

sometimes hesitant and her questionnaire responses reflected some insecurities related to 

how she looked and how she dressed.  

 Oswaldo was twelve years old and about to go into the seventh grade. He lived 

across the street from Rocoso Valle at the Soleado Valle apartments. Oswaldo was tall 

and had an athletic build. He is Latino, however he did not specify his ethnicity. Oswaldo 

enjoyed sports, especially basketball and soccer. He was kind, compassionate, and 

respectful. Oswaldo was social and yet also knew when and how to focus. Overall, he 

seemed well balanced and joyous. From his questionnaire results, he seemed to have a 

strong sense of self and a very positive self-image.    

 Most of the 2014 Teen Program students were actually pre-teens. The class was 

such a dynamic group of seventeen students. There was a great deal of diversity in 

perspectives and strengths. The individual personalities of the students were all unique 

and complimented each other well. The art the students made during the program 

reflected the range in their life experiences and viewpoints.  

DATA COLLECTION  

 Collecting data during qualitative case study research can be complex, nebulous, 

and time-consuming. Merriam (1998) conveyed: 

 …the holistic, comprehensive nature of data collection in qualitative case 

studies. While each technique can be studied and practiced by itself, in the 
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real world of case study research, interviewing, observing, and examining 

documents merge in the process of understanding and describing the 

phenomenon of interest. (p. 149) 

Merriam (1998) describes data collection as holistic as well as interactive. As a 

researcher, one may recognize a topic from one data source and then either investigate 

this topic in another data source (such as asking specific questions during interviews) or 

may begin to see this theme naturally emerging from multiple data sources. Data 

collection during qualitative research is intuitive and evolves over the span of the study. 

For this case study I utilized several methods of data collection within the three main 

categories Merriam (1998) describes: interviewing, observing, and examining documents.  

Participant Observation 

 One main form of data collection for this study was participant-observation. 

Layder (2013) examined the differences between participant observation and direct 

observation. In direct observation the researcher strives to maintain a level of detachment, 

while in participant observation the researcher is involved with the activities of the 

research participants. As the facilitator of the Art Empowered Program, as well as 

researcher, I was fully integrated in art instruction. Yin (2003) discussed one potential 

role of a participant-observer as “serving as a staff member in an organizational setting” 

(p. 94). I had previously worked at the Rocoso Valle Education Center and was regarded 

by the research participants, other staff members, and parents as a volunteering teacher, 

similar to a staff member. Students were aware of the study from the beginning of the 
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Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program and my simultaneous role as teacher and 

researcher was made clear. Through being the researcher and the teacher, I understood 

the ins and outs of the Art Empowered Program and observed the students during every 

moment of programming.  

During art instruction, due to limited time I jotted brief field notes in order to 

elaborate further at a later time. I used bullet points as a reminder about meaningful 

interactions. During class discussions, I listened and wrote down quotes that reflected 

students’ perspectives on their identities and communities. Directly after each class I 

created audio-recorded reflections, documenting my perspectives of the day, elaborating 

on interesting quotes from class discussions, student actions and attitudes I noticed, and 

artwork progress. Yin (2003) accurately described the limitation of this approach in that, 

“the participant-observer may not have sufficient time to take notes or to raise questions 

about events from different perspectives, as a good observer might” (p. 96). I was 

devoted to being a quality educator first and foremost, and a research observer secondly. 

Merriam (1998) addressed the role of participant as observer, in that “the researcher’s 

observer activities, which are known to the group, are subordinate to the researcher’s role 

as a participant” (p. 101). Though it was difficult to maintain both roles, as an educator of 

the Art Empowered Program, I believe my understanding of the participants’ perspectives 

was deepened in a way only complete participation would have enabled.  
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Interviews 

Six students enrolled in the study participated in one-on-one interviews within 

two weeks of the program end date. The interviews ranged from twenty to thirty minutes 

and were scheduled with families so that I met individually with each participant at the 

Rocoso Valle Education Center. I hand-wrote notes during the interviews and each 

interview was also audio-recorded. The interviews were semi-structured, in that I had 

prepared the wording and order of questions beforehand, however during interviews there 

was room for flexibility and probing for elaboration (Merriam, 1998). Questions to 

students were open-ended, and ranged from asking them to describe themselves and their 

interests, to focusing on their perspectives of the program and their artwork. See 

Appendix C to review the interview questions. Interviews were later transcribed prior to 

data analysis. 

Due to my role as a participant-observer that focused on teaching, the interviews 

assisted me in gathering students’ individual perspectives that I may have missed during 

program time. When students were separated from their peers and asked to express their 

thoughts one-on-one, it provided a space where they could share their perspectives 

without having to consider their peers’ opinions.  

Questionnaires  

Thirteen of the fourteen study participants completed questionnaires asking them 

about how they viewed themselves, their schools, and their communities. Eleven of the 

fourteen participants completed both the pre and post program questionnaires. The 
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questionnaire template can be found in Appendix D. Creswell (1994) and Babbie (2011) 

discuss the importance of utilizing questionnaires in order to collect a sample of 

information that may reveal a population’s attitudes and behaviors. In questionnaire 

design, the investigator has a choice to use close-ended or open-ended questions, or a mix 

of both. This study’s questionnaire employed open-ended questions that provided space 

for respondents to create their own answers and express their unique perspectives 

concerning themselves and their communities. Layder (2013) discussed the necessity of 

appropriate and clear wording in questionnaire design. Therefore, I strove to use clear 

and concise language when writing the questionnaire. After distributing the pre-

questionnaire students asked about the term “ethnicity” and we had a brief discussion of 

how ethnicity could relate to a person’s cultural and racial background. The pre and post 

program questionnaires were identical. I wrote the questions in English and translated 

them in Spanish because many of the students were native-Spanish speakers.  

The questionnaire provided information on students’ perspectives about their 

identities and their communities, including their neighborhoods and their schools. Student 

responses also demonstrated their perspectives on the concepts of art and empowerment 

before and after the Art Empowered Program.  

Student Artwork  

 The third type of data collection, examination of documents, consisted of 

collecting and analyzing student artwork. I physically collected or photographed student 

work created during the Art Empowered Program. This included students’ stencils, which 
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they designed, hand-cut, and spray-painted onto posters and t-shirts. Students also created 

a class zine (mini magazine) about their stencil projects. Each student wrote a section that 

provided information about themselves as well as their intentions behind their art 

projects. Darts (2006) states art can, “help my students to make sense of their experiences 

and themselves, to facilitate critical inquiry and creative problem solving, and to support 

the creation of meaningful interactions and interconnections between and within the 

world(s) around them” (p. 11). The art projects that the students created served as 

valuable data. Through art-making the teens communicated ideas about themselves and 

their communities. The projects expressed the concepts we as a class discussed during 

programming, including issues of injustice that students identified. The stencils portrayed 

the teens’ ideas about how to improve their communities, synthesizing their original 

community solutions.  

DATA COLLECTED & LIMITATIONS 

The amount of data collected for each student varied based on their program 

attendance and scheduling outside the program. Some students were not present for both 

questionnaires (see Table 2). For some participants, families granted permission for 

students to be interviewed, however scheduling conflicts such as vacations prevented an 

interview from occurring. Table 2 provides information about what data was collected 

from each of the fourteen research participants. 
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Table 2: Data Collection 
 

Participant  Questionnaire  
1 & 2 

Interview Student Art & 
Zine Section 

Reflection 
Mention 

Allen 1 & 2 No Yes, both None 

Catalina Only 1 No Yes, both None 

Damian Only 1 No Yes, both 7/22 (3) 

Enrique 1 & 2 Yes Yes, both 7/22 (1), 8/1 
(3) 

Hector Only 1 No Yes, both 7/17, 7/22 (1), 
7/22 (2), 7/28 

Israel 1 & 2 Yes Yes, both 8/7 

Jennifer 1 & 2 No Yes, both 7/17, 7/22 (1), 
7/22 (3), 7/28* 

Joaquin 1 & 2 Permission form 
but no interview 
able to be 
scheduled 

Yes, both 7/22 (3) 

Juan Neither  No Stencil yes, no 
written zine  

7/22 (1), 7/22 
(3), 7/28 

Juana Only 2 Yes Yes, both 7/17, 7/22 (1), 
8/1 (2) 

Lorenzo 1 & 2 Yes Stencil yes, 
limited written 
zine section 

7/17, 7/22 (1), 
8/1 (1) 

Lupita 1 & 2 Permission form 
but no interview 
able to be 
scheduled 

Yes, both 7/17 

Magdalena 1 & 2 Yes Yes, both 8/1 (2) 

Oswaldo 1 & 2 Yes Yes, both None 
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DATA ANALYSIS  

The data, consisting of researcher’s field notes and reflections, transcribed 

interviews, questionnaire responses, and students’ stencil designs and zine sections were 

all coded for reoccurring themes. Thomas (2003) supports an inductive approach to 

sorting through and analyzing qualitative data. Inductive methods are based on 

personalized insight into collected data, resulting in unique themes and results crafted 

from the researcher’s own experiences. Layder (2013) stated the researcher enters into a 

process of “reflection” striving to find out how the data adds to an explanation of the 

research question. 

In examining the transcribed interviews, the questionnaire responses, and 

students’ written zine sections, I employed content analysis, which involved comparing 

and contrasting data to look for emergent and recurring themes (Denscombe, 2003). The 

researcher first uses a wide-angled view to find which data is most relevant. During 

preliminary data analysis, the research question, data trends, and wider contextual factors 

must all be considered equally (Layder, 2013). The process of in-vivo coding was utilized 

for this study. In-vivo coding is the technique of creating codes directly drawn from data 

sets. In-vivo codes are not pre-determined, rather they are created from trends found in 

data sets (Benaquisto, 2008). Students mentioned several keywords frequently and I 

selected these during the first round of coding. As I read and re-read the interviews, 

questionnaires, and zine sections, I noticed more common topics and would go back 

through the data to code for the emerging themes. The coding process was sometimes 

unclear and tedious, however with a diligent and attentive approach, fifteen main themes 
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emerged. This coding process was “systematic, comprehensive (searching all the data 

until the categories are saturated) and cumulative, gradually building understanding or 

explanations” (Simons, 2009, p. 121). Figure 5 is the coding system used for the zine 

sections, the transcribed interviews, and the questionnaires. 

Figure 5: Coding System Symbols 

 

 
 
Once the data had been coded and re-coded several times, the main program themes that 

students addressed in relation to their identities and communities emerged. Each theme 
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had at least three data examples of students addressing the topic, in order to qualify as 

one of the fifteen main themes.  

 As Merriam (1998) discusses, “a case study is an intensive, holistic description 

and analysis of a single, bounded unit. Conveying an understanding of the case is the 

paramount consideration in analyzing data” (p. 193). The goal of data analysis was to 

provide the reader insight into the Art Empowered students’ perspectives of themselves 

and their communities. The findings of this study are valid due to the use of various data 

collection sources, which enabled the findings to be a more accurate representation of 

students’ perspectives. The researcher must interconnect each collection tool in a process 

of data crosschecking, thus validating findings through triangulation of multiple sources 

(Layder, 2013). Triangulation is the process “of using multiple perceptions to clarify 

meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or interpretation… [also it serves] 

to clarify meaning by identifying different ways the phenomenon is being seen” (Stake, 

1998, p. 97). According to Merriam (1998), “especially in terms of using multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis, triangulation strengthens reliability as well as 

internal validity” (p. 207). Students expressed their perspectives of themselves and their 

communities under varying circumstances per data source. During class discussions, the 

source of observation data, students expressed ideas in relation to their peers’ 

perspectives. Students created their artwork in the communal space of the classroom. In 

contrast, students’ questionnaire responses and interview responses were recorded 

without their peers’ input. These variations in data sources, including spoken words, 
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written words, and art projects created in individual and communal contexts provide a 

breadth of reliable information. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter provided information concerning the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

case study research process. It included a brief discussion of the nature of qualitative 

research, as well as my reasoning for selecting a case study framework. It delivered 

information about the field site, the Rocoso Valle Education Center, as well as the 

resources available to residents. I discussed the process for setting up the study and my 

previous connections as a staff member at the Rocoso Valle Education Center. Included, 

was an overview of the 2014 Art Empowered curriculum. The paradigms guiding this 

project were social constructivist and the advocacy/participatory approach. I reflected on 

my role as an educator and researcher as well as my unique positionality. The students 

and their perspectives on the art program were central to the research. Each of the student 

research participants were introduced. The data collection methods, included participant-

observation, formal interviews, and collecting and analyzing student artwork and 

questionnaires. Data was analyzed through a content analysis approach. This is an 

intrinsic case study that puts student voice at the forefront. The following chapter 

presents an overview of the data findings with an introductory vignette for an example of 

an Art Empowered Program class.  
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Chapter Four: Results 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides an overview of the research findings from the case study 

conducted in the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. It begins with a vignette that 

portrays one class on July 22, 2014. This narrative sets the stage for understanding the 

context of the following data findings reported through fifteen themes. The data 

presented in this chapter are the results that seek to answer the central research question 

of the study, which was:  

•   How do teens in a low-income community center summer art program 

express their perspectives on their identities and communities?  

Through the inductive process of coding and organizing the data, various themes 

emerged. Students expressed their perspectives about their identities and their 

communities as organized in this chapter through several main topics. The concepts of 

identity and community are interwoven, and data findings often related to perspectives on 

both concepts simultaneously. The chapter examines the following fifteen main themes: 

immigration, bullying, voice, youth identity, soccer, place, ethnicity, family, friends, the 

apartments, extracurricular activities, school, respect, perception of self, and economic 

status. Within each section are examples of how students expressed their perspectives on 

their identities and communities in relation to each theme. Several of these themes were 

derived directly from the topics students chose to address with their art projects. The 

other themes related to topics identified in students’ zine sections, questionnaire 
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responses, and interviews. Within the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program, students 

expressed their perceptions of themselves and of their worlds. These perceptions were 

captured and communicated as accurately as possible within this chapter. The teens’ 

viewpoints are paramount in this study.  

