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ABSTRACT 

 

Breaking the Silence: Empowering Adolescent Girls Through Art 

 

Bethany L. Link, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Christopher O. Adejumo 

 

This action research study investigates “loss of voice” in adolescent girls and 

explores the ways art educators can promote assertiveness and self-confidence in middle 

school girls. This study examines literature on adolescent girls’ psychology, the power of 

art-making, decentralized structure, and feminist pedagogy. Grounded in this literature 

the author creates a 12-week art club for 7th and 8th grade girls.  This club was designed to 

promote assertiveness and self-confidence by letting the girls lead in a decentralized 

learning environment. The daily process of the club is chronicled and recommendations 

are made for art teachers looking to support girls as they transition through adolescence. 

Data was collected with surveys, interviews, field notes, and observations.  After the club 

concluded, findings revealed that the girls involved in the study grew in their ability to 

assert their opinions, take risks, and have confidence in themselves.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

 At age 7 I loved the spotlight. My family lived on an Army base in Fort Benning, 

Georgia and I was a wiry girl with lightning white hair who lived for attention. In the 

photos of me from this period I seemed intensely aware of how I would be perceived, 

always smiling and spreading my arms wide like Judy Garland. My main form of 

entertainment was to stage musicals for the neighbors. My best friend and I wrote the 

scripts, dressed up in costumes, and performed. I composed and sang original songs and 

was always trying to upstage the other actors. My behavior at school was just as 

ostentatious. I waved my arm fiercely in class when I knew the answer clamoring for the 

teacher’s attention. 

 This precocious, assertive child barely resembles the soft-spoken and introverted 

woman I am today. What happened?  Over time I began deferring to the opinions of 

others, I stopped showing off and quit performing and writing music. Eventually I found 

myself gravitating to the seats at the back of the class, drawing in notebooks and trying 

not to be noticed. Shortly after those golden years on our makeshift stage in Georgia, I 

lost touch with that ham of a girl I once was.  

 When I began research for this study I came upon evidence that what happened to 

me was not an isolated incident. This loss of voice (Brown & Gilligan, 1992) was a 

documented phenomenon happening to young women all over the country (Brown & 

Gilligan 1992, Orenstein 1994, Pipher 1994, Tolman & Brown 2001). The desire to 
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understand why this was happening and how we can stop this silence begins with 

adolescence.  

 Adolescence is a time of great physical, social, and cognitive changes for many 

teens. During this transition girls experience a drop in self-confidence resulting in lack of 

agency and a “loss of voice” (Orenstein, 1994 p. XVI). Studies show that in adolescence 

Caucasian girl’s self esteem plummets 33%, for Latina girls it drops a further 38%, and 

while African American girls maintain a high level of self-confidence they experience 

losses in their academic confidence (Orenstein, 1994, p. 160). A plunge in self-

confidence occurs in both genders during adolescence, but for many girls this drop is 

more severe and results in a growing inhibition to act and speak up (Short Changing 

Girls, 1991, p. 8, Orenstein, 1994, p. XVII-XVIII).  

 Adolescent psychologists Carol Gilligan and Lyn Mikel Brown (1992) chronicled 

the transition from childhood into adulthood for 100 girls. They followed these girls for 8 

years and found that over time they went from being talkative and self-assured leaders to 

demure, shy, and self-conscious middle and high schoolers (1992). What happened to 

make these precocious, assertive girls grow quiet? And how can we help young women 

maintain their strong voice before they lose touch with it?  There are many studies 

examining the facets of confidence loss in young women, but few of these researchers 

offer a viable way out. This is where art comes in. I believe art can have an impact on 

these girls and empower their voices as they transition from childhood into adolescence.  

 I am an artist and art educator with 8 years of experience in classroom, museum, 
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and community settings. When I came upon these stories of silence and loss, I 

immediately thought of the impact community arts could have on these girls. My years as 

an art teacher have given me a foundation of knowledge that enables me to see school 

and community arts as overlapping programs that can each partner in an effort to bolster 

the confidence of girls. At their best, community art centers are places of acceptance, 

innovation, and authentic relationships. For this study I will define authentic relationships 

as honest friendships where both parties feel as if they can be themselves. Arts 

organizations and after school art clubs that promote agency in young artists have helped 

many marginalized populations regain their sense of community identity and rebuild 

relationships (Turk 2012, Rufo 2012, Roberts 2008, Henriksen 2010). This safe, 

collaborative, and active learning environment would be significant for girls struggling to 

find space for their voices.  

 Surprisingly, there is a lack of scholarly work examining the relationships between 

art and the growth of girls’ confidence. My research aims to systematically examine 

components of community art-making that could be designed to make girls feel 

empowered and confident. This study seeks to discover if art can foster the growth of 

self-confidence and assertiveness in adolescent girls. Visual art is a fitting tool for this 

purpose because self-expression is subjective and the artistic process has no right 

answers. Art may be able to give these girls a non-judgmental place where they can 

explore ideas about their feelings, society, and their identity.  
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CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION  
How can community-based art educators design and implement an after-school art club 

for adolescent girls that promotes the growth of confidence that leads to assertiveness? 

 

RESEARCH PREMISE 
 This study aims to find out if a student led art club could help counter the “loss of 

voice” that occurs during adolescence. Could this safe space, away from judgment and 

fear of failure, enable girls to flourish into confident leaders and thinkers?  How could the 

traditional classroom structure become decentralized to encourage girls to develop 

agency and leadership skills?  Could art encourage young women to take risks, 

collaborate and feel like they are a part of something larger then themselves? These are 

the questions I investigated in my thesis.  

 Our club consisted of 9 girls in the 7th and 8th grades that had been recommended 

by their art teacher because they were shy, quiet, or had trouble expressing themselves. 

This group met each Wednesday for 12 weeks during the Fall semester of 2015. Our 

work was process-oriented, so each meeting was flexible and dictated by the project the 

girls decided on. The final products were displayed in a community exhibition that the 

girls planned and implemented. 

 The goal was to give girls freedom and promote their leadership capabilities 

resulting in a growth in self-confidence. I define self-confidence as trusting and believing 
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in oneself and the ability to maintain that positivity even in the midst of failure. I predict 

that with this growth in self-confidence will come an increase in assertiveness. For this 

study assertiveness is defined as the ability to speak up for one’s interests or opinions in a 

variety of social settings. This could involve talking to a friend or teacher when one feels 

treated unfairly, or it could mean speaking out in front of a group. Assertiveness is 

grounded on confidence in oneself (Orenstein, 1994, pg. XX) and it is my belief that if 

the girls feel confident it will manifest itself through assertiveness. In order to foster a 

growth in self-confidence and assertiveness I also tracked the girls’ strength in the related 

domains of risk taking and authentic relationships. Looking at these 4 domains (authentic 

relationships, risk taking, self-confidence, and assertiveness) that make up a confident 

person with agency enabled me to assess the whole person. My goal was to foster growth 

in these 4 domains by creating an environment with a decentralized structure that took the 

girls’ ideas into account. Creating a decentralized environment upends the balance of 

power and positions the girls as leaders and the teacher as the facilitator of student vision.  

 

DECENTRALIZED STRUCTURE 
The structure of the club was different than what the girls were used to. Unlike 

their regular classrooms, our space was all girls and the decision-making was 

decentralized to give them room to become leaders. The absence of boys meant that the 

girls did not need to compete, impress, or worry about the opposite sex, and there were 

no boys there to steal the spotlight or speak over them (Orenstein, 1994, p. XVII). My 
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role as facilitator rather than leader of the group created a decentralized power structure 

that created space for the girls to develop their own agency. Instead of controlling the 

girls’ actions as a centralized authority figure, I acted as their coach, mentor, and friend. 

When I stepped back from my role as leader, this void became a space the girls filled 

with ideas and actions of their own. I was still there to guide and enable their vision, but 

the club belonged to them.  

 

SAFE SPACE 
 Safe spaces are designated areas where teachers and students promote a climate that 

supports marginalized groups and makes everyone comfortable speaking up and 

becoming a part of the conversation. Creating a space where the girls felt empowered and 

free to take risks is imperative for the development of self-confidence during 

adolescence. Establishing a safe space promoted collaboration, relationship building, and 

risk taking. This safe space was more about the process and the relationships built than 

their final product. Fostering a safe, fun, and positive tone laid the groundwork for the 

confidence growth in these girls. 

 

ART-MAKING 
 Our focus on collaborative art united the girls and helped them to grow and stretch 

as they became leaders of a large project. The girls were free to choose the direction of 
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the project, and encouraged to think about how their work could impact the world outside 

of the art club and in the surrounding communities. Their project was something they 

worked together on for a larger purpose. This prompted them to see themselves as 

integral parts of a larger community. This also gave their families, teachers, and friends a 

chance to recognize these young women as strong leaders and organizers. 

 These three approaches: establishing a decentralized structure, creating a safe 

space, and empowering the girls through art-making, were all designed to foster the 

growth of confidence and lead to an increase in assertiveness. Once they felt safe, valued, 

and were given the space to lead I hoped they would create something meaningful and 

larger than they thought possible. This study aimed to discover if this process of creation 

could reinforce their connection to their confident selves.  

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 Although adolescence is a time of change and loss of confidence for all teens my 

study will be focusing specifically on 7th and 8th grade girls. I chose to focus on girls 

because of my interest in the “loss of voice” that accompanies self-confidence decline in 

young women (“Short Changing Girls, Short changing America” 1991). While both 

genders experience a drop in self-confidence during adolescence, loss of voice is 

predominantly seen in young women (Tolman & Brown, 1994, Orenstein, 1994). This 

study is limited to the 9 girls who signed up for the club. It is also bounded by the 



	  
	  
	  

8	  

experiences I had with these girls directly before, during, and after our club sessions and 

the following exhibition.  

 

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 
 This study could impact art educators who serve young women whether they are 

teaching in museums, communities, or schools. This thesis poses significant questions 

about the ways art teachers set up spaces, plan lessons, and implement instruction. The 

classroom structures employed by teachers have the potential to either empower or isolate 

their female students. Finding ways to guard against the loss of confidence and 

assertiveness can help teachers everywhere create robust artistic communities of resilient 

and confident young women.  

 

METHODOLOGY 
 This study will be primarily grounded in action research, although other 

methodologies may also be used. Action research is a methodology based on research 

conducted equally by all interested parties in a collaborative framework (Stringer, 2007, 

p. 8). This methodology ensures that the research is shaped by all participants and is 

constantly adjusted as the researchers grow. Action research works particularly well for 

this study because its structure is dependent on everyone’s contributions. My goal is to 

use action research as a method to document the growth of the girls’ voice in the club. 
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The club aims to be a space where young women are able to use that voice as leaders, 

decision makers, and collaborators. This methodology values the voices of all 

participants as the lessons and goals are constantly being tweaked as participants grow 

and reassess their goals as they learn.  

 Data was gathered in five ways: interviews, observational notes, a critical observer, 

writing prompts, and surveys. The interviews and writing samples gave each girl a 

chance to tell their own story. The observational field notes were valuable tools for 

gathering data on each girl’s growth in the club over the course of the study. The critical 

observer was there to observe me, as well as the practices and systems set up to support 

the girls. The surveys had two components: a section to track the girls’ ability to grow in 

the 4 domains, and an open ended section where the girls self-assessed their own growth 

in the club and reflected on any changes they noticed.  

 Engaging in these five types of data collections is important to achieve accuracy in 

the study. Hearing personal voices as well as measuring growth created an intimate study 

focused on the girl’s experiences as well as objectively tracking the intended outcomes. 

The observations of the critical observer were valuable to capture an outsider’s view of 

the club and catch any quotes or observations that may have been missed as I directly 

engaged with the girls. These modes of data collection all support my action research 

methodology that gives the study a framework which values listening and the co-creation 

of meaning with these girls. The bulk of the study involved designing the club with the 

girls and facilitating their vision through action research. The data collected gave breadth 
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and depth to the findings of the study.  

 This study is aimed at exploring the ways art programs could promote self-

confidence and assertiveness in adolescent girls. In order to effect this change 3 areas 

were focused on: establishing a safe space, decentralizing the structure and engaging the 

girls in empowered art-making. This research sets out to discover if after school art clubs 

can be a springboard for these girls as they develop assertive voices and become leaders 

and thinkers in their communities. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 
 This study is grounded in research showing an alarming decrease in adolescent 

girls’ levels of assertiveness as they transition through middle school. This section will 

discuss literature examining 5 factors that contribute to this “loss of voice” including 

girl’s increased self awareness, gendered expectations at home and school, and the 

tendency for girls to subvert their feelings to conform to expectations, leading them to 

engage in a silent resistance that goes unnoticed. To address this growing silence I 

advocate for a two pronged approach: art-making in a decentralized classroom informed 

by feminist pedagogy. I will explore the wealth of literature documenting the power of 

the arts for children and adolescents, and examine the ways art can be used specifically to 

target middle school girls in an effort to develop their confidence, assertiveness, ability to 

take risks and to form authentic relationships. This study will address literature on 

decentralized classrooms and examine the ways educators have used feminist pedagogy 

to guide their teaching. In advance of the literature on arts-based solutions to this problem 

I would first like to examine some of the causes of this silence. 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE SILENCE 
 Within the last few decades researchers have documented a change in girl’s 

assertiveness and self-confidence during adolescence that manifests itself in a loss of 

voice, or self-silencing (Brown & Gilligan 1992, Orenstein 1994, Pipher 1994, Tolman & 
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Brown 2001). This research investigates how to intervene in this silence through 

engaging in art initiatives within decentralized class structure guided by feminist 

pedagogy. In order to use art to stem this loss of voice, it is first necessary to understand 

why this is happening. Psychology of women is a relatively new field (Unger, 2001, p. 3) 

and research into the lives of adolescent girls is an even more recent development still.  

Psychologists Carol Gilligan and Lyn Mikel Brown followed 100 girls as they 

made the transition from childhood into adolescence in their 1992 book, Meeting at the 

Crossroads. In this study they found that girls who were once precocious, assertive, and 

opinionated slowly became more quiet and deferential. Many other researchers including 

Peggy Orenstein, (1994), Anne M. Conway (2005), Deborah Tolman (1994 and 2001), 

and Mary Pipher (1994) have expanded on this study and developed theories to explain 

this “loss of voice”. The following list is derived from these studies and consolidates their 

theories and evidence into 5 factors that contribute to the “loss of voice” in adolescent 

girls:  

Factor 1: Girls becoming hyper aware of how others perceive them  

Factor 2: Girls are socialized to conform to gender norms 

Factor 3: Gendered norms are reinforced in schools 

Factor 4: Girls disassociate when their true self is incongruent with gendered 

expectations 

Factor 5: Girls engage in passive resistance and no one listens 
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Each factor interlocks with the previous one. These 5 factors provide a complex 

overview of the ways cognitive development, social cues, the media, and our education 

system encourage girls to subvert their true selves. This subversion leads young women  

to engage in a passive resistance that preserves the illusion of the perfect girl while they 

bury and internalize their true feelings under the cover of silence. 

 

Factor 1: Girls become hyper aware of how others perceive them 
 Adolescence is a time in girls’ development where they become hyper aware of 

how they are perceived by others. This period is marked by acute attention to social cues 

for evidence of how others think of them (Tolman & Brown, 2001, p. 136). This, 

“imaginary audience syndrome” (Pipher, 1994, p. 60) is characterized by girls’ awareness 

of their every move being observed and scrutinized by their peers. 

 This awareness is a protective mechanism developed to help them navigate the 

harsh social landscape of middle school. However, this knowledge can also be harmful as 

it, “takes them outside of themselves; and looking at themselves and listening to 

themselves they begin to change their looks, modulate their voices and monitor their 

behavior in relation to the looks and the voices of others” (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, 

p.169). Girls begin to notice which behaviors elicit positive responses from their peers 

and which behaviors are met with disapproval. They alter their mannerisms and actions to 

reflect how they think others want them to be (Tolman & Brown, 2001, p. 136). When 

they speak they evaluate how others receive it and make mental notes impacting future 
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behavior (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p. 169). While this may seem like a natural part of 

being human, in developing girls with an already low self-esteem this process has the 

power to impede their personality development. 

 This hyper awareness of self occurs in tandem with puberty adding to the 

uncomfortable feeling of being judged by the “imaginary audience” (Pipher, 1994). Girls 

are faced with the trauma of an uncontrollable body, ballooning and growing in 

unpredictable ways in addition to the newfound knowledge that everyone is watching and 

judging them (Morris, 2016, p. 63). Their responses to these changes can be harmful as 

evidenced by the prevalence of dieting and eating disorders common in middle school 

girls (Polivy & Herman, 2002, p. 197). An alarming study conducted in 1992 found that 

50% of 9-year-old girls are on a diet (Orenstein, 1994, p. 93). Eating disorders effect 

young women who, “express anger, defiance and despair with their bodies-the most 

visible aspect of the self and to them the one that matters most” (Orenstein, 1994, p. 95). 

Without an expressive outlet girls are forced to turn inward and use their bodies as the 

only thing they can control (Polivy & Herman, 2002, p. 197).  

 

Factor 2: Girls are socialized to conform to gendered norms  
 Psychologist Mary Pipher’s (1994) book, Reviving Ophelia, provides detailed 

case studies of adolescent girls and their struggles to retain their sense of self throughout 

middle and high school. According to Pipher, girls get their first taste of gender 

performance in the home (1994, p. 252). They watch their parents’ interactions and make 
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inferences about gendered roles and power dynamics. They also notice the ways they are 

treated differently than their brothers (Orenstein, 1994, pp. 46-47). They learn messages 

about possible roles they can occupy through the toys they are allowed to play with, the 

shows they watch, and even the clothes they wear. All of these external factors effect 

their early development of a gender identity. 

Gender norms are socially constructed and are not standardized across racial, 

class, and cultural boundaries (Orenstein, 1994, p. 159, Tolman & Brown, 2001, p. 147). 

For this reason some families may actually reinforce notions of femininity that positively 

effect girls’ self-confidence and encourage assertiveness and even defiance (Morris, 

2016, p. 19). Some family cultures place a higher value on strong, assertive women, 

which will be discussed in greater detail later. For cultures that transmit positive 

messages and models of female agency in the home, girls have a greater tendency 

towards valuing these same qualities in themselves (Morris, 2016, p. 19). However, 

families structured around a patriarchal model often place a greater value on agreeable, 

kind, and patient women and these passive characteristics are internalized by their 

daughters who in turn attempt to model this behavior (Orenstein, 1994, p. 232, Tolman & 

Brown, 2001, pp. 137, 140). 

 Pipher (1994) asserts that in addition to the family’s role in the formation of 

gendered behavior, peers play a large part in socializing each other and patrolling the 

boundaries of gender norms. In many cases, “girls are at risk of becoming the biggest 

enforcers and proselytizers for the culture. Girls punish other girls for failing to achieve 
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the same impossible goals that they are failing to achieve” (Pipher, 1994, p. 68). Girls are 

quick to label other girls who transgress outside the gender boundaries with labels like, 

“slut”, “big mouth”, “bossy”, and “whore” (Orenstein, 1994, p. 55). During adolescence, 

“peer relations become intense and exert a powerful pull toward gender role conformity 

and a desire for popularity” (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000, p. 293). 

 While girls are busy looking to their peers for cues on how they should behave, 

they are also bombarded with examples of female role models they can emulate in 

television, movies, books, music, and online (Knauss, Paxton & Alsaker, 2007, p. 358). 

These role models give girls clues for how they should look and act. Media images of 

photoshopped, unrealistic women may contribute to a feeling of dissatisfaction with their 

bodies. According to one study teenage girls internalized media messages more often 

then boys resulting in girls’ body dissatisfaction at 48% while boys’ dissatisfaction was 

only 27% (Knauss, Paxton & Alsaker, 2007, p. 357). As Susan Douglas (1994) says in 

her book, Where the Girls Are,  “the fashion and beauty layouts insist that we be passive, 

anorexic spectacles whose only function is to attract men and who should spend our 

leisure time mastering the art of the pedicure” (p. 271).  

As girls consume media they are looking for acceptable ways to act and perform 

gender. Popular culture gives them mixed messages about how girls should act 

(Orenstein, 1994, p. 37, Douglas, 1994, p. 271). Films like Beauty and the Beast, 

Twilight, The Little Mermaid, Snow White, and How To Train Your Dragon 2 promote 

strong women who in the end submit to their men and settle down. Images of 
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heterosexual, predominately light skinned women bombard us and give girls tangible 

messages about what is normal and what is beautiful (Tolman, 1994, p. 335, Hyde & 

Jaffee, 2000, p. 290).  

Janet Hyde and Sara R. Jaffee (2000) studied the effects of popular culture on 

identity development in lesbian and bi-sexual girls in their article Becoming A 

Heterosexual Adult: The Experiences of Young Women.  They found that in an analysis of 

3 popular teen magazines, “articles dealing with interpersonal relationships appeared 

more frequently than articles dealing with issues of self-esteem, education and career, 

special problems or ideology” (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000, p. 290). This analysis found that 

only one article discussing homosexuality appeared in all issues over the course of the 

year (2000, p. 290). This exclusion registers with girls creating a conflict between what 

they know about themselves and what society expects of them (Tolman, 1994, p. 338). 

These confusing portrayals of women on screen and in magazines have real 

effects on the ways girls and boys develop. When asked to write adventure stories in a 

middle school English class one girl explained why she chose a male protagonist, “It was 

an adventure; it wouldn’t be right if you used a girl” (Orenstein, 1994, p. 16). Girls are 

internalizing their roles and their worth based on evidence they gather from their 

surroundings. It is no wonder they are deferring to boys in classrooms, they are simply 

following examples set in their homes and on their screens.  
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Factor 3: Gendered expectations are reinforced in schools 
 Shortchanging Girls, Shortchanging America (1991) was an influential 

nationwide study surveying almost 3,000 adolescent girls and boys ages 9-15 and asking 

them to answer 92 questions about their attitudes towards school, family and self 

confidence. The results of this study sparked a flurry of new research on adolescent girls 

and the growing silence. Girls’ self-esteem was shown to decrease over time with 60% of 

elementary girls saying they were, “happy the way I am” compared to 37% of girls in 

middle school, and 29% of girls in high school (1991, p. 7). These numbers dropped for 

boys as well, but the change was much less drastic with elementary school boys citing 

they were “happy the way I am” 67% in elementary school dropping to 46% in high 

school (1991, p. 7). Compared to girls’ boys were able to maintain a higher self esteem 

because it started out higher (67% for boys, 60% for girls) and dropped less, girls self 

esteem fell by 31%, boys fell by 21% (1991, p. 7).  

In addition to confidence boys also outpaced girls in their professed ability to be 

assertive with boys saying “they would argue with their teacher if they thought they were 

right” twice as much as girls (1991, p. 8). The study stated that, “adolescent girls are 

more likely than boys to have their declining sense of themselves inhibit their actions and 

abilities. This difference grows more pronounced with age” (1991, p. 8). This suggests 

that over time girls’ declining self-esteem contributes to their loss of agency and voice. 

Spurred by the alarming discrepancies illuminated by this study journalist, Peggy 

Orenstein (1994) embedded herself in 2 California high schools: one affluent and 
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predominantly white, the other low income with 90% of students identifying as ethnic 

minorities (1994, p. xxvi). Orenstein talked to teachers, interviewed students, and 

observed the day to day lives of American teens. She found that the subtle, and 

sometimes overt, expectations educators have for how boys and girls should act effect the 

identity development of a nation and can reinforce gendered norms of passivity and 

docility in our girls while promoting aggression and assertiveness in boys (1994, p. 36). 

Notions of gendered hierarchies are part of the hidden curriculum, off the books but still 

taught in many classrooms.  

 Research shows that “school is a major site for gender socialization” (Tolman & 

Brown, 2001, p.142) and that schools have more influence than, “any other social factor 

on how children understand themselves personally and in relation to the world around 

them” (Morris, 2016, p. 25). One study cited in Orenstein’s School Girls (1994) observed 

one hundred classrooms in 4 U.S. states and found that boys were frequently asked more 

complex questions than their female counterparts. Girls were also praised more for their 

social skills and docility while boys were commended more for their insight (Orenstein, 

1994, p. 13). Girls internalize these messages and start to think of themselves in terms of 

how they are seen by others. In another survey girls were, “half as likely as boys to cite 

their talents as the ‘thing I most like about myself’, while they were twice as likely as 

boys to cite an aspect of their appearance” (Orenstein, 1994, p. 63). These findings 

suggest that girls are internalizing cultural values that emphasize a woman’s worth based 

on physical beauty rather then intelligence or personality. 
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 When surveyed students of both genders agreed that teachers encouraged more 

assertive behavior in boys, and that overall students believed that boys received more 

attention from teachers and boys were more inclined to argue with teachers (Orenstein, 

1994, p. XVII). Teachers are reinforcing gendered norms and holding their students to 

different standards of rigor. Orenstein visited classroom after classroom dominated by 

unruly, overbearing boys who shouted out answers and eventually overpowered the girls 

who were brave enough to raise their hands, often times resulting in their learned silence 

(1994, p. 17). 

 Orenstein tells the story of one such classroom she visited at the beginning of the 

year with assertive students of both genders, Nate and Dawn. She returned to the room 

later on in the semester and found that things had changed, 

Dawn has learned that she has to tamp down assertive behavior, that she has to 

diminish herself, both to please her teacher and to appease the boys, with whom 

she cannot compete. Meanwhile Nate has learned that monopolizing the class 

period and defying the teacher gets him in trouble but he also garners individual 

attention, praise, and answers to his questions. Over the course of the semester, 

Dawn slowly stops disrupting; she stops participating too. (1994, p. 17) 

Although both teens began the year as loud and disruptive students, in the end the teacher 

saw Dawn’s behavior as controllable, while Nate’s was considered unavoidable 

(Orenstein, 1994, p. 17). 
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 Students who voice their opinions in class usually have a greater chance of 

enhancing their self-esteem and understanding the content through praise and feedback 

they received from their teachers (Orenstein, 1994, p. 12). Although the encouragement 

received by girls and boys is very different, and this discrepancy has a real effect on how 

students view risk-taking, a necessary skill for excelling in fields like math and science. 

A recent study shows that teachers are more apt to praise boys for their effort and girls 

for their abilities (Halvorson, 2001, p. 1). This disparity means that, “bright girls believe 

that their abilities are innate and unchangeable, while bright boys believe they can 

develop ability through effort and practice” (Halvorson, 2001, p. 2). This may be behind 

the achievement gap in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) subjects 

between girls and boys. As Orenstein (1994) puts it, “even girls who like the subjects are, 

by age fifteen, only half as likely as boys to feel competent in them” ( p. XVII). 

 These findings are valuable for schools interested in raising test scores. Research 

suggests that a drop in confidence usually precedes a decline in competence (Orenstein, 

1994, p. 18). This means that if we can reach girls in adolescence and bolster their 

confidence they stand a greater chance of exceling in the STEM subjects. This is 

important because we need more women in these fields and research has shown that, 

“women who have taken more than two math courses in college are the only ones who 

subsequently achieve pay equity and even earn more than their male counterparts” 

(Orenstein, 1994, p. 18). 
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 Boosting confidence in academics is important for all girls, but research shows 

that African American girls suffer from the lowest levels of academic self-confidence, 

while possessing the highest levels of overall self-confidence (Orenstein, 1994, pp. 159, 

232). This contradiction may be caused by the strong representations of womanhood 

many African American girls receive at home and the lack of academic support, racist 

biases, and low expectations they encounter at school (Orenstein, 1994, p. 160). This 

issue is further complicated by the complex identities African American girls construct 

for themselves in order to meet varied expectations placed on them at school and at home 

which will be discussed later. 

 In addition to boosting achievement in the STEM subjects, there are other things 

adolescents learn in middle school that have great effects on their development as 

fulfilled, confident, and assertive women. This is important to examine in terms of this 

study because of the ways the curriculum reinforces gendered norms and silences girls’ 

voices and agency as subjects rather than objects. Sex education (Sex Ed) is taught in 

many middle schools and while there are varied state laws dictating what can and cannot 

be said, the hidden curriculum goes unregulated. Deborah Tolman and Lyn Mikel 

Brown’s (2000) article Adolescent Girl’s Voices: Resonating Resistance in Body and 

Soul elaborates on previous studies on “loss of voice” and emphasizes the role sex ed 

plays in silencing the desires and agency of teenage girls. According to Tolman and 

Brown, girls and boys receive very different messages about what is acceptable, and there 

are implicit lessons about agency, power, and gender norms (2000, p. 141). 
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 This disparity means that, “public schooling may actually disable young women 

in their negotiations as sexual subjects” (Tolman & Brown, 2001, p. 151). According to 

Orenstein (1994), “at thirteen, just as she awakens to her own sexuality, she has learned 

she must suppress it immediately…to convert it into feelings of disgust and to make girls 

who express sexuality into untouchables-‘sluts” (p. 55). Girls are told in sex education 

that they are worthless if they express sexual agency and engage in or enjoy sex, and 

because of this norm boys explore masturbation much earlier then girls, and engage in it 

more frequently (Hyde & Jaffe, 2000, p. 284).  

This notion of uninhibited women being seen as garbage has been exemplified in 

my own experience as well. I remember my sex ed class where the teacher asked us to 

each spit into a Dixie cup and likened the cup full of our spit to the body of a 

promiscuous girl - worthless and unclean. Another proponent of empowering education 

for women is rape and kidnapping survivor, Elizabeth Smart. She recalled her 

experiences in sex ed class where non-virgins were likened to a piece of chewed up gum. 

She said that this experience made her feel worthless and deterred her from actively 

trying to escape from her captors (Hess, 2013, p. 1). Contrary to girls, boys are told their 

appeal grows with each conquest and are encouraged to see girls as objects to dominate 

rather than individuals with desires of their own (Hyde & Jaffe, 2000, p. 293) effecting 

future relationships and adding to the prevalence of rape culture. These norms are even 

more harmful for lesbian or bi-sexual girls who are often overlooked, left out, and many 
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times actively abused (Hyde & Jaffe, 2000, pp. 288-290) which will be discussed in more 

detail in the following section. 

 In School Girls, Orenstein (1994) also witnesses the informal education girls 

receive about sex in the school hallways. Sexual harassment was a big issue in both the 

schools Orenstein observed. She notes that, “sexual teasing, stalking, and grabbing 

merely reinforced other, more subtle lessons: it reminds [girls] that they are defined by 

their bodies; it underscores their lack of entitlement in the classroom (in fact the 

harassment frequently happens in the classroom); it confirms their belief that boys’ 

sexuality is uncontrollable while their own must remain in check” (1994, p. 117). These 

commonplace harassments are a reminder of girls’ powerlessness and insignificance in 

our society. In a national survey 25% of women reported that their first sexual experience 

was forced upon them (Hyde & Jaffe, 2000, p. 286). Even in public women face these 

same nefarious demonstrations of power from cat calling men on the street to handsy 

bosses in offices. All of these reminders of the patriarchal power structure silence women 

and make them feel small, voiceless, and without value. 

 

Factor 4: Girls disassociate when their true self is incongruent with gendered 
expectations 
 Girls are keenly aware of the mixed messages they ingest about gender in schools, 

media and at home (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 4). They struggle to reconcile expectations to 

be, “both selfless and selfish, silent and outspoken, cooperative and competitive” 



	  
	  
	  

25	  

(Orenstein, 1994, p. 37). This is an impossible feat. Girls are receiving cues on how to act 

that contradict their nature and their personality. They strive to be the perfect girl in what 

Brown and Gilligan (1992) call the “tyranny of the nice and kind” (p. 59). Numerous 

studies have uncovered differences in gendered norms where women are expected to be 

more ethical (McDonnell, Shapiro, & Vedantam, 2016), nicer (Eagly & Carli, 2007), less 

angry (Conway, 2005), more competent (Foschi, 1996), less aggressive (Ivashkevich, 

2013) and more cautious (Morrongiello & Dawber, 2000) than boys. But what happens 

when girl’s sense of themselves differs from these stereotypes? 

According to Anne M. Conway (2005) in her article entitled, Girls Aggression 

and Emotional Regulation, a “greater emphasis is placed on girls’ utilization of emotion 

regulation strategies” (p. 336) and girls are taught from a young age to mask undesirable 

emotions. Girls modulate their voices and personalities in an effort to be this perfect girl 

who, “has no bad thoughts or feelings, the kind of person everyone wants to be with, the 

girl who, in her perfection is worthy of praise and attention, worthy of inclusion and 

love” (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p. 59).  

In order to become this perfect girl she must, “disconnect with her feelings and 

knowledge in an attempt to connect to what others want” (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p. 

110). This dislocation of the self means that girls take their true feelings and personalities 

underground in an attempt to present an image of the girl they have been conditioned to 

become. In Meeting at the Crossroads (1992) this dislocation occurs when girls do not 

stay with themselves, in other words, when girls subvert their true feelings attempting to 
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assume the feelings others expect their personhood becomes “dislocated” and out of place 

just as someone might dislocate a joint. This subversion of their personality is a defense 

mechanism that helps girls reconcile their notions of, “womanhood, where staying with 

themselves seems selfish and actively being with others feels selfless-where it seems 

impossible or untenable for them to bring their voices into their relationships” (Brown & 

Gilligan, 1992, p. 106).  

This dislocation is evidenced in the voice-centered methodology employed by 

Brown and Gilligan (1992), where interviews are evaluated on a series of criteria 

analyzing word frequencies, pauses, and tones as well as spoken content. In interviews 

conducted by Brown and Gilligan they documented an increase in the phrase, “I don’t 

know” in the girls they were tracking. For one girl this phrase appeared four times at age 

10, then it almost tripled the next year, by age 12 she used, “I don’t know” over sixty 

times (1992, p. 133). Girls are afraid to tell what they know; they are so in tune with what 

others expect them to know they have subverted their own knowledge.  

This is also evidenced in their use of stories to detect the girl’s changes in 

assertiveness. In Meeting At the Crossroads (1992) interviewers told the girls a story 

about a family of moles who lived underground during the winter. When their neighbor, 

the porcupine, had forgotten to secure winter accommodations the mole family took him 

in only to discover that their small burrows could not comfortably house this spiny 

creature without piercing their delicate mole-skin. When researchers asked girls for 

advice, girls in elementary school routinely recommended that the moles should be frank 
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with the porcupine and ask him to leave or devise a solution where everyone could co-

exist unscathed. As these girls got older they would advise the moles to just do their best 

to be nice to the porcupine and to avoid conflict by not sharing their true feelings (Brown 

& Gilligan, 1992). These interviews show an increased concern with being nice and kind 

above expressing one’s true opinions and having an authentic relationship. The 

importance pressed on girls exemplifying values of kindness, politeness, and selflessness 

above values of bravery, intelligence, and honesty creates an internal struggle that often 

times results in a loss of voice as girls grapple to conform to notions of the “perfect girl” 

(Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p. 59).  

 

Factor 5: Girls engage in passive resistance and no one listens 
 All of these aforementioned factors press girls (especially Caucasian and Latina) 

into a gendered mold where they have little agency in the face of a tidal wave of 

expectations and incentives to become nice, quiet, and small. According to Conway 

(2005), in the, “United States, many girls receive cultural messages prohibiting the 

expression of negative emotions, such as anger. Conversely, girls are often encouraged to 

be passive and focus on other’s needs” (p. 337). What can girls do to grapple with 

complex emotions and express themselves if they are encouraged to hide these feelings?  

Many girls turn these negative emotions inwards and take it out on their bodies with 

eating disorders. Or they may lash out at other girls in an attempt to patrol the boundaries 

of gender. Additionally many girls engage in what Orenstein calls “passive resistance.”   
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 This passive resistance is, “a typically feminine resistance. By opting out rather 

than acting out, [girls] still conform to the image of the ideal female student” (Orenstein, 

1994, p. 37). This form of resistance takes girls out of active classroom discussions, out 

of authentic relationships, and off the teachers’ radar. Teachers are much more likely to 

attend to students who are vocal or have behavior problems. The well-behaved girls who 

sit in the back and barely speak are more likely to slide by unnoticed. Orenstein (1994) 

interviewed girls who were reluctant to even cough in class; afraid people would stare at 

them and think they were stupid for “hacking away” (p. 47). 

 How can girls be expected to learn when they feel fearful to even cough, let alone 

answer a question in class?  Tolman and Brown (2001) suggest this silencing has 

something to do with the fact that no one is listening to these girls and their voices are not 

valued. They go on to say, “whose voice is heard and understood, taken seriously and 

promoted has everything to do with power relations and one’s social location within the 

dominant society…some voices are legitimized while others are muted or rendered 

incoherent and thus deficient” (2001, p. 135). Girls are not talking because no one is 

listening. If girls feel the classroom is not a safe place for them, if it seems like a place 

where boys’ voices are exalted and girls’ are silenced what incentives do they have to 

participate? 

 The 5 factors outlined here work in tandem to silence girls and discourage their 

authentic expression. Their cognitive development during adolescence creates fertile 

ground for girls’ hyper awareness of how others perceive them (Factor 1) and this 
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development makes their changing bodies feel more unwieldy and uncomfortable 

because they think everyone is watching. As girls transition into women they feel 

scrutinized by families and friends who expect them to fit into gendered norms (Factor 

2). These expectations are reinforced and complicated by depictions of women in the 

media as perfect creatures who somehow embody conflicting expectations of our notions 

of femininity.  

 Gender roles are systematically taught in schools where girls learn the hidden 

curriculum that encourages their silence (Factor 3). Their reactions to these expectations 

that pit societal norms against their true selves results in dissociation where girls subvert 

their true feelings in order to maintain the illusion of the perfect girl (Factor 4). This 

leaves girls silenced and stunted as they engage in a passive resistance and express their 

anger and aggression by turning it inward and further burying their true emotions (Factor 

5). 

 

INTERSECTIONAL SILENCING 
 The 5 factors I have identified here by no means affect every girl in the same way. 

Issues of disenfranchisement and silencing of girls are tangled up with issues facing 

people of color, LGBTQ people, and class oppression. Monique Morris defines 

intersectionality in her book, Pushout (2016), “each identity intersects with the other to 

generate a more complex worldview than the one that would exist if any of us were truly 

able to walk through life with a singular identity” (p. 24). It is important to this study that 
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the nature of intersectionality as it affects each girl is examined. The identity of the girls 

in this study is much more complicated then just their gender identity. Their experience 

as girls is intertwined with their experience as people of color, as LGBTQ youth, as 

people with disabilities or as low-income children. The intersection of these fields is an 

area deserving of further study. This research will address them as they pertain to the 

study, but this research is by no means an exhaustive examination. Different populations 

face obstacles, possess resources, and encounter systems that change the nature of 

adolescence for each girl.  

 Culture plays a large part in the gender norms girls are pressured to fit into. 

Expectations for girls coming from Caucasian families may differ from the roles women 

are expected to fill in African American or Latina families. Adolescent Latina girls have 

the lowest self-esteem of any other population, and are held to very restrictive notions of 

womanhood termed “marianismo”, or like the virgin Mary (the flipside of machismo) 

valuing, “dependent, obedient, responsible, and submissive” traits (Tolman & Brown, 

2001, p. 140). Many Latina girls feel unable to express values that differ from the, 

“cultural conventions of femininity” held by their families (Tolman & Brown, 2001, p. 

137).  

 This inability for Latina girls to express themselves results in the highest drop out 

rate and suicide rate of any population with the least likelihood to be recognized as gifted 

(Orenstein, 1994, p. 199). Latina girls also have the lowest levels of sexual agency. In a 

study cited by Hyde and Jaffee, Latina women report that only 35% had masturbated in 
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the last year. Contrast that to 44% of Caucasian women and 67% of Caucasian and Latino 

men (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000, p. 293). This lack of sexual exploration illuminates a different 

aspect of the silence that is just as oppressive because women feel that they must look 

after the needs of others rather than fulfilling their own desires.  

 In contrast, African American adolescents are often presented with a model of 

strong womanhood (Orenstein, 1994, p. 159). Many African American families value 

resilient women and this results in daughters who have a healthier body image than their 

Caucasian and Latina peers and report higher aspirations, while suffering from lower 

academic self-confidence (Orenstein, 1994, p. 160, 232). Morris (2016) asserts that the 

expectation that African American women be strong and defiant comes from a long 

legacy of slavery and oppression where these values were seen as assets (p. 19). Morris 

(2016) argues that to African American girls, “to be ‘loud’ is a demand to be heard. To 

have an ‘attitude’ is to reject a doctrine of invisibility and mistreatment” (p. 16). Morris 

asserts that the voices of African American girls are over-policed. She gives many 

examples of African American girls as young as 6 who are expelled, suspended or taken 

away in handcuffs (p. 4) and claims that African American girls are more likely to get in 

trouble for being “unladylike” (p. 11). 

Although these values may help African American girls navigate the world of 

their families and neighborhoods, in schools these behaviors are seen as non-conforming 

to traditional expectations of womanhood (Morris, 2016, p. 11, 59) and are frequently 

met with harsher punishment than Caucasian students for similar infractions (Morris, 
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2016, p. 57). In a study by an African American policy forum called Black Girls Matter: 

Pushed-Out, Overpoliced and Underprotected researchers found that African American 

girls were expelled from schools in New York 53 times the rate of Caucasian girls 

(Morris, 2016, p. 71). Another study found that, “just 16 percent of female students, 

Black girls make up more than one-third of all girls with a school-related arrest” (Morris, 

2016, p. 3). When schools have zero tolerance discipline policies, and teachers have 

expectations that reflect norms of white femininity African American girls become 

casualties (Morris, 2016, p. 67) often dropping out of school, suspended (2016, pp. 68-

69), or subjected to isolation as a punishment for nonconformity (2016, p. 63). How can 

African American girls be expected to embody the expectations for women in these 2 

contradictory settings of school and home?  

W. E. B. Du Bois hypothesized that African Americans develop a “double-

consciousness” (1903, p. 351) in response to harmful race relations. This double 

consciousness means that African Americans’ split themselves into multiple parts 

segmenting their identity. Orenstein (1994) echoes Du Bois’ (1903) ideas applying them 

specifically to adolescent girls in a term she called “dual-self esteem” where girls develop 

one component for how they see themselves in relation to their community and family, 

and one component that encompasses how the girls feels about themselves in the public 

sphere and at school” (Orenstein, 1994, p. 160). Orenstein asserts that African American 

girls develop a dual self-esteem as a way of, “insulating themselves from indignity by 
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ceasing to care and by labeling academic success as “acting white” (Orenstein, 1994, p. 

160).  

This serves to silence African American girls, especially those who are high 

achieving, at school in a different way as they struggle, “with the tension between the 

burden of acting white and identification with their black community” (Tolman & 

Brown, 2001, p. 139).  This duality is harmful to girls as they try to develop a sense of 

self and position themselves in the world. As Orenstein (1994) puts it, “these girls may 

speak, but since no one listens to them, they are still silenced” (p. 183). Tolman and 

Brown (2001) echo this sentiment saying, “Silence can signify a struggle with voice and 

self-confidence, but it can also signify defiance and resistance” (p. 139).  

 Caucasian girls’ self-confidence hovers just above their Latina counterparts with 

Caucasian self-confidence dropping by 33% in adolescence, contrasted with Latina girls’ 

dropping by 38%, and African American girls’ dropping by only 7% (Orenstein, 1994, p. 

159). Although Caucasian girls see images of women who look like them in positions of 

power more frequently (Hillary Clinton, Elizabeth Warren…) they still have trouble 

being assertive (Orenstein, 1994, pp.15, 17, 47). Tolman and Brown (2001) hypothesize 

that, “girls who uncritically adopt conventional images and understandings of White 

femininity-often but not exclusively white middle-class girls are at particular risk for 

eating disorders, depression, and diminished sexual agency” (p. 137). I was unable to find 

information on the confidence levels of Asian, Native American, Middle Eastern or 
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Indian Americans in any of the research I consulted. This is an area deserving of further 

study. 

 In addition to racial and cultural differences, the nascent awareness of girls’ 

sexuality can affect their confidence levels during adolescence. Many girls featured in the 

literature reported feelings of silence or invisibility in the face of “compulsory 

heterosexuality” (Tolman & Brown, 2001, p. 149, Hyde & Jaffee, 2000, p. 290). A study 

conducted in 1990 found that 50% of college freshmen felt that homosexuality was 

wrong and disgusting and were indifferent to LGBTQ struggles (Hyde & Jaffee, 2000, p. 

288). Sadly these prejudices are often acted on resulting in a national survey on hate 

crimes reporting that of the queer teens surveyed 80% had experienced verbal insults, 

44% had been threatened, 22% had been sexually assaulted and 10% had been assaulted 

with a weapon (Hershberger & D’Augelli, 1995, pp. 65-74). These bleak statistics are 

evidence of the harsh silencing queer teens (of all genders and ethnicities) endure during 

their middle and high school. Although there is slim evidence for the silencing of trans 

adolescents, I would imagine it is also severe and deserves further study. 

 Clearly the causes behind girls’ silence are tangled up in each girls’ identity and 

cultural norms and are further complicated by systematic enforcement of gender norms in 

schools and popular culture. The way girls react to these attempts at silence are individual 

to each person, but the trend in girls either silencing themselves or feeling 

inconsequential and devalued is the problem I’m seeking to address in my study. Art 

educators are uniquely positioned to tackle this silence through creating safe spaces for 
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art-making and collaboration using a decentralized structure guided by feminist 

pedagogy. The following sections will turn from the causes of this silence to the possible 

strategies for dismantling these systems and carving out space to let girls lead and 

develop through art-making. 

 

FOSTERING CONFIDENCE THROUGH ART-MAKING 
Untangling the diverse ways young women are silenced is clearly a complex 

problem. As discussed in the last section, there is an emerging body of knowledge 

exploring the causes of the loss of voice phenomenon. The silencing of girls is rooted in 

the girls’ hyper awareness of how they are perceived and the systematic reinforcement of 

gendered norms that conflict with girls’ sense of themselves resulting in disassociation 

form their feelings to engage in a passive resistance. Yet educators possess the tools to 

combat this problem in the schools and communities where girls live and learn.  

I argue that one way teachers can address this problem is through art-making in a 

decentralized environment guided by feminist pedagogy. This section will discuss the 

rationale for using the arts as a tool for empowering girls and restoring voice in this 

study. The following section will review the literature documenting the effectiveness of 

art-making on the growth of 4 domains that I believe contribute to restoring girls’ voices: 

risk taking, authentic relationships, self confidence, and assertiveness.  
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Domain 1: Risk Taking  
 One of the unique things about visual arts is that they provide a creative outlet: a 

forum for experimentation, processing, and dealing with the stress of everyday life (Turk, 

2012, p. 51). This creative outlet is especially vital for the lives of middle school girls. As 

previously discussed, during adolescence young women are struggling with dissociation 

of their sense of self and are encouraged to over-regulate emotions such as anger, 

distress, and depression. This leads to an internalization of these emotions and prompts 

girls to become passive rather than active voices in the conversation.  

Art clubs and art classrooms can be used as a third space (Oldenburg, 2001, p. 2), 

or a borderland, a place that exists outside of the defined spaces of home or school. Ray 

Oldenburg (2001) explains the idea of a third space in his book Celebrating the Third 

Space. He argues that having a space like a coffee shop, a community center, or a 

bookstore outside of the rigidly defined bounds of home and school/work is healthy and 

creates an environment for forming friendships and letting your guard down unique to 

these spaces (2001, p. 2). Sheri C. Hardee (2009) advocates for a similar space which she 

refers to as a “borderland” in her text Women’s Well-being initiative: Creating, 

Practicing, and Sharing a Border Pedagogy for Youth. Here she describes her work with 

girls in the juvenile arbitration system and the importance of a borderland, a space in 

which a girl can, “affirm her identity, feel a part of and contribute to a community, and 

develop a sense of leadership.... an educational space where she can reclaim and redefine 

herself, carving out her own path” (2009, p. 29). If the art-room could become a 
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borderland to channel these natural human emotions into a healthy expression it could 

help girls develop into strong expressive beings free to experience a range of emotions. 

 Providing an outlet for healthy emotional expression helps girls cope with 

prevalent problems facing adolescent girls such as eating disorders, depression, and 

anxiety (Conway, 2005, p. 334, Polivy & Herman, 2002, p. 197). Researchers Melissa A. 

Cortina and Mina Fazel (2014) set out to measure the effectiveness of art education as a 

behavioral intervention tool. They enrolled over 10,000 students ages 5-16 in the art 

program in schools in the UK (pp. 35-36). Each student was given 2 questionnaires to 

complete before and after the art-making experience. The questionnaires measured 

moods, feelings, peer relations, and various behavior problems (2014, p. 37). Cortina and 

Fazel found that after creating art with the students they exhibited a 40% decrease in their 

emotional and peer problems, and their hyperactivity decreased by 33%. The inclusion of 

art in their daily school routine also increased pro-social behavior by 23%, and improved 

the mood of depressed students by 87% (2014, p. 38-39). These findings suggest that art 

can be a valuable tool for dealing with stress and can help children and teens process 

complex emotions. 

 Lisa M. Perkowski (2015) teaches a darkroom photography class for high school 

girls in Tampa, Florida. In her article Processing Film, Processing Meaning, she 

prompted her student to use narrative and storytelling to illustrate a creative take on a 

personal story (p.32-33). Perkowski (2015) asserts that adolescents especially need this 

space for venting and exploring their emotions through art (p. 32). They need to channel 
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their feelings into, “visual form to make sense of their human experience and discover 

new awareness and meanings for and about their lives” (2015, p. 32). Middle school is a 

time when adolescents are first becoming aware of the vastness of the world and these 

years are the beginning of their journey to find their place in it (Burton, 2000, p. 339). Art 

provides a healthy way for them to freely create and explore the fullness of their 

emotions by encouraging them to construct their own meaning and explore themselves 

and the world in a new way (Burton, 2000, pp. 334,336). 

 Janelle Turk (2012) explored these ideas of risk taking and expression in the art 

room in her article Collaboration, Inclusion, and Empowerment: A Life Skills Mural. The 

article details her observations of a colligate collaboration with a group of disabled 

middle school students in Pennsylvania. The college students collaborated with the 

middle schoolers to design and paint a large mural celebrating diversity at their school. In 

this environment art became a safe medium for experimenting, taking risks, and 

sometimes failing. Turk (2012) says that unlike math and other objective subjects art 

offers, many solutions to artistic problems, with no set right answer (p. 51). This gave 

students the freedom to try new things in a safe and flexible medium. The art room, if 

operating at it’s full borderland potential, can offer students, “psychological safety that 

allows creativity to emerge creating a climate in which the individuals experience is 

valued and understood” (Gude, 2010, p. 34).  

 bell hooks (1995) has written many books on the power of art-making and the 

value of using teaching as a liberatory practice. In her book Art On My Mind hooks says 



	  
	  
	  

39	  

art is a, “realm where every imposed boundary could be transgressed” (1995, p. XI). This 

absence of a rigid set of right and wrong modes of expression positions art as a safe 

medium where students feel able to take risks, fail, and reveal emotions as they engage 

with issues through paint and clay.  

This emphasis on risk taking and art as an outlet is important to this study because 

we will be collaborating on group projects that may involve art forms the girls have never 

tried before. The girls in this study will have freedom to express their thoughts and 

feelings on issues important to them and will be encouraged to take risks and push 

themselves out of their comfort zone. This will be a challenge because during middle 

school, in addition to all of the other changes adolescents go through, many of them loose 

in confidence in their artwork when they fail to create realistic representations of what 

they see (Burton, 2000, p. 338, Rufo, 2012, p. 19) Asking girls to push past this fear of 

judgment and failure is central to this study and has the potential to increase student’s 

artistic confidence as well as their self-confidence. 

 

Domain 2: Authentic Relationships 
 The significance of single-gendered classrooms, mentor support, and 

collaboration in the art room all contribute to the development of authentic relationships 

and informed the design of my study. Providing a space for girls to see constructive ways 

to interact, work together, and build each other up could be transformative for their sense 

of self as well as their relationships with others. If girls can establish authentic 
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relationships with their peers and trusted mentors they may have a greater chance of 

weathering the storms of adolescent life (Smith, 2005, p. 1). For this study I will define 

authentic relationships as a reciprocal bond where both parties feel as if they can be 

themselves, and able to express their feelings honestly.  