VIGNETTE ~ PROGRAM TIME 7/22/14 
 

The purpose of the following vignette, from the beginning of an Art Empowered 

class about midway through the summer program, is to show the reader what a day in the 

program was like. This program time was special, in that it demonstrates how the 

students were involved in class discussions as well as planning the structure of the zine. 

This vignette was reconstructed from memory and supported by field notes as well as 

detailed audio-recorded reflections directly after class. All seventeen of the students were 

present. Each day the Art Empowered program started with a check-in where each 

student would share a good and bad thing going on that day. This vignette is from the 

first part of one class, from about 1:45 pm to 2:15 pm: 

After bringing in art supplies from my car and chatting with a couple of students, 

I address the whole class, “Okay clap once if you can hear me. Clap twice if you can hear 

me. Juana you’re back!” I exclaim when I see her.  

Juana was a student of mine when I taught at the Rocoso Valle after-school 

program the year before. She was one of my 5th grade students and now continues to 

attend programming at the education center through the Teen Program. She missed the 

first couple of Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program days and I am happy to see she 

has now made it to class. 

“Is everybody here today?” I ask. The students nod yes.  
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“So we have seventeen, wow. So is there anybody besides Juana who has not 

started the stencil?” I inquire. A couple students discuss how they have not started theirs 

yet.  

I address one student, “Israel you haven’t started yours? Oh, you been absent? 

Where you been? Okay everybody else you guys kind of know what you need to do today 

right?” I strive to get a pulse on the status of students’ art projects.  

“Miss, I need to cut mine!” Enrique says in a determined manner. Several other 

students announce their next steps.  

“Okay that’s great! And now how do we normally start art?” I ask the class.  

The students erupt into laughter and Lorenzo yells out, “Highs and lows!”  

I reply, “Highs and lows! So a check-in. I want to hear how you guys have been 

doing. Did you guys go outside today?”  

The class replies, “Yes!”  

Israel says, “We went to the pool, Miss.”  

“Oh, cool. Okay I’m feeling like you guys are a little hyper,” I answer.  

Some students announce, “No, Miss we’re not hyper,” as they yell about how they 

want to go outside.  

I reply, “Okay we’re not going to be able to go outside today because we need to 

be able to work and finish our stencils. You already got some outside time. We need to 

focus and finish our stencils so we can hopefully spray paint on Thursday. I got your 

shirts!”  

The room erupts into talk of spray paint and t-shirts and going outside to play 

soccer.  

I get the class’ attention and address them, “We have a big class today. I 

still want to do check-in. I still want to know what’s going on with you today and 

maybe yesterday and maybe your weekend. I haven’t seen you since Thursday so 

can we be really quiet and listen to everybody’s check-in? Damián would you like 

to start?” 
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“Ya,” he says. Damián shares, “My high was that we played soccer. My low was 

that my group... we were the last ones to go and play soccer.”  

I repeat to him what I heard him say and guide the students to share one at a time 

going in a circle. Most of their check-ins relate to being able to play soccer, or not. Many 

of their check-ins everyday relate to soccer. I love soccer, so I don’t mind. I know the 

ultimate reward for great progress and behavior in the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

Program is going outside at the end of the day to play soccer.  

When it is Juan’s turn he shares, “My high is that we went to play soccer. My low 

is that my uncle’s in the hospital.”  

Some students say, “Aww.”  

I reply to him, “If you would like to share anything more about it you can, if not, 

you don’t have to.” He shakes his head no and begins to tear up. “I hope that your uncle 

is going to feel better. Do you want to go outside? You can talk to Ms. Carolina and tell 

her more details if you want. Come on, let’s go Juan. It’s okay.”  

He shakes his head no and I can see he wants to tough it out and stay in the room 

with the class. I go near him and say quietly, “I hope that your uncle gets better and that 

everything is okay. My little sister was just in the hospital. I know that it’s hard.”  

 Later during a personal reflection after the program, I record myself saying, “This 

is one of the reasons why check-in is so important. Students are going through so much. 

They have lives outside the program and a lot is going on in their lives. You gotta know 

what’s going on with your kids, with your class. You gotta show them that you care about 

them.”  

 After check-in, I encourage students who are already finished with their stencil 

design to help out those students who are still brainstorming a topic. I explained, “For 

those that are far along, remember how you were when you were just starting. You were 

trying to think of a community problem and then create a solution. It can be challenging. 

Hector, if you maybe want to talk to Juan and Lupita about that whole example we had 

yesterday. You brought up the way immigration to the U.S. is handled now as a 

community problem..” 
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Hector yells out, “La migra!”  

The class chuckles and some students repeat it. ‘La migra’ is Spanish slang for 

immigration police. Hector consistently cracks jokes and in this moment he uses humor 

to address an issue that is actually very personal and real to him.  

I crack a reluctant smile and continue speaking, “You can talk to them about how 

you chose that as your community problem. It might help for students to teach each other 

right now because they haven’t been here.. Lorenzo can you help me out by throwing 

away the trash from snack?”  

He stares at me blankly. “Don’t think about it, just get up and do it,” I say as I 

slide the popcorn bags toward him. Lorenzo gets up, “Okay, fine, Miss.” I encourage the 

class to clean up their snack mess so we can proceed with art instruction.  

“There’s a couple things I want to talk about before we get started. Do you 

remember when we talked about making a zine?” I ask the class.  

Many students say, “No!”  

“Not at all? Anybody remember what’s a zine?” I inquire.  

Magdalena raises her hand and when I call on her, she says, “It’s a book.”  

“It’s like a little book, okay. Anyone else?” I inquire.  

Damián says, “It’s like a magazine, but little.”  

“Yes, that’s exactly what it is. It’s a mini book. It’s a mini magazine,” I reply. “I 

originally wanted to make our own zines, however there’s not enough time in the 

program. So now we’re going to make a class zine about our stenciling project. I have a 

camera. I’m going to be taking pictures of you guys as you’re working on your projects.”  

Lorenzo yells, “Selfies!”  

“You can take selfies if you want to... with your artwork. So I am going to be 

taking pictures. Let me know if you really don’t like your photo taken. I’d really like to 

get pictures of you working on your art, spray painting, and wearing your t-shirts. And 

then what else should we put in the zine, besides just pictures? What words should we put 

in there?” I ask the class.  

Jennifer suggests, “Biographies.”  
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“Okay, so we want to include biographies of each student? Like a mini bio? 

What’s a mini biography?” I say.  

Students yell out a couple answers.  

“Yes! Information about you. So, like your name, your grade, anything you would 

like to say about you, where you’re from. What else should we include?” I inquire.  

“Information?” Enrique suggests.  

“Information! Information about what?” I ask him.  

“Information about the... stencils!” he replies.  

“What information about the stencils? What should we tell people? If someone is 

reading this zine and they have no idea what we’ve done in this art class, what would we 

tell them?” I say.  

Enrique replies, “What the stencils mean.”  

“Okay stencil meaning. So we can tell people the community problem we chose, 

the solution to address it, and then the slogan and image we chose to make our spray 

paint stencils,” I elaborate. I use this session as a teaching opportunity for students just 

starting their stencil ideas while reviewing the project for other students related to the 

zine. “So, Hector, what was our original community problem that we talked about?” I ask 

him.  

He replies, “La migra!”  

“Okay so inmigración,” I say.  

Lorenzo calls out, “Mexicanos!”  

“Mexicanos y también los latinoamericanos like all over” (Mexicans and also 

Latin American people, like all over) I reply.  

Lorenzo calls out, “Hondureños! Chicanos! Etcetera.”  

“Of course immigration is a huge issue with Mexico because the U.S. shares a 

border with Mexico and a lot of people come through Mexico. But what is the actual 

community problem? Why is immigration a community issue?” I ask.  

“Separating families,” Hector says.  
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“They hate us!” Lorenzo yells. I make eye contact with Lorenzo, but don’t know 

how to address his comment in the moment. I stay focused on my exchange with Hugo, 

however I realize later that I missed a teachable moment. I missed an opportunity to 

address hate as the ultimate community problem and discuss that with the class. That is 

not something I have to teach the students though. They know what it feels like to be 

discriminated against because of their cultural identity.  

I reply to Hector’s comment, “Separating families, so deporting people. If you 

don’t have the papers, you might get deported which separates families. So that was our 

community issue, what was our solution?” I ask.  

“Talk to the government and Obama,” Lorenzo says.  

“Okay, talking to the government and Obama and then trying to do what?” I 

inquire.  

Students discuss talking to politicians to change their minds, to change policies, 

and respecting immigrant workers.  

“So once you choose your topic you’re going to think about a catchy slogan, like 

an advertisement. You remember it. So we want to spread the news about how to better 

the community through catchy slogans on t-shirts. And posters, we’re also going to 

stencil posters,” I tell the class.  

I ask Damián to share his concept as an example. “Mine is about bullying,” he 

says.  

“Okay, so bullying is his community problem and then what’s your solution?” I 

ask him.  

“For the friends of the people that are being bullied to speak up. Or the one who is 

being bullied to speak up. The image is two hands coming together and the slogan is 

speak up, don’t be shy,” he shares.  

“Okay great, thank you Damián for that excellent example,” I say to him. We 

finalize discussion of the stencil project and the zine and I assign the first photographer 

for the day. Students take turns being the photographer, to capture images of students 

working on their projects for the zine.  



 88 

I say to them, “This is my personal camera. You guys are responsible and neat. I’m 

trusting you to be responsible with exact-o knives and spray paint. I think I can trust you 

to be responsible with my camera, okay? I trust you a lot. You guys are young adults.” 

We then have a class discussion about when we should spray paint, whether we 

should wait for everyone to be done or start spray painting sooner with a small group. I 

let the class decide. We take a vote with everyone putting their heads down and closing 

their eyes so it is anonymous. The class decides to wait for everyone to be ready to spray 

paint. We then pass out supplies and have productive studio time. During each art class, 

students have around an hour for studio time. In my reflection after the program I state:  

I had them vote about whether some wanted to stencil on Thursday or 

whether they wanted to wait for everybody. I thought that was good. Not only 

are probably a lot of them not going to be ready to spray paint on Thursday, I 

think it’s good that they decided as a class to collectively wait for each other. 

I had them put their heads down so they didn’t judge each other on their 

voting. I liked that they were able to choose, and that they chose to wait for 

each other. I also liked that during the program a lot of students were helping 

each other, teaching each other. Students filled in other students who hadn’t 

been there. There was a great community dynamic going on today. (personal 

communication, July 22, 2014) 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS   

 This following section presents the results of the case study conducted in the 

Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. Within the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

Program, students examined and communicated their unique perspectives on their 

identities and their communities. They expressed these perspectives through art-making 

as well as through questionnaires and interviews. These findings are grouped into the 



 89 

following themes. The fifteen themes that students expressed during the program 

included:  

1.   Immigration             
2.   Bullying 
3.   Voice / Speaking Up 
4.   Age / Youth Identity 
5.   Soccer  
6.   Place (where they or their family was from) 
7.   Ethnicity 
8.   Family 
9.   Friends  
10.  The Apartments  
11.  Extracurricular Activities  
12.  School 
13.  Respect  
14.  Perception of Self 
15.  Economic Status 

 
Table 3 displays the themes, the study participants who expressed the topic, and the data 

sources.  

Table 3: Data Results Organized by Theme 
 
Themes Participant  In 

Stencil 
In 
Zine 
Section 

In 
Questionnaire 
1 &/or 2 

In 
Interview 

In 
Researcher’s 
Field Notes 

Immigration Hector √ √    
Immigration Juan √     
Immigration Juana    √  
Bullying Catalina √ √    
Bullying Damian √ √    
Bullying Enrique √ √    
Bullying Lupita √ √    
Bullying Oswaldo √ √    
Bullying Joaquin √ √    
Voice/ 
Speaking Up 

Damian √ √    

Voice Joaquin √ √    
Voice Lorenzo √ √  √  



 90 

Table 3 continued  
 
Theme Participant  In 

Stencil 
In 
Zine 
Section 

In 
Questionnaire 
1 &/or 2 

In 
Interview 

In 
Researcher’s 
Field Notes 

Voice Jennifer  √    
Voice Enrique   √    
Age/ 
Teenager/ Kid 
Identity  

Lorenzo √ √  √  

Age Jennifer   √    
Age Lupita   √    
Soccer Israel √ √  √  
Soccer Lupita  √    
Soccer Enrique    √ in Q 1 & 2 √  
Soccer  Oswaldo  √  √  
Ethnicity Juan √     
Ethnicity Lorenzo   √ Q 1 & 2  √ (Vignette) 
Ethnicity  Hector  √    
Family Lorenzo  √  √  
Family Jennifer √ √    
Family Catalina  √    
Family  Oswaldo    √  
Friends Israel   √    
Friends Catalina  √    
Friends  Magdalena  √    
The 
Apartments 

Catalina   √ in Q 1  √  

The 
Apartments 

Lorenzo √ √  √  

The 
Apartments 

Juana   √ in Q 2 √  

Extracurricular 
Activities 

Allen √ √    

Extracurricular 
Activities 

Catalina   √    

Extracurricular 
Activities 

Juana     √  

School Joaquin  √ √  Q 1 & 2   
School Allen  √ √  Q 1 & 2   
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Table 3 continued  
 
Theme Participant  In 

Stencil 
In 
Zine 
Section 

In 
Questionnaire 
1 &/or 2 

In 
Interview 

In 
Researcher’s 
Field Notes 

School Enrique  √ √  Q 1 & 2   
Respect Magdalena    √  Q 1 & 2 √  
Respect Lorenzo    √  
Respect  Juana   √ Q 2   
Perception of 
Self  

Juana √ √ √ Q 2 √  

Perception of 
Self  

Jennifer   √ Q 1 & 2   

Perception of 
Self  
 

Enrique    √ Q 1 & 2   

Perception of 
Self  

Oswaldo 
 
 

  √ Q 1 & 2   

Economic 
Status  

Jennifer   √ Q 1   

Economic 
Status 

Lupita    √ Q 1 & 2   

Economic 
Status 

Lorenzo    √ Q 2   

 

Themes 

 The subsequent sections are arranged thematically to demonstrate the fourteen 

study participants’ perspectives on their identities and their communities through the 

following themes. In each theme section there are between three and six examples of how 

it was expressed. Each section discusses who expressed this theme and through what data 

samples. It also includes a brief discussion of the significance of the example. The themes 

are listed in order, starting with the most frequently referenced. Through the process of 

data coding, I organized the themes from most to least frequently mentioned. This 
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reflected the significance of the topic within the program as a whole, as in what themes 

students seemed to be drawn to, expressed as relevant to them, and shared enthusiasm 

about.  

Theme 1: Immigration 

Near the beginning of the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program, on Thursday 

July 10, 2014, I introduced the stencil project (see Appendix A for lesson plans) and 

asked students to identify important community issues. Hector suggested the topic of 

immigration/deportation policies. As a class, we discussed why this was a community 

problem, how it affected some of them, their families, and people they knew. Based on 

class participation in the discussion, this topic seemed relevant and important to most of 

the class. At least five of the students in the program specified they had immigrated to the 

U.S. within their lifetimes. Several students explained that they had family members who 

had immigrated to the U.S. in unsafe conditions. Others discussed the difficulties their 

family members faced when striving to obtain ‘papers’ or documents authorizing legal 

immigration status. During the class discussion, Hector stated that from his perspective, 

“families being separated by deportation” was the main community problem (personal 

communication, July 10, 2014).  

In later sessions, Hector and Juan chose immigration as the topic for their stencils. 

Hector focused on deportation policies and how these policies separate families and 
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family members. He specifically focused on his own personal experience and 

communicated this through his stencil project (see Figures 6 & 7).1  

Figure 6: Hector’s Zine Section 

 

 

 

                                                
1 All participant names and schools are pseudonyms, and their faces have been covered in photographs, in 
order to protect study participants’ identities.  
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Figure 7: Don’t Deport My Mom, Stop Separating Families 

 

 There are many families in the United States that have the same daily worry about 

the possibility of deportation. In the fiscal year 2013 the United States deported a record 

high of 438,421 undocumented immigrants, including 240,000 with no criminal history 

(Gonzalez-Barrera & Krogstad, 2014). Through his stencil design, Hector communicated 

a personal message that related to shared experiences within his larger community of 

Mexican immigrants in the United States. While it is unknown to what degree this 

impacted his behavior, Hector had difficulty focusing during the program and 

consistently seemed disengaged. However, the topic of deportation was important to him 

and he completed his design and shirt. The stencil Hector created is a powerful message 

based on his personal situation which also impacts many immigrant families across the 

United States. I did not inquire into the details of living daily with the possibility of his 

own family being split up by the threat of deportation. In Figure 6, Hector’s face was 

removed to protect his identity, yet it is important to explain that his expression is one of 

dismay.  



 95 

Hector understood firsthand the experience of living in an immigrant family, and 

used his art project to express this aspect of his identity. He alluded to the strength of 

Mexican immigrant communities through his choice of the Superman symbol created 

with the colors of the Mexican flag (see Figure 7). He intentionally and carefully spray-

painted three different sections red, then silver, then green to mimic the Mexican flag. 

Through his use of the colors of the Mexican flag and the text specifying “families” in the 

plural, Hector implied that he is connected to a larger community of Mexican immigrants 

throughout Texas and the United States. In his zine section (Figure 6), he wrote about 

communication with the U.S. government to change their stance on immigration policies. 

Hector had a powerful personal story about how immigration impacted his family 

directly. As he discussed in his zine section, he understood what it meant to “start a new 

life” and the importance of seeking employment in the United States.  

 Likewise, Juan chose the topic of immigration for his stencil project (see Figures 

8 & 9). He focused on a message of allowing people from Mexico to immigrate to the 

U.S. through less cumbersome immigration processes. Juan did not attend all Summer 

2014 Teen Program days. Therefore, he completed his stencil, but not his written zine 

section. Juan’s stencil design addressed aspects of his identity, such as his ethnicity as 

well as belonging to the larger community of Mexican immigrants in the United States. 

He took a stand for opening the border to Mexican immigrants, which he identified as a 

community to which he belonged. For both Hector and Juan, the stencil project provided 

them space to address the meaningful topic of immigration that affected them personally 

and communally. Although the class discussed this issue, I did not guide them towards 



 96 

selecting this topic. As an educator, I strove to open a space for the students to discuss 

and artistically address personally relevant concepts. Hector and Juan voiced their 

concerns for immigrant rights by making and wearing these stenciled shirts. 

Figure 8: Juan’s Zine Section      
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Figure 9: Let Mexicans Immigrate 

 
 

 Similarly, concerns about immigration emerged during interviews with several 

students. Three students said that learning about immigration was one of the highlights of 

the program, elaborating that it was one of the main topics they learned about. For 

example, Juana discussed her connection to the topic of immigration. When asked 

whether the art program caused her to reflect on herself, Juana replied that the 

immigration stencil topic reminded her of her family (see Figure 10). Even though Juana 

didn’t choose to address immigration with her stencil design, she still reflected on herself 

and her family through the immigration stencils other students made. Her mother moved 

to the United States from El Salvador, and because of this Juana and her family identified 

with the theme of immigration.  
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Figure 10: Juana’s Immigration Reflection 

 

(Juana, personal communication, August 7, 2014) 

Theme 2: Bullying 

 Several students in the program chose bullying as the community problem to 

address through their art project. However, their solutions for this community problem 

were somewhat varied.  For example, solutions included standing up and speaking up for 

those being bullied, as well as being friendly and respectful of peers. Bullying was not a 

topic that we discussed as a class example. However, six students out of the fourteen 

research participants chose to address bullying in their stencil projects. These students 

felt strongly about the topic of bullying as demonstrated by their stencil projects. One 

reason some students said they chose this topic was because in the Summer 2014 Teen 

Program they watched the movie “Bully.” Students said the film moved them to have 

sympathy and/or empathy for students who are bullied.  
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Catalina chose bullying as her community problem. Her stencil design (see 

Figures 11 & 12) shows that her community solution was to “stand up for others.” In her 

zine section (Figure 11) she elaborated on her community solution that one can be a 

friend to those that have been bullied, which can help people in the future have greater 

self-esteem. 

Figure 11: Catalina’s Zine Section        

  
     



 100 

Figure 12: Stand Up for Others 

   

In her zine section, Catalina discussed her solution of standing up to people who 

bully, as positively impacting people in her community in the future. Through the 

Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program, she thought proactively about what positive 

community change looks like. Catalina was the only person to hand draw her image and 

depicted a larger whale being kind to a smaller whale (see Figure 12). In order to 

represent their community solutions for bullying, both Catalina and Damian used the 

symbol of holding hands, or in her example holding fins (see Figures 12, 13, & 14).  
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Figure 13: Damian’s Zine Section       
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Figure 14: Speak Up – Don’t Be Shy  

 

 

Damian’s solution to bullying was “speaking up” for the person being bullied. He 

created a stencil with two hands (Figure 14) to symbolize one person helping another 

person being bullied. Damian addressed an important concept, which is community 

members helping other community members in a time of need, in this case when one 

person is being bullied. Part of Damian’s identity is his outgoing personality and he 

expressed this through his slogan, “Speak Up – Don’t Be Shy.” 

Enrique also addressed bullying as his community problem. Like Damian, he had 

an outgoing, joyous personality. Similarly to Damian, Enrique stated that “speaking up” 

was part of his community solution (see Figure 15). Enrique wrote this in his zine 

section, however his slogan was “Stay Shine & Be Nice!” (see Figure 16). Along with 
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“speaking up” for those being bullied, “being nice” to those affected by bullying was a 

large part of his community solution. English is Enrique’s second language. Since the 

phrasing sounded awkward, I encouraged him to say something like “Shine On & Be 

Nice!” However, he wanted it to stay the way it was and I felt that it was his right as an 

artist to create the message and text in his stencil. Enrique’s message was to be nice and 

treat others in the community with respect. 

Figure 15: Enrique’s Zine Section    
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Figure 16: Stay Shine & Be Nice! 

 
 

Following these trends focused on community solutions of being nice and being a 

friend, Lupita’s stencil stated, “Be a Buddy, Not a Bully” (see Figures 17 & 18). Like 

Catalina and Damian, Lupita utilized the helping hands symbol to communicate her 

message. Lupita took a long time to create her stencil concept, slogan, and image. She 

struggled a bit with creating an image to communicate her message, however with effort 

and determination she completed the stencil and was satisfied with the result. Lupita 

created the catchy slogan to communicate her solution of being friendly with people 

instead of bullying them. She stated that the community problem of bullying keeps on 

going and she suggested a positive solution of friendship to end this negative cycle. 
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Figure 17: Lupita’s Zine Section      
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Figure 18: Be a Buddy – Not a Bully 

    

 

Oswaldo also used the helping hands icon to communicate his community 

solution to bullying. Like Lupita, Oswaldo’s slogan suggests a positive way to be, rather 

than a negative approach. His stencil reads, “Be a Helper, Not a Hater” (see Figure 19). 

He finished his stenciled t-shirt on a day separate from the other students and I was 

unable to photograph his finished project. 
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Figure 19: Oswaldo’s Zine Section – Be A Helper Not a Hater 

 

Oswaldo, like several other students, chose the topic of bullying partly because the Teen 

Program had recently watched the movie “Bully.” In his zine section (Figure 19), 

Oswaldo discussed how the movie made him sad and he wanted to prevent people from 

getting hurt because of bullying. Oswaldo used alliteration in his slogan to communicate 

his message. He used the slang term “hater” as a synonym for bully. A “hater” is 
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someone who tends to judge and insult. Oswaldo suggested the community solution of 

helping those around oneself rather than judging or insulting. In his zine section, he stated 

that the many hands in the stencil are many people’s hands, which are necessary to help 

each other and end bullying. 

Joaquin used a hand in his stencil image, however it was different from the 

helping or holding hands icons, in that it is a fist in the air. The raised fist is a classic 

symbol of resistance. In Joaquin’s stencil (Figures 20 & 21), the fist symbolizes strength 

needed to overcome the negative practices of bullying and disrespecting each other. 

Joaquin, similarly to Damian, wrote that his community solution to bullying was to speak 

up for those who are being bullied. He encouraged peers to support others who may be 

experiencing bullying. His solution was to use one’s words rather than one’s fists to take 

a stand for treating each other with respect.  

Through these students’ artwork and zine sections, they communicated their 

understanding of solving a wide-spread phenomena of people bullying each other. The 

teens’ solutions and artwork showed consistent trends including friendship, speaking up 

for one another, and the symbolism of helping or powerful hands. 
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Figure 20: Joaquin’s Zine Section                

          
                
Figure 21: Speak Up for Others 
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Theme 3: Voice/Speaking Up 

An important theme that emerged during the Art Empowered Program was the 

students having a voice to communicate messages through art about personally 

meaningful concepts such as immigration and bullying. I did not emphasize phrases such 

as “voice” or “speaking up,” however students naturally gravitated towards these 

concepts when brainstorming their community solutions. Many students felt that their 

voices and the voices of their peers were vital to help initiate positive community change.  

In Damian’s stencil (Figures 13 & 14) his slogan and community solution was to 

“Speak Up – Don’t Be Shy.” Joaquin chose a similar phrase to address the community 

problem of bullying. Joaquin’s stencil reads, “Speak up for others” (see Figures 20 & 21). 

Damian and Joaquin encouraged their peers and community members to speak up if they 

saw bullying rather than remain quiet because silence enables the situation. Joaquin and 

Damian’s solutions were for people to use their voices to take a stand for someone 

experiencing bullying. Enrique addressed bullying and also stated in his zine section that 

part of the solution was to “speak up” (see Figure 15), though those words were not part 

of his stencil slogan. In Enrique’s zine section, he discussed how the one who is being 

bullied needs to speak up. Whereas, Damian suggested peers should step in and speak up 

for the one who is being bullied.  

Solving community problems may take multiple people, including witnesses and 

those being bullied or affected by the problem to speak up. Likewise, there are many 

people involved when solving community problems. Joaquin specifically addressed 

interactions between peers, because he wrote in his zine section his solution was to 
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“speak up for other people that are being bullied in school” (see Figure 20). In Damian’s 

zine section (see Figure 13), he discussed being a friend and helping someone who is 

being bullied by speaking up. Through one’s voice, Damian and Joaquin believed that 

anyone can take a stand and show someone kindness and assistance from being bullied. 

Lorenzo’s stencil project also related to voice. Lorenzo chose the community 

problem that adults don’t listen enough to youth. Rather than specifying his solution was 

to speak up, his solution was that adults need to listen to youth. From his interview and 

conversations with Lorenzo during class while he was drafting his stencil (Figures 22 & 

23), a particular situation pushed Lorenzo to address this concept.  

Figure 22: Lorenzo’s Zine Section   
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Figure 23: Peace to kids and listen to them! 