One way to foster the growth of authentic relationships is through the 

establishment of single-gender classrooms. In an article exploring the evidence behind 

single-gender classrooms Mystique Williams (2007) found that girls in single-gender 

schools experience many benefits including an increase in assertiveness, risk taking, 

better academic performance, and more prestigious careers after high school (p. 12-13). 

Williams (2007) goes on to say that, “girls--at every age and in every country studied-in 

single-sex schools and classrooms are more likely to explore subjects that are 

traditionally thought of as “male” classes including computer science, math and physics” 

(p. 13). 

In an article by Deborah Tolman and Elizabeth Debold (1994), researchers 

interviewed female students on their thoughts on the single-gendered space. One girl 

remarked, that if there were boys present, “we wouldn’t be ourselves at all” (p. 305) she 

goes on to suggest that if the school were co-ed they would spend much of their time 

worrying about their appearance. This notion is confirmed by another study finding that 

“the single best predictor of self-esteem in coed schools was physical appearance. This 

was not the case in single-sex schools where self-esteem was more likely to be based on 

academic confidence” (Granleese & Joseph, 1993, p. 525). One of the benefits of 
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establishing a single-gendered space is that the classroom becomes an incubator for 

friendship and a safe environment for self-expression (Hallmark, 2010, p. 38).  

The benefits of art as a tool for building authentic relationships and self-

confidence through mentorship in a single-gendered environment were explored in the 

Space of Her Own (SOHO) program in Virginia. SOHO pairs at-risk middle school girls 

with adult mentors to create art pieces for the girls’ room over the course of a year. The 

premise behind this program was that when girls build positive relationships with 

mentors it helps them see they can overcome challenges, take risks, and grow in a safe 

and supportive environment (Smith, 2005, p. 1). Educators in the SOHO program found 

that, “Of the 27 girls who have completed the program, officials say, only two wound up 

back in the court system” (Smith, 2005, p. 1). While there may be many factors 

contributing to this statistic, the supportive relationship between mentors and students is a 

large factor in keeping the girls out of trouble. 

Lucy R. Lippard (2012) is the co-founder of the radical art studio and exhibition 

space in San Fransisco, The Woman’s Building. Lippard has this to say about single-

gender spaces, “such separation would provide not only protection from corrosive or 

undermining feedback but also would allow women to bond with one another and to 

define for themselves their paths as artists” (p. 21). Often times co-ed environments favor 

men, and send subtle messages for women and girls to make space for their male 

counterparts (Orenstein, 1994, p. 13). As discussed previously this battle for space and 

voice is waged in classrooms across the nation. Providing girl’s with a space where they 



	  
	  
	  

42	  

do not have to compete for their voice to be heard and they are able to form positive 

relationships with other girls is at the root of the choice to use a single-gendered 

classroom for this study.  

 Authentic relationships can also be fostered through artistic collaboration, a tool I 

used often in my study. Many educators have documented the importance of using art to 

strengthen social bonds and grow authentic relationships. Researchers noted that making 

art in a collaborative environment fostered a climate of trust (Cortina & Fazel, 2014, p. 2, 

Hallmark, 2010, p. 38), kept students out of trouble (Smith, 2005, p. 1), improved 

attendance and graduation rates (Cortina & Fazel, 2014, p. 2), and increased students’ 

confidence (Turk, 2012, p. 52). When art is produced in a safe and supportive 

environment it builds a community support system for students around the creation of a 

common project or achieving a community goal. This shared purpose can create a feeling 

of working towards something bigger then themselves (Turk, 2012, p. 52). It transforms 

learning from a solitary endeavor into an active community process where voice is 

integral to creation.  

  In addition to improving authentic relationships on a micro level, collaborative 

art projects have the added benefit of enabling students to situate themselves as an 

integral part of their larger communities (Turk, 2012, p. 51). Janelle Turk’s (2012) 

middle school mural project used collaboration as a tool to build confidence and 

belonging with disabled students. Although the students in my study do not identify as 

having disabilities I believe Turk’s study may have bearing because of the similar way 
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both student groups feel silenced. Turk (2012) found that the disabled middle school 

students she worked with had frequently been disenfranchised, their voices devalued (p. 

51). She, along with the college mentors worked with the students to create a 

collaborative mural project based on their ideas that transformed the classroom 

environment and enabled them to, “discover their potential to create, to work as a team, 

and to solve complex problems despite personal fears and disabilities” (Turk, 2012, p. 

52). Through this project students built relationships with their teammates and overcame 

their fears and insecurities through art-making and collaboration (Turk, 2012, p. 52). 

Turk (2012) noted that this experience, “allows students the opportunity to come 

to know themselves in new ways and how they fit within a social structure” (p. 51). This 

collaborative art program enabled students to see themselves occupying a larger role 

when their voices were amplified through art-making. Once the project was completed 

the sense of community continued to affect the children who saw their mark left on their 

classroom walls for years after. Students involved in the project reported an increase in 

self worth and school pride (Turk, 2012, p. 52). Collaborative projects have the potential 

to forge authentic relationships, transform the individual art makers, and have lasting 

effects for the community they are a part of. Authentic relationships are built by 

establishing single-gendered classrooms, mentor support, and engaging in collaborative 

art-making. The importance of these practices all informed the structure of this study.  
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Domain 3: Self-Confidence 
 Middle school is when pre-teens begin to shed the skin of childhood and find their 

mature form as a part of society, frequently this process is informed by gendered norms, 

as discussed previously. The arts are a safe way for students to play with identity and 

investigate gendered expectation as they express themselves and explore their identity as 

people in the world (Perkowski, 2015, p. 34). Art educators can empower adolescents in 

the process of identity recalibration by encouraging them to explore themselves and 

critically engage with their nascent identity in the world. One way teachers can foster 

self-confidence is through giving students the resources and the freedom to express 

themselves, ask questions, and value and support this exploration (Perkowski, 2015, p. 

32). 

 Perkowski (2015) claims that, “adolescents especially need to channel their 

feelings, experiences, thoughts and ideas-their own narrative voices-into visual form to 

make sense of their human experience and discover new awareness and meanings for and 

about their lives” (p. 32). Art-making gives them space to construct narratives that have 

bearing on their lives or help them process their experiences through, “joining material 

with meaning” (Perkowski, 2015, p. 32). This process provides a valuable avenue for 

identity exploration and self-expression that can lead to girls’ gaining a better 

understanding of themselves as individuals.  

 Building on previous experiences and utilizing storytelling and identity 

exploration as a valuable tool in arts curriculum can strengthen student’s sense of self and 
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combat dissociation (Perkowski, 2015, p. 37, p. 148, Atkins-Tillet, 2010, p.159). 

Perkowski (2015) asserts that, “through meaning making students can discover and 

integrate new awareness and understanding about their life experiences” (p. 37). 

Incorporating identity-exploration into an arts program gives adolescents valuable time 

and support to think through the ideas informing their identity formation and begin to 

form a positive self image (Cortina & Fazel, 2014, p. 2). Making art gives students a 

window into what defines them as individuals and lets them explore how they might fit 

into larger social structures (Turk, 2012, p. 51). As discussed in the first part of this 

literature review, girls are navigating a period in their lives where they are struggling to 

maintain their sense of self when confronted with gendered expectations that conflict 

with their identity. During this time of frequent disassociation of voice it is especially 

important to prompt girls to explore their identity and give them a platform where their 

voices are listened to and valued. 

 Art provides a window for students to view other ways of being, to empathize 

with others and to look at the world in a way they have never seen it before. bell hooks 

(1995) calls this the, “terrain of defamiliarization: it may take what we see/know and 

make us look at it in a new way” (p. 4). Educators should face the identity upheaval 

adolescents are experiencing head on and use this sliver of time to introduce girls to 

alternative ways of being outside of the norm of the perfect girl stereotype prevalent in 

American cultures. hooks (1995) claims that, “aesthetics nurture the spirit and provide 

ways of rethinking and healing psychic wounds inflicted by assault from the forces of 
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imperialist, racist, and sexist domination” (p. 5). Encouraging girls to explore the 

possibilities of these systems and the way they effect their identity development in the art 

room could provide a powerful boon to their self-confidence and support them through 

this transition. 

 My study is engineered to provide girls with opportunities to explore their 

individuality through writing, storytelling and art-making. Girls will also be encouraged 

to collaborate with others to see how their individual strengths can become powerful 

when combined with the assets of others. This study pushes back on essentialist gendered 

norms and uses art as a vessel for exploring the terrain of defamiliarization. As the girls 

explore their identities the study will provide them with healthy ways to reflect and 

discover their individual selves and the collective identity we form as a group. 

 

Domain 4: Assertiveness 
 As girl’s self confidence grows, their belief in the value of their ideas and sense of 

self worth should grow in tandem. While this increase in self-confidence may be difficult 

to measure, a growth in assertiveness is an observable outcome that is the by-product of 

this surge in self-confidence. As discussed in section one of this literature review, far too 

often educators expect less from their female students, they give them less speaking time, 

and diminish their opportunities to rise to the top (Orenstein, 1994, pp. XVII, 13). 

Teachers dedicated to fostering the growth of strong voices in young women can do so in 

a variety of ways previously discussed in this section: identity exploration, collaborative 
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art-making, and using art as a creative outlet. These strategies increase self-confidence 

and in doing so, the subsequent growth of assertiveness. 

 However, it will take more then these strategies to break girls out of the perfect 

girl box many of them have become accustomed to. The importance of including diverse 

representations of women in discussions on history and art history has been championed 

in many articles (Lippard, 2011, p. 21, hooks, p. 8, Tolman, 1994, p. 334). Exposing 

young women to role models that look like them and used their strong voices to make 

changes can encourage girls to actively speak as well. The absence of strong female role 

models sends girls a message that there are no relevant women in history, and only men 

have active roles in moving the world forward (Orenstein, 1994, p. XIX). The inclusion 

of a diverse set of role models gives young women someone to look up to, someone who 

acts as proof that the voices of women and girls are important and should be listened to. 

 In Tom Anderson’s (2010) article in the book Art Education for Social Justice he 

says, “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 

constructing visions that provide or potentially provide equal opportunities for all” (p. 5). 

It is not enough to expose young women to the inspiring role models who actively 

participated in cultural discourse, educators must also create a space for our girls to add 

their voices to the conversation. Art can become a tool to explore the complexities of our 

culture, similar to hooks’ use of art as the terrain of defamiliarization, Anderson (2010) 
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sees art as a strategy for seeing past what exists and into what we could become. 

Educators can capitalize on the new possibilities opened through art-making by giving 

girls thoughtful prompts and opportunities for them to imagine other ways of being. 

 In Najuana Lee’s (2012) article Culturally Responsive Teaching she explains that, 

“because visual expression allows one to expand their understandings beyond the 

limitations of words, art-making provides an often overlooked avenue of understanding 

and an underused avenue for exploring a phenomenon” (p. 50). Visual art in this context 

becomes a tool to peel back the curtain obscuring other ways of being, a way of 

expressing ideas free of the language and confines of our patriarchal confines. Educators 

designing programs to nurture the voices of young women should not only seek to 

develop girls’ self confidence but know that they must couple this growth with an 

increase in opportunities for girls to think critically about the world and respond. This 

will be discussed further in the following section on feminist pedagogy. 

 In this study art was used as a vessel for exploring issues about identity, 

community, and overcoming personal fears and struggles. Art was a tool to express 

thoughts and feelings visually, as a different form of each girl’s voice. Art also brought 

the group together as they formed friendships, planned and collaborated working towards 

group and individual goals. For this study art became the unifying force that gave the 

group a chance to try new things and work towards something bigger then themselves. 

For this study art was the medium and it was thoughtfully employed using a decentralized 

structure guided by feminist pedagogy. The following section will explore the scaffolding 
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behind the design of this study and examine the literature concerning decentralized 

structure and feminist pedagogy. 

 

DECENTRALIZED CLASSROOMS AND FEMINIST PEDAGOGY 
 When recalling a typical classroom, what do you picture?  For most people the 

word conjures up images of quiet students sitting in row after row of desks, usually bored 

or passively listening (May, 2011, p. 34). The teacher is often making speeches, and 

usually at the front of the room. In this scenario, which is most likely familiar to many of 

us who attended public school in the United States, the balance of power lies with the 

teacher. Students are passive, the onus is on the teacher to plan and implement lessons 

that the students receive and recite it back in the form of tests and papers. In traditional 

classrooms there is no room for students to have a say in actively designing, 

collaborating, or controlling what they are taught (Loh, 2015, p. 15). 

 The classroom environment deigned for this study is very different. To foster 

characteristics of collaborators, risk takers, and confident leaders I looked outside of the 

traditional classroom model to find new ways to structure learning based on fostering 

student initiative. There are two theories that inform the design of this study: 

decentralized structure and feminist pedagogy. Decentralized structure is a format for 

classroom design based on upending the balance of classroom power and strives to turn 

students from passive receivers into active shapers of their education. Feminist pedagogy 
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is a way of thinking about teaching that values the voice of every student, cultivates 

critical thinking, and provides role models for women. 

 

Decentralized Structure 
Perhaps the most renowned explorations on dismantling hierarchy in the 

classrooms come from Brazilian educator and philosopher, Paulo Freire (1970). His text, 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed is the backbone for many of the theories on decentralized 

structure. Freire (1970) advocated for, “a pedagogy that must be forged with, not for, the 

oppressed” (p. 31) and argued that educators should not focus on “explaining to, but 

rather dialoguing with the people” (p. 35). His theories transform notions of what it 

means to be a leader and explore the ways educators can partner with those they teach to 

foster the growth of everyone equally.  

Creating a decentralized space does not mean that state standards and discipline 

go by the wayside. It involves changing the structures to give students space to explore 

things that interest them, collaborate, and become leaders within the responsive 

curriculum co-created with students (May, 2011, p. 34, Adejumo, 2002, p. 8). 

Decentralized structure lends itself particularly well to an art classroom. As will be 

discussed in the subsequent sections, this new structure transforms the roles of teacher 

and student to empower learners to develop in the four domains that contribute to self-

confidence as I identified in the previous section. Decentralized structure helps students 
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forge authentic relationships, take risks, and develop self-confidence that manifests itself 

in assertiveness.  

 Vivian Loh (2015) taught at an all boys school for teens, and wrote about her 

thoughts on transitioning to a decentralized and collaborative classroom structure in her 

article, The Power of Collaborative Dialogue. Loh (2015) recounts, “I found that when I 

changed from a teacher-centered approach to encourage more collaborative dialogue 

among my students, they became more engaged and there was a stronger sense of 

community within the class” (p. 15). A decentralized structure encourages collaboration 

between students and between teachers and students. Everyone has a voice, therefore 

everyone has buy-in and the class is motivated to create.  

 

Transitioning Students: Passive Listeners to Active Leaders 
 In traditional classrooms students are conditioned to listen to teacher lectures and 

find ways to please their instructors by mirroring similar sentiments in the form of papers 

and tests. This type of learning encourages passivity and enables many quiet students to 

fly under the radar (May, 2011, p. 34). Loh (2015) explains that with a student-led 

approach, “students gained a greater level of understanding of concepts and ideas when 

they talked, explained and argued about them with their peers instead of listening 

passively to a lecture or reading a text” (p. 17). A decentralized structure prevents passive 

students because lessons are constructed by the mutual effort of each participant. This 

new role for the student requires collaboration, risk taking, creativity, and assertiveness 
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as students work together to plan and create new projects. Because these traits are 

embedded in the classroom structure the space becomes a site of leadership development. 

 Motivation also increases in student-led spaces as evidenced in the student created 

art room referred to as Room 13. As Vicky Grube (2012) explains in her article on the 

space, Room 13 began in Scotland in the 1990’s when the elementary school children 

became fed up with the lack of art at their school they banded together to create their own 

student-led creative space. Students took charge of every aspect of their art education 

including funding, inviting visiting artists and ordering supplies. In addition to students 

practicing these essential traits of leaders, a decentralized structure also created a surge in 

student motivation. According to Grube (2012), “Children seem serious about their work 

and are ignited by a freedom to organize their studio encounters” (p. 40). In Room 13 the 

visiting artist serves as the facilitator visiting the room to spark further directions and 

ideas and teach techniques. 

 

Transitioning Teachers: Dictators to Partners 
 For teachers used to having control and order in the classroom this change in 

structure may seem jarring. A decentralized approach does not mean the teacher is side-

lined, quite the opposite. In a decentralized space “the teacher to be the most 

approachable of the group” (Atkins-Tillet, 2010, p. 159). The teacher becomes less a 

dictator and more of a facilitator who gauges how often to support learners and when to 

back off. Christopher Adejumo (2002), a community art educator specializing in 



	  
	  
	  

53	  

decentralized structure says, “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” (p. 8). 

 This change in the style of leadership can be described as going from 

“transactional” to “transformative.” These terms come from Alice Eagly and Linda L. 

Carli’s (2007) article, Women and The Labyrinth of Leadership. They argue that many 

men and women have developed gendered leadership styles that result in the way they are 

evaluated and promoted. Transactional leadership, “establish[es] give-and-take 

relationships that appeal to subordinates self interest. Such leaders manage in the 

conventional manner, of clarifying subordinates responsibilities, rewarding them for 

meeting objectives, and correcting them for failing to meet objectives” (Eagly & Carli, 

2007, p. 4) Traditional roles of teachers, even though many teachers are women, often 

fall into the transactional category where teachers maintain the hierarchy by rewarding 

students who meet their criteria with good grades and praise. Creating a decentralized 

space means that teachers lead in the transformational style establishing, “themselves as 

role models by gaining followers’ trust and confidence…such leaders mentor and 

empower followers, encouraging them to develop their full potential and thus to 

contribute more effectively to their organizations” (2007, p. 4). Transformational leaders 

have been shown to be more effective and create spaces where subordinates feel 

empowered (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 5). 
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 In bell hook’s (1994) book, Teaching to Transgress she describes the role of the 

facilitator in terms very similar to the vision of transformational leaders Eagly and Carli 

(2007) put forth. “The professor must genuinely value everyone’s presence. There must 

be an ongoing recognition that everyone influences the classroom dynamic, that everyone 

contributes” (hooks, 1994, p. 8). The importance of valuing the voice of each student is 

especially relevant when dealing with shy students who are able to go through classes 

with transactional leaders barely noticing their silence. hooks (1994) emphasizes the role 

of facilitators’ growth in this space citing that they, “must be actively committed to a 

process of self-actualization” (p. 15) and “practice being vulnerable in the classroom” (p. 

21). Unlike traditional classroom structures where teachers are able to prep ahead of time 

and control their environment, a decentralized approach means that educators co-create 

meaning along with their students. This unpredictability means they may not always be 

the experts, they may have to learn along with their students. 

 

Backwards Design: Decentralized Structure to Develop Leadership Skills 
 Decentralized spaces are designed to encourage students to develop authentic 

relationships, take risks, become more confident, and exercise assertiveness. When 

teachers step back to create space for students their learning process transforms. No 

longer is the teacher-student relationship the primary classroom bond. Now students are 

free to collaborate and form rich relationships grounded by solving problems together and 

creating shared projects.  
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Heidi May (2011) wrote about using decentralized structure in her article, Shifting 

the Curriculum: Decentralization in the Art Education Experience. To explain this idea 

she pulls inspiration from French philosopher, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s (1987) 

ideas as she writes that this structure, “can produce a rhizomatic experience” (May, 2011, 

p. 36) that, “allows for certain ideas to trigger other ideas and for knowledge to be 

discovered within this circular process” (May, 2011, p. 34). When students are given the 

space to collaborate their ideas feed off of each other and they recognize their own 

creativity and that of their peers. This process produces authentic connections between 

students and enables them to see their ideas as important and worthy of consideration. 

 In Room 13 Grube (2012) took note of similar transformational relationships the 

students built in this space, “there was a serious recognition that other children were 

loaded with multiple ideas. The physical proximity with others allowed children to 

experience empathy, caring, and tenderness” (Grube, 2012, p. 40). This recognition of 

each other based on each student’s inherent creativity and perspective created a climate 

where students felt that their contributions were integral and they began to see themselves 

as people with ideas and skills worth sharing. 

 May (2011) claims that decentralized structures erase barriers and, “preconditions 

students to access their inner feelings and intuitions in the learning process, often 

expressing non-linear ideas with less fear of rejection” (p. 37). The lack of teacher 

directed instruction means that students exist in a space where there are no right answers, 
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they must try things and see if they work. This change promotes risk taking as students 

experiment together forging new paths and exploring new tangents.  

Fostering risk taking in teens is imperative. Developmentally teens, “need to 

branch out from their safety net; to take advantage of new experiences and risk small 

failures in order to develop confidence and their sense of self” (Kusama & Wyrick, 2014, 

p. 279). As discussed in the first part of this chapter adolescent girls are at a precarious 

point in their life where their self-esteem plummets and they are trying desperately to 

please those around them. When they are allowed to simply shrink into the background 

teens, especially girls, quit taking risks. They subvert their true feelings to blend in. Art 

teachers have the ability to emphasize risk in their teaching and encourage girls to take 

chances and try new things.  

Teresa Roberts (2008), another educator interested in Room 13 says that it, “gives 

them great confidence. It’s not just the art, but the autonomy it gives them” (p. 22). 

Jennifer Cattanach’s one of the teachers in the school where Room 13 takes place says, 

“The self-confidence that children get from what they do there is unbelievable. Kids who 

struggle in other areas no longer feel failures, and they feel able to have a go at difficult 

areas of the curriculum that they would otherwise feel hard and boring” (Roberts, 2008, 

p.22). A student-led space motivates students to learn on their own terms, this creates a 

confidence that comes from figuring things out for themselves. 

In a decentralized space students are required to take charge, investigate and 

collaborate. The nature of that space breeds assertiveness. Passively sitting quietly in the 
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back is not an option with this structure. For some students this may be uncomfortable at 

first but it will ultimately foster active participation, critical thinking, and robust 

collaborations. When designing a decentralized space it is important to consider feminist 

pedagogy. The structure of my study is informed by both of these theories. 

 

Feminist Pedagogy 
 The design of this study was informed by both decentralized structure and 

feminist pedagogy, which dovetail together in the inclusive and participatory 

environment of the club. Both approaches are based, in part, on the work of Paolo Freire 

(1970), as discussed previously. Feminist pedagogy is a way of engineering a classroom 

climate and growing your education practice focused on values that are helpful for 

creating strong and liberated women as well as men. The basic premises of the practice 

are founded on the sharing the experiences of participants, critical thinking, valuing 

multiple perspectives, proactively examining oppressive structures, sharing the balance of 

power, and working collectively to achieve mutual or individual goals. Many of these 

goals are shared with the decentralized approach, the primary differences emerge from 

the focus on women and minority artists and the emphasis on examining and dismantling 

oppressive structures through critical thinking and community action, not simply focused 

on classroom power. 
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Power as Potential 
 There are many enrichment programs out there for girls that claim to be 

empowering. Olga Ivashkevich (2013) writes about these programs and the struggle to 

get to the heart of empowering girls in her article, Performing Disidentifications: Girls 

“In Trouble” Experiment With Digital Narratives to Remake Self Representation. 

Ivashkevich (2013) says that many of these programs use exercises in self-confidence and 

life lessons to transform girls’ self image however, these, “strategies of empowerment 

and dialogue with under privileged students often create merely ‘an illusion of equity’ 

while leaving the authoritarian nature of the teacher/student relationship intact” (p. 324). 

Young women are told they are strong, and competent, but instructors often undermine 

these messages by minimizing their power within the classroom. By maintaining the 

traditional balance of power educators are missing an opportunity to develop leadership 

and collaborative skills with their girls. 

In Carolyn Shrewsbury’s (1987) text on feminist pedagogy she discusses the shift 

in power dynamics caused by embracing this new structure. She redefines, “power as 

energy, capacity, and potential rather then as domination” (Shrewsbury, 1987, p. 8). 

Within this new view of power the goal is no longer to cultivate passive, students who 

quietly obey the teachers commands, rather the goal becomes, “to increase the power of 

all actors, not to limit the power of some.” (Shrewsbury, 1987, p. 8). With this shift the 

classroom truly is owned by all participants and because everyone has a stake in this 
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community motivation to contribute ideas increases, while behavior problems and 

passivity decrease (Duncan & Stasio, 2016, p. 233). 

 

Examining and Dismantling Systems of Oppression 
 Many educators feel that tackling the complex issues of oppressive systems 

within their classrooms is a momentous task. Many teachers, myself included, were not 

trained on incorporating social justice into our lessons in pre-service training, so it takes a 

while to get used to. Some teachers simply add female artists or artists of color into their 

repertoire and hope that it will be enough. In a classroom based on feminist pedagogy, 

students are asked to think deeper about issues that cause injustices and develop ways 

they can create alternative systems to art-making, critiques, and aesthetics that are not 

based on patriarchal notions (Zimmerman, 1990, p. 4). This means trusting that students 

are intelligent enough to decipher age-appropriate concepts and having the courage to 

lead them to these ideas. Barbara Omolade (1993) gives this beautiful metaphor for 

teaching critical thinking, “no one can teach students to “see” but an instructor is 

responsible for providing the windows, out of which possible angles of vision emerge 

from a coherent ordering of information and content.” (p. 38). 

 When presented with art and ideas that reflect the experiences and struggles of 

women girls become curious, they are engaged, and with the help of a supportive 

educator they, “will become familiar with feminist ideas at a gradual pace that is 

comfortable for them.” (Erlich, 2011, p. 66). Educators become partners with their 
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students as they explore these issues in terms the students can access. As Omolade (1993) 

states, “students can bring their experiences, insights and questions to classroom 

discussions. I assist them by adding the factual, analytical, and contextual information 

that illuminates and expands their insights.” (Omolade, 1993, p. 34). 

 Through sharing experiences and discussing systems of oppression students are 

not only learning about their own struggles but also about those that effect their friends 

and classmates. Feminist pedagogy is a tool for teaching about diversity and perspective. 

The emphasis is on valuing the voices and thoughts of everyone in the group, and 

learning from each other. This approach mirrors the process of art-making because the 

emphasis is on the co-creation of meaning and valuing the different viewpoints held by 

each artist/student. 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THIS STUDY 
 This study used theories of adolescent girl’s psychology to tailor lessons and 

create a safe space that addressed issues relevant to their development. In order to create 

an environment designed for middle school girls it was necessary to uncover what was 

behind their silence in order to stem that loss. As I will discuss in the data chapter, the 

basis for many of the storytelling prompts and art activities came directly from the 

literature on adolescent girls. Acquiring this background of knowledge gave me a basis 

for relating to the girls and reaching them at their level. 
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 My choice to include art-making as a component of this study was initially based 

on my personal experiences and reinforced by the findings explained in section two of 

this literature review. Many educators have witnessed a transformation in student’s social 

skills, critical thinking abilities, and confidence levels by engaging them with art-making. 

Many art educators use art-making to empower under-privileged populations and the 

results of these studies were explored in section 2 of this literature review. However, I 

expounded on these ideas in my study by combining the power of art-making aimed at 

empowering adolescent girls.  

 The third section looked deeply at how educators can create environments and 

classroom systems that give teens a chance to hone their leadership skills and equip them 

with real power over what is learned and how decisions are made. This section was 

crucial to the development of the club, because this structure was something I had little 

experience with. My study blended the two approaches discussed: decentralized structure 

and feminist pedagogy. The environment of the study was decentralized and the girls 

reveled in their newfound power and rose to the challenge of creating a collaborative 

project of their own design. The study also utilized elements of feminist pedagogy in our 

focus on valuing each girls’ voice, and our commitment to honest and open discussion of 

our struggles and critiquing feminist artworks and oppressive structures. 

 In this literature review I discussed the complicated, intersectional, and systematic 

causes contributing to the growing silence in adolescent girls. The 5 factors identified in 

this literature review were girl’s growing self-awareness (factor 1) and the pressure they 
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get from their culture, families, media, and schools to conform to gender stereotypes 

(factor 2-3). When girls’ sense of self clashes with these gender norms they disassociate 

or develop a dual self-esteem (factor 4), resulting in a form of passive resistance that 

often goes unnoticed or misunderstood (factor 5). These 5 factors vary according to the 

class, ethnicity, sexual orientation and personality of each girl and cannot be applied 

universally. They do represent an alarming trend that should be addressed. 

 In section two the rationale for using art as a tool for stemming this silence was 

examined. I identified 4 domains that, if targeted and developed, could raise girl’s self-

confidence. These 4 domains are authentic relationships, risk taking, self-confidence, and  

assertiveness. In section two I examined research into the effects of art-making on these 

four factors and gave real world examples of how art educators are supporting the growth 

in these areas in their classrooms. 

 Section three reviewed two theories of classroom and curriculum design that 

informed my thesis. Part one explained the rationale behind decentralization as a tool for 

developing leadership abilities and collaboration. Decentralized structure was used in 

partnership with feminist pedagogy, which part two details. Feminist pedagogy is a way 

of supporting students in an environment where every voice is valued and nurtured and 

students are taught to think critically about the world around them. 

 In the following chapter I will discuss the methodology that guided this study and 

detail the history and application of action based research and narrative inquiry. I will 

also explain the design of the study and the methods I used to collect data. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 

As discussed in the previous chapter, this study is informed by adolescent girl’s 

psychology, empowered art-making, and decentralized and feminist pedagogies. To 

explore the research question on the ways art can be used to increase adolescent girls’ 

self-confidence I employed two joint methodologies: action research and narrative 

inquiry. These two methods were chosen because this research draws heavily on art-

making, personal narratives, and classroom observations. Action research, a participatory 

form of research as I will further describe in the following section, enabled me to involve 

the participants in the investigation. Narrative inquiry, a methodology based on personal 

narrative, was chosen because it provided an avenue for learning from the stories the girls 

told and to integrate their voices and our experience in the club into the study as data.  

To achieve a reliable study data was collected from 5 different sources, mostly 

qualitative. These multiple sources provided triangulation in the study to ensure validity 

and examine the club from multiple vantage points (Stake, 1994, pp. 236-247). In this 

section I will explore the 2 methodologies used and discuss how data was collected. 

 

ACTION RESEARCH  
 Action research is, “a collaborative approach to inquiry or investigation that 

provides people with the means to take systematic action to resolve specific problems” 

(Stringer, 2007, p. 8). This participatory methodology fits with the theories that guided 
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this study. It dovetails with the decentralized design because action research is 

democratic, equitable, and ensures that everyone contributes to the success of the whole 

(Stringer, 2007 p. 11). It also compliments this study’s emphasis on feminist pedagogy 

because action research is liberating, and based on the premise that when everyone is 

involved and valued their self worth increases (Stringer, 2007 p. 11). Ernest T. Stringer 

(2007) defines community based action research in his book, Action Research, by saying: 

Community-based action research seeks to change the social and personal 

dynamics of the situation so that the research process enhances the lives of all 

who participate. It is a collaborative approach to inquiry that seeks to build 

positive working relationships and productive communicative styles. Its intent is 

to provide a climate that enables disparate groups of people to work harmoniously 

and productively to achieve a set of goals. (p. 21)  

Action research is successful when participants and the researcher work together 

towards a common goal. This process is governed by a cyclical system (see Figure 1) 

where researchers and participants plan and brainstorm ideas to solve problems they are 

facing, then act on these plans, observe the results and collect data, then reflect on their 

findings and begin the process again. This cyclical process comes very easily to educators 

because it is similar to the informal research they do in their classrooms each day: trying 

out new strategies to meet learning goals, reflecting on their outcomes and tweaking it for 

the next class.   
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Figure 1: Action Research Cycle  

 

Action research has deep ties to the social justice movement and many texts on 

action research cite theories on social justice developed by educators like bell hooks and 

Paolo Freire who were cited in the last chapter as supporting the decentralized and 

feminist design of this study (Hutzel, 2007, p. 303). One action researcher and art 

educator, Karen Hutzel (2007), conducted a study on the ways art could foster the 

development of community identity in Cincinnati, Ohio. She said that the goal of her 

action research study was to, “create change, empower participants, and deconstruct 

single voices of authority through critical practice” (Hutzel, 2007, p. 303).  

Hutzel (2007) thinks that by giving the participants the power to make decisions 

and voice their opinions researchers are creating a decentralized space where participants 

can learn from each other in a web of connected group learning (Hutzel, 2007, p. 303, 

Stringer, 2007, p.139). This practice seeks not to, “integrate those communities into the 

structure of oppression, but to transform that structure so that the community members 
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can become ‘beings for themselves’” (Freire, 1970, p. 48). Action research takes an 

active approach based on change and collaboration; it discourages passive observation by 

engaging all participants in the process (Hutzel, 2007, p. 303). 

The history of action research is multifaceted. Some sources base their 

understanding of the methodology on John Dewey’s writings on experience as a way of 

knowing (Fichtman Dana, 2013, p. 1). Another early accreditation goes to Kurt Lewin, a 

social psychologist from the 1930’s who conducted social experiments in neighborhoods 

and factories. Lewin wanted to demonstrate, “the greater gains in productivity and in law 

and order through democratic participation rather than through autocratic coercion” 

(Adelman, 1993, p. 7). He evaluated the effectiveness of these activities daily with his 

students and revised them the following session resulting in the fledgling circular process 

we use in action research today. Clem Adelman (1993) who wrote on the history of 

action research defines this process as, “systematic inquiry for all participants in the quest 

for greater effectiveness through democratic participation” (1993, p. 7). 

 This democratic and systematic process of inquiry was the basis for my study. As 

a facilitator and researcher, I engaged in the cyclical process of action research reflection 

constantly to improve my teaching and respond to the needs of the girls. Action research 

also informed the roles the participants occupied in the study. Action research 

transformed the girls’ role from passive participants into active learners, explorers and 

creators working alongside me to investigate these issues through art-making. 
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NARRATIVE INQUIRY  
 Narrative inquiry is a methodology placing story and personal experience at the 

forefront of research (Connelly & Clandin, 2006, p. 375). This method utilizes field notes 

and storytelling to produce meaning that is more complicated and nuanced than data sets 

and surveys. In her article, Narrative Inquiry: A Methodology For Studying Lived 

Experiences Clandinin (2006) states that, “The three dimensions of the metaphoric 

narrative inquiry space are: the personal and social (interaction) along one dimension; 

past, present and future (continuity) along a second dimension; place (situation) along a 

third dimension” (p. 47). These dimensions create a tangible space out of the endless field 

notes researchers collect.  

Multi-dimensional narratives reveal depths of personal experiences, relationships, 

histories and emotions that are difficult to capture with other methodologies. Summer 

Seiki (2014) refers to this process as, “going inward and outward, across time and space” 

(p. 30). To go “inward and outward” in this case refers to a zooming in on a person’s 

individual experiences and then zooming out to take in the systematic, historical, and 

societal context that informs the study of their stories on a macro level.  

“The focus of narrative inquiry is not only on individuals’ experiences but also on 

the social, cultural and institutional narratives within which individuals’ experiences are 

constitutes, shaped, expressed, and enacted” (Clandidn & Rosiek, 2007, pp. 42-43). 

Examining the context for these narratives and the underlying cultural and systemic 
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features at work on individual’s lives are a part of the fabric of narrative inquiry that is 

able to take both the micro and the macro narratives into account simultaneously.  

In addition to being multi-dimensional in it’s study of subjects lives and the forces 

shaping their experiences, narrative inquiry is also a multi-dimensional study of the 

researcher themselves as they reflect daily on their practice. In this way narrative inquiry 

is similar to action research because both methodologies require researchers to reflect and 

examine what they are bringing into the spaces and stories they are studying. In  

Clandinin’s (2006) text she says that, “narrative inquirers cannot bracket themselves out 

of the inquiry but rather need to find ways to inquire into participants’ experiences, their 

own experiences as well as the co-constructed experience developed through the 

relational inquiry process” (p. 7). This way researchers and participants are united in 

investigating and problem solving through reflection, storytelling, and collaboration. 

In my study narrative inquiry was used as a tool to make sure the voices of girls, 

who are so often silenced, were able to speak and tell their own stories through their 

interviews, our conversations, and their writings. Their personal life stories are fused with 

our experiences together in the club as well as my own personal life experiences to weave 

a complex study based on story, relationships, and collaborative action. This 

methodology enabled me to turn my copious notes into rich stories that paint a portrait of 

these young women, their experiences in the world, and their struggles to find their voice 

in adolescence. 
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SETTING  
 This study was conducted at Hillcrest Middle School, a public school in Texas. 

Hillcrest teaches students grades 6-8 and is situated in Round Rock, a suburb just north of 

Austin. 17% of students receive free and reduced lunch, and only 3% of the student body 

identifies as English language learners. The school is somewhat diverse with Caucasian 

students at 46%, Hispanic students are 30%, African Americans are 11%, Asian students 

are around 6%, multi-racial students make up 5% and 2% are unaccounted for.  

 The art program at Hillcrest is small but robust. It is apparent that art is a priority 

just from walking the halls of the school. A massive mural hung above the foyer greets 

approaching visitors. Murals and mosaics lined the walls and the kids were well versed in 

basic art terms and procedures. There were two art teachers at Hillcrest, and both their 

classes ran like well-oiled machines. Upon entering Ms. Rippley’s class one was struck 

by the creative décor and the overpowering silence honed from years of strict classroom 

management. Many students have headphones on and everyone is engaged in focused 

solitary art-making. Two other art clubs started up after this study. Both were co-ed and 

teacher driven, one focused on art history and one was skill based. 

PARTICIPANTS 
 I recruited 10 girls for the study through my friendship with Ms. Rippley. She was 

very supportive and eagerly recommended the program to 20 girls she identified as shy,  
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Figure 2: Ethnicity of the Artsy Club 

 

or in need of building their leadership or social skills. I held an informational meeting 

after school and visited with many of the girls in their art class. 11 girls initially returned  

the permission slip, but because of attendance issues due to family circumstances I will 

only be including 9 girls who were present more than 60% of the time. 

 Of the 9 girls who participated 3 were Caucasian, 2 were African American, 1 

was Latina, 3 identified as multiracial: 1 Asian Latina and 2 Caucasian Latina (Figure 2). 

From my own observations and conversations with the girls I was able to ascertain that 

three of the participating girls were low income. I also assessed their shyness level by 

observing how much they contributed to group and one-on-one discussion on the first day 

from 1-extremely shy to 6-extremely talkative (Table 1). 8 girls fell on the quiet end of 

the spectrum with 3 girls rated as 1’s because they refused to talk during our first session. 
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Name Ethnicity Level  
of shyness* 

Meredith Hispanic/Caucasian 2: Very shy  
Sky Caucasian 3: Quiet unless spoken to 
Nya African American 1: Extremely shy 
Mackenzie Hispanic/Caucasian 4: Talkative 
Riko Asian/Hispanic 4: Talkative 
Marisol Hispanic 1:Extremely shy 
Julia African American 2: Very shy 
Mary Caucasian 3: Quiet unless spoken to 
Ashlee Caucasian 2: Very Shy 
*Shyness Scale based on my observations at our first meeting:  
1:Extremely shy, 2:Very Shy, 3:Quiet unless spoken to, 4:Talkative, 5:Very Talkative, 6: Extremely 
Talkative 

Table 1: Participant Details 

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 This study is limited to the data collected during the 12 after school sessions, the 

culminating art show, and the participants involved. Additionally artifacts created during 

the sessions, interviews conducted immediately following each session and 

communications from the girls may also be used.  

 

STUDY DESIGN AND PROCEDURES 
 The design of this study is based on a decentralized structure and informed by 

feminist pedagogy. These theories act in tandem with my action research methodology 

and narrative inquiry, which results in a study that is fluid, values the girls’ voices, and is 

responsive to their needs. Unlike a traditional lesson plan, this study was only a skeleton 



	  
	  
	  

72	  

of possible activities and structures because it was co-created with the participants. The 

first meeting, and parts of the second one were planned in advance with icebreakers and 

getting-to-know-you activities as well as strategies to begin moving in a direction of the 

girls’ choosing. Once the girls began making decisions, they became partners in the 

process of co-creation. Below in Table 2, the daily activities of the first 2 days are 

illustrated in a way that shows the building block nature of the process where each day is 

built upon what came the day before it, takes the girls’ opinions and interests into 

account, and illustrates my reflection on the process. Each decision in this process 

follows the action research chart (Figure 1) flow where I planned, acted, then observed, 

reflected, and revised to start the process again the following day. The underlined 

portions show parts of the day’s lesson that resulted from reflection on the information 

gleaned the previous day. 

This example illustrates the ways input from the girls and classroom observations 

were use to shape the following day’s lesson. On the first day I noticed that the girls were 

most apt to share their ideas if they were in small groups or if there was an opportunity to 

share non-vocally. Because my goal was to source the opinions of every girl I tailored the 

next day’s lesson to include small group activities as well as systems of expressing 

opinions using bodily movement and stickers rather than vocal opinion giving. Also on 

day one I realized the girls were not grasping the concept of themes in art, so the next 

day’s lesson included a re-tooling of those concepts with concrete examples giving them 
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examples of women artists in the process. Additionally some of the behaviors on the first 

day were distracting and not conducive to forming a safe and accepting space, so on day  

Day Activities Reflections 
Day 
1 

-Personal Nameplates 
-Introductions 
-Introduce the club 
-Index card warm up 
-Discuss themes in small 
groups 
-Brainstorm theme ideas 
-Anonymously submit ideas 
-Closure 

-Need to establish norms because many of the girls 
are feeling awkward and texting during the club and 
fidgeting while others speak 
-Small groups work best, the girls open up more 
-Girls also talk well amongst themselves while they 
make art 
-Some are uncomfortable sharing vocally with the 
whole group 
-The girls did not understand the idea of themes, so 
we should find a different way to explain that 

Day 
2 

-Riko showed us how to 
play a name game 
-Warm up writing: I feel 
most confident when…, I 
feel listened to when…, I 
feel included when… 
-Establish norms using a 
handmade wordle 
-Reteach themes using 
examples from 
Contemporary Art in small 
groups 
-Vote for top 3 themes using 
stickers 
-Vote for top 3 mediums 
using silent movement 
-Individual brainstorming 
about project ideas 
-Pair and share 
-Closure 

-Writing tied into our establishing norms 
-Girls seemed to understand the rationale behind 
the norms because it made everyone feel valued. I 
wrote down a list based on their writing prompt 
and they added to it to reflect ways they could all 
support each other in the space. 
-I retaught themes using women from art history 
they seemed to grasp it this time because of the 
concrete examples 
-Small groups, and non-vocal opinion sharing 
worked well today 
-The girls voted with 3 stickers for their top 3 
themes and the winners were the environment and 
color 
-Girls also voted for their desired mediums by 
standing next to signs with labels listing possible 
materials. They switched positions 3 times to vote 
for their top three and they decided on ceramics 
and photography 

Table 2: Co-creation and Reflective Lesson Planning 
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two I co-created a list of expectations with the girls to help them create a space they felt 

valued and included in. 

 

DATA COLLECTION 
 I collected data using 5 different methods: surveys, interviews, field notes, 

information from a critical observer, and writing collected from sketchbook prompts. I 

used 5 different forms of data collection to create a triangulated study and capture data 

from a variety of angles. The surveys documented growth over time and looked at group 

trends. The interviews and sketchbook prompts captured a portrait of each girl in their 

own words. The purpose of my field notes and the observations of the critical observer 

was to examine the structure of the club and inform my facilitation. Each form of data 

collection contributed to the overall narrative of our experience and examined what was 

effective and what aspects needed improvement. 

Surveys  
 The surveys developed for this study measured the girl’s levels of 4 domains that 

combine to measure self-confidence as discussed in the literature review and illustrated in 

Table 3. Each domain had 4 questions to measure the domain from different vantage 

points. Girls were asked to rate their agreement level on a Likert scale (a 5 point scale 

ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”) with the following statements. 

They were given these statements in the pre-survey. The post survey asked the same  
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Table 3: Survey Prompts 

basic	  questions	  but	  the	  language	  was	  altered	  to	  refer	  to	  their	  experience	  in	  the	  art	  
club	  specifically.	  

 

Interviews  
 I interviewed each girl for 20-30 minutes after one of the club sessions. Because 

so much of this study is about restoring and valuing girls’ voices I used a semi-structured 

interview format and if the girls went off on a tangent I followed their lead, reigning them 

Domain 1: Authentic 
Relationships 

• I can be myself around my friends. 
• When I am unhappy with a friend I talk to them about 

what’s bothering me. 
• In relationships its best to avoid conflict, things will 

work themselves out. 
• I feel like I can be honest with my friends. 

Domain 2: Risk Taking • I like to meet new people and make new friends. 
• I prefer to do things I know I will be good at. 
• I don’t mind failing as long as I tried my best. 
• If I don’t know how to do something I keep trying 

until I figure it out. 
Domain 3: Self-
Confidence 

• My opinions are taken seriously when I speak up in 
class. 

• My thoughts are important and should be listened to. 
• My teachers really listen to me when I speak. 
• I have the ability to change things I think are wrong. 

Domain 4: Social 
Agency 

• If I know the answer to a question I raise my hand. 
• When I see something unfair happening I say 

something about it. 
• I ask questions in class if I am confused about 

something. 
• If I disagree with a grade I received I will talk to my 

teacher about it. 
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back in only when they began to talk about things that were not pertinent for the study for 

a lengthy period of time (ex: 2 minutes about their brother’s job). I used the following 

interview questions (Table 4) as conversation starters and to structure interviews with the 

quieter girls. 

• Tell me about a time you remember feeling the most confident and at ease.  
• Tell me about a time you remember taking a stand and speaking up about 

something even though it was hard to do? Give as many details as you remember. 
• Can you tell me about a time you wanted to speak up but didn’t? What stopped 

you? 
• Did you ever have a teacher that made you feel like you could speak up easily?  

What was it about them that made you feel at ease? 
• How do you feel when you are making art? 
•  How do you feel about The Artsy Club?  What other things could we do in the 

club that would help you feel more confident? 

Table 4: Interview Questions 

 

Field Notes 
 The bulk of my observations were recorded in a field notebook that I wrote in for 

20 minutes after each session. This notebook had 2 pages per session dedicated to general 

thoughts about each club session. The rest was divided up with a section for each 

individual girl. The general section was useful for reflecting on thoughts about the lesson 

and gauging the overall tone of the day. Each individual section included observations 

about the girls’ behavior and personal suggestions about targeted interventions 

(personalized reflections on how to support each girl) to try the next day. The linear 

nature of the individual field notes created a narrative for each girl so I could track how 
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often she spoke up or shared her thoughts, and chart her journey to move towards 

becoming an active member of the club. These notes enabled me to paint a portrait of 

each girl and their experiences in the club. They enabled me to reflect on what processes 

were effective and what needed revision. 

 After the conclusion of the club I typed up my notes and coded them with a 

section for each girl detailing my observations on the following: 

• Background-family, friendships, ethnicity, income level, any observations about 

their life outside of the club 

• The 4 domains- Any evidence I could glean about each girl’s level of authentic 

relationships, risk taking, confidence, and social agency/assertiveness 

• General observations on their behavior and conversations each day 

• How much they spoke up each day 

• When/how they worked with others each day 

Critical Observer 
 The purpose of a critical observer was to get an outsiders opinion of how closely 

my facilitation and structure adhered to the goals for the club. This observer was a 

colleague of mine and was familiar with my research and was given a detailed rubric to 

take notes on and record anecdotal evidence I may have missed while facilitating. The 

critical observer attended one club session (day 9) where the girls discussed what they 

wanted to do with the photography segment, and finished up glazing their ceramic 



	  
	  
	  

78	  

projects. The rubric for the observation was divided into three sections with multiple 

subsections and indicators or prompting questions to aid in her observation as shown in 

Table 5. Each of these sections had space for the observer to take notes and record 

examples along with her thoughts. 

Observation of the girls 
AUTHENTIC 
RELATIONSHIPS 
-Collaborates with 
peers 
-Honest about 
feelings, thoughts 
-Feels like she is 
listened to 

RISK TAKING 
-Guesses at answers 
when unsure 
-Isn’t afraid to make 
mistakes 
-Ambitious ideas 

CONFIDENCE 
-Takes initiative 
-Positive outlook 
-Trusts in own 
ideas 

ASSERTIVE 
-Speaks up 
-Takes leadership 
roles 
-Offers to help  

Observation of the facilitator 
AUTHENTIC 
RELATIONSHIPS 
What does facilitator 
do to promote 
authentic 
relationships 
with/among students? 

RISK TAKING 
What does facilitator 
do to promote risk 
taking in students? 

CONFIDENCE 
What does 
facilitator do to 
promote 
confidence in 
students? 

ASSERTIVE 
What does 
facilitator do to 
promote 
assertiveness in 
students? 

Observation of the structures and design 
STRUCTURE 
Does facilitator enable the 
girl’s agency through choice 
and decision making? 
 
Does she promote girls’ 
transition into leadership 
roles? 
 
Are ideas generated by the 
girls? 
 

SAFE SPACE 
Do the girls seem to have a 
positive relationship with 
facilitator and the rest of the 
members of the club? 
 
Do the girls seem to feel at 
ease in the space? 

SUBSTANCE 
Does our project engage 
the community outside the 
school? 
 
Is our project ambitious? 
 
Do girls feel like they are 
part of something bigger? 

Table 5: Critical Observer Rubric 
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Writing and Artwork  
 Each day the girls wrote in their sketchbooks as a warm up activity. This was 

useful because it invited them to share their thoughts, opinions, and stories with the  

Table 6: Sketchbook Prompts 

group. The process of storytelling brought the girls together and helped them to open up 

and find things they shared in common. It also gave me a window into some of their life 

experiences, and enabled me to collect data on their thoughts and experiences. Their daily 

Day 1 Interview someone you have never met and create a portrait of them on an 
index card. 

Day 2 (Writing exercise to aid in setting club norms) 
Complete the following phrases: 
I feel the most confident when… 
I feel listened to when… 
I feel included when… 

Day 3 (After identifying environmentalism as a main concern of the group, and 
photography and ceramics as desired mediums) 
Brainstorm a project we could collaborate on that explores environmental 
concerns through ceramics. 

Day 4 What are your 3 greatest strengths as a leader and  artist?  What is 1 area 
you need to work on? 

Day 5 Tell me about your earliest memory. 
Day 6 Think about what our showcase will look like. How do you envision it?  

What would you like to be in charge of at the show? 
Day 7 Tell me about your bravest moment. 
Day 8 No sketchbook prompt- formative survey 
Day 9 Where will you be in 10 years?  What are your life goals? 
Day 10 Tell me about yourself. What makes you unique?  This can take any format, 

you can write a poem, narrative, bullet points. 
Day 11 Complete this sentence: 

I am an artist because… 



	  
	  
	  

80	  

sketchbook prompts are listed in Table 6 above. Additionally their artwork may give 

clues about their struggles or their experiences visually and may be analyzed in the next 

section. 

Conclusion 
 This study utilizes two complimentary methodologies: action research and 

narrative inquiry, that dovetail into a study that was actively researched throughout the 

process and reflected upon and woven into narratives after its conclusion. The data 

collected throughout the study gives an in-depth account of each girls’ experiences from 

5 data sources to achieve a reliable triangulated account of the experiences girls had in 

the club. In the following two chapters I will give a detailed account of the data collected 

and analyze the implications of this information. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS OF FIELD NOTES AND THE CRITICAL OBSERVER 
 

DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS 
 The 9 girls who participated in this club are at the center of this study. Their 

experiences and ideas shaped our activities and the data collected. Data was collected 

from each of the 9 girls who attended regularly through field notes, writing prompts, and 

interviews examined over this chapter and the next. The girls’ personalities, stories, and 

interactions in the club will serve as portraits so that we may understand each individual 

girl personally, and examine how each girl’s growth in the club could be explored in 

other similar populations. Before delving into the data and analysis a short description of 

each of the girls is provided to give readers a sense of the personalities, background, and 

diversity of each girl. Every girl was referred to the club by their art teacher, who 

identified them as shy or quiet in class based on classroom observations. 

 

Meredith is the youngest of the group, and identifies as Latina. She has a twin brother 

and comes from a strict family.  

Sky has aging parents she looks after and she loves making art on the computer. She has 

a great sense of humor and identifies as Caucasian. 

Mackenzie is the oldest child in a family with divorced parents; she frequently looks 

after her younger siblings and moved around often. She identifies as Caucasian.  
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Riko identifies as Asian and walks with a limp. She is athletic, has a positive attitude, 

and smiles often. 