 

Lorenzo believed that the property manager of Rocoso Valle blamed his friends 

and him for soccer-related damages and other problems that from his perspective were 

not their fault. He felt that the property manager did not listen to him and his friends’ 

version of incidents, that the damage was done by younger groups of kids. In order to 

have a voice and make positive change, one must be heard. Lorenzo addressed this 

matter, feeling his voice was not being heard in his community. Through wearing his 

stenciled shirt, his message is that he hopes to be treated in a peaceful way and listened to 

by adults in his community. 

Through using one’s voice, Jennifer encouraged community members to speak up 

for people being affected by the community problem of family violence (see Figures 24 
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& 25). Like Lorenzo, this topic was personally important to Jennifer and related to her 

lived experiences. Through one-on-one conversations with Jennifer during program time, 

she explained that she has personally experienced this issue.  

Through her stencil designs (see Figures 24 & 25), Jennifer encouraged 

community members to speak up, get help, and stand up to abusers. She wrote in her zine 

section that actions like these will “influence children to do better things in their future 

lives” (see Figure 24). She used her design to speak up about an issue that personally 

affected her. Jennifer hoped to create positive community change that would influence 

how people handle abusive situations in the future. Through these stenciled designs and 

zine sections, teens in the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program expressed their 

perspectives on the importance of their voices, and those of their community members, in 

creating positive community change. 
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Figure 24: Jennifer’s Zine Section            
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Figure 25: Stop the Abuser–You Decide Other’s Fate 

 

Theme 4: Age/Youth Identity  

Throughout the program, students consistently discussed how the community 

issues they selected affected them and their peers. The participants frequently used the 

terms “kids” and “teenagers” to describe themselves. Nine out of fourteen participants 

specified their age and/or grade in school in their zine section, demonstrating that they 

viewed these as important aspects of their identities. Lorenzo’s stencil design directly 
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addressed youth identity (see Figures 22 & 23). In his zine section, he called for adults to 

treat kids peacefully and listen to them. Lorenzo addressed the community problem he 

believed was consistent: that adults rarely listen to kids. Being a teenager was a part of 

Lorenzo’s identity and he spoke up about how he felt silenced as a youth. This was a 

unique stencil idea, in that he was the only student who chose this as his topic, and it 

meant a lot to Lorenzo personally. The disagreements between the property manager and 

the group of teenage boys, mostly about playing soccer, came up in questionnaire 

responses and interviews from several students in the program. Lorenzo was speaking up 

for his whole group of friends by making his stencil.  

Lupita also addressed a community problem she saw as specifically affecting 

youth. She chose bullying as the community problem and discussed in her zine section 

(see Figure 17) how kids were the ones being affected by this problem. In her zine 

section, she addressed that she chose bullying as her community problem since, “It is 

important because so many kids are getting bullied these days” (see Figure 17). Lupita 

saw the community problem of bullying as one that specifically related to youth. Through 

the stencil project, students in the program were able to discuss issues that directly related 

to them and their youth identity.  

Similarly, Jennifer wrote in her zine section (see Figure 24) that her community 

solution will specifically affect youth. When discussing her art project addressing family 

violence, Jennifer stated in her zine section that speaking up about abusive situations 

would “influence children to do better things in their future lives” (see Figure 24). This 

stance illustrates her belief that young people can be potential agents of positive social 
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change. She believed children must learn ways of solving community problems so they 

can grow up and assist in creating and maintaining healthy communities.  

Theme 5: Soccer 

 Soccer was a prevalent theme seen during the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

Program. Most of the students loved soccer. If they focused for most of the class session 

and were productive on their projects, then I rewarded them by playing soccer with them 

at the end of the day. I also love soccer and played with the students. The Art Empowered 

Program participants and I all bonded through the activity of playing soccer. At the 

beginning of each session, students participated in a check-in, where they shared their 

“highs and lows.” Going around in a circle, each student said a high (positive) and a low 

(negative) thing about how they were feeling that day. Most of the time during check-in, 

almost all the participants’ updates related to soccer. For example, many students 

typically said that a high during the Teen Program fitness time was that they got to play 

soccer or won their game. A low was often that they did not get to play soccer or lost 

their game. Nine out of fourteen of the research participants wrote about how they liked 

soccer in their zine sections, stated it in their interviews, or wrote about it on their 

questionnaires. 

Lupita discussed how soccer was one of her favorite activities in her zine section 

(see Figure 17). Even when I taught Lupita as a 5th grader in the after-school program at 

the Rocoso Valle Education Center, she was one of the star soccer players. During the 

Summer 2014 Teen Program she was consistently out on the field putting in her hardest 
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effort. She was talented at the game and thoroughly enjoyed it. In her zine bio she wrote, 

“I have a love for sports, but soccer is the sport that stands out for me” (see Figure 17).    

Israel even made his whole art project about soccer (see Figures 26 & 27). He 

chose soccer and working as a team as his community solution. Instead of identifying a 

community problem, he chose to emphasize a community solution, playing soccer and 

focusing on teamwork, as these activities already existed in his community.  

Figure 26: Israel’s Zine Section       

           
                  
                  



 119 

 Figure 27: Play Soccer, Be a Team, Work Together 

   

Like Lupita and Israel, Enrique thoroughly enjoyed playing soccer. Enrique filled 

out his questionnaire with overall positive responses. When asked how he thought others 

viewed him, he wrote “I think they view me cool, a great soccer player” (see Figure 28).  

Figure 28: Enrique’s Soccer Response 

 

To Enrique, a defining part of his identity and the only specific thing he wrote on 

his questionnaire about how others viewed him, was that he is a great soccer player. 

Oswaldo also thought soccer was a defining part of his identity. Oswaldo mentioned 

soccer in his zine section and in his interview. In his zine section (see Figure 19) he wrote 
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that he liked “to play soccer and basketball.” During Oswaldo’s interview, when asked to 

describe himself, Oswaldo answered, “I like soccer” (see Figure 29).  

Figure 29: Oswaldo’s Soccer Response 

  
(Oswaldo, personal communication, August 15, 2014) 
 
Soccer was important to Oswaldo and his family. When asked to specify why he liked to 

play soccer, Oswaldo responded that he and his dad liked to play together (see Figure 

30). 

Figure 30: Oswaldo’s Soccer Reflection 

 
(Oswaldo, personal communication, August 15, 2014) 
 
To Oswaldo, soccer was a pastime he played with friends and family. His love for soccer 

was influenced by his father’s love for soccer and it seemed to be a bonding activity 

between the two of them. Soccer was an important activity to many students in the 

Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. It was a time to bond with friends, family, and 

community members. 
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Theme 6: Place  

Place signifies, geographically, where a student was from, was born, or where 

their family was from. Many students wrote in their zine bios about where they were born 

or where they lived previously. In Damian’s zine bio, he wrote that he was born in South 

Africa, but raised in Spain (Figure 13). This was the first thing that he chose to tell about 

himself, after giving his name. The places he lived were important aspects of his identity. 

Students were able to choose what they thought was important as well as what they 

wanted to share in their zine bios, and many gravitated toward the concept of place. For 

example, Joaquin started his zine bio with where he was from (see Figure 20). In his case 

geographic place and ethnic identity do not necessarily correlate. In his zine bio, Joaquin 

stated that he was from El Salvador and was born in Mexico. Joaquin had family from El 

Salvador and identified his ethnicity as El Salvadorian. However, he was born in Mexico 

in the summer of 2001. Being El Salvadorian and born in Mexico was something unique 

about Joaquin and he chose to share that aspect of his identity in his zine bio. 

Enrique, like Joaquin and Damian and several students in the program, started his 

zine bio with information about where he was born (see Figure 15). Enrique was born in 

Mexico. He continued his bio by writing that he spoke Spanish and English. At the time 

of the study, I did not know how long Enrique had lived in the United States, however, he 

was one of the few students in the program who was not yet fully fluent in English. Being 

a native Spanish speaker and being born in Mexico are aspects of Enrique’s identity that 

were important to him, and he wanted to share this information through his zine bio.  
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Theme 7: Ethnicity 

The theme of ethnicity related to several other themes including place, 

immigration, and family. Juan was the only student to explicitly mention ethnicity in his 

stencil slogan. He addressed the community problem of immigration policies and his 

community solution was to “Let Mexicans Immigrate” (see Figures 8 & 9). Juan did not 

attend every art program day, therefore, I do not have as much data from him. He spent 

most of program time making his stencil and did not attend enough days to write a zine 

section. As a class, several times we discussed how immigration and deportation policies 

affect immigrants from many backgrounds. This includes other Latinos and people from 

all over the world, not just Mexicans. Half of the study participants identified as 

Mexican, expressing that the U.S. immigration policies they were familiar with affected 

their loved ones who were also mostly Mexican. Juan’s solution for his community was 

for the U.S to let Mexicans immigrate, and he illustrated this idea with two open doors. 

He believed letting Mexicans immigrate would improve his community. 

Hector also directly expressed his identification with his Mexican ethnicity 

through his stencil design (see Figures 6 & 7). His work discussed deportation policies 

that directly affected his family, Mexican immigrants, and all immigrants to the U.S. He 

used a Superman symbol split into red, white, and green sections to represent the 

Mexican flag. On the first questionnaire, Hector responded positively about his ethnicity 

(see Figure 31). Hector described himself as looking like “a Mexican” on Question 3. 

Hector was the only student to list his ethnicity on this question related to physical 

appearance. To Question 6, which asked what he thought about his ethnicity and how he 
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felt about it, Hector responded with two words, “Pride Mexican” (Hector, personal 

communication, July 15, 2014).   

Figure 31: Hector’s Ethnicity Response  

  

Lorenzo also responded in a positive manner to Question 6 with the following response 

(see Figure 32).  

Figure 32: Lorenzo’s Ethnicity Response 
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Lorenzo wrote that he liked being Mexican because good food and culture represented 

two positive reasons. Lorenzo also discussed ethnicity during a class conversation on July 

22, 2014.  

This is an excerpt from the vignette included in Chapter Three:  

I use this as a teaching opportunity for students just starting their stencil ideas 
while reviewing the project for other students related to the zine. “So Hector what 
was our original community problem that we talked about?” I ask him.  
 
He replies, “La migra!” (immigration police) 
 
“Okay so inmigración” (immigration), I say.  
 
Lorenzo calls out, “Mexicanos!”  
 
“Mexicanos y también los latinoamericanos like all over” (Mexicans and also 
Latinos like all over), I reply.  
 
Lorenzo calls out, “Hondureños! Chicanos! Etcetera.”  
 
“Of course immigration is a huge issue with Mexico because the U.S. shares a 
border with Mexico and a lot of people come through Mexico. But what is the 
actual community problem? Why is immigration a community issue?” I ask.  
 
“Separating families,” Hector says.  
 
“They hate us!” Lorenzo yells.  
 
I make eye contact with Lorenzo, but don’t know how to address his comment in 
the moment. I stay focused on my exchange with Hector, however I realize later 
that I missed a teachable moment. I missed an opportunity to address hate as the 
ultimate community problem and discuss that with the class. That is not 
something I have to teach the students though. They understand what it means to 
be discriminated against because of one’s identity.  

 
Lorenzo’s statement, “They hate us!” was a jarring moment for me and I did not directly 

respond to him, as he had called it out when I was responding to another student. When 

Lorenzo said “they” he may have been referring to the general American public, or the 
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U.S. government, or possibly white Americans. When he referred to “us” he was most 

likely talking about Mexican immigrants, and he identified as being a part of the Mexican 

immigrant larger community. Even though he knew that he, as a Mexican immigrant, 

may face discrimination, he still felt positive about his ethnicity and identified strongly 

with Mexican culture. Similarly to Lorenzo, even though being a Mexican immigrant 

meant facing challenges, Hector and Juan felt a great amount of pride and positive 

identification with their ethnicity. 

Theme 8: Family 

Lorenzo’s zine bio was short and did not provide a lot of information about 

himself (Figure 22). The first thing he wrote after his name was that he has a sister and a 

brother. Family means a lot to Lorenzo and to many students in the program. A large 

number of students spoke fondly of their families during program time, during their 

interviews, and wrote about them in their zine bios. Catalina, like Jennifer and several 

students in the program, wrote about her family in her zine bio (see Figure 11). She 

expressed that she is the youngest in her family, with a big brother and a big sister. 

Damian, also in the Summer 2014 Teen Program, was Catalina’s older brother. They 

were supportive of each other and Catalina also wrote in her zine bio that one of her 

favorite things to do was spend time with her family. Likewise, Jennifer wrote in her zine 

bio that she is the oldest of two children and had a much younger five-year-old brother 

(see Figure 24). Being an older sister was an important aspect of Jennifer’s identity. 

Jennifer’s stencil topic also related to the theme of family, because it centered on family 
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violence (see Figures 24 & 25). I do not know any details of this situation, besides that 

she told me she knew about this topic from personal experience. I had the impression that 

at the time of this study these experiences of family violence had occurred in the past. 

Jennifer encouraged assisting community members who experienced family violence.  

Healthy family dynamics are essential to a healthy community. From my time as 

an educator at the Rocoso Valle Education Center, I saw a great deal of involvement and 

support from students’ families. For example, events at the education center were well 

attended. Guardians were responsive and involved in their children’s programming at the 

education center. Family members were present at the education center, coming to pick 

up their students, using the computer lab, or attending adult education classes in the 

evenings. The majority of guardians were also responsive (fifteen out of seventeen) and 

supportive (fourteen out of seventeen) of this study. During Lorenzo’s interview, his 

family was in the education center waiting for him. His younger brother even came into 

the teen room during the interview to say “hi.” When asked how he would describe his 

family, Lorenzo responded by saying they are “fun” and “adventurous” (personal 

communication, August 7, 2014). These words stood out as positive and dynamic.  