Marisol is extremely quiet and reserved, constantly drawing during discussions. She 

identifies as Latina and has a new baby brother at home. 

Julia is mature and articulate. She identifies as African American and is a middle child. 

Mary comes from a well-educated family of artists. She identifies as Caucasian and is 

intelligent and organized. 

Nya identifies as African American and is the only girl in a large family of boys. She is 

very tall and extremely quiet. 

Ashlee is an only child and identifies as Caucasian. She is funny and smart, but reluctant 

to share her thoughts in the club. 

DESCRIPTION OF ENVIRONMENT 
 The club met in the art room on the second floor of the middle school at the end 

of a long hallway lined with lockers. The room was bright and pleasantly cluttered with 

art supplies and humorous art posters. It had large sturdy tables for the kids with basic 

supplies like erasers, pencils and sharpies in a container velcroed to each desk with 

spaces for each individual material so everything is accounted for. The room had sinks, 

windows on one side, and doors connecting to the storage room and kiln.  

Each day I arrived 20 minutes before the last class of the day ended. I prepared 

the supplies, and after the previous class leaves some of the girls help me move two 

tables to make a large square with chairs all around it so everyone could see each other 
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and there was no head of the table. Snacks were set out on another table and all the girls’ 

sketchbooks, art projects, and supplies were stored on shelves in the supply closet.  

 

DAY 1: GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER 
Artistic Goal: Girls will understand the goals of the club and begin to think of thematic 

directions for their first project. 

Voice Goal: Girls will get to know each other, become comfortable in the space, and 

begin to build trust and friendships. 

 

 I was nervous before our first club meeting. I realized I had no idea what to 

expect. I was engaging in a new type of teaching where the final product was out of my 

control and my actions were under close scrutiny. In my previous classroom experience 

my lessons were thoroughly planned and I had an idea of how things would turn out. 

Creating a decentralized space was new to me and I was simultaneously excited and 

terrified. 

While I prepared the room 7 girls began to trickle in slowly and helped 

themselves to the strawberry muffins I had baked. As they entered I greeted them and 

asked them to create a folded nameplates so the table would look like a delegation of 

U.N. dignitaries. While they drew I proceeded to give the introduction of the club. I 

spoke while they decorated in an attempt to not become an authoritarian figure and curtail 
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their creations, but it soon became apparent that some structure was needed if we were 

going to create a trusting and productive space. 

As I spoke about the ideas behind the club and the exciting venture we were 

undertaking many of the girls continued to draw giving no eye contact and no feedback. I 

asked questions that fell flat. Mary began snapping photos of me while I spoke, Marisol 

scribbled on her nameplate with her thick black hair obscuring her face, Meredith 

nervously fiddled with her juice box straw. When I called on Ashlee to respond to a 

question she answered with, “I don’t know.”  It was clear that this was not yet a space the 

girls felt safe enough to share in, and we needed to establish some procedures to ensure 

everyone was able to listen and respect each other when the girls eventually did open up. 

 After my unsuccessful introduction we moved on to taking the survey (discussed 

in the following chapter and pictured in Appendix K) and then created a plan for our first 

art project. Girls partnered up with people they did not know very well, interviewed each 

other and then used index cards to design a portrait of their partners. The girls spread out 

with their partners working at unused tables or spots on the floor. The girls blossomed in 

this small group environment. I scanned the room and noticed all the girls smiling, 

laughing, and making eye contact-quite a change from the awkward energy from a few 

moments before. They were so involved with their portraits that I let them go for a bit 

longer then planned. At the end we went around the table and shared our portraits as a 

way to introduce each other. I explained they could reserve the right to pass, and Marisol 

was the only one who refused to share. 
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 Once I had everyone’s attention I gave my introduction again, this time making 

sure no one was distracted and using my most inviting and enthusiastic tones to excite the 

girls and encourage their participation. This was received much better than before with 

some of the girls asking questions and everyone (except Marisol) making eye contact. 

This conversation led us into a discussion about possible themes for our project.  

I asked them what they knew about the word “themes” and Sky explained it in 

terms of literature saying themes were, “big ideas in a story.”  Sky seemed less quiet than 

the other girls and carried herself with more confidence, although was still very quiet 

unless directly questioned. I broke them up into small groups and gave each group an 

artist’s work to examine (Hannah Hoch, Frida Kahlo, Faith Ringgold, or Kiki Smith). I 

asked them to discuss the themes or “big ideas” they saw in the work. When we shared 

out it seemed that the girls had trouble identifying themes and instead identified visual 

elements rather then deeper thoughts in the work. I addressed this briefly giving examples 

and trying to lead discussion about some of the deeper themes embedded in the work. 

Next I gave them a few slips of paper and asked them to write themes they could be 

interested in exploring with our project and place these in a paper bag we would open 

next time. To close we talked about what to expect for next time, I asked them if they had 

snack requests, and we cleaned up to leave.  

Reflections and Revisions 

After the girls left I examined the contents of the theme bag and found that most 

of the papers contained visual ideas like “shapes” and “paint” rather than deeper 



	  
	  
	  

86	  

concerns. The only two “big ideas” present were “mood” and “how to treat people with 

disabilities.” I wondered if Riko had added that theme. It was clear I would have to 

rework this idea in next week’s session. How could I frame the idea of themes in a way 

that would make sense to them and elicit thoughtful responses? 

Another revision would have to be done for classroom management. As an 

instructor, I was still grappling with ideas of decentralization vs. authoritarian classroom 

control. Even though I was familiar with theories about decentralized structure, it was 

quite another thing to put it into practice. How could I lead the girls in an exercise that 

would help them reflect on what a safe space is, and enable them to co-create that space 

along with me?  How could I, as a facilitator, empower the girls to create this space for 

themselves rather then simply dictating what is best for the group? 

This group was reluctant and awkward in whole group settings but seemed to 

open up in smaller one-on-one interactions. How could I integrate small group work into 

every lesson to maximize each girls’ talk time?  I noticed that I dominated the discussion 

today, which may be normal for a first day, but should be gradually phased out to let the 

girls develop more as leaders. How could I guide them from the sidelines and move the 

group forward without constantly acting as the central authority figure?  Also, how could 

I make girls like Marisol and Meredith feel safe enough to share? These were all 

questions I would have to address for our next session if this club was going to achieve 

its aim to empower the girls and build confidence. 
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DAY 2: SETTING THE TONE  
Artistic Goal: Girls will choose a theme and medium for the club. 

Voice Goal: Girls will brainstorm norms to make this club a safe space where they are 

comfortable sharing. 

 

 On the second day I knew what to expect, and had developed strategies to combat 

awkwardness and distractions and promote sharing and trust (See Appendix A for Day 2 

Lesson Plan). We began the day with check-in, an opening ritual we would do every day, 

to catch up on the last week and reconnect with each other. Last session many of the girls 

seemed to know each other, even if only by name. With the 3 new girls, Nya, Mackenzie, 

and Julia, this was not the case.  

To involve the girls in decision-making I asked if anyone knew of a name-game 

we could play to introduce the new girls and Riko cheerfully volunteered one. We went 

around the circle reciting the names that came before us and ended with Nya. Up until 

this point she had been completely silent. To my surprise Nya was able to name every 

girl despite not knowing a single person before. This seemed to make Nya feel included 

and Riko feel as if her ideas were valued, and signaled to the other girls that they were 

welcome to step up and lead.  

 After the name-game I handed out the sketchbooks and introduced the second 

daily exercise we would do- writing and discussion prompts. The reasons behind this 

activity were two-fold. First of all this could be used as data for the study, and second it 
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could facilitate conversations between the girls because they would have their thoughts 

down on paper and may be more inclined to share them out loud. The prompt today came 

in response to my reflections from last week on leading the girls to think about what 

makes a “safe space” for them. The prompt asked them to respond to the following 

sentences: 

• I feel the most confident when… 

• I feel listened to when… 

• I feel included when… 

Their responses to this activity contributed to the creation of a group word collage 

that would guide the way each of us acted and how we treated each other. As they shared 

their responses I acted as a scribe and recorded their answers putting tallies next to 

reoccurring words. After sharing their answers they rewrote words on colored paper- 

frequent words were written on bigger slips of paper. The result (pictured in Appendix B) 

was a collage of their guidelines for creating a safe and supportive. 

Next we turned our attention back to designing our larger project and clarifying our 

chosen theme. I gave girls 2 post-its and questions prompting them to consider big issues 

in their communities or the world they cared about. Their answers were written on post-

its and stuck to the table. After everyone was finished writing I asked them to look at the 

post-its and find a way to sort them into groups. Which post-its address a similar theme?  

The girls gathered around and talked amongst themselves to sort them into groups. This 

worked well, and I stepped back to let them take the lead. Some of the girls talked more 
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then the others, but everyone was engaged. Once we had our theme choices distilled into 

5 basic categories I rewrote them on butcher paper and gave each of the girls 3 stickers 

asking them to put their stickers next to their top 3 theme choices. At the end of this 

activity the two themes that emerged as the most popular were environmental issues and 

color. 

The girls were excited about exploring these ideas. Next I asked the girls to reflect 

on what kind of a medium they would like to use for this project. I directed their attention 

to some large signs I had hung up around the room. Each sign represented a different 

medium: Ceramics, Drawing & Painting, Photography, Sculpture, Animation & Film, 

and Fibers & Fashion. These mediums were based on things the girls had expressed 

interest in on our initial intake forms completed the previous week (I also asked the 3 

newcomers if they had anything to add). Next, I instructed the girls to think about our 

themes and go stand next to their first choice of medium. Their faces lit up with the 

power to make this choice. They all clumped near their choices and I recorded their 

positions on the white board, then they rotated 2 more times and I recorded the results of 

each rotation. When they were finished the tallies revealed that the top 2 art mediums 

were Ceramics and Photography.  

Now the club was pulsing with energy. We had a direction they had chosen, and 

they were excited to have agency in the club by choosing activities. The strategy of the 

top 3 voting systems enabled everyone to get one of their top choices. The non-verbal 

strategy of the post-its and voting around the room meant that every girl had an equal 
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influence over the club’s direction even if she was shy, her vote still counted. The girls 

were building rapport with one another and beginning to joke around with me more too. 

Now that we had our basic parameters we could hone in on our project. I 

convened everyone around the table and we discussed ways to make this project connect 

to the community. I asked them, “Given the themes of environment and color and the 

medium of (lets start with the one that takes the longest) ceramics, what could we make?  

As you begin to brainstorm ideas also be thinking of how we want to display this at the 

final showcase. What do we want our work say, and how can people interact with it?”  

Sky and Riko’s hands shot up with ideas as soon as I finished speaking, but I prompted 

them to draw out their ideas first, spend time with it and we will present them at the end. 

I did this to allow everyone’s ideas to take shape individually before being swayed by the 

opinions of others. 

The remainder of the session was devoted to brainstorming in the form of lists, 

sketches, or mind maps. All of the girls eagerly opened up their sketchbooks and began 

forming plans, except for Ashlee. Ashlee generally keeps to herself and when I 

approached her she had a blank paper lamenting that she didn’t have any ideas. This 

seemed to be something she struggles with frequently. Every question I’ve asked her over 

the past 2 sessions she has responded to with, “I don’t know.” I sat with her for a while 

and discussed some possible directions, stressing to her that this was not for a grade and 

there was no wrong answer, she should just think about something that would be fun to 
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make. She seemed uninspired, but agreed that she would probably think of something 

later.  

They drew until the last 5 minutes, and then they paired and shared to refine and 

spark new ideas. I asked if anyone had ideas to share before next time and 3 hands shot 

up: Sky, Riko, and Mackenzie. Sky wanted to make clay animal heads, Riko wanted to 

make dishes, and Mackenzie wanted to do glass slumping. Everyone was excited about 

what would happen next. The girls (except Ashlee, who looked uncertain) left with large 

grins on their faces, eager to develop their plans.  

Reflections and Revisions 

 I learned volumes about the girls in just our single day together and have already 

adapted the club to be tailored to them. Small groups and non-verbal decision making 

worked well and ensured everyone’s voice was heard. The girls were responsive to the 

idea of creating a class contract, and had many opinions on what type of environment 

would make them feel the most comfortable and confident. 

 Re-teaching themes also went well. They grasped the concept and chose themes 

they were passionate about. They were pleased with the theme and medium choices and 

many of them were full of ideas. Now the challenge was to choose a single project or 

direction and ensuring it was something that could be accomplished in the given 

timeframe. In the following session I needed to focus on supporting Ashlee’s idea 

creation, and try to encourage some of the quieter girls like Julia, Meredith, Nya, and 

Marisol to take more of an active role in the group.  
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DAY 3: FORMING A PLAN 
Artistic Goal: Girls will create a plan for a collaborative art project. 

Voice Goal: All girls will contribute to discussions and make confident artistic choices. 

 

 We began with check-in. Conversation flowed much more easily. We began to 

talk about Halloween, which was about a month away, and the girls all joined in a lively 

conversation about costumes, family traditions, and scary movies. Every single girl was 

engaged in this conversation. Marisol and Nya, the quietest of the group based on my 

observations, even joined in. Ashlee regaled the group with a story about the year she 

dressed up as a mattress by strapping a mattress to her body and cutting out a hole for her 

head. The group burst into laughter. Mary told us of her plans to sew a beanie baby 

costume this year. Mackenzie explained her grandparents’ tradition of turning their entire 

home into a haunted house and inviting the whole neighborhood to come experience it. 

Nya told us about how she and her older brothers love to watch scary movies and the 

whole group erupted into excited chatter about their favorite horror films. I let this 

conversation continue past our normal time because the girls seemed to be connecting.  

 Gradually I managed to transition into our writing warm up. I gave them today’s 

prompt: In your wildest dreams, if space and money and time were not a factor, what 

would you make in this club?  Everyone eagerly turned to their sketchbooks, even Ashlee 

who had been so reluctant last time. After about 5 minutes of drawing they shared their 
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ideas. Their conversation was dynamic, every girl shared their thoughts in front of the 

group and the other girls listened asking clarifying questions or dovetailing with another 

girl’s ideas to refine it further. Our conversation was dynamic, and was mostly facilitated 

by the girls themselves, I redirected or asked probing questions when conversation 

faltered or veered. One example of the way the girls were building on ideas came from 

this exchange (of which I am approximating from my notes after the club…) 

Riko, “I think it would be cool if we made dishes. Like bowls and stuff.” 

Mackenzie, “Then we could cook for people!  Like at the show we could make 

food to put in the dishes!” 

Meredith, “Yeah. Or it could be funny to have some fake food too. Like people 

would be confused about what was real and what was fake” 

Marisol, “Yeah…actually that was what I was thinking too. It would be fun to 

make a bowl of ramen out of clay.” 

Me, “ What would you use to make the broth?  Like for the soupy-liquid part?” 

Riko, “She could paint the clay and add specs for the spices” 

Mary, “Oh!  Or, you could use resin!  I like to use resin at my house. I could show 

you how to do it if you want!” 

This conversation whipped around the table wrapping the girls up in an engaged 

discussion and building on the ideas and skills of the group. In this example Riko’s 

original idea sparked another idea with Mackenzie and Meredith, and then allowed 

Marisol to feel comfortable enough to share her thoughts. This conversation culminated 
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in Mary’s offer to cooperate with Marisol and collaborate to make her artwork even 

better. Some of the other ideas were also met with excitement, Julia proposed we make 

boxes that reflect each girl’s relationship with the environment. Mackenzie wanted to 

fuse glass like her father (a stained glass artist who lives in San Antonio) and proudly 

showed the class some examples of his artwork.  

To return agency to the girls I asked the group how we should decide. They 

agreed that some ideas overlapped and could be grouped (like the post-it activity we did 

the prior day), and the girls decided we should vote with stickers (another strategy from 

last session). We used the strategies they proposed and eventually settled on dishes with 

nature designs (with and without fake food) or personal sculptures that expressed each 

girls’ relationship to the environment. 

This last idea was the result of a combination of concepts, and the girls seemed 

pleased with the freedom these projects gave them. I clarified their ideas by helping them 

to plan their next steps. What supplies did we need to get for next time?  We 

brainstormed a list together, and then they began sketching their new ideas specific to 

that project. Even Ashlee had an intricate idea of constructing a clay flower that reflects 

her fear that the environment is being ruined-on the left side the flower is brightly colored 

and shiny, but it transitions to brown and decaying colors on the right side signifying the 

effects of pollution and global warming. 

Once class was almost over I asked the girls if they wanted to share their ideas. 

Most of them replied with an emphatic yes, so we did a pair-and-share. I told the girls 
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that next time we would begin clay so they should come in ready to construct their ideas. 

Mary asked if they could take their sketchbooks home with them, and I refused because I 

was nervous they would be lost. She responded by proposing that we start a disposable 

sketchbook with folded up pieces of paper. She added, “We could even start a sketchbook 

pen pal thing. Like where we draw for a week and then trade it with someone else.”  This 

was an unexpected suggestion and I showed Mary that her input was valuable by 

agreeing to this idea and volunteering to construct the sketchbooks for our next meeting. 

Reflections and Revisions 

 Day 3 had multiple instances of the girls taking the lead and collaborating with 

minimal guidance from me. Everyone spoke up today, and that is quite an improvement 

over the last 2 sessions where a handful of girls remained silent. I was also pleased that 

Ashlee’s ideas were taking form, and she appeared to be gaining confidence in her work. 

Day 4 would be a management challenge because there were so many different ideas for 

the clay portion of the project, and all the girls have varying experiences with clay.  

How could I cater to all skill levels, adjusting to multiple techniques needed for 

each project (some girls would be slumping clay, others would be slab building, some 

needed to create pinch pots, and others coil constructions)?  Although the process of 

creation was far more important than the product, if the goal is to foster the growth of 

self-confidence the girls needed to create something they could be proud of. I needed to 

develop a strategy for next time that walked the line between art instructor and 

decentralized facilitator.  
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DAY 4: BEGINNING CLAY  
Artistic Goal: Girls will understand basic techniques to begin their clay constructions.  

Voice Goal: Girls will collaborate and share their skills and ideas as they work, everyone 

will be comfortable asking for help. 

 

 Day 4 had an exciting energy about it. Perhaps it was the newly found direction or 

the presence of the clay supplies, but the girls came in eager to begin. We moved through 

check-in quickly, everyone was in a good mood and talked excitedly about the projects 

they wanted to make. In an effort to help each girl recognize her unique contributions to 

our group I used our writing prompt to get them to consider the strengths they bring to 

the group as well as an area they might need support in. I prompted them to write 2 

strengths and one area they needed support in. Then we went around the room and shared 

our thoughts, taking note of who could be the class experts in various areas. Riko’s 

strength was encouragement, Julia’s was helping others, and Mary’s was problem 

solving. Every single girl was eager to share, and to my surprise some of the quieter girls 

like Nya and Ashlee were very talkative, laughing and joking with the other girls. We 

discussed collaboration by defining it and giving examples, and we brainstormed ways 

we could use each other as resources. 

 While we wrapped up our warm up I showed the girls the work of Judy Chicago 

because it seemed related to their interest in throwing an event using hand-crafted dishes. 



	  
	  
	  

97	  

I led them in a discussion of her work, as we examined the place settings for Sojourner 

Truth and Sacajawea. We had a conversation about why it would be important to have a 

dinner party celebrating and drawing attention to famous women. The girls seemed 

receptive to these ideas and excited to get started on their own sculptures. 

 Before setting them free to work on their projects I demonstrated a few basic clay 

techniques and asked each of them to continue sketching until I could meet with them 

about how to approach the clay construction. Julia offered to take notes on the techniques 

so she could catch up the 3 girls who were absent. While they sketched I consulted with 

each of them and we made a plan together about what they would need to do to get 

started. Some of the girls like Mary, Meredith, and Sky had extensive clay experience. 

Mary brought in photos of the art projects she does at home with her mom and grandma. 

She’s tackled everything from resin art to oven bake clay jewelry, and has a family that 

provides plenty of support and art supplies. Some of the other girls did not have the same 

background. Riko and Julia were relatively new to clay and needed help as they began 

each new step. As I walked around helping the girls get started I modeled how to pinch 

clay to make flower petals for Riko’s dish. She protested, “My fingers don’t work as well 

as yours!” 

 Soon the class was involved in mostly-independent work time. Some of the girls 

were collaborating- Mary helped Riko roll a slab, and Julia helped Ashlee locate a clay 

tool. But I noticed that I had set myself up as the authority figure again. The girls now 

consulted me before retrieving supplies, which were mostly in the closet and off limits to 
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kids. At the end of our time together I gave everyone updates to give to their families 

(pictured in Appendix C) and set out the traveling sketchbooks I had made. I asked the 

girls how they would like to use them. Julia and Mary agreed that it would be fun to pass 

them back and forth throughout the club sessions, so each girl got their first one to start 

with and we all agreed to bring them back the following week to exchange.  

Reflections and Revisions 

 Day 4 was overall a success; the girls were open, talkative, and eager to 

collaborate. While there were many levels of artistic self-confidence in the group (For 

example: Riko’s level of artistic confidence seems far lower then Mary’s) everyone was 

trying their best and ready to ask for and give help when needed. However, by asserting 

myself as the authority in the demonstrations and the role of keeper of the supplies I 

brought back some of the traditional hierarchies I attempted to dismantle in earlier 

sessions. How could I ensure that each girl had the skills to be successful without 

micromanaging? And could I devise a better supply organization system that would allow 

for the tools to be at the girls’ fingertips? 

 Many of the girls seemed comfortable and spoke up more. However, I wondered 

if for some girls, like Mary, being assertive wasn’t a problem-she actually was so 

assertive she talked over people. The last two sessions Mary sat down next to me, and I 

noticed she is so mature and serious that she has trouble connecting with the other girls. 

How can I support Mary as she forms friendships with girls her own age and emerges as 

an artistic leader in the group?   
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DAY 5: CLAY CONSTRUCTIONS 
Artistic Goal: Girls will make progress on their clay projects and be able to access 

supplies and make decisions independently or through collaboration with other girls. 

Voice Goal: Girls will share their skills and form relationships with each other as 

mentors, and friends. 

 

 A strange mood permeated the club on the fifth day. Forest fires had torn through 

central Texas, and the thick smoke hung in the air blocking out the sun, turning the sky a 

mysterious shade of mauve, and stinging my eyes. I was nervous about how the weather 

would affect the girls. We had a large turnout, and I discovered that because Marisol was 

so upset about missing last week’s session she had gone around to the other girls to 

remind them.  

 The writing prompt on day 5 was designed to foster storytelling and sharing. In 

the prompt I asked the girls to write about their earliest memory. Mackenzie disclosed a 

very personal memory about her parents’ divorce, Riko shared a comical memory about 

an injury she incurred while running with her eyes closed as a toddler. Before sharing her 

memory, Julia clarified that this was a confidential space and then told us about a time 

she snuck out of the house to play. Sky read a poetic memory of her first time seeing 

beauty around her. These stories were all so personal and each new memory generated 
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conversation and empathy among the girls, who reacted with nods of solidarity and 

offered follow-ups on their own related experiences. 

 After the warm up we turned our attention back to our clay project. We had a 

divide between the girls who were present last time and already knew how to do the basic 

clay techniques and the girls who were absent and would need the demo repeated. In an 

effort to decentralize the class and empower the girls as mentors I asked them to 

demonstrate. Julia looked back at the notes she took the previous session and read them 

out loud. Then Mary showed everyone how to make a pinch pot, Sky demonstrated how 

to roll slabs, and Riko showed us how to slump clay. This was effective because the girls 

demonstrating became the experts on these skills. It also established a decentralized 

collaborative network that was not reliant on the teacher at the center. This made the girls 

into mentors, which boosted their feelings of efficacy and self-confidence. The supply 

organization was also revised to give the girls ownership of the tools. All supplies were 

now stored on a cart at the front of the class giving girls access and autonomy. 

 During work time Julia approached me with a playlist she had made for the club. 

Last session we bonded over our love of 90’s music and so she had made a 90’s mix. 

Julia is not a very vocal person, but she lit up when her music was played. It was as if the 

music was an extension of her personality, an extension of her voice. When Whitney 

Houston’s “I Wanna Dance With Somebody” came on Nya let out a yelp and exclaimed, 

“this is my jam!”  Julia was clearly very pleased the class approved of her playlist, and it 
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seemed to bolster her confidence that day. After seeing the positive effects music sharing 

had on Julia I encouraged all the girls to take over the music for a day. 

Reflections and Revisions 

 Entrusting the demonstrations to the girls was an effective way to encourage 

collaboration, self-confidence and decentralized leadership. I will continue to look for 

ways to decentralize the structure and turn over more leadership roles to the girls as the 

sessions continue. Priming them for these leadership roles now is important so that when 

we have our show they are ready to occupy those roles in whatever form they take. 

 The storytelling exercise fostered connections between the girls and added depth 

to the data I have been collecting on the girls. The process of sharing their stories brought 

them together in a way that nurtured the growth of authentic relationships. This process 

was illustrated best with Mackenzie. She shared a memory about her parents getting 

divorced and then talked to the group about how she still feels bullied because she has a 

single mother. This information was received with empathy and understanding from the 

group who went on to share similar stories. I noticed that after this warm up Mackenzie 

and Meredith, two of the youngest girls in the club seemed to bond.  

Only 2 girls (Marisol and Nya) refused to share their answers. How can I cultivate 

the growth of authentic relationships with these girls and make this room a safe space for 

them to share their ideas? Julia’s ownership of the music was significant in her viewing 

the club as a safe space. I wondered if something similar could work for Marisol or Nya?  

Were there aspects of the club I could turn over to them to have ownership of? 
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DAY 6: DELEGATING JOBS  
Artistic Goal: Prepare clay pieces for glazing. 

Voice Goal: Take ownership of jobs for the show. 

 

 Day 6 started with Riko bursting through the door sweating profusely with a big 

grin on her face. She said that she was so excited to come that she didn’t even want to 

take the time to change after gym. I was grateful for her fervor because I knew today 

would be sparsely attended. Almost half of the girls were absent because they had 

mandatory dance rehearsals. Since it was such a small group our opening conversation 

was lively. While we were chatting I turned their attention to our upcoming show. I asked 

the girls to consider what jobs would need to be done to make the show run smoothly. 

They generated a list of jobs and decided which jobs they would like to have. 