Figure 33: Lorenzo’s Family Description 

 
(Lorenzo, personal communication, August 7, 2014) 
 
Like Lorenzo, Oswaldo also discussed his positive view of his family during this 

interview. He described his family as “nice people” who “understand like when someone 
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needs help, they’re there for that person” (personal communication, August 15, 2014) 

(see Figure 34).  

Figure 34: Oswaldo’s Family Description  

 
(Oswaldo, personal communication, August 15, 2014) 
 
This quote stood out as important and symbolic of how Oswaldo saw his family as a part 

of his community. He described his family as nice, understanding, and helping each 

other. It suggests that Oswaldo had learned, through the examples of his family members, 

what a supportive community is like.  

Theme 9: Friends 

Israel demonstrated the importance of friendship in his zine bio (see Figure 26). 

He stated his name and that he liked pizza. He then wrote that his friends liked pizza too. 

Israel was the only student that mentioned his friends’ preferences in his zine bio. Israel’s 

stencil concept was about playing soccer and how teamwork is important. His friends, 

who he played soccer with and spent time with, were an important aspect of Israel’s 

identity and community.  

Like Israel, Catalina also discussed the importance of her friends in her zine bio 

(see Figure 11). She wrote that one of her favorite things to do was spend time with her 

friends. Her community solution was also to stand up for and be a friend to those who 

were being bullied. She suggested one needs to be open to being friends with someone 
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experiencing bullying. Catalina proposed being friendly to each other as a route to 

positive community change. She even stated that “being friendly can help people in the 

future have good self-esteem” (see Figure 11). 

Similarly to Catalina, Magdalena addressed friendship as part of her community 

solution. Magdalena chose animal abuse as her community problem. Her solution was to 

stop animal abuse, appreciate animals, and be their friend (see Figure 35 & 36). 

Magdalena expanded the theme of friendship by including animals in her circle of friends 

and community.  

Figure 35: Magdalena’s Zine Section             
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Figure 36: Don’t Be a Loser—Stop the Abuser 

 

Friendship was an important theme related to one’s identity and one’s community. 

Friends are a part of one’s community, and who a person forms relationships with reflects 

their identity. The act of being friendly or in other words “nice” (from Enrique’s stencil: 

Figure 16) or a “buddy” (from Lupita’s stencil: Figure 18) relates to students’ community 

solutions. 

Theme 10: The Apartments 

 The apartments include the Rocoso Valle and the Soleado Valle complexes, 

located across the street from each other. Rocoso Valle and Soleado Valle both have 

education centers, however the Teen Program for both complexes was located at Rocoso 

Valle. Students consistently discussed the apartments during program time, in their 

interviews, and in their questionnaires. Many students thought of their community or 

their neighborhood as being centered in the apartments. 
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At the time of the study, Catalina lived at the Rocoso Valle apartments. She 

discussed her perspective of the apartments and the apartment she lived in with her 

family on the first questionnaire, which was the only one she was present to fill out. The 

questions were in both English and Spanish. Catalina was the only student to use Spanish 

to complete her questionnaire. Catalina had one of the most positive questionnaire 

responses overall. When asked what she thought about her home, she stated, “Me encanta 

mi casa y me siento muy bien” (Catalina, personal communication, July 31, 2014) (see 

Figure 37). This translates to, “I love my house and I feel really good.”  

Figure 37: Catalina’s Home Response 

 
 
Like Catalina, at the time of the study Juana also lived at the Rocoso Valle 

apartment complex. Juana also had a positive response to Question 11. When asked how 

she felt about where she lived, she wrote, “I feel good. I think that for me, it’s a 

wonderful, safe place” (Juana, personal communication, July 31, 2014) (see Figure 38). 

Figure 38: Juana’s Home Response 
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Figure 38 shows that Juana had a positive perspective on the apartments. All the students 

who lived at the apartments seemed to view them as a positive place to live.  

Even with a positive perception of the apartments, there exist community 

problems and issues that could be improved. Lorenzo’s stencil design (see Figures 22 & 

23) stated, “Peace to kids and listen to them!” I previously discussed in the theme 

sections Voice and Youth Identity how Lorenzo felt that he and his friends were blamed 

unfairly by the apartment manager for damaging property. He thought that the apartment 

manager did not listen to them or believe them. Therefore, he voiced that a community 

problem was the communication between the youth and the adults represented by the 

apartment management staff. At the time of the study, Lorenzo lived at the Soleado Valle 

apartment complex.  

Students in the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program felt connected to the 

apartment complex and viewed the residents as a community. Almost all residents of the 

apartments had children under the age of eighteen in order to qualify for the subsidized 

housing. There were many youth living in the apartments that comprised a large portion 

of community members. Although there were some issues of lack of communication 

between the management and the youth, the apartments seemed to serve as a healthy, 

family-oriented community for the study participants. 

Theme 11: Extracurricular Activities 

 Activities that students participate in outside of school relate to their identities 

because they represent their personal interests. Furthermore, they are connected to their 
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communities because these activities occurred within their communities and with other 

community members. Allen created his stencil (see Figures 39 & 40) about a different 

after-school program he participated in called Drill Team, part of the Junior Marines. 

Allen chose this topic as a community solution that was already happening. He believed 

Drill Team positively impacted the youth that participated in the program.  

Figure 39: Allen’s Zine Section  
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Figure 40: Eat Drink Sleep Drill 

 

To Allen, the Junior Marines were part of his identity in school and as a U.S. 

citizen. Allen created the stencil slogan to communicate his daily commitment to the 

Junior Marines. Likewise, Drill Team became a part of his daily routine, like eating, 

drinking, and sleeping. Allen was also proud of his participation with Drill Team, and 

wrote in his zine section that his team won some sort of championship (see Figure 39). 

Through the stencil project, Allen expressed his pride in participating in the Junior 

Marines as a part of his identity.   

Like Allen, Catalina wrote in her zine bio about extracurricular activities that 

were important to her (see Figure 11). She wrote that she enjoyed playing piano, 

practicing gymnastics, and spending time with her family and friends. In her interview, 
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Juana discussed how she enjoyed playing sports and creating art in her free time. She 

elaborated that she liked to draw because it is a fun activity. In her interview, Juana 

discussed how a bullying situation occurred in the apartments. One of the solutions was 

for a group of Juana’s friends to go to her house and make art instead of engaging in the 

dispute. Juana said that art to her is “fun ‘cause you learn how to do new stuff by drawing 

and thinking about it” (Juana, personal communication, August 7, 2014). On the 

questionnaire, Juana wrote that she thought people use art to “create different stuff with 

their minds and solve problems” (Juana, personal communication, July 31, 2014).  

Whether it was Drill Team, playing piano, practicing gymnastics, or engaging in 

art activities, students’ extracurricular activities were important to them. These activities 

and interests are a defining aspect of students’ identities.  

Theme 12: School 

 School is also a defining aspect of many young people’s identities. Seven of 

fourteen study participants indicated what school they attended in their zine bios. Six of 

fourteen students mentioned what grade they were entering. Two students specified what 

their favorite subjects were in school. The Rocoso Valle Education Center, the Summer 

2014 Teen Program and Summer 2014 Art Empowered program were all community 

educational programming. They lie separate from local public schools. Students’ 

perspectives on education and who they are as a student are molded both in school and 

community programming.  
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Schools exist within larger communities. A school, including all the students and 

staff, can also be considered a community. Joaquin chose to address the community 

problem of bullying and specified that it was occurring within his school (see Figure 20). 

In Joaquin’s project, he discussed the school as a community where the problem existed, 

and his solution was to “speak up for other people that are being bullied in school” (see 

Figure 20). On his questionnaires, Joaquin indicated mixed perspectives on his school. 

On the first questionnaire, when asked about how he viewed his school he wrote, 

“Bridgeway, good that it’s a great school” (Joaquin, personal communication, July 15, 

2014). On the second questionnaire, for the same question, he wrote “Bad, that’s 

bullying” (Joaquin, personal communication, July 31, 2014). It cannot be determined 

why his perspectives on his school shifted greatly from the first questionnaire to the 

second.  

Like Joaquin, Enrique discussed in his zine bio how he thought bullying was a 

community problem in schools (see Figure 15). His slogan said to “Stay Shine & Be 

Nice!” His message for his school community was to be nice to each other. Enrique wrote 

positive perspectives of his school on the first questionnaire and mixed perspectives on 

the second questionnaire. Enrique wrote on the first questionnaire: “Bridgeway Middle 

School. I feel that I fit there. I think it’s a really good school” (personal communication, 

July 15, 2014). On the second questionnaire Enrique wrote, “I go to Bridgeway. I feel 

smart there. I think that sometimes there’s bad friends” (personal communication, July 

31, 2014). Enrique felt smart and that he fit in at his school, however he also 

acknowledged that some of his peers were not always friendly.  
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At the time of this study, Allen also attended Bridgeway Middle School. His 

stencil topic was about an after-school program called Drill Team, conducted through the 

school program Junior Marines (see Figures 39 & 40). To Allen, being a member of Drill 

Team was a part of his identity in school. Through his art project, he communicated 

about his connection to his school community. The bulldog image in his stencil design 

was the mascot of his school. On the first questionnaire, Allen responded about how he 

viewed his school: “I go to Bridgeway. I think it is extremely safe” (Allen, personal 

communication, July 15, 2014). Allen seemed to feel comfortable at his school and a part 

of the school community.  

Theme 13: Respect 

Many students alluded to the need for respectful relations between community 

members with phrases such as “being friendly” or treating each other “nicely.” Three 

participants specifically used the term respect. Magdalena used the term several times on 

her questionnaires (see Figures 41 & 42). Figure 41 shows how she discussed her positive 

self image because she respects herself and “want[s] to be different from other people” 

(Magdalena, personal communication, July 31, 2014). Respecting oneself is an important 

and mature concept for a young teenager and goes hand-in-hand with a positive self-

image and healthy self-esteem. In Figure 42, Magdalena also discussed how she felt 

“good and proud” of her ethnicity and thought that her ethnicity was respected by others 

(Magdalena, personal communication, July 31, 2015). In her interview, she described a 

key aspect of her identity as being respectful. When I asked her to elaborate, she said that 
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she, “always respect[s] people that are different races…” (Magdalena, personal 

communication, August 13, 2014). Magdalena believes that in a healthy community, 

members respect themselves and others, regardless of racial background or other 

differences.  

Figure 41: Magdalena’s Physical Appearance Response 

 
 
Figure 42: Magdalena’s Ethnicity Response 

 

Figure 43: Magdalena Describes Herself 

 

Juana, like Magdalena, felt that respecting others was a defining aspect of her 

personality. When describing how she viewed herself on the second questionnaire, Juana 

wrote that she respects people (see Figure 44). She discussed in her zine section, how 
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treating people nicely even when they are different from oneself is important for a 

healthy community. 

Figure 44: Juana’s Perception of Self 

 

Lorenzo also believed respect was necessary for a positive community dynamic. 

He addressed the concept of respect in his interview. Lorenzo’s stencil (see Figures 22 & 

23) stated, “Peace to kids and listen to them!” During his interview he misspoke and said 

that his stencil slogan was, “Respect kids and listen to them!” (Lorenzo, personal 

communication, August 7, 2014) (see Figure 45). It is interesting that Lorenzo used the 

terms peace and respect interchangeably. Lorenzo discussed how he would feel respected 

if adults listened to his voice. Feeling respected and listened to by adults in his 

community was important to Lorenzo and he felt it was one way to improve his 

community.  

Figure 45: Lorenzo’s Stencil Discussion 
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Theme 14: Perception of Self 

Juana’s stencil (see Figures 46, 47 & 48) stated, “Everybody is wonderful in their 

own way,” and on the back of her shirt, “Nobody is perfect.” She stated it is important 

not to judge others by how they look. She elaborated that treating each other nicely is the 

best option. Juana mentioned in her questionnaire and in her interview that she is small 

and short in stature. She discussed how some people might judge her for this, however 

her teachers at Rocoso Valle Education Center programming have told her not to worry 

about other peoples’ judgments. Through learning to accept herself, Juana realized that 

she did not like to be judged. She decided to strive to not judge those around her either.  

Figure 46: Juana’s Zine Section 
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Figure 47: Everybody is Wonderful in Their Own Way   

 
                   

Figure 48: Nobody is Perfect 
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In contrast to Juana’s community solution of accepting others and learning to 

accept oneself, Jennifer wrote negative responses about how she viewed herself on the 

questionnaires (see Figure 49). Jennifer expressed these extremely negative perspectives 

of herself on paper. She outwardly portrayed a different side of herself as she was not 

shut down. Rather, she seemed happy, engaged, and productive during most of the 

programming time.  

Figure 49: Jennifer’s Perception of Self 

 

On the other hand, Enrique had positive questionnaire responses about how he 

viewed himself (see Figure 50). For example, he consistently stated that he felt good or 

great about himself and aspects of his identity. When asked how he viewed his gender, he 

wrote, “Male, I feel great because when we are older we are going to be fathers, I think 
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its cool being a male” (Enrique, personal communication, July 15, 2014). Enrique 

reported a positive self image about himself as a male. It is possible Enrique has had 

positive male role models in his life.  

Figure 50: Enrique’s Perception of Self 
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Oswaldo also had positive questionnaire responses (see Figure 51). When 

describing himself, Oswaldo used words like “confident,” “proud,” “cool,” and “special” 

(Oswaldo, personal communication, July 31, 2014). He also stated that he thought others 

view him as a role model. Believing that others look up to oneself seems to indicate a 

positive self image.  

Figure 51: Oswaldo’s Perception of Self 
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 Students expressed a range of negative and positive viewpoints about themselves 

on the questionnaires. This was not a dominant theme because only Juana addressed 

perception of self on her own accord, in her stencil design. Catalina also discussed in her 

zine section (see Figure 11) how being friendly to one another will create positive 

community change by increasing peoples’ self-esteem in the future.  

Theme 15: Economic Status 

The topic of class and economic status was somewhat hidden during the Art 

Empowered Program. Economic status was not mentioned during program time nor in 

the students’ artwork. The study participants did not address their economic status in their 

interviews either. Even though it was rarely mentioned, it was an underlying factor of the 

program. The Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program setting was held at a low-income 

housing education center. However, only two students mentioned economic status on 

their questionnaires. These responses were in relation to their physical appearance, 

specifically their clothing. Attire is a significant indicator of class status.  

When asked what she thought about her clothing, Jennifer wrote on her first 

questionnaire, “I have cheap clothes” (Jennifer, personal communication, July 15, 2014) 

(see Figure 49). This comment followed a string of negative statements about how she 

viewed herself. There is a great deal of social pressure on teenagers related to clothing 

and physical appearance. Jennifer felt negatively about her clothing, as she believed it 

reflected her low-income status.  
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Lupita wrote on her questionnaires that her clothes are “normal” and that she is 

kind of “poor” (Lupita, personal communication, July 15, 2014) (see Figure 52). Lupita 

called her clothing normal and followed that with a comment about her low-income 

status. It is possible that to her, clothing representing a low-income background is seen as 

normal, as this perception may be what she is used to seeing around her. The statement 

that she is poor was the only time a study participant directly addressed his or her 

economic background. The students’ economic backgrounds did affect them everyday, 

however they did not choose to express their class status as a defining aspect of their 

identities or communities.  

Figure 52: Lupita Discusses Clothing and Class Status 

 

Lorenzo, when asked what he thought about the clothes he wore, wrote on his 

second questionnaire, “Fine, cause there’s kids without clothes” (Lorenzo, personal 

communication, July 31, 2014). Lorenzo understood there are many other people living 

in poverty and living in worse conditions than those experienced by him and his family. It 

is possible that in comparison, Lorenzo did not view himself and his family as being that 

economically challenged.  
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CONCLUSION 

 This chapter has provided the data from the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

Program case study, which investigated how students expressed perspectives about their 

identities and their communities through the program. The chapter began with a vignette 

from the beginning of one class during the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. This 

narrative portrayed my interactions with the students, how the class dynamic was 

flexible, and how student voice was key to the lessons as well as to the research. During 

the study, I collected data in forms of the students’ stencil art projects, their zine sections, 

two questionnaires, an interview, and my field notes/reflections. Students expressed their 

perspectives related to their identities and communities through fifteen themes: 

immigration, bullying, voice, youth identity, soccer, geographic place, ethnicity, family, 

friends, the apartments, extracurricular activities, school, respect, perception of self, and 

economic status. Through the Art Empowered Program students engaged with, 

deconstructed, and recreated concepts related to self and society.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

INTRODUCTION 

 This chapter serves to relay the key findings of the case study conducted in the 

Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program. The guiding research question of the study was: 

•   How do teens in a low-income community center summer art program express 

their perspectives on their identities and their communities?  

Through the Art Empowered Program at the Rocoso Valle Education Center, students 

contemplated how to better their communities and expressed these ideas through spray 

paint stenciled t-shirts and posters. These profound art pieces served to communicate the 

teens’ insights. The program curriculum was emergent, in that it evolved with the teens’ 

input and interests. Furthermore, the asset-based curriculum was grounded in the process 

of students’ identifying what makes a healthy community and creating paths toward 

positive social change. Within the program students engaged in symbolic action: through 

manipulating symbolic meaning, taking agency to creatively transform it in their artwork, 

as well as reimagine the realities in which they lived.   

The research findings reflected these visions for positive social change. The data, 

consisting of students’ artwork, written zine sections, questionnaire responses, 

interviews, and researcher field notes and reflections, demonstrated how students viewed 

themselves and their communities. The chapter covers how findings revealed the 

interconnected nature of viewpoints on identity and community. Key findings also 

include sections on youth voice, on immigration related to ethnicity and geography, and 
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on bullying related to respect and self-image. The teens in the Summer 2014 Art 

Empowered Program harnessed the power of art to communicate their visions for a better 

future. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Identity and Community as Intertwined 

 Within the data, students’ perspectives on their identities and their communities 

often overlapped. Community and identity were individual codes, however it became 

clear that these concepts were intertwined and often when students expressed ideas about 

themselves they also referred to their community, or vice a versa. Identity is socially 

constructed, and the data reflected the interconnectedness of the concepts. For example, 

in Hector’s stencil design, his slogan is “Don’t Deport My Mom, Stop Separating 

Families” (see Figures 6 & 7). The stencil image is a Superman symbol in the colors of 

the Mexican flag. He simultaneously referenced his personal identity as a Mexican 

immigrant to the United States, as well as discussed the experiences of other families in 

communities of Mexican immigrants. Rather than separating the data for findings related 

to community and findings related to identity, I categorized the information into 

conceptual themes. Students in the program expressed their perspectives on their 

identities and their communities through fifteen main themes.  
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These themes included:  

•   Immigration             
•   Bullying 
•   Voice / Speaking Up 
•   Age / Youth Identity 
•   Soccer 
•   Place (where they or their family was from) 
•   Ethnicity 
•   Family 
•   Friends  
•   The Apartments  
•   Extracurricular Activities  
•   School 
•   Respect  
•   Perception of Self 
•   Economic Status 

 
The Art Empowered curriculum provided a framework, which the students filled in with 

the color of their lived experiences and perspectives. The teens chose what ideas to 

address with their art projects, and these choices directly translated into the main 

conceptual data categories. These fifteen themes reflected the students’ daily realities. 

During class, they expressed through multiple outlets their evolving sense of self, as well 

as their understandings of how they fit in to the world around them. Students tackled 

difficult topics in the program, such as lived experiences of family violence, families’ 

personal experiences with immigration policies and deportation, and bullying in their 

schools. The teens also expressed what brings them joy, such as their love for soccer, 

love for their families, and the importance of their friendships. The focus of the Art 

Empowered Program and of the research was to communicate the interests and 
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perspectives of the 2014 Summer Teen Program. How did each one of these young 

people desire to impact their communities in positive ways?  

Youth Voice  

 The participants were all between the ages of twelve and fourteen. At this age 

young people explore who they want to be and strive to define themselves. There are 

many voices telling youth who they should be: their guardians, their teachers, their 

siblings, the media, and many more. Young people are in the difficult position of striving 

to be heard when they are simultaneously developing their voice. Students often 

addressed the concepts of voice and youth identity in their stencil projects, zine sections, 

and interviews. Several students chose speaking up as their community solution. Damian 

and Joaquin used the phrase “speak up” in their stencil project and other students 

mentioned it in their interviews or wrote that it was part of their solution in their zine 

sections (see the Voice/Speaking Up section of the previous Results chapter). By creating 

their stencils and wearing their spray painted t-shirts, the teens used their voices to spread 

the word about selected community issues and solutions. They encouraged those around 

them to speak up and speak out about negative situations in their communities, such as 

students being bullied at their schools. In this way, they used their voices through their art 

projects to encourage community members to also speak up.  

 In the United States white, wealthy males hold systemic and historical power. 

They have written history and their voices and perspectives have been privileged. Voices 

of women, youth, people of color, and people from low-socioeconomic status 
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backgrounds have historically been muffled (Freire, 1970). However, within the Art 

Empowered Program as a microcosm, the teens, who were predominately low-income 

youth of color, spoke up about what was important to them. Students explored their own 

perspectives, their own voices, and their own agency. Young people negotiate between 

various societal influences and their own individual will. During the program the teens 

were in the process of developing their identities, reflective of their communities as well 

as their personal backgrounds and preferences. This negotiation is complex and young 

people need opportunities to explore various perspectives. Art programming can provide 

this space to explore varying outlooks. Within the Art Empowered Program the teens had 

an opportunity to think through issues that were important to them and take a stance on a 

personally relevant topic.  

Lorenzo specifically addressed the concept of youth voice with his stencil, “Peace 

to kids and listen to them!” (see Figure 22). During Lorenzo’s interview he stated, “The 

project I did was to respect kids and listen to them, because not a lot of people listen to 

them, and they don’t respect them” (personal communication, August 7, 2014). Lorenzo 

used his stencil project to communicate a solution to an issue that frustrated him. He did 

not believe he was heard by the apartment property manager and felt unfairly blamed for 

damages. Lorenzo said he felt his version of the story was not considered. He used this 

specific experience as a springboard to address what he viewed as a larger issue, his view 

that adults do not respect or listen to youth in general. In his interview, Lorenzo stated his 

community solution was to, “respect kids and listen to them” (personal communication, 

August 7, 2014). It is interesting to see that Lorenzo considered peace and respect as 
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synonymous. Through this stencil project Lorenzo used his voice to advocate for a 

change in the way adults treat youth. He supported adults showing youth respect, 

listening to them, and acting peaceful towards them. Lorenzo believed his community 

would be improved by youth voices being heard and respected. 

 Student voice served as a key component of the Summer 2014 Art Empowered 

Program. The emergent curriculum shifted and developed with the input and the interests 

of the students. The teens expressed topics they wanted to investigate through their art 

projects. By the next class I researched and shared information and examples related to 

their interests. The learning process during the program was reciprocal. Students 

educated their classmates and myself during the program. They did this by sharing their 

perspectives and their lived experiences. Within the program, students expressed their 

points of view, their opinions, their voice. The program format was student-centered and 

as a class they made decisions about some aspects of the program. For example, the teens 

designed the format each of them would follow when writing their zine sections. They 

voted on what days to spray paint and decided as a class to collectively wait for everyone 

to be ready before anyone spray painted their shirt.   

 Youth voice was the driving force behind the Art Empowered Program and the 

students’ spray-paint stencils. The teens created their art projects surrounding unique 

ideas for how to improve their communities. These original community solutions were 

rooted in their lived experiences as low-income youth. Throughout the program, the study 

participants communicated that they view their voices as important, as powerful, and as 

potential to initiate positive community change.  
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Immigration, Ethnicity, and Place  

 Several students in the Art Empowered Program immigrated to the United States. 

Five students specified in their zine bios that they were born in other countries. Six 

students did not specify their birthplace and three students stated they were born in the 

United States. Catalina and Damian are sister and brother. In his zine bio, Damian wrote 

that he was born in South Africa and raised in Spain. Catalina, in her zine bio, said that 

she was from Spain and her parents were from Cuba. Damian is older and has lived in 

both South Africa and Spain. It is unclear whether Catalina was born when their family 

still lived in South Africa or whether she was born in Spain. At the time of this study 

their family had recently moved to the United States. Their understandings of 

immigration, ethnicity, and place are personal, complex, and interwoven.  

 Immigration and place were relevant themes in Joaquin, Enrique, and Hector’s 

lives as well. They were all born in Mexico. Joaquin stated in his zine bio that he was El 

Salvadorian, yet born in Mexico. Hector stated in his zine bio that he was from Monterey, 

Mexico. They did not specify how long they had individually lived in the United States. 

Enrique was still mastering fluency in English, so it is possible he had immigrated to the 

U.S. more recently.  

It was Hector who originally suggested immigration and deportation policies as 

our class example of a community problem. We had a class discussion surrounding the 

U.S. immigration policies and several students discussed how these policies affected 

them and their families. Some students spoke about how their family members faced 

unsafe conditions when immigrating to the U.S. and the problems they had when striving 
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to obtain “papers” or documents that authorize legal immigration status. Hector stated, 

and much of the class agreed, that “families being separated by deportation” was the 

main community problem (personal communication, July 10, 2014). Anzaldúa (1987) 

addresses Mexican immigrant experiences in the United States:  

Those who make it past the checking points of the Border Patrol find 

themselves in the midst of 150 years of racism in Chicano barrios 

[neighborhoods] in the Southwest and in big northern cities. Living in a 

no-man’s-borderland, caught between being treated as criminals and being 

able to eat, between resistance and deportation, the illegal refugees are 

some of the poorest and the most exploited of any people in the U.S. (p. 

34) 

Hector and Juan created individual stencil projects related to immigration and 

ethnicity. Juan’s stencil states, “Let Mexicans Immigrate” and his image above the words 

portrayed open doors (see Figures 8 & 9). Hector’s stencil reads, “Don’t Deport My 

Mom, Stop Separating Families” with a Superman symbol in the colors of the Mexican 

flag (see Figures 6 & 7). Through these stencils, Hector and Juan expressed their 

perspectives on their identities connected to their Mexican ethnicity as well as their 

perspectives of themselves as connected to a larger community of Mexican immigrants in 

the U.S. For both Hector and Juan, the stencil project provided them space to address the 

meaningful topic of immigration that affected them personally and communally. I did not 

guide them towards selecting this topic as it is one of personal and political contention for 

many people. As an educator I strove to open a space for the students to talk about and 
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artistically address important concepts to them. Hector and Juan took a stand for 

immigrant rights by making and wearing these stenciled shirts.  

During a discussion on July 22, 2014 we talked about the original class example 

of immigration and deportation policies as a community problem. The excerpt from the 

vignette can be found in the ethnicity theme section of the previous Results chapter. 

Hector stated that the core community problem was “separating families” (personal 

communication, July 22, 2014). Right afterwards Lorenzo yelled, “They hate us!” 

(personal communication, July 14, 2014). I discussed in the vignette how I missed this 

teachable moment to discuss hate and discrimination as significant community problems. 