 Marisol wanted to curate a playlist for the event, Meredith asked to create a slide 

show with pictures from the club, Mary would use her crafting skills to make 

professional looking nametags for the work. Riko offered to be the event promoter and 

hand out invitations and hang posters around the school, Mackenzie wanted to be the 

event photographer, Julia, Nya, and Ashlee would help set up and clean up the show, and 

Sky would be the greeter. Once they had delegated duties they could work on their 

individual projects for the show at home (Mary worked on the nametags with her mom, 

Meredith’s dad helped her put together the slide show).  
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 When I asked if anyone had brought in music I was surprised to see Marisol raise 

her hand. She made a playlist and seemed nervous to hear it play out loud. Once it started 

she loosened up. The other girls were into it. They moved to the beat while they worked 

and sometimes Sky or Meredith would even sing along. I could tell this was emboldening 

Marisol, who became more talkative as the club went on. She began making jokes and 

smiling broadly with the other girls.  

Reflections and Revisions 

 Marisol’s playlist transformed the club environment into a place she felt safe and 

valued in. Like Julia the week before, she used music to project her voice and identity 

and was reaffirmed with approval by the rest of the group. For Marisol, playing her music 

was quite a risk, but the result enabled her to build trust with the rest of the group.  

 The showcase we are organizing is truly becoming a co-creation. Every step of 

the way the girls were involved in decision-making and chose jobs they could have 

ownership over. The duties they signed up for fit with their personalities and reflect their 

skills and personalities. 

 

DAY 7: GLAZING  
Artistic Goal: Girls will glaze their ceramic pieces and take risks to mix new colors. 

Voice Goal: Girls will share stories and collaborate on the invitation design. 
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 Day 7 was an early release day and consequently had low attendance with only 5 

girls present. We began with our warm up, “Tell me about your bravest moment.”  This 

yielded many stories about the girls facing their fear of heights by ziplining or Marisol 

telling us about how she faced her fear of public speaking by forcing herself to enroll in 

drama. Riko told a story about her bravest moment when some boys sitting behind her at 

a football game were teasing her and touching her hair. She said she felt brave because 

she didn’t even look at them or speak to them-she just ignored them. She stayed silent 

even when they took her phone out of her pocket. Her conception of silence as a form of 

bravery was interesting. Riko is a girl who speaks the truth in the club, and spoke 

frequently in her interview about the ways she policed her friends’ behaviors and called 

them out for “being bad” and “cussing.”  I wondered if this silence at the football game 

was an example of “loss of voice”. 

 To involve them in all the decisions about the show, I asked the girls where they 

would like to have it. I gave them a few choices: here at the school, at a local community 

center, or at the University. As soon as I mentioned the university, Riko lit up. She said 

she votes for the University because it’s a cool place that would be special. Meredith 

agreed saying that she has gone to football games there and it was fun. We took a simple 

hand-raising vote on the options and it was unanimous in favor of the University of Texas 

campus. I passed out worksheets for each of the girls to solicit their input in designing the 

invitation for the show (Appendix D). The worksheet asked the following questions and 

gave space for the girls to draw and write: 
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• What activities should we have at the art show? 

• What information should be on the invitation? 

• What should we title the art show? 

• What kinds of colors or fonts do you envision? 

• What images should we have on the invites? 

We discussed their answers and I compiled a list with all their ideas. Many of the 

ideas overlapped, but some of their visuals seemed to clash. For example: Mary wanted 

to have flowers on the invite, but Sky wanted to have snow. I offered to put together a 

few mock-ups based on their ideas and sketches for next week and we could vote on the 

final. Ashlee came up with a great title for the club-The Artsy Club. 

During work time Nya put on a playlist, and the class ran smoothly with her sound 

track playing in the background. To promote diverse groupings of students I started a 

new procedure with the introduction of glazing. I added small group areas on the 

surrounding tables. This way girls working on clay could stay in their seats, and when 

they were ready to glaze they would advance to the glazing table to share glaze and 

converse with the girls sitting there. This seemed to work and opened up space for the 

girls to interact with each other in different pairings. Mary helped Nya while Sky, Ashlee, 

and Riko glazed and giggled at the new table.  

Reflections and Revisions 

 Establishing small group stations worked well because some of the girls were still 

quiet in large groups, the addition of a station made a difference in how often someone 
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like Nya or Ashlee spoke up. The process of collaboration on the invitation was also an 

effective way to promote group communication. Giving every girl and worksheet meant 

that each of their voices was heard. 

The conversation and storytelling surrounding our warm up was an interesting 

icebreaker. I am intrigued by Riko’s equating silence with bravery. This notion fits with 

some of the case studies detailed in my literature review and reminded me of the story 

Brown & Gilligan (1992) told about the moles and the porcupines. Was Riko’s sense of 

justice and bravery similar to the moles staying quiet so they didn’t upset the porcupine? 

Also, why did Riko express her opinions in some settings and not others?  Was it because 

she felt threatened by the boys? Would she have spoken up if they had been female?  I 

wondered if there was a time when Riko would have stood up for herself in that situation. 

How could I help her find a pathway to assertiveness through her participation in this 

club? 

 

DAY 8: LAST DAY FOR CLAY  
Artistic Goal: Girls will finish their clay pieces today so they can be fired. 

Voice Goal: Girls will discuss ways to have their voices present in the showcase, and 

collaborate on a design for the invitations. 

 

 Day 8 began with a midpoint survey instead of our usual writing prompt. I will 

discuss this survey in more detail in the following chapter, but basically it asked the girls 
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to recount a time in the club when they practiced each of the 4 domains (authentic 

relationships, risk taking, self-confidence and assertiveness). As I introduced the survey 

Mackenzie immediately asked for clarification, “Like are you asking if we feel more 

willing to talk in the club, or in regular school?”  I told her that for this survey I wanted to 

know about their experiences here in the club.  

 After the survey we caught up on everyone’s weeks during check in. I gave 

Marisol a cutting of a plant from my garden to help her start her own. She was touched 

and gave me a big hug. Ashlee came out with some big news: her father was being 

transferred to London and today was her last day of the club. She would return for the 

show because that was the same weekend they were packing up and moving. We all felt 

very saddened by this news, but tried to console her because she seemed upset and 

scared. 

 After more conversation we turned our attention to the show. In an effort to put 

the girls’ voices at the forefront of the show, I pitched the girls an idea about having QR 

codes posted around the room. This would enable visitors to scan the codes with their 

phones and listen to the girls’ stories as they looked at their art. This idea was not well 

received. Mary argued that it might not be accessible to everyone because some people 

didn’t own smart phones. The girls agreed that this was not something they wanted to do. 

I asked them to keep this idea of voice in the show in the back of their minds so we could 

come up with another way to have their voices heard at the show.  
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 Next I showed the girls the mock up invitations I had made and they voted for the 

final draft (Appendix E), which managed to combine the ideas of flowers and the cool 

colors of wintertime. I made a point to single out the quieter girls (Julia and Marisol) for 

their input and they seemed to appreciate this attention. Mackenzie chose the music today 

and everyone chatted lively as they worked.  

Marisol’s bowl was finished and the next step was to make the ramen noodles. I 

brought in my potato ricer from home to extrude the clay. It took a lot of strength to push 

clay through the ricer so the girls each took turns helping Marisol and laughing and 

grunting as they strained. I was impressed that each of the girls jumped up to help. It was 

a big risk to get up in front of everyone and strain yourself while everyone laughed with 

you. It was a good bonding experience that brought us all closer. 

Reflections and Revisions 

 The girls rejection of my QR code idea was significant because it showed the club 

had become a safe place for dissent. This was a teacher directed element I was trying to 

force into a space they had developed agency over. Mary’s articulate argument about the 

accessibility of technology was compelling. I was glad she felt comfortable enough to 

voice those concerns to the group, she’s becoming a leader in the club. How can I support 

and encourage them as they think through the component of voice in the show? 

 Day 8 was one of those days when conversation flowed smoothly, everyone was 

quick to collaborate and discuss topics freely, and the mood of the club felt buoyant. The 

potato ricer was a humorous icebreaker for the group, and it was significant that every 
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girl participated. It seems like we are forming a cohesive group. I am saddened by 

Ashlee’s news, I could tell she was trying to savor today. How could I continue to 

support the girls in the final stretch of the club as we approach the final show?  In what 

ways could I continue to make this an inviting space and not let the stress of wrapping up 

our projects seep into the mood of the club? 

 

DAY 9: BRAINSTORMING OUR SECOND PROJECT 
Artistic Goal: Girls will finish glazing their ceramic work. 

Voice Goal: Girls will work together using the strategies they have learned to 

democratically chose a direction for the photography project. 

 

 Day 9 was the first day that our space had an outsider. Elise, the critical observer, 

visited the club. She was friendly to the girls and tried to be unobtrusive, but her presence 

was still felt and it transformed the energy of the space. We had a large group today with 

most of the girls present. Riko bounded in with her usual bright energy and apologized 

for missing the last session because of basketball try-outs. She announced to the club that 

she had made the team. Once she realized they met on Wednesdays she declined the offer 

because joining the team would mean giving up The Artsy Club. 

We started with our opening question, “Where do you see yourself in 10 years?”   

Mary saw herself as a baker who lived in a cute little house above her bakery, Julia 

pictured herself as a biologist living in Germany, and Mackenzie said that her mom tells 
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her in ten years she will be pregnant with a lot of kids and no time for a job. Mackenzie’s 

ideas for her future caught me off guard. I followed up, “Is that what you want for 

yourself?”  Mackenzie thought about it for a second and replied, “I don’t really know. 

Maybe I could see myself working at Painting with a Twist.”  I seized this opportunity 

and prompted Mackenzie to explain Painting With a Twist to the group.  

After our warm up we turned our attention towards our next project-the 

photography portion. At the onset of the club we voted on mediums and clay and 

photography had received the most votes. Ceramics took a long time to complete, so we 

were only just now getting to the photography component with only 3 days left in the 

club. I asked the girls to think about what we could do with photography and the themes 

of color and environment in the time we had left. They thought for a while, sketched and 

then shared ideas. They came up with four ideas:  

• Taking photos of themselves in nature 

• Creating a booklet or zine with self portraits 

• Altering self portraits using Photoshop, paint, or colored pencils 

• Taking photos of nature in and around the school 

Once we had these ideas I asked the girls how they would like to choose. By this 

point in the club they had amassed an array of strategies for democratic decision-making 

(sticker voting, post-it sorting, around the room voting with their bodies…). Giving them 

the freedom to decide how to chose was a way to turn leadership over to them. They 

chose to do the sticker voting system so Julia rewrote the options on butcher paper and 
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each girl received 3 stickers to cast their votes. Once the votes were tallied we found that 

the self-portrait zine idea had won, followed closely by altered self-portraits. The girls 

proposed we combine the two ideas. Riko suggested if they had other photos that related 

to that theme, they could display them at the show. I thought this was a great idea and 

gave the girls my email address so they could send me their photos to enlarge.  

After our discussion the girls got to work finishing glazing their ceramics. Julia 

turned on some music. Meredith was almost done with her apple sculpture and helped 

Marisol and Julia mix a similar shade of brown for their sculptures. Julia needed help 

figuring out how to decorate the outside of her sculpture so all they girls shared ideas and 

gave her feedback. 

While everyone worked I circulated and checked in on their progress on their jobs 

for the show. I talked with each of them about where they were in the project, what their 

next steps should be and I asked them if there was anything I could do to help. By the end 

of the day each girl felt confident that they would be able to finish their glazing next time, 

they knew what their jobs were for the show and how to move forward, and they all 

agreed to bring props and be ready to take photos next time. 

Reflections and Revisions 

 Despite the energy shift with the presence of the critical observer, the girls were 

still able to collaborate, lead, and share their thoughts. Initially Mackenzie’s revelation 

during the warm-up about her life goals was starling. However, after interviewing 

Mackenzie following the club I found that her mom’s hopes for Mackenzie were most 
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likely a projection of her own insecurities. It was healthy for Mackenzie to separate her 

vision of her life from her mom’s vision for her. How could I continue to support 

Mackenzie, and the rest of the girls, as they form ideas about who they are and what they 

are capable of? 

 

Critical Observer 
 The Critical Observer, Elise, was a member of my cohort and familiar with the 

details of my study. I asked her to drop in on Day 9 to observe the club as we made 

decisions about our photography project. It was important that the study be examined by 

an outsider so that the program could be assessed by fresh eyes and see what needed 

improvement. Although originally I expected her notes to be a rich source of data, it 

seemed that they mostly confirmed my field notes without many new insights. Elise was 

given a rubric to frame her data collection which I detailed in Table 5.  

The Critical Observer was asked to rate the girls and my role as facilitator on each 

of the four domains contributing to self-confidence (authentic relationships, risk taking, 

self-confidence, and assertiveness) and assess how the girls demonstrated these domains 

and how I provided opportunities to develop in each domain. In addition to observations 

of myself and the participants the critical observer also evaluated the structures of the 

club looking for the dynamics of safe spaces and engaging projects. In her observations 

she noted considerable evidence of the girls demonstrating each of the four indicators. 

She caught Meredith taking a risk and noticed that there were varying degrees of comfort 



	  
	  
	  

113	  

with public speaking in the group. She also noted that the girls were adept at problem 

solving, teaching each other new techniques, and collaborating. 

In her observations of my facilitation she noted that I frequently asked for 

opinions, delegated tasks and reached consensus before moving forward. She noticed that 

I facilitated using positive tones and a quiet voice that made me seem approachable. She 

also noted that I tried to engage quieter students through “soft” questions asking them to 

raise their hand if they agreed so they could still have input even if they were reluctant to 

contribute verbally. On her observations of the structure she said that the girls were able 

to navigate the room easily for supplies. She also noted that frequent verbal full group 

activities seemed to disengage some of the students, and she suggested using more small 

group activities. These observations provide a window into how the daily happenings of 

our club. However, the presence of the critical observer introduced an energy that made 

some of the girls shut down, and exaggerated the show off tendencies of some of the 

other girls.  

 

Day 10: Taking photos  

Artistic Goal: Girls will experiment with photography. 

Voice Goal: Girls will work with their groups to communicate their vision and 

collaborate to take creative self-portraits. 
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 Day 10 had a large turn out because Riko had taken her job as the club promoter 

very seriously; she went around to all the girls during the day and reminded them all to 

make arrangements to come this afternoon. We did a quick warm up that was basically an 

“about the artist” blurb to possibly post at the show. Then we discussed photography. 

Some of the girls, Riko and Mackenzie, were avid photographers, while the rest of the 

girls had limited or no experience. We covered the basics of composition, layout, 

collaborative strategies, and camera features while looking at the work of Sally Mann and 

Cindy Sherman. Then we got into groups and started to make the journey outside to take 

photographs.  

 As we began to file out I realized the door would lock behind us. I asked if 

anyone had a plan to keep us from getting locked out and Mary sprang into action 

exclaiming, “Oh!  I’ve got this!” and placed masking tape over the door latch. Mackenzie 

grabbed the doorstop for the exterior door and we headed outside. The 3 groups each 

sped off into the field behind the school to stage their photos. 

 Julia’s photo was active and caught her in mid-air leaping over a creek. Mary’s 

photo was high concept with a mirror reflecting the bottom half of her face, the top half 

of her face was hidden as the camera captured the sky past the mirror (Appendix F). 

Marisol was the only girl who chose to turn her back to the camera. She took a far away 

shot with her hand raised up to shield her eyes as she looked out over the horizon 

(Appendix G).  
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 After taking the photos we turned to go back inside, only to discover that the door 

we propped open was now closed and Ms. Rippley’s doorstop was gone. We flagged 

down some football players to let us in and we climbed the stairs to go finish our glazing. 

Riko and Mackenzie were finished ahead of everyone else so they worked together to 

glaze Ashlee’s according to the colors already in progress. 

 While they worked I asked if anyone had any other ideas about how to showcase 

their voices at the show. Julia suggested we could partner our photos with some writing 

from our warm ups or something about each artist. Everyone seemed to like that idea. 

Mary proposed we could have a part of the exhibit where we invited the visitors to tell 

their own stories so that it wasn’t, “all about us.”  This idea was also well received.  

Reflections and Revisions 

 The girls ability to collaborate to integrate voice into the show was exciting. The 

ideas originated with the girls instead of being teacher mandated, and therefore were 

more powerful. I was excited by Julia’s idea about coupling the photos with writing 

because it’s a great way to get the voice of the girls into the show. Mary’s idea about 

involving the audience in storytelling and sharing is fantastic because it carries over the 

idea of our safe space for sharing into the gallery setting.  

The self-portrait photos of the girls illuminated the way they saw themselves. It 

was telling that Marisol was the only one who turned her back. She is a girl who was 

constantly hiding. How could I support her as she developed into a person who felt 

worthy to be seen by others and to take up space in the world?  Even though she seemed 
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more confortable being heard in The Artsy Club, how could this translate into sharing in 

other spaces too?  

 

DAY 11: ASSEMBLING THE ZINE AND CREATING TEAMS FOR THE SHOW 
Artistic Goal: Girls will alter their zine pages and try a new technique.  

Voice Goal: Girls will lead small group discussions about the showcase décor and 

activities. 

 

 Mary and Riko were the first to arrive. They flung open the door and panted as 

they told me they were so excited they had run the whole way. It is significant that these 

two girls were forming a friendship because Mary often seemed distant from the other 

girls. We began the day with a prompt I planned on using at the art show in the “About 

the Artist Section.”  The prompt led girls to complete this sentence: I am an artist 

because…  This prompt fostered some rich conversations about the way they saw the 

world, their powers of translating observations into artworks and a discussion about the 

nature of creativity and inspiration. Sky responded that artists are more observant, and 

launched into a story about an experience she had last year. She was chaperoning a 6th 

grade dance and she noticed that everyone was nervous about dancing and looking 

foolish. To diffuse the tension she and another friend circled the perimeter of the gym 

doing lunges. She said, “They couldn’t feel awkward because we were way more 

ridiculous than them!”  As she told this story she became animated and jumped out of her 
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chair to demonstrate the absurdity of the lunges. After the warm up we planned our 

showcase. I asked the girls to divide into 2 teams: 1 for decorations, and 1 for the 

storytelling activity. This small group structure made it likely that everyone’s voice 

would be heard. 

 Sky, Meredith, and Riko joined the decoration team and began to share their 

ideas. Sky wanted to hang blue tie-dye banners urging guests to think about what makes 

people the same and how we are different. She became animated as she gestured wildly 

with her entire body demonstrating how the guests would get swept up in the colors and 

the mood of our event. Her lively antics made the other girls laugh. Riko had the idea to 

hang blue lights all around the space to coordinate with the wintery theme and color 

scheme. Meredith seemed antsy during this discussion and left the room twice to go to 

the bathroom. When she returned to the group I tried to get her involved. I asked the girls 

if we could devise a cheaper way to create the blue ambiance, because buying enough 

Christmas lights for that space would be quite expensive. I roped Meredith into the 

discussion asking her if she had any ideas, she lit up and responded that maybe we could 

hang blue fabric or plastic over the lights. The girls loved that idea and they began to 

sketch furiously on the decoration worksheet pictured in Appendix H. This simple 

gesture of noticing Meredith and soliciting her voice was enough to re-engage her. 

 On the storytelling team things were progressing as well. Mary and Mackenzie 

were brainstorming a thought-provoking question they could ask audience members.  

Mackenzie, “Maybe we could use one of our sketchbook questions?” 
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Mary, “Like which one?” 

Mackenzie, “How bout that one where we overcame our fears?  We could ask 

them to tell us how they overcame their fears.” 

Mary, “But what about if they haven’t gotten over their fears yet?  Not everyone 

has overcome their fears and we don’t want to make them feel bad.” 

 They continued to discuss this prompt refining it into a question that didn’t offend 

those still struggling to overcome their fears. I was impressed with their collaboration, 

thoughtfulness, and attention to the details of language. After about 10 minutes of 

brainstorming we came back together and shared each teams plans with the group. The 

storytelling team proposed visitors could hang up the answers to the questions written on 

purple paper with flower print washi tape on the back wall.  

Next the décor committee shared their ideas, which were a little less practical and 

elicited some debate. In response to Sky’s idea about tie-dye banners and snowflake 

motifs Mary pushed back saying, “I think we have too much going on and the flower idea 

is getting lost.”  After some discussion Sky and the décor team agreed that the banners 

should be flower print and the tablecloth should be snowflakes, a fitting compromise. 

This compromise was completely student-led and evidenced a shift from teacher directed 

decision making to student leadership. 

 After generating a proposed supply list we transitioned to altering our photos for 

the zine. The room was bustling with activity. Riko was the only one who seemed 

hesitant. She complimented the other girls on their work telling Meredith, “I bet everyone 
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at the show will come up and compliment you on your apple.”  When it came to her own 

work she seemed unsure of how to proceed. At each artistic juncture she asked for 

opinions, “Should I make the border with pink or red?” “Do you like this so far?”  “What 

should I add next?”  At first I encouraged it as a form of collaboration, but after a while it 

became clear that she was nervous about her work and desperately sought approval.  

Reflections and Revisions 

 The presence of debate and collaboration in our conversations about the showcase 

was significant. This was an indicator that the girls felt ownership over the club, and 

demonstrated this was a safe space to use their voice. I was impressed with Mary’s 

attention to detail as she parsed through language to ensure no one felt left out, and as she 

stood up for things she felt strongly about. I was equally fascinated by Sky’s big ideas 

and dramatic stories of her taking the lead with humor and solidarity. The collaborative 

process that unfolded between these two young women was inspiring to watch. Each of 

them showed respect and a desire to work together to create a solution everyone could be 

happy with. Mary is capable of great things and I am very glad she felt more connected to 

some of the girls and she thought this was a safe place for her ideas to be heard. I tried to 

create this same dynamic for Meredith, who seemed disconnected from her group at first, 

by asking her to contribute to the ideas of lighting. This worked temporarily, but I 

wondered if there’s anything I could do to continue to involve her in the group as an 

integral member. 



	  
	  
	  

120	  

 Riko’s self consciousness about her work was also troubling. Perhaps the fact that 

she asked for opinions on this process and did not solicit advice on the previous ceramic 

project meant that she now trusted the group enough to show her vulnerabilities. Or 

perhaps Riko’s shyness stems from her self-consciousness about her work. In what ways 

could I validate her artistic voice and encourage her to explore on her own? 

  

DAY 12: ORGANIZING THE SHOW  
Artistic Goal: Girls will finish all projects and assemble their zine art with their zine 

writing. 

Voice Goal: Girls will add a written component to their zine spread that tells a story or 

talks about their identity. 

 

 Our last day was bittersweet; because the club was ending everyone was in 

especially high spirits and eager to work together. Meredith and Sky were precocious, 

they pretended they didn’t have hands and made the whole table erupt into laughter with 

their antics. This was a wonderful thing because just last session I was worried about 

Meredith fitting in with the group. It looked like she was starting to hit her stride. 

 We began with the final survey (which will be discussed in the next chapter) and 

then moved on to last minute reminders about the show. They decided to have the show 

on UT campus because it seemed more prestigious than having it in the school or a 

community center. I discussed garage and street parking at the university with them, and 



	  
	  
	  

121	  

everyone signed up to make food. I checked in with each of them individually about jobs 

and reminded them of Riko’s idea of supplementing the show with any of their individual 

photographs they had taken outside of the club that were thematically related. 

 Next it was time to finish the zines. The girls who attended last session were done 

altering their photos so they showed those to the club, and then we discussed the writing 

component. What should we include in the zine?  The girls liked the idea of using one of 

our writing prompts and re-writing them on colored paper. Once they were finished with 

their photo and writing I demonstrated how to tape it into the zine template. Riko finished 

ahead of everyone else and helped me decorate the blank pages and work on the cover. 

At one point I looked around to find that everyone was involved in collaboration: 

Meredith and Mackenzie were making signs for the show, Julia and Nya worked together 

at the hot glue station, Mary helped Marisol pour the resin into her ramen bowl and Riko 

and Sky chatted as they worked on zine pages. The club was running itself without my 

direction. Mackenzie got up and put on music, Sky helped herself to supplies, Julia took 

on the role of instructor as she demonstrated how to use hot glue. Everyone was smiling, 

busy, and empowered owners of their individual projects. 

At the end of class we had a group huddle and I gave each of the girls a gift to 

remind them of the time we shared together. They each received a large wooden initial of 

their first names and choose a few of the art supplies from the club to take home and 

decorate. The girls were so happy, they squeaked with delight as they picked their 

supplies and dreamt of what it would look like in their rooms. Meredith hugged me tight 
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and started to cry. Everyone was emotional and to cut the tension Sky said, “This is going 

to be great, guys!  Go team!” and she went around the room giving everyone high fives 

and hugs. 

 I walked the girls out to the curb and met as many parents as I could. I had 

phoned all the families this past week to remind them about the show and answer any 

questions but I wanted to follow up before the big show. That evening after I returned 

home I received a text (all the girls had my phone number in case they got lost at the 

show) from Mackenzie showing me her giant letter H painted with pink and gold zebra 

stripped glitter hanging in her room. 

Reflections and Revisions 

 It seemed like things fell into place on the final day. Everyone was eager to 

collaborate, share, and contribute to the success of the show. The club was finally 

running itself and the girls stepped comfortably into their role as leaders. Meredith and 

Mary finally found their niche in the group and seemed to connect with the other girls. 

Most of the girls seemed ready to speak up and steeri the club according to their ideas. 

Marisol and Nya, though still reserved, grew as well and although they were not as vocal 

as the other girls they now responded to direct questions and voiced their opinions in 

small groups. I wondered if these benefits were transferable?  And what would change in 

our dynamic when their friends and family came into the picture? I wondered what the 

parents thought about what we were doing, did they notice a change in the girls? 
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DAY 13: THE FINAL SHOWCASE  
 I arrived on campus a couple of hours ahead of time to set up and realized that I 

had forgotten the football game that was scheduled for the same day. Parking was $10 

cash only, I panicked and texted the girls to arrive early and bring cash. I am not a fan of 

football so it didn’t occur to me to check the schedule. I proceeded to the room in the art 

building and began to set up.  

Mackenzie was the first to arrive with her dad an hour early. I put her to work 

setting up the photos and hanging signs and decorations. Sky’s flower patterned banners 

welcomed guests into the room reading to the left of the door, “Once upon a time…there 

was you” and on the right side, “Where will your story take you?” Upon entering the 

room to the left was a long row of tables with the girls’ extra photographs blown up to 

8x10s (Appendix I) and mounted on foam core stands. In the middle of the room was a 

large square banquet table with a white tablecloth and a silver snowflake table runner in 

the center. All of the ceramic dishes (Sky’s “Narwhal” is pictured in Appendix J) with 

Mary’s cardstock calligraphy nametags were on the table, as well as two big mason jars 

of my homemade salsa (a favorite of the girls), cookies, fruit, and other snacks.  

On the wall at the front of the room Meredith’s slide show was running featuring 

pictures of the girls grinning as they took photos, glazed and got their hands dirty with 

clay. On the back wall was an “About the Artist” section featuring each of the girls’ artist 

statements next to a photograph of them all mounted on foam core stands. On the wall to 

the right of the door hung a poster informing visitors about me and the Artsy Club. Also 
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to the right was the storytelling activity. The garlands Mary and Mackenzie made were 

strung all around the room and Marisol’s playlist could be heard in the background. This 

truly was a co-created space and signs of the girls ownership were ubiquitous. 

 Soon the girls began to arrive in their formal outfits and they each took up their 

stations. Sky stood at the entrance and beckoned people in. She handed the guests each a 

zine and told them about the show with a big smile. Mackenzie roamed the room as our 

event photographer. She loved the DSLR camera I rented from the university and took to 

it with ease. Her mom pulled me aside and said that ever since she had used that camera 

on the day we went outside to take photos, Mackenzie had been fixated on the idea of 

becoming a photographer. They were trying to get her a nice camera for Christmas that 

year.  

 Mary was very proud of the nametags she made. Her mom helped her choose the 

right font and mount each nametag complete with a metallic silver border on cardstock. 

Her parents and grandmother had all come to support her. Everyone was eager to talk to 

me and seemed friendly and very supportive of Mary. Her grandma wanted to know all 

about the findings of my study. Mary’s mom said she was thankful that Mary had me as a 

mentor. Mary beamed with pride as she showed her family around the room and they 

each filled out story cards responding to the prompt she had so thoughtfully devised it 

read, “What is your biggest fear?  And if you have overcome it tell us how.”   

 Meredith also attended with her parents and her twin brother in tow. She looked 

different than I have ever seen her with a shiny black dress, eye shadow, and long false 
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eyelashes replacing her usual blonde lids. Her demeanor also caught me off guard, she 

smiled and laughed loudly with the other girls exposing a clever sense of humor I had 

only seen fleeting glimpses of. At one point I looked over at her and found a group of my 

adult female friends encircling her as she regaled them with stories from the club 

gesturing with animation and confidence. About halfway through she ran up to me in a 

panic exclaiming, “Beth!  My parents want to leave!  What do I do?  I don’t want to go 

home!” 

 Riko brought her family as well as her best friend. At first Riko seemed pulled in 

two directions. She wanted to stay with her friend, who didn’t know the rest of the girls 

in the club, but she also was being cajoled into taking goofy photographs with 

Mackenzie, Marisol, and Sky. She seemed out of her element with this large crowd. At 

one point I was talking to some visitors who were admiring her plate. I said, “Well, 

here’s the artist right here, you can ask her about it.”  I tried to coax Riko into the 

conversation but she backed away blushing. By the end of the evening she had 

reconnected with the girls in the club. At the close of the exhibit Riko was the last to 

leave and Mackenzie took some wonderful photos of a joyful Riko spinning blindly with 

a huge smile on her face and her arms outstretched, reminding me of her earliest memory 

she had shared about running with her eyes closed. 

 Marisol decided to come despite being nervous. She brought her mom and her 

baby sister. Her mother told me that Marisol comes from a very shy family, but that this 

year she has noticed Marisol make some progress. She said that she thinks our club has 
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done her a lot of good. I looked over at Marisol who was staring at the table where her 

ramen bowl was being examined by a few visitors who commented on its clever design. I 

asked Marisol how it made her feel to hear people praising her work, and to see this show 

she helped create. She looked at me with the biggest grin and said, “It makes me feel so 

good.”   

 I was surprised that Ashlee was able to attend. I hadn’t seen or heard from her in 

weeks, since she left for London. She was all dressed up and at first she seemed very 

nervous. Then Sky gave her a huge hug and Riko piled on and hugged them both and all 

the tension melted away. Ashlee was immediately dragged out into the hallway by a 

group of girls to take silly photos while they danced and made faces for the camera. Her 

mom pulled me aside and said that “She’s been going through so many changes, its just 

really good that she has this [club] in her life right now.”  Ashlee, Marisol, and Sky were 

all dancing with abandon as we talked.  

 Ms. Ripley came to support the girls and we presented her with a special doorstop 

the girls had all decorated since we lost hers. One of the members of my grad school 

cohort brought her student group from the Boys and Girls club to talk with the girls about 

how to create a student-directed space. The girls talked to the visitors with authority as 

they told them how we make decisions and how they get to be the experts. 

 The only thing missing from the night was the presence of Julia and Nya. Right as 

the last girl left and I was tidying up the space Nya and her mom came in. They were so 

sad to have missed the show but had struggled to find parking. I talked to them for a 
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while and could tell that Nya was disappointed. I gave her one of my jars of salsa to take 

home with her and gave her a big hug. I found out later that Julia had tried to come as 

well but the parking situation had kept her away. 

Reflections  

 Overall the show was a huge success. Over 50 people came and the room was 

packed with inquisitive guests of all ages showering the girls with praise and interested in 

discussing their process. The girls lapped up this attention and thrived in the space they 

had worked so hard to create. It felt like a triumphant night for many of these girls who 

embraced their goofy side and forgot about their shyness for the night. The parking 

situation was unfortunate. I know it was important to honor the girls’ choice of the venue 

but I wondered if Julia and Nya would have been able to come if it had been at a 

community center instead of the University.  

 I felt encouraged by the presence of the families, especially those who had seen a 

change in their girls and who wanted to talk about the club and share their thoughts. The 

conversations with families added a layer to the study that I hadn’t expected. In a sense 

we were all on the same side partnering, though we had barely met, to help each girl 

grow and develop into strong women. It was encouraging to hear their stories and to see 

the supportive families behind so many of these girls. This was a fitting culmination for 

everything we had worked together to build. 
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ANALYSIS 
 These field notes gave a thorough look at my day-to-day interactions with the 

girls. The notes trace their development from shy, despondent girls awkwardly avoiding 

my gaze on the first day to self possessed, confident, and precocious girls who worked 

together to plan and organize a community art event shaped by their leadership. To 

analyze this data I combed through it in search of themes, or elements that reoccurred 

over the course of the field notes. I also examined the field notes for evidence of 

observable trends that may point to growth that occurred over the course of the study. 

 

Themes 
 As I looked through the field notes I pulled out repetitive elements that served as 

the underpinnings of the notes and revealed additional insights. In addition to analyzing 

the day-to-day activities in the field notes I am also analyzing them from a holistic 

vantage point. I hope that this will provide insight into overarching themes and enrich the 

ideas behind the daily procedures. I identified 5 main themes from the field notes, and I 

will briefly discuss each in turn. 

 

1. Establishing Trust in a Safe Space 
Upon reflecting on the study and combing through my notes I found that building 

trust was a significant component of creating a safe space. I cultivated trust through 

providing nameplates, greeting them at the door, and co-creating a list of things they 
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thought contributed to a safe space (the word collage). Trust was also built by listening to 

the girls, valuing their ideas, and following through with actions. I did this daily with 

asking what snacks they preferred, finding out what their allergies were, and following 

through on their suggestions (for the invitations, traveling sketchbooks…).  

Trusting relationships had to built with each girl and this was done in different 

ways. For Nya this trust was built through bonding over music, for Marisol this was 

sharing a plant from my garden with her, for Mary this was letting her take home extra 

supplies. Each gesture showed the girl that I was listening to them, I valued them, and I 

cared about them feeling safe and supported in that space.  

In the club my practice of asking for their ideas and then following through 

appeared again and again (name game, voting on projects, brainstorming invitations, 

location of the show…). To create a safe space trust also had to be built between the girls. 

This trust flourished as a result of keeping confidentiality, promoting empathy through 

story telling, and collaborations. Encouraging group activities that involved risk like 

using the potato ricer to make ramen built relationships between the girls and encouraged 

laughter and camaraderie. Giving the girls access to professional supplies (clay tools and 

the DSLR camera) proved to them that they were capable people I trusted. 

 

2. Losing, Reclaiming, and Valuing Voice 
 Throughout my notes I found evidence that reinforced notions from my literature 

review concerning the societal factors that push girl’s voices underground. My field notes 
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documented evidence of all 5 factors contributing to girl’s loss of voice. The girls in the 

club seemed hyper aware of how they were perceived by others as evidenced by 

Meredith’s extremely mature and sexualized appearance at the art show with heels, lip 

stick, eye shadow and cumbersome false lashes. Evidence in my notes suggest that these 

girls felt pressure to conform to gendered notions by their parents who expected them to 

end up pregnant and jobless, as was the case with Mackenzie. They also are received cues 

by the men and boys in their lives who follow them yelling (Meredith and Mackenzie’s 

Halloween stories) or harass them in public like Riko’s story about the boys at the 

football game.  

In school they were not receiving the support they needed to break free of 

gendered norms because they were silent in classes and no one noticed or held them 

accountable. Girls reacted to these gendered expectations with a dissociation of their true 

selves as evidenced by Ashlee frequently resorting to answering questions with, “I don’t 

know” and Riko putting aside her identity as a whistle blower (a role she embraced with 

her friends) to assume a warped sense of bravery as she became passive when harassed 

by boys. Passive resistance was also evidenced by the extreme shyness of some of the 

girls who decided it was safer to opt out rather then participate in class discussions. 

 In our club I strived to help them reclaim their voices through exposing them to 

brave women who spoke boldly, questioned the status quo and created monumental art 

(Hannah Hoch, Kiki Smith, Faith Ringgold, Cindy Sherman, Sally Mann, Frida Kahlo, 

Judy Chicago…). My field notes revealed that we often spoke of the great things women 
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were capable of, and I emphasized the extraordinary things each girl was capable of as 

well. Frequently I recognized the girls as experts and employed them to become the 

classroom authority and teach others as evidenced by the clay demos, when Mary helped 

Marisol with Resin, when Meredith showed everyone how to mix glaze colors etc. These 

were moments where they reclaimed their voices and connected with a part of themselves 

that was knowledgeable, confident, and valued in our space.  

 They also reclaimed their voice though expressing themselves in nonverbal ways. 

The use of voice through music and art was a theme that continued through my field 

notes. Girls used these other avenues as a tool for expression. Another way they 

reconnected with their voice was through the sharing and valuing of their ideas. As a 

facilitator I was constantly carving out space for their voices: 

 “Who has ideas for a name game?”  

“What themes would you like to explore for this project?”  

“Which mediums are you interested in?”   

“What supplies do we need?”   

“How would you like to use these sketchbooks?”   

“What jobs should we have at the show?”   

“What should the invitations look like?”  

 Their responses to these questions were always valued and acted upon. They 

knew I had a genuine interest in their ideas and would take them seriously (evidenced by 

their ability to suggest snacks, jobs at the art show, visual ideas for the invitations, ideas 
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for traveling sketchbooks…). This valuing of voice was demonstrated by their 

collaborations, their decorations for the show, and the way Sky and Mary talked through 

ideas to ensure they both were content with the results. This evidence of the loss of girls’ 

voices illustrates that these are real concerns for girls and offers concrete ways to begin 

the work of reclaiming and valuing each of their voices. 

 

3. Developing Strategies for Shy Girls 
 While coding these field notes I noticed I had developed many strategies that 

supported and gave voice to shy girls. Since each of the girls were shy in different ways, 

one strategy may not work for every person. Marisol was shy in large groups, Mackenzie 

was nervous about making herself vulnerable to others, Riko was self-conscious about 

her artwork, and Ashlee was reluctant to share her ideas. Each of these types of shynesses 

required a different set of responses. I have compiled a few of the strategies used in the 

club in Table 7 below along with a rationale explaining why each strategy was beneficial. 

4. Responsive, Motivating, and Organized Design 

 Throughout the study I found three keys to establishing and maintaining a 

decentralized space: responsiveness, motivation, and organization. Responsiveness was 

imperative because it showed that I was listening and following through on the girls’ 

ideas. As I analyzed my field notes there were numerous occasions where I had to 
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Strategies for Valuing Voices of Shy Girls in the Art room 
Strategy Rationale 

Small group work/pair and share 
(example: Turn to the person next to you and 
share your sketch) 

Small groups give everyone the opportunity to 
speak, not just those brave enough to raise their 
hands. 

Station work 
(example: Glazing station, clay station…) 

Opening up stations is a great classroom 
management technique because it reduces 
clean up time and promotes diverse groupings 
of students. This creates a space to collaborate 
with others in an informal small group setting. 

Dividing into teams 
(example: Teams for the art show-decoration or 
storytelling) 

When there is a choice of projects dividing 
students into teams based on their interests 
maximizes their participation and lets each 
student work on something they are passionate 
about. 

Using art as voice 
(example: zine pages) 

Art projects can be an extension of student 
voice. Teachers can promote expression and 
participation through art-making for students 
who may be reluctant to speak up.  

Write down thoughts first 
(example: writing activities shared with the 
group) 

Writing gives students a chance to process their 
ideas first so they have a scaffolding to support 
verbal sharing. 

Post-it questions/Silent conversations 
(example: Write down an issue you care about 
that you would like to investigate on this post-
it, then stick it to the wall) 

Non-verbal writing activities give everyone the 
chance to participate and get their thoughts 
heard in a way that is usually anonymous, 
silent, and gives students control to think 
through and process ideas before writing them 
down. 

Non-verbal voting 
(example: sticker voting or voting with your 
bodies) 

Voting creates a space that is owned by 
everyone. It lets each student, even the quietest, 
have an equal say. 

Give wait time 
(example: Ask a question then let them think 
for 5 seconds before answering) 

Often times shy students need an extra  
moment to compose their thoughts and muster 
up the confidence to speak out loud. Frequently 
teachers acknowledge the first hand that’s 
raised, but adding wait time provides an 
opening for shy students to chime in. 

	  

Table 7: Strategies for Valuing Voices of Shy Girls in the Art Room 
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Girls become the experts-Student mentors 
(example: write down your strengths, or have 
the girls visit each other to seek help) 

Establishing student mentors recognizes the 
value of each student and fosters small group 
learning. 

Using music as voice 
(example: class and show music curated by 
girls) 

Music sharing is a simple way teachers can 
promote student ownership of the space. 

Ask them how they would like to contribute 
(example: what jobs do we need?  What job 
would you like to sign up for?) 

Choosing jobs builds trust because the shy 
student knows they will not be asked to do 
something that scares them, instead they get to 
choose something that plays to their strengths 
and gives them a chance to shine. 

Worksheet participation 
(example: brainstorming document for 
invitation) 

Using worksheets when making democratic 
decisions is a good way to get a bulk of 
information from each student to facilitate 
collaboration. 

Reserve the right to pass This is important because it assures students 
that this is a safe space and they do not have to 
participate unless they are comfortable. 

Ask for their opinion/answer When engaging in class discussions many shy 
students feel that if they are quiet and not 
making eye contact they can disengage and 
disappear (passive resistance) it is important 
that teachers do not allow this to happen, and 
frequently solicit their opinions and involve 
them in discussions. Even if they pass this 
carves out a pathway for their voice and lets 
student knows they are seen and valued by the 
teacher. 

Use writing as voice 
(example: writing prompts) 

Writing assignments can be an extension of 
student voice. Teachers can promote 
expression and participation through writing 
for students who may be reluctant to speak up. 

Work with parents 
(example: phone calls home, newsletters) 

Involve parents as much as possible. When 
working with shy students sometimes it can 
seem like nothing is changing, or they are 
warming up at a discouragingly slow space. 
Parents are a great resource for extra insights 
on the students and may see growth teachers 
may have missed. 

	  

Table 7 Continued: Strategies for Valuing Voices of Shy Girls in the Art Room 
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quickly adapt to student needs to support their ideas. This may have looked like giving 

them extra time on projects, allowing for multiple approaches to problem solving, or 

catering instruction to all skill levels. My role was to ask for opinions, facilitate their 

democratically chosen projects, and check in with each girl individually and set goals for 

their personal growth. As a responsive facilitator I had to chose my battles and value their 

ideas and suggestions.  

 Motivation was also a key element in our club that kept coming up again and 

again. Decentralized structure is not effective unless students are motivated and excited 

about the project. I stoked their excitement by being enthusiastic myself (it is 

contagious), getting their buy-in through collaborative decision making and recognizing 

each girl as an expert at something. These motivating strategies generated excitement and 

built relationships. Utilizing my authentic relationships with the girls to motivate them is 

an example of “transformational leadership” (Eagly & Carli, 2007 p. 4), which I referred 

to in my literature review. The girls felt empowered, listened to and valued because we 

had a relationship built on trust and shared power. This transformational approach is the 

keystone for building motivation. 

 Organization is key to running a decentralized classroom. Educators must be 

organized enough to have all the supplies on hand for whatever direction students choose. 

These supplies should be organized in a way that allows for students to access them and 

be self-sufficient in the space. Students also need support organizing ideas. This becomes 

important in the facilitation of compromise. How can 10 ideas be grouped into 5 for 
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easier voting?  How can these 2 ideas compliment each other or be combined?  The 

ability to master the skills of responsiveness, motivation, and organization is key to a 

decentralized space that runs smoothly. 

 

5. The Struggle to Maintain Decentralization over Authoritarian Modes of Teaching 
 Throughout this study I noticed an incessant push-pull relationship between my 

tendency to be an authoritarian leader and my ability to give the power over to the girls. 

This was evidenced on the first day as I struggled to have a lawless classroom, and then 

figured out how to co-create the space thoughtfully with the girls the following day. I 

wrestled with this constantly, and tried to question each activity and each action to see if 

they were really restoring power back to the girls. Even activities like group writing 

assignments are inherently authoritarian because they are mandated and standardized, but 

they led to the decentralized process of sharing and relationship building, so there was a 

duality there.  

 Sometimes I listened to the girls even when I questioned their judgment internally 

(like when they decided to have the show at the University). As the club went on it 

seemed like the girls became comfortable with their power and if they felt I overstepped 

my bounds, as was the case with the QR code idea, they pushed back. This is a significant 

observation because it means that even if this structure does not come naturally, after a 

while you adapt, and your students adapt alongside you ready to stand-up for the power 

you have given them. 
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Observable Trends  
 As I looked over my field notes I identified 2 observable trends that developed 

over the course of the club. The first trend was that the leadership structure of the group 

transitioned over time to give more authority and leadership roles to the girls. The second 

trend was that each girls’ assertiveness level rose.  

 

Transitioning Leadership 
 On day 1 I observed that I dominated conversations and made decisions. Slowly I 

began to prompt the girls to take over through project voting and co-creation of a safe 

space on day 2. By the third day I noticed that they took over and led the conversation on 

project ideas, and decided on a system for voting. On day 4 I led another discussion about 

Judy Chicago, but day 5 began with the girls demonstrating clay techniques. 

 By day 6 and 7 they were taking over more leadership roles, from deciding what 

jobs we would need at the show, to designing the invitations. On day 8 they shut down 

my ideas for the show and by day 9 they had replaced my ideas with their own ideas of 

writing and making zines. On day 9 they also led the democratic process of choosing a 

photography project using strategies I had taught them before. By day 12 the club ran 

without me. Girls helped themselves to supplies, they collaborated, put on music and 

taught each other all without asking for my permission or help. 
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 This is a noteworthy trend because it means that the club gradually transformed 

into something the girls led. By the final day the club could have ran without me. Each 

girl knew what had to be done, understood how to do it, and knew where to find the 

supplies and resources she needed.  

 

Growth of Assertiveness Levels 
 In my field notes I kept detailed data on the happenings of each day, and 

chronicled how often each girl spoke up, and what they did that day. Upon analyzing the 

data I realized I could take this narrative data and pull out evidence of instances each day 

where girls demonstrated: 

• Leadership: taking the lead on something or teaching others 

• Risk Taking: trying something new  

• Sharing: sharing or giving ideas throughout the day in front of the group 

• Collaboration: working with others on a common project 

    I organized this data into a chart (Figure 3) where I gave each girl a score for each 

day she was present. Each of the aforementioned behaviors was worth 1 point resulting in 

a maximum of 4 points per day. So, if one of the girls shared an idea in front of the 

group, then demonstrated a clay technique but didn’t take risks or collaborate she 

received a 2 out of 4. To account for frequent absences I broke the club down into 4 

periods each consisting of 3 club days (for example: period 1 consists of days 1-3) and 
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averaged the girl’s assertiveness scores over that period. Ashlee was omitted because she 

missed the entirety of period 4 because she was in London. The chart below shows the 

girls’ levels of assertiveness over the course of the club. 

 

Figure 3: Growth of Assertiveness Tracked From Field Notes 

 
The results in Figure 3 show that over time each of the girls grew in their 

willingness to share and lead in the club. For some girls like Nya this growth was only by 

a half a point by the end. However, many girls saw a dramatic increase: Mackenzie 

tripled her assertiveness levels, Julia’s grew from a .5 to a 2.5 and Marisol’s grew from 

.33 to 2. These may seem like small changes but for many of these girls a change in their 

frequency of sharing ideas is quite significant. Marisol went from being completely silent 
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on the first day, to giving ideas, collaborating and taking risks on the final day. These 

changes reflect an atmosphere that fostered this growth and supported the girls as they 

opened up over the course of the club. In the following chapter additional evidence 

gathered during the club is examined in the form of surveys, interviews and writing 

samples. 
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CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS OF SURVEYS, INTERVIEWS, AND WRITINGS 
 

 In addition to the field notes and the observations of a critical observer discussed 

in the previous chapter, surveys and interviews were critical for measuring the growth of 

the girls in the 4 domains (authentic relationships, risk taking, self-confidence, and 

assertiveness), and for ensuring their voices were present in this study. The surveys 

measured growth by tracking the girls’ self-assessments and examining how well the 

study achieved its goals of acting as a safe space where growth could flourish in each of 

the 4 domains. The interviews and short answer portions of the surveys also measured 

growth in the 4 domains and added a sense of story and personal experience giving depth 

to the quantitative data. These 2 data sources combine to give a full picture of the girls’ 

growth during the study. Each source of data captured instances of loss of voice as well 

as friendships formed, and confidence built through art-making. 

 

SURVEYS 
 On the first day of the club the girls were given a pre-survey consisting of 16 

questions measuring their self-assessment in each of the 4 domains on a 5 point Likert 

scale with answer choices placed on a spectrum from strongly agree (5 points) to strongly 

disagree (1 point). After the club concluded the girls were each sent a follow up survey 

asking the same 16 questions, but the language was tailored towards their experiences in 

the club. A prompt that read as, “If I know the answer to a question I raise my hand” on 
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the pre-survey later read as, “In the Artsy Club I raised my hand if I knew the answer” on 

the post survey. I tried to stay as faithful to the original wording as possible, but some 

survey items had to be rearranged to be applicable to the club setting.  

The follow up surveys were sent 3 ways: electronically through email, texts, and a 

paper survey was sent through the mail. The follow up surveys were sent to the girls 

rather than administered in the club because I wanted to give them time to reflect and 

experience the club and the final showcase. Their honesty was important and they would 

feel less pressure if they took the surveys anonymously online without worrying about 

hurting my feelings. The pre surveys were not anonymous, and in the post surveys they 

were asked to provide their home address to receive pictures from the club, so I could 

match the surveys up with each girl without them needing to identify themselves.  

 The results of the Likert portion of the surveys are transcribed below. Additional 

open-ended questions will be analyzed in the following section on interviews and writing. 

The following survey chart tallies up the girls’ points for each answer. 5 points were 

given for “Strongly Agree” and 1 point was given for “Strongly Disagree.”  The survey 

responses are written in a ratio format, therefore a score of 5:4 indicates that 4 girls rated 

themselves as strongly agreeing and therefore earned 5 points for that survey item. Two 

of the survey questions from the pre-test were phrased in reverse, where the stronger 

desirable sentiment would be to disagree, and points were reversed in those cases. For 

example to agree with the statement, “I prefer doing things I know I will be good at” 
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would indicate a low preference for risk taking and therefore agreeing with the statement 

would yield less points.  

 I measured the change in points between the pre and post survey and additionally 

calculated the percentage of change for each item. Survey items yielding a change under 

10% are not statistically significant for this study. In addition to measuring change on 

each individual survey item I also calculated the change in each domain as a whole to 

measure which domains the club most effected. Those changes are tracked underneath 

each domain and recorded in the number of points that increased or decreased as well as 

percentage change of growth (+) or loss (-). 

 In some cases the survey items are not a perfect match on the pre and post survey 

because the language was changed to be specific to our club in the post survey. The goal 

of the survey is to measure how comfortable girls felt in their general education classes 

and then to compare that to the safe space we built together in the club. If there are areas 

of growth that lends credence to the fact that girls felt The Artsy Club was a space they 

could flourish in more than their general classrooms in the specified domain. More 

research is needed to measure if these results are transferable when the girls go back to 

their classrooms.  

Survey Analysis 
 The results of the survey (Table 8) indicate that growth did occur most in the 

areas of risk taking and self-confidence. The area that saw the greatest growth was risk  
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Survey Item Response 
Pre-Survey 

Response 
Post-Survey 

Average 
Change % 

Domain 1: Authentic Relationships 
PRE: I can be myself around my friends. 
POST: I could be myself in The Artsy Club 

5: 5 
4: 2 
3: 1 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.5 

5: 3 
4: 4 
3: 1 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.25 

-.25 
(-5%) 

PRE: When I am unhappy with a friend I 
talk to them about what’s bothering me. 
POST: When my feelings were hurt in The 
Artsy Club I knew I could talk to someone 
about it. 

5: 5 
4: 2 
3: 1 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.5 

5: 1 
4: 7 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.12 

-.38 
(-7%) 

PRE: In relationships its best to avoid 
conflict, things will work themselves out.* 
POST: In The Artsy Club we could be 
honest about our feelings. 