Lorenzo called out of turn and I focused on Hector’s response. Lorenzo’s comment stuck 

with me later and I wrote it down in my field notes and then mentioned it in my audio-

recorded reflection from that day. When Lorenzo said “they” he may have been referring 

to the general American public, or the U.S. government, or possibly white Americans. 

When he referred to “us” he was most likely talking about Mexican immigrants, and he 

identified as being a part of the Mexican immigrant larger community. Even though he 

knew that as a Mexican immigrant he may face discrimination, he still felt positive about 

his ethnicity and identified strongly with Mexican culture (see Figure 32).  

When answering the open-ended prompt to describe oneself within the zine bio, 

eight students shared information about where they were born, where they lived, and 

where they were “from.” These statements related both to ethnicity and to place. 

Ethnicity and geographic origin are connected, and when students said they were “from” 

a place, they may have been discussing ethnicity or also place of birth. Students’ 
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identities, related to ethnicity and geographic place, were important to them, unique, and 

affected their worldview. The teens’ experiences as mostly immigrants or second-

generation Americans, their ethnicities, and their understanding of place all deeply 

affected their perspectives on their identities and their communities. Through the Art 

Empowered Program the teens grappled with the complex concepts of immigration, 

ethnicity, and place and expressed these perspectives through their artwork.  

Bullying, Respect, and Perception of Self 

 Six students out of the program chose bullying as their community problem. 

Students selected the topic by individual choice, however it was most likely affected by 

the fact that the Teen Program had recently addressed the topic of bullying. The themes 

of bullying, respect, and perception of self were connected in several ways. One direct 

connection was Catalina’s discussion of her stencil in her zine bio. Catalina chose 

bullying as her community problem and her community solution was to “stand up for 

others” (see Figures 11 & 12). She elaborated on her community solution, to be a friend 

to those that have been bullied, which can help people in the future have better self-

esteem. Catalina’s vision for positive community change was being friendly, resulting in 

people having improved self-esteem.  

 Juana’s stencil addressed the topic of judging each other (see Figures 44, 45, & 

46). Her stencil read, “Everybody is wonderful in their own way” and on the back, 

“Nobody is perfect.” She discussed how it is important not to judge others on how they 

look and how treating each other nicely is the best option. In her interview, she discussed 
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how some people might judge her for being short, however she has learned not to worry 

about other peoples’ judgments. Through learning to accept herself, Juana realized that 

she did not like to be judged. Therefore, she made an effort to accept those around her. 

Juana, when describing how she views herself on the second questionnaire, wrote that a 

defining aspect of her identity is that she respects people. When asked what she thinks of 

herself, she wrote, “I feel good. What I think about myself is I’m a small innocent girl 

that respects people” (see Figure 44). Juana’s stencil project encouraged those around her 

to learn to respect each other by accepting themselves and accepting their peers and 

community members for who they are.  

Magdalena mentioned the theme respect several times on her questionnaires. She 

discussed having a positive self-image because she respected herself and “want[s] to be 

different from other people” (see Figure 41). Magdalena also discussed how she felt 

“good and proud” of her ethnicity and thought that her ethnicity was respected by others 

(see Figure 42). In her interview she described a key aspect of her identity as being 

respectful. When I asked her to elaborate, Magdalena said that she, “always respect[s] 

people that are different races…” (personal communication, August 13, 2014). 

Magdalena demonstrated how in a healthy community, members respect themselves and 

respect others, regardless of racial background or other differences.  

The Art Empowered students communicated that a key element of positive 

community dynamics is respecting oneself and one another. In order for less bullying to 

occur, young people need to accept themselves and others for who they are. Catalina 

directly stated and other students alluded to improved self-esteem and self-image as 
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connected to their community solutions. The concepts of bullying, respect, and self-

image are multifaceted, relevant, and personal as well as communal. The teens and I 

discussed during class how some people who bully may have low self-esteem and want to 

put others down because they feel down. Having a positive self-image, accepting oneself 

and others for who they are, and being respectful of oneself and one’s peers are powerful 

concepts that the teens voiced as important to them and their communities.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FIELD  

Youth Voice and Individuality  

 This study advocates for the inclusion of more choices for youth in art curriculum 

design. Moreover, it strongly supports the inclusion of youth perspectives in 

implementation of community, school, and museum art programming. This study also 

calls for increased youth voice within art education research. Art education for young 

people necessitates the consideration and inclusion of youth perspectives, wants, and 

needs. The art educator possesses skills and tools to teach young people how to 

artistically express their perspectives. These skills and tools are best utilized when youth 

have a say in the conceptual core of their art. From my experiences over the past five 

years as an art educator in school and community programming, I have observed that 

when students have the opportunity to make art that is relevant and meaningful to them 

they are more engaged and learn the art concepts being taught more thoroughly. 

Education in general, and specifically art education, is evolving fundamentally and 

conceptually (Anderson et al., 2010; Gude, 2004; Stewart & Walker, 2005). The previous 
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model of education where the teacher is the bearer of knowledge and the students are 

empty vessels to absorb information is challenged (Thompson, 2015). There is more 

work to be done to fully shift this paradigm in education. Students bring with them to art 

programming previously learned information, their life experiences, and their evolving 

perspectives of the world around them. Every student will learn and use the information 

an educator teaches in a different way (Ayers, 2010). Within the field of art education 

there is a need for the consideration of each student as an individual with a unique 

identity as well as unique needs within the art programming. The art educator faces an 

important challenge: to create art programming that provides the space and the support 

for each participant to have art experiences that are relevant and meaningful to them.  

During the Art Empowered programming I strove to be supportive of students 

creating artwork that was significant to them and reflected their interests and lived 

experiences. As a young, white, woman I knew that it was not my place to tell the Art 

Empowered students (mostly students of color) what topics were important for them to 

address with their artwork. Differences in cultural background between educator and 

students is one reason why it is important to provide learning opportunities where 

students are able to choose aspects of the content. Educators need to be humble and 

understand they may not know everything that would be important for a young artist to 

address. Students have individual voices and perspectives and it is up to the art educator 

to open one’s ears and mind to hear the needs and experiences of their students.  
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Youth Art as Positive Community Change  

 The teens in the Art Empowered Program became (more) familiar with the 

concept of art as a tool for positive community change. They participated in the act of 

using their art to address important topics related to their communities. Through wearing 

their hand-stenciled t-shirts they spread the word about their selected concept. Ideally, 

there would have been more ways of directly connecting to their communities and 

displaying their artwork. Even though time and program design limitations prevented 

more in-depth follow-through on the teens’ community solutions, they still gained 

practice in using art to communicate their ideas about improving the world around them. 

Knight and Schwarzman (2005) discuss the power of the arts to create social change: 

Community-based arts live at the crossroads of three things we normally 

think of separately: art, learning, and social change. Through art, human 

beings can acquire a more dynamic understanding of our world, plus 

important analytical, communications, and vocational skills. We can 

reflect upon unconscious assumptions, take a stand for our beliefs and 

contribute to something larger than our individual selves. In the context of 

community, the arts can help us come up with creative solutions to the 

difficult social issues we face. (p. xii) 

 
Students need to be exposed to these concepts of thinking of the arts as a space for taking 

a stand for what one believes in, and collaborating to envision and create a better future. 

Through art programming students learn that more than one possible answer exists. Much 
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of what students have been taught is right or wrong, are opinions rather than facts. They 

are exposed to various perspectives that may be different from their own. Art has 

historically continued to influence ways of thinking, such as challenging stereotypes and 

oppression, as well as reimagining cultural norms and worldviews. Knight and 

Schwarzman (2005) state:  

But whether it is a week-long workshop, a year-long project, or a 

permanent program, the skills enhanced through community-based arts 

have the potential to go beyond fixing problems to developing solutions. 

This ability to unleash our “social imagination” – to help us envision the 

world differently – makes community-based arts a uniquely important 

type of social change strategy. (p. xxiv) 

 
Through art there is infinite possibility for creating new ways of being ourselves and new 

ways of living with each other. Art programming can assist young people in exercising 

their imagination and can open doors to encourage students to creatively and actively 

contribute to their communities. Art educators ideally teach students to use art as 

problem-solving and to think for themselves. Is is essential that art educators are aware 

that their students and their students’ communities may have needs and issues the art 

educator is not familiar with nor possibly understands. Art education can guide students 

to think critically about the world around them. Therefore, it is important to encourage 

them to reach their own conclusions about what needs to change in the world and even 

how to change it.  
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

 Ideally, members of communities being studied would conduct future research. 

Insider perspective would provide greater insight into research participants’ perceptions 

of their identities and their communities. Much research has historically and continues to 

reproduce societal power dynamics. Often, but not always, researchers are whiter, 

wealthier, and more institutionally educated than research participants. When research 

projects strive to be reciprocal and assist communities being studied, frequently the wants 

and the needs of the communities are muffled by the researcher’s assumptions of what 

the participants need. Although I grew up in a low-income household, I still acknowledge 

the power dynamics inherent in the research I conducted in that I am white and college-

educated.  

 For future research, it would be ideal to see how participants of a similar age 

group and different class, race, and geographic backgrounds respond to the Art 

Empowered curriculum. For example, a future research project could be conducted in an 

different area of the country, with students from a middle-class background, or with 

students from a different racial background. It would not be possible to exactly duplicate 

the study, however it would be interesting for an art educator from the community/place 

of study to teach the program with the same curriculum design. Students would choose a 

community issue, solution, slogan, and image to design a stencil with, and then similar 

data could be collected. This could include images of the stencil art projects and students’ 

explanations of their projects through artist statements or a class zine and interviews. This 

data may provide insight into how students from different backgrounds would express 
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their perspectives on their identities and their communities through the Art Empowered 

curriculum.  

 Other possibilities for future research include studying how young people express 

their perspectives on their identities and their communities within school art 

programming or through a series of different art projects. A project like multi-media self-

portraits or digital stories2 would provide more insight into students’ perspectives of their 

identities. Ideally a researcher would have more time with the research participants and 

the overall timeline of the study would be longer than the one month for this study. For 

future research it would also be ideal to have a team of at least two art educators to trade 

off teaching the program and observing the program, or just having one teacher and one 

researcher. As stated previously, youth voice is an integral part of art programming and 

including more youth perspectives in art education research may yield profound results.  

PERSONAL REFLECTION 

Teaching the program shifted my understanding of art education and of my role as 

an art educator. I enjoyed my time teaching the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program 

and recall the joy, the laughter, the debate, and the vibrant and lively atmosphere of the 

class. I maintained my role as a facilitator of the art program, providing a space for 

students to explore and express their perspectives on their identities and communities 

through their art projects. As an educator I had to be conscious and intentional in my 

support of Allen and his art project (see Figures 39 & 40). Even though I personally and 
                                                
2 Digital stories are multimedia movies that combine video, animation, sound, music, 
photographs, text, and often a narrative voice.  
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politically disagree with the concept of the Junior Marines programming in public 

schools, I listened to Allen’s perspectives and supported his endeavors without letting my 

personal politics get in the way of our work together. The program provided a space for 

the students to contemplate and artistically express their perspectives, deciding for 

themselves what was important to them. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

 The teens in the Art Empowered Program used their voices and their artistic skills 

to advocate for things such as changes in immigration policies that directly affected them 

and their family members. The teens encouraged their peers to speak up for each other, 

be nice, accept each other, and work as a team. They spoke up for animal rights, for an 

end to family violence, and for the importance of meaningful extra-curricular activities 

for youth. In his stencil design, Lorenzo stated, “Peace to kids and listen to them!” (see 

Figure 22 & 23). Listening to and respecting art students is the key to quality art 

education. Likewise, paying close attention to study participants’ perspectives and 

respecting them is necessary for engaging in quality research. 

 Art education is most successful when students engage in art-making that is 

relevant to themselves (Greene, Burke, & McKenna, 2013). Art-making is meaningful 

when students can express their perspectives. Incorporating youth voice and meeting 

individual student needs are core aspects of quality art education (Greene, Burke, & 

McKenna, 2013). Art as an agent for social improvement is another key aspect of 

meaningful art education (Anderson et al., 2010; Knight & Schwarzman, 2005). New 
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possibilities for society are created when young people learn to use art as a tool for 

positive social change. The teens in the Summer 2014 Art Empowered Program made art 

that was relevant to their individual identities, communicated their perspectives on 

important topics in their communities, and reflected their visions for a world filled with 

peace, respect, and teamwork. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: ART EMPOWERED LESSON PLANS 
Art Empowered  
Stencil Workshop Curriculum 
Instructor: Ariel Kay 
 
Community Solutions T-shirts  
 
Objective: 
Students learn techniques for creating art with hand-cut stencils and spray paint, practice 
using these skills to express their opinions on a selected issue (local or global), and use 
their art to raise community awareness of this issue. 
Connection to larger course goals: 
Students think critically about their community in a globalized context, learn artistic 
skills, and utilize these skills to express their opinions on community and global issues. 
 
Skill Building: 
Community Involvement- Students are able to think critically about ways to improve their 
community, take a stance on an issue and raise awareness of the issue.  
Individual Expression- Students are asked to take elements they identify with and include 
them in their work. 
Safe Place- Check-in at the beginning of club gives each student a safe space and 
confidence to share what’s on their mind.  
Leadership Skills- Students have opportunities to make decisions about projects and 
opportunities to lead discussions.  
Communication Skills- Students participate in several partnered and group discussions as 
well as end of group sharing circles. 
 
TEKS: What are the state standards that this activity addresses? 
§117.32. Art, §117.35. Art, §117.38. Art  
 

(1)  Perception: the student develops and organizes ideas from the environment. 
(2)  Creative expression/performance: the student expresses ideas through original 

artworks, using a variety of media with appropriate skill. 
(3)  Historical/cultural heritage: the student demonstrates an understanding of art 

history and culture as records of human achievement. 
(4)   Response/evaluation: the student makes informed judgments about personal 

artworks and the artworks of others. 
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Lesson Plan Day 1 (90 min.) 
Needed materials: Printed images of political posters and stencil art, sketch paper, 
sharpened pencils, erasers, pens, markers 
 
Check-In (15 min.) 
Students sit in a circle and take turns each stating a high and low of their day.  
 
Anticipatory Set (12 min.) 
Print outs of political posters and political stencil art are passed around and each student 
selects one to hold on to. We go around the circle and each student tells us why she or he 
selected the artwork, what stands out about it to him or her, and what they think it means.  
 
Introduction to topic (10 min.) 
A power point will be shown providing an overview of stencil art basics. The workshop 
objective will be made explicit to students. Instructor explains how students’ political art 
posters need to have a problem/ issue, a solution, and a slogan or phrase to communicate 
that problem and solution. Students will also decide on/ create an image to illustrate their 
phrase as well as design their text. 
 
Class Discussion (18 min.) 
Teacher and students will discuss potential topics for students’ stencil art projects. 
Discussion Questions: 

•   What is something you think is positive about your community (this could be 
your school, your neighborhood, your religious community)? 

•   What is something you think needs to be changed about your community? 
Write positive aspects and aspects that students believe need to be changed on the 
chalkboard. 

•   What are some possible ways we could change these problems? 
•   What would be the ideal community? 

Write some possible solutions and community ideals on the chalkboard. 
•   Let’s pick a couple positive things our community already has that we could 

increase. And let’s pick a couple new solutions or ideals. What are some phrases 
or slogans that we could create in order to spread a positive message?  

Write a couple brainstormed possibilities of slogans on the board. Discuss how 
advertisements use this same tactic of short phrases to get a message across.  

•   What simple images could we choose that connect to our slogans?  
•   What images would help get our message across to the viewer? 

Write down some brainstormed ideas of images and discuss how each connects to a 
slogan. 
 
Select a Topic (20 min.) 
Students select a topic to address. Students will begin by jotting down ideas, create 
positive solutions to these issues, and brainstorm slogans that communicate their 
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solutions. Students will then create a sketch of their political poster concept with an 
image idea.  
Next class students can create a final sketch to cut, paying attention to using simple 
imagery, or design their final stencil on the computer. 
 
Closing Journal (3 min.) 
Invite students to journal what came easy and what was difficult for them during the 
process of selecting a topic. Ask students to write down one thing they learned during the 
class. 
 
Closing Share (12 min.)  
Ask students to share their topics with the class, what was easy and difficult about the 
process, and one thing they learned. Students who may still be unsure of their design will 
have time to finalize it next class. Assure students they have learned a lot of material this 
class and invite them to reflect and take time to think about their topic until next class. 
 
Lesson Plan Day 2 (90 min.) 
Needed materials: Printed images of political posters and stencil art, sketch paper, 
sharpened pencils, erasers, pens, markers, poster board, painters’ tape, carbon transfer 
paper, computer lab access, exact-o knives, cutting boards (rubber mats, cardboard) 
 
Check-In (15 min.) 
Anticipatory Set (10 min.) 
Instructor shows class a PowerPoint of serigraph works by Jesus Barraza and guides class 
to observe the composition of each poster. 
Instructor ask class: 

•   What message is Barraza communicating through this poster?  
•   Where is the slogan in relation to the image? 
•   Which of these posters is your favorite? Why? 
•   What stands out about this poster to you? 

 
Introduction to topic (15 min.) 
Instructor reminds students’ political art posters need to have a problem/ issue, a solution, 
and a slogan or phrase to communicate that problem and solution. Students also create an 
image to illustrate their phrase. Instructor provides a step-by-step explanation to the class 
of how to create a stencil from a printed image.  

•   Create an image by drawing a black and white bold image or creating one on the 
computer (print it). 

•   Transfer the image onto poster board using carbon transfer paper. 
•   Instruct students on how to decide what areas to cut out, being mindful of 

intentionally cutting to leave shapes connected if desired. Color and mark spaces 
to cut out. 
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•   Instruct safety procedures with exact-o knives. 1- Exact-o knives will only be 
used at one table after receiving permission from teacher. 2- Students must remain 
seated and focused while using exact-o knives. 3- Students must always cut away 
from the hand holding down their paper. 4- After using exact-o knives students 
must replace cap, put knife in designated box, and clean up cut scraps. 

•   Demonstrate cutting a section of a stencil. 
 
Workshop (33 min.) 
Students continue designing their stencil. Instructor provides support and feedback as 
well as encourages students to consult each other for feedback. Instructor also encourages 
students who are skilled in an area such as computer imaging or cutting stencils to 
demonstrate for other students. Students who complete their design, once it is approved 
by the teacher, transfer it onto poster board.  
 
Closing Journal (5 min.) 
Write on the board: “How does being an empowered community member affect the 
larger community?” Allow students five minutes to silently journal. (Clarify vocabulary 
and sentence meaning for students when writing prompt on board.) 
 
Closing Share (12 min.)  
Ask students to share how being an empowered community member affects the larger 
community.  
 
Lesson Plan Day 3 (90 min.) 
Needed materials: 
Printed images of political posters and stencil art, sketch paper, sharpened pencils, 
erasers, pens, markers, poster board, painters’ tape, carbon transfer paper, computer lab 
access, exact-o knives, cutting boards (rubber mats, cardboard) 
 
Check-In (15 min.) 
 
Anticipatory Set (12 min.) 
Instructor and students walk around building looking at posters. Instructor prompts 
students with questions such as: What is the meaning of each poster? What message is it 
communicating? How does the image relate to the words? How do the image and the 
words communicate the same or different messages?  
 
Introduction to topic (5 min.) 
Instructor reminds students’ political art posters need to have a problem/ issue, a solution, 
and a slogan or phrase to communicate that problem and solution. Students also create an 
image to illustrate their phrase. Instructor provides a quick refresher on how to create and 
cut a stencil. (Repeat a brief step-by step explanation from Day 2, reiterating safety 
procedures with exact-o knives.) 
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Workshop (43 min.) 
Students create their stencil and cut out the final. Instructor provides support and 
feedback as well as encourages students to consult each other for feedback. Instructor 
also encourages students who are skilled in an area such as computer imaging or cutting 
stencils to demonstrate for other students. Students who complete their design, transfer it 
onto poster board, and cut out stencil. 
 
Closing Journal (5 min.) 
How do you feel about your design? What do you like about it and what would you do 
differently next time? 
 
Closing Share (10 min.)  
Ask students to share their opinion of their designs.  
 
Lesson Plan Day 4 (90 min.) 
Needed materials: Student stencils, painters’ tape, poster board, t-shirts, spray paint  
 
Check-In (13 min.) 
 
Anticipatory Set (11 min.) 
Write on the board: “What do you know about using spray paint for art?” 
Ask students to journal for 2-3 minutes silently. Have a short class discussion about what 
students know about spray paint art. What do students know about graffiti? Is graffiti art 
always illegal? Who cares about graffiti? Is graffiti valued as an art form? 
 
Introduction to topic (11 min.) 
Show brief power point on graffiti/ spray paint art. Show graffiti art as a cultural art form 
connected to hip-hop and break dancing. 
 Instructor provides a step-by-step explanation to the class of how to use spray paint to 
stencil. 

•   Safety- always wear goggles, breathing mask, and gloves. Spray paint is toxic and 
permanent. 

•   Technique- hold can pointed toward ground 1ft away from paper at an angle with 
the bottom of the can closer to the ground. Lightly move back and forth- don’t 
over saturate.  

 
Workshop (40 min.) 
Instructor and class go outside with students’ stencils and lay down a tarp. Instructor 
demonstrates spraying a stencil being mindful of safety and technique. Two students at a 
time suit up in safety gear, tape their stencils down, and spray their stencil onto poster 
board first and then t-shirts.  
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Closing Journal (5 min.) 
Write on the board: “How do you feel about your community solutions t-shirt? What do 
you think was successful about your project? What would you change about it?” 
 
Closing Share (10 min.)  
Concluding class discussion and reflection on community solutions t-shirts using 
students’ journal entries. 
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APPENDIX B: IMMIGRANT RIGHTS ART POWERPOINT 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Tell me about yourself. How would you describe yourself to someone who 

didn’t know you? 

2. How would you describe your family? 

3. How would you describe your neighborhood? 

4. What do you like to do in your free time? What are your favorite activities? 

Why do you like to do them? 

5. What did you think of the summer teen program? 

6. What did you think about the summer art program? 

7. What was your favorite part of the art program? Why? 

8. What would you have changed about the art program? Why?  

9. Please tell me about the art project you made. Describe it, what it means, and 

why you made it.  

10. What was the community problem you chose? Why is that important? 

11. What is the community solution you created? How would that change things? 

Why is that important? 

12. What did you learn during the art program? 

13. Did the program cause you to reflect on yourself? How so? 

14. Did the program cause you to think about your community? How so? 

15. What do you think about art? 

16. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX D: QUESTIONNAIRE  
Art Empowered – Rocoso Valle Teen Program – Summer 2014 
Student Questionnaire  
Name:                                                           Date: 

 
1.   Do you live at the Rocoso Valle apartments?  Circle        Yes      or     No 
¿Vive en los apartamentos de Rocoso Valle? Círculo      Sí      o       No  
 

Do you live at the Soleado Valle apartments?  Circle        Yes      or     No 
¿Vive en los apartamentos de Soleado Valle? Círculo               Sí      o       No 
 
2.   What is your gender? How do you feel about being that gender? What do you 

think about being that gender? --- ¿Cuál es su género? ¿Cómo te sientes sobre ser 
este género? ¿Qué piensa usted sobre ser este género?  
 

3.   How do you feel about what you look like? What do you think about what you 
look like? 

¿Cómo te sientes acerca de tu aspecto? ¿Qué piensa acerca de tu aspecto? 
 

4.   How do you think others view you? --- ¿Cómo crees que los demás te ven?  
 

5.   How do you feel about the clothes you wear? What do you think about the clothes 
you wear? 

¿Cómo te sientes acerca de la ropa que usas? ¿Qué piensas acerca de la ropa que 
usas?  
 

6.   How do you feel about your ethnicity? What do you think about your ethnicity? 
¿Cómo te sientes acerca de tu origen étnico? ¿Qué piensas acerca de tu origen 
étnico?  

 
7.   How do you feel about yourself? What do you think about yourself? 

¿Cómo te sientes acerca de ti mismo? ¿Qué piensas de ti mismo?  
 

8.   How do you feel about your neighborhood? What do you think about your 
neighborhood? 
¿Cómo te sientes acerca de tu barrio? ¿Qué piensas usted acerca de tu barrio? 

 
9.   What school do you go to? How do you feel about your school? What do you 

think about your school? --- ¿A qué escuela vas? ¿Cómo te sientes sobre tu 
escuela? ¿Qué piensas sobre tu escuela?  
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10.  How do you feel about your home/ where you live? What do you think about your 
home/ where you live? --- ¿Cómo se siente acerca de su casa /donde usted vive? 
¿Qué piensa acerca de su casa/ donde usted vive?  

 
11.  What does art mean to you? --- ¿Qué significa el arte para usted?  

 
12.  What does being empowered mean to you? --- ¿Qué significa para ser apoderado 

para usted?  
 

13.  What does being empowered through art mean to you? --- ¿Qué significa para ser 
apoderado por causa del arte para usted?  

 
14.  In what ways can you use art in your life? --- ¿De qué manera se puede utilizar el 

arte en su vida? 
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APPENDIX E: STUDY INTRODUCTION LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS 
Introduction: A Study in a Summer Art Program for Teens 
Summer 2014 
Rocoso Valle Education Center  
 
Greetings- 

I am sending this letter to say hello to you as a parent involved in the Rocoso 
Valle summer teen program. I am honored to be a volunteer art teacher for the teen 
program Tuesdays and Thursdays from 1:45 pm-4:00 pm. I am interested in studying the 
way the students experience and respond to the lessons. I am writing to request 
permission to conduct research in the summer of 2014 Rocoso Valle teen program art 
class for my Masters thesis in Art Education. I am specifically interested in studying how 
the students express their perceptions of their identity and community through making art 
and class discussions.  
  
 I will teach the class and afterwards write notes about what I observed and my 
experiences in the class. I will use these descriptions as data and will use quotes I hear 
during class. I will also audio record the classes3 to reflect on my teaching strategies and 
to use as data to take notes on. I will take photos of student artwork. If possible I will 
interview the students participating in the research project after the program at one time 
for 20 minutes between August 4 and August 25th, 2014. During the interview I will ask 
students such questions as: what part of the art program they liked, what their experiences 
were making the art projects, and ask them to tell me about one of their art projects. The 
interviews and the classes will be audio recorded. The recordings will be kept in a secure 
place, and the recordings will be heard and viewed only for research purposes by myself. 
Photos of student artwork will be published and presented publicly. No names or 
identifying information will be published.  
 
 I will not use any information in my field notes or my final thesis that will make it 
possible to identify any students, parents, or the Learning Center location. This 
information will be kept confidential and I will use pseudonyms (fake names) for every 
reference I make. I personally have the most positive of intentions for my research work 
and for the art program at the Rocoso Valle Education Center. I am doing this project out 
of my interest in art education and specifically the value of art programming for 
adolescents. If you have further questions about the research or your rights as a 
participant, please contact Ariel Kay. 
 
If you would like your child to voluntarily participate in the research study while they are 
a student in the summer teen program please fill out the attached forms and return to 
Ariel Kay. Thank you for your time! 
                                                
3 Due to the fact that not all of the Summer 2014 Art Empowered students enrolled in the study, audio 
recorded classes were not source of data.  
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