5: 1 
4: 2 
3: 2 
2: 2 
1: 1 
Average: 3 

5: 5 
4: 3 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.6 

+1.6 
(+32%) 

PRE: I feel like I can be honest with my 
friends. 
POST: I felt like I could share my ideas and 
stories with the girls in The Artsy Club. 

5: 5 
4: 3 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.6 

5: 3 
4: 4 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 1 
Average: 4 

-.6 
(-12%) 

   +.09 
+1% 

Domain 2: Risk Taking 
PRE: I like to meet new people and make 
new friends. 
POST: I liked meeting new people and 
making friends in The Artsy Club. 

5: 1 
4: 4 
3: 2 
2: 1 
1: 0 
Average: 
3.62 

5: 4 
4: 4 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.5 

+.88 
(+17%) 

Table 8: Survey Results Continued 
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PRE: I prefer to do things I know I will be 
good at.* 
POST: I felt comfortable trying new things 
in The Artsy Club. 

5: 0 
4: 1 
3: 3 
2: 1 
1: 3 
Average: 
2.25 

5: 5 
4: 3 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.62 

+2.37 
(+47%) 

PRE: I don’t mind failing as long as I tried 
my best. 
POST: In The Artsy Club it was ok if I 
wasn't perfect. 

5: 2 
4: 0 
3: 5 
2: 1 
1: 0 
Average: 
3.37 

5: 5 
4: 3 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.62 

+1.25 
(+25%) 

PRE: If I don’t know how to do something I 
keep trying until I figure it out. 
POST: I felt comfortable taking risks in The 
Artsy Club. 

5: 3 
4: 5 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.37 

5: 4 
4: 4 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.5 

+.13 
(+2%) 

Average Change +1.16 
+23% 

Domain 3: Self-Confidence 
PRE: My opinions are taken seriously when 
I speak up in class. 
POST: My opinions were taken seriously in 
the Artsy Club. 

5: 1 
4: 2 
3: 4 
2: 0 
1: 1 
Average: 
3.25 

5: 3 
4: 3 
3: 2 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.12 

+.87 
(+17%) 
 

PRE: My thoughts are important and should 
be listened to. 
POST: In The Artsy Club I felt my thoughts 
were important and should be listened to. 

5: 2 
4: 2 
3: 3 
2: 0 
1: 1 
Average: 3.5 

5: 5 
4: 1 
3: 2 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.37 

+.87 
(+17%) 

	  

Table 8: Survey Results Continued 
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PRE: My teachers really listen to me when I 
speak. 
POST: Beth really listened to me when I 
spoke. 

5: 1 
4: 3 
3: 3 
2: 1 
1: 0 
Average: 3.5 

5: 6 
4: 2 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.75 

+1.25 
(+25%) 

PRE: I have the ability to change things I 
think are wrong. 
POST: The Artsy Club made me feel like I 
had the ability to change things I think are 
wrong. 

5: 2 
4: 1 
3: 4 
2: 1 
1: 0 
Average: 3.5 

5: 4 
4: 2 
3: 2 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
4.25 

+.75 
(+15%) 

Average Change +.93 
+18% 

Domain 4: Assertiveness 
PRE: If I know the answer to a question I 
raise my hand. 
POST: I raised my hand if I knew an answer 
in The Artsy Club. 

5: 4 
4: 1 
3: 1 
2: 1 
1: 1 
Average: 3 

5: 3 
4: 2 
3: 3 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4 

+1 
(+20%) 

PRE: When I see something unfair 
happening I say something about it. 
POST: If I disagreed with something in The 
Artsy Club I knew I could say something 
about it. 

5: 2 
4: 2 
3: 4 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
3.75 

5: 1 
4: 3 
3: 4 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
3.62 

-.13 
(-2%) 

PRE: I ask questions in class if I am 
confused about something. 
POST: If I was confused about something in 
The Artsy Club I knew I could ask someone 
for help. 

5: 3 
4: 2 
3: 2 
2: 0 
1: 1 
Average: 
3.75 

5: 5 
4: 2 
3: 1 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 4.5 

+.75 
(+15%) 

	  

Table 8: Survey Results Continued 



	  
	  
	  

147	  

	  
PRE: If I disagree with a grade I received I 
will talk to my teacher about it. 
POST: If I disagreed with something in The 
Artsy Club I knew I could talk to Beth about 
it. 

5: 2 
4: 1 
3: 2 
2: 2 
1: 1 
Average: 
3.12 

5: 3 
4: 5 
3: 0 
2: 0 
1: 0 
Average: 
3.75 

+.63 
(+13%) 

Average Change +.56 
+11% 

*Items scored in reverse 

Table 8: Survey Results Continued 

 

taking with an average increase of 23%. This indicates the girls felt safe trying new 

things in the space. The largest single item of growth (43%) came from girls who said 

they usually prefer to do things they know they will be good at. Although the question 

had to be amended to be applicable to the club, in the post survey the girls were asked if 

they felt comfortable trying new things in the club. This implied that though they were 

uncertain of their success they still valued taking these risks with the support they 

received in the club. 

 The second largest area of growth was self-confidence, which grew by 18%. This 

measured their sense of efficacy, the value they placed on their ideas, and their 

perceptions that their thoughts were taken seriously. The greatest single area of growth 

within this domain was in the area of teachers valuing their voice. When the girls were 

originally asked to rate their agreement with the statement, “My teacher really listens to 

me when I speak” 50% of girls disagreed or were neutral. On the post-test when this item 
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was re-written to read, “Beth really listened to me when I spoke” 100% of girls agreed. 

That survey item yielded a growth of 25% and lends evidence to the perception shy girls 

have of being able to fly under the radar and go unnoticed by teachers as they lose their 

voice.  

 Assertiveness levels grew as well by 11%. This is right on the cusp of being 

statistically significant, so I am hesitant to draw too many conclusions without further 

study. That said, the fact that 100% of girls said they felt comfortable speaking up if they 

disagreed with something in the club was a notable change. An additional 87% of girls 

said they felt comfortable asking for help in the club. Additionally the number of girls 

who said they felt more comfortable raising their hand in the club then in class grew by 

20%.  

 The area that received the least amount of growth, and in many areas actually saw 

small declines, was authentic relationships. This domain had an average growth of 1%, 

which is far from statistically significant, yet there are some points to analyze on the 

individual survey items in this domain. In the pre-survey the authentic relationship items 

asked girls to rate the honesty and openness of their friendships, while on the post survey 

this same language was used to measure the trust and openness they had established with 

the girls in the club. This proved to be problematic because many of the girls had 

friendships outside the club spanning years, and it was presumptuous to assume they 

could form more honest relationships with the girls in the club in the span of 12 weeks. 

Despite this problematic juxtaposition the survey question that saw the greatest growth in 
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this domain concerned the trust established in the space within the club. 100% of girls 

agreed that they felt safe sharing their feelings in the club.  

 When examined as a whole these results support my research premise. I anticipate 

if we would have met throughout the year these gains could have been more pronounced.. 

By the final days of our club things were finally transitioning into a truly student-led 

space. It caused me to question what the girls could have been capable of if we had more 

time. 

 The growth in 3 of the individual domains lends credence to the idea that 

establishing spaces like the Artsy Club is good for girls because they consider it is a safe 

space to grow, share, and lead in. With more time to grow the peer relationships in the 

club and transition to a fully student-led space I think there would be further growth in all 

4 domains. The goal of the study was to increase girls’ self-confidence and assertiveness 

levels by targeting the 4 domains. When each domain is stacked up as a whole the results 

show growth across the board. In the chart below you can see the girls’ points are 

compounded.  

 As seen in Figure 4 none of the girls reach 70 points out of the total 80 points 

possible. 5 of the girls (Mackenzie, Meredith, Marisol, Julia, and Ashlee) hover around a 

meager 50 points. Individual differences can also be noted here as we examine the 

strengths and struggles of each girl. The results show that Meredith struggles the most 

with self-confidence, while Marisol is lowest in assertiveness. These results give a 

snapshot of each girl and show how educators can best support their growth. 
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Figure 4: 4 Domains Measured at the Start of the Club  

	  
 When we contrast these pre-survey results with those of the post-survey it 

becomes apparent that each girl has benefited by being in the club. Figure 5 shows a 

remarkable growth. At the beginning of the study not a single girl reached above 70, now 

4 girls have cleared that bar (Mackenzie, Mary, Meredith and Nya). On the pre-survey 5 

girls scored in the 50’s and on the post-survey all except for one (Marisol) have moved 

into the 60’s (Julia and Ashlee) and even 70’s (Mackenzie and Meredith). The average 

holistic growth of girls in the club was 17%, which is quite significant.  

When examined as individuals these growth spurts become even more 

pronounced. Most girls experienced significant growth, in fact only two of the girls 
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Figure 5: 4 Domains Measured at the End of the Club 

 

(Marisol and Sky) exhibited growth under 10%. I believe the club could have done more 

for these girls if we had more time together, but even a growth of 7% seemed significant 

for Marisol and these results were tangible in other ways I will explore further in the 

following section. The girls who benefited the most from the study were Meredith, 

Mackenzie, and Julia who experienced growth of 31%, 32%, and 19%, respectively 

(Figure 6).  
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Figure 6: Comparative Growth of 3 Girls 

 
 When viewed this way it becomes clear that while the growth in individual 

domains is important, gaining a holistic view of each girl’s growth during the club is a 

meaningful indicator for the safety and effectiveness of the environment we co-created. 

These increases prove the study generated a different kind of environment for the girls. 

Unlike typical school settings where many girls feel “judged” and self conscious, this 

club created a different kind of space. These results illustrate the comfort, confidence and 

trust that was built into this space. In the following section I will explore these ideas 

further through first-hand accounts of the girls and their written documentation of their 

experiences. 
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INTERVIEWS AND WRITING 
 Sketchbook prompts and short answers on the surveys was an integral part of this 

study, and proved to be a rich source of narrative data. Writing samples and interviews 

gave depth and humanity to the numbers from the survey and provided the girls with an 

opportunity to give educators advice and insight into their experiences. The following 

analysis resulted from compiling the girls’ open-ended survey answers, their intake 

forms, our warm up writing activities, and one-on-one recorded interviews. 

 I compiled data and analyzed it based on recurring themes and trends I noticed. 

This gave an account of the girls’ experiences through their own words and stories. I 

found many of their insights underscored the theories in my literature reviews on loss of 

voice, and girls frequently opened up about their growth and struggles in each of the 4 

domains. Additionally the girls gave concrete advice for teachers on how to support them 

and many of the girls advocated for the power art has for helping shy girls. 

 

Stories about “loss of voice” 
 Through their interviews the girls explored stories of “loss of voice,” their ideas 

about gender norms, their guilt about taking up space, and the ways they tried to 

reconcile their identities with what others expected of them. Riko’s interview was 

poignant because she thoroughly explains her notions about constructing her identity 

through gendered norms. We could also contrast her stories about seeing herself as a 

whistle blower with stories of her staying quiet in the face of injustice. In the following 
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exchange Riko explains why the club is working and how she sees the differences 

between boys and girls.  

Beth: Do you feel like the club has been good for making girls feel more 

confident? 

Riko: Yes!   

Beth: Why? 

Riko: Well, making people feel like…I mean…you know?  ‘Cause, like, usually 

girls are really scared to speak up when there are guys around, you know?  So its, 

like, easier for girls to speak up in front of girls. ‘Cause they’re girls! 

Beth: Yeah, but why do you think that is? 

Riko: Because, its like…we are like the same type of person you know? We both 

have  a lot of stuff in common.  

Beth: You and the girls in the club?   

Riko: No, like girls in general. Like, ‘cause once again we are all girls. Haha 

Beth: True. Why do you think girls don’t like speaking up when there are boys 

around?   

Riko: ‘Cause they always make nasty comments or they speak something that 

you’re not trying to say and they’ll start laughing at you. I know I feel that. 
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This exchange indicates Riko’s growing opinion that boys and girls behave 

differently and that boys are the reason girls don’t like to speak up because they make 

“nasty comments” and will “start laughing at you”.  

This reminded me of similar comments Mackenzie made in her interview where 

she said she didn’t like making art around boys because they’re “all judgey.”  I wondered 

how the girls account for these differences and what they do when they find themselves 

confronted with these “judgey” boys. The expectations for boys to live up to these loud 

and boisterous personas in their homes and classrooms are fodder for a whole other 

study, but it is fair to say they also experience double standards in the classroom and may 

be responding to this with particular behaviors.  

Riko told another story that illustrated her struggle with this dichotomy of 

expectations for boys and girls and figuring out where she fits in.  

Riko: Yeah, so, like, 3rd through 5th sort of I was an outside person, always 

outside. I was also kind of, you know, a tomboy?  I was kind of like that. So I 

always had ripped jeans and then I met my best friend. She doesn’t go here 

though. She lives in Pflugerville. So then she got me to be myself again kind of. 

Beth: You weren’t yourself before? 

Riko: No, like, it was a whole neighborhood full of boys. That’s it. That’s why. 

Beth: So, you feel like you were a tomboy because- 

Riko: Because that’s all I did. Hanging around the boys…because I couldn’t hang 

around girls. Because there were no girls I could play with, till she moved in. 
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Beth: So, you feel like you’re more yourself now that you’re more into girl stuff? 

Riko: Mmm…well I’m still kind of a tomboyish…like, I don’t have the ripped 

jeans or anything but ,like, but once again I like to penny board. [skateboard] 

This identity conflict as Riko reconciles how to “be myself again” is supported by 

the girls in Brown & Gilligan’s 1992 study. How do girls adjust their identities when 

confronted with gendered expectations? This struggle Riko articulates explains what girls 

experience when they are faced with gendered expectations and try to contort themselves 

to fit into the “perfect girl” mold. Riko resists the notion of losing voice, at least when it 

comes to her relationships. She tells this anecdote of being the whistle blower of her 

friend group, a girl who tells it like it is.  

Riko: Yeah. Like, I try to get away from the people who cuss a lot. I don’t cuss. 

Zip. Not at all. So I try to stay away from those people. But my friends I hang out 

with most of the time, they cuss but they don’t cuss around me….But I used to 

hang out with a group of friends, in like 6th and 7th. Sky was part of it. And we all 

sat at lunch during 6th and 7th grade. I started sitting with Alice ‘cause one of our 

friends acted up and kind of like threw me under the bus at a point. I’m not going 

to speak of it though. 

Beth: Really?  Ok. 

Riko: Like, she cussed. And I knew her since kindergarten too. And…we started 

being friends again and then 7th grade that happened and she always cussed 

around me, like cuss, cuss, cuss, cuss, cuss and I was like ‘watch your language’ 
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she was like, ‘blah blah blah….’  And she was like, ‘I’m always surprised I’ve 

never corrupted you yet.’  I was like ‘I’m glad you didn’t’”. 

This story depicts Riko staying true to herself, even in the face of friends who try 

to change her. She remains not “corrupted” and even speaks her mind to her friends when 

she disagrees with them. This contrasted with another story she told earlier in the club 

about her bravest moment. According to Riko, her bravest moment was the time where 

she said nothing as boys taunted and harassed her at a football game. What accounts for 

this disparity?  Where was this no-nonsense girl who told her friends to change their 

ways when the boys were teasing her at the game?  Is Riko only comfortable standing up 

for herself with her friends?  In small groups?  With other girls?  

Many of the girls had similar anecdotes about feeling alienated or unfairly treated 

in co-ed environments. In the majority of these stories the girls paint the teacher as the 

perpetrator of the sexist actions that silence them. Ashlee said her 5th grade teacher, 

“didn’t like me…she was always mean to me”. She went on to say that this teacher had a 

male class pet she let, “get away with everything”, and he constantly distracted the class 

with no disciplinary actions.  

Marisol similarly complained that boys were, “a lot more noisy” and teachers 

always placed her in between the noisiest boys which, she says only made her more quiet. 

When asked why she thinks boys feel like they can be louder then girls she explains this 

disparity saying:  
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“I guess that’s because that’s what they were taught to do when they were 

born….My parents tell me that when I was little I was really noisy and I would 

socialize a lot. I guess everyone starts out like that until they just get a bigger 

grasp of the real world and everything…like how life works and how there are 

rude people out there, and there are bad things that can happen to you. And some 

people just learn from that and they just start to quiet down a little. And, you 

know, some of them are still noisy and its like, ‘Ok whatever I can totally handle 

that’ and then you know other kids are kind of like, ‘Ahhh! I’m just going to stand 

in the corner and cry.’” 

 Marisol’s notions about how quiet people just understand the, “real world” and 

the “bad things that can happen to you” is heart breaking. What happened to her that 

turned her from a girl who, “would socialize a lot” to a girl who said she needed to, 

“stand in the corner and cry”?  Even at a young age these girls had complex theories 

about the way the world works and how to find their place in it. Marisol was an astute 

people-watcher and she knew she was shy and had made brave attempts to overcome it. 

She said, “I’m nervous because I don’t have the confidence to talk to people normally.”  

One surprising discovery was that Marisol was discontent with being so shy and has 

actually taken steps to try and push herself to grow even if it makes her uncomfortable. 

She even joined a theater group so she could face her fears. Despite the modest growth 

she indicated on the surveys, her progress in the club was a significant gain for her 

personally as I will discuss later.  
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Nya had a similar story about her own “loss of voice.” When I asked her to tell 

me what she was like as a kid, her response shocked me: 

Beth: What about when you were a kid? Were you ever chatty in class? 

Nya: Yeah, I got in trouble a lot. Like, I used to be that loud type. Like that loud 

type of kid, so whenever I was like in kindergarten I would be really loud and 

crazy sometimes. I don’t know. I guess after that I got in trouble and my teacher 

yelled at me. Yeah. 

Beth: And what happened after that? 

Nya: She, like yelled and then she put me in another room and…yeah… 

Beth: That was in kindergarten?  So then after that happened were you still 

talkative and the loud type? Or not anymore? 

Nya: Not really. 

 I cannot speculate as to whether or not Nya’s entire personality shifted when she 

was punished in kindergarten, but it would be consistent with the research by Monique 

Morris discussed in my literature review. In Pushout, Morris details numerous incidents 

that are eerily similar to Nya’s account of how she was treated for using her voice in her 

kindergarten classroom. Morris recounts story after story of 6 and 7-year-old African 

American girls who were suspended or even arrested for being defiant or throwing 

tantrums in class (Morris, 2016, p. 4). The punishments detailed by Morris seem extreme 

given the age of the students. Even Nya’s example of being yelled at and put in another 

room seems like an exaggerated response if all she was simply using her voice. How can 
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educators committed to creating a system that empowers and uplifts all students refashion 

this system to meet the needs of girls of color?    

 Mackenzie also spoke of being pressed into a gendered role, not by teachers, but 

by her family. As mentioned in the previous chapter, she shared a sketchbook prompt 

about how she sees herself in 10 years. She predicted she would be pregnant and a stay-

at-home mom. I interviewed her and asked her to explore this further. Here is where she 

recounted a conversation with her mom that led her to this prediction for her future: 

Mackenzie: My mom said, ‘Because I had you and you were the problem.’  [I 

said] ‘Ok ok calm down.’ And I said ‘well why didn’t you go to college after I 

was born?’  ‘Because you needed to be taken care of’, and I said, ‘I could’ve been 

taken care of by my grandma’ she’s like ‘well yeah.’  Then she started thinking, 

well what if she had gone to college and then had me I wouldn’t have a billion 

sisters that follow in my footsteps.”   

 This conversation illuminated an open relationship between mother and daughter 

where her mother’s unrealized dreams are reframed as a positive because Mackenzie now 

has “a billion sisters” that look up to her. Mackenzie went on to recount how she wanted 

to be a worker in an accountant’s office or a mom, because those were jobs she had been 

exposed to through her parents. By the conclusion of the club Mackenzie had broadened 

her scope of possible career ambitions to include photographer or instructor at Painting 

With a Twist (a community painting class). The choices her mother made did not have to 
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define Mackenzie, after participating in the club she had new possibilities and new areas 

of interest to explore. 

 Some of the other girls struggled with voice and identity in a different way. 

Although Mary and Sky were some of the most confident and outspoken girls in the club, 

they still grappled with the guilt of being girls with opinions who take up space in the 

world. There were two instances where these girls, who were not pushy or overbearing, 

said they felt guilty about giving their ideas in class. Sky said she is not as talkative in 

other classes as she is in the club because she “doesn’t want to ruin it” by talking. She 

says she feels bad when she gives ideas because her ideas might make people think their 

ideas are not as good. She doesn’t want to make other people feel bad, so she just doesn’t 

“talk, at all” in other classes. 

 Mary echoed feeling guilty over expressing her ideas when she was asked on an 

open answer prompt on the midpoint survey to recount a time in the club where she could 

be honest. Her response was, “I felt most honest when I had a different [better] idea that 

changed someone else’s but sometimes I feel bad.”  Even when these girls had good ideas 

and thoughtful insights their desire to adhere to the “tyranny of the nice and kind” still 

left a tinge of doubt in their mind. They were faced with a dilemma, should they speak 

up, contribute, and possibly hurt someone’s feelings, or stay quiet and continue to keep 

up the pretense of the nice and perfect girl? 

 Julia navigated a duality of her own as she wrestled with the dual self-esteem she 

may have developed as an African American girl straddling conflicting expectations. She 
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says “at school I’m always smiling,” but inside she has “anger problems” and emotions 

she doesn’t quite know what to do with. Julia’s repression of anger is reminiscent of 

Conway’s 2005 piece on girls and the over-regulation of emotions I spoke about in 

Chapter 2. It could indicate that Julia is trying to suppress these natural expressions of 

emotion because she has internalized messages about the ways women are allowed to 

express themselves. She expressed the need to keep up her persona as, “always smiling” 

because anything less would be met with criticism. 

 In the face of these first hand accounts evidencing a loss of voice and the struggle 

to reclaim it, how can educators help?  In this study I focused on building the girls up in 4 

domains: risk taking, authentic relationships, self-confidence, and assertiveness. In the 

following sections I will go through each domain to briefly examine how the girls 

experienced each indicator, and what implications their stories may have on this study. 

 

Authentic Relationships 
The depth of the girls’ formation of authentic relationships in the club was most 

apparent in the field notes and writing prompts despite showing meager growth in the 

surveys. This domain was complicated because there were 2 types of authentic 

relationships fostered in the club: the bond between the girls and the bond between each 

individual girl and myself. Growth in this area was best measured by looking at how the 

girls experience theses 2 types of relationships in their traditional classrooms and 

compare that with how they experience their relationships in the Artsy Club. 
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When thinking about the ways the Artsy Club transformed authentic classroom 

relationships, I will first explore how the girls described their experiences of relationships 

in their traditional classrooms. Mary spoke about having trouble speaking up in her 

classes because she spaces out- especially in art- and forgets to connect with the people 

around her. Marisol similarly spoke of feeling “disconnected” at school, not turning in 

work on time and turning to her phone for her social interactions instead of bonding with 

real people. Mackenzie spoke about how hard it was to meet people at a new school, 

when social interactions were not fostered in classrooms. Mackenzie recounted how she, 

“would hang around different people every day, ‘cause I didn’t know who liked me, or 

who didn’t like me.”  Perhaps the most common refrain was when the girls told me about 

teachers using them as props in the classroom to provide a buffer for rambunctious boys. 

The girls felt isolated because they were only comfortable talking to a few people, and 

those people were halfway across the room. This theme will be further explored in the 

following sections. 

In the Artsy Club, their experience of authentic relationships in school was 

transformed. Mary said in her interview, “I like it [art club] cause a lot of people have the 

same ideas as me.” She went on to explain that forming friendships is much easier when 

you can work on collaborative projects with like-minded people. Marisol said on the mid-

point survey that she could be honest when writing and telling stories in the club. 

Mackenzie echoed this sentiment saying she could be honest, “when we told personal 

stories. I had never told anyone how hard it is to make friends.”  Julia valued the 
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forthrightness of the girls as well when she said, “I actually heard constructive criticism 

instead of people saying, ‘Yeah, it looks good.’ and I listened to that criticism.” 

 On the post survey these same insights were underscored. Here is a sampling of 

the girls’ open-ended answers to various questions. 

What did you learn about yourself in the Artsy Club? 

Mackenzie: I have learned that not all 8th graders are as scary as you think. Also, 

that I’m really outgoing to people I have never met. I have learned that I can trust 

the girls in my art club. None of my friends are in this team and this club helped 

me feel like I could make new friends. 

Meredith: I have learned that teachers do take my thoughts into consideration. I 

also have learned to not second guess myself and just go for it. I now am a little 

more, ‘not shy’ and more comfortable speaking with other girls. 

Would you recommend the Artsy Club to others?  Why or Why not? 

Julia: I would because there’s nothing wrong with it. You get to become friends 

with people you’ve never met and do almost whatever you want to do in terms of 

art. What’s better? 

Nya: The artsy club should be recommended because other people should join the 

fun and have a great time making new friends and art. 

Do you have anything else to share? 

Julia: I think I’ve shared a lot more about me and my family than I’ve done to my 

friends of 2 yrs. 



	  
	  
	  

165	  

 These open-ended responses captured the growth in this domain better then on the 

survey. Whether or not the girls have become life-long friends in the club, they created a 

space of trust, honesty, and support for one another. These relationships were fostered 

through collaborative work, storytelling, and mentoring each other. 

 In addition to the bonds forged between the girls, I fostered supportive friendships 

with each of the girls as well. This relationship building looked different for each girl and 

may have involved connecting on shared interests (music with Julia or gardening with 

Marisol), or being thoughtful about their needs (baking special snacks for Mackenzie’s 

allergies). For some of the girls this relationship was built on trust (letting Mary take 

home supplies) and shared responsibilities (giving each of the girls jobs for the final 

show). Every girl had different needs and I was responsive and dedicated to growing that 

relationship by meeting them where they were. The bedrock of these relationships was 

that they existed in a space they felt safe to take risks and that the safety and trust led to 

the growth of self-confidence. 

 

Risk Taking 
Many of the girls identified their art classes (not specifically the club) as the only 

space they felt like they could take risks in. During Ashlee’s interview, she frequently put 

herself down for being clumsy and messy, but when she spoke about art class she lit up. 

She talked about how it was her favorite class because students were allowed to choose 

how to solve problems, and could be creative and try new things. 
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On the mid point survey, when the girls wrote about a time they had tried 

something new in the club, every girl (except Mary) recounted a time they took a risk. 

For Meredith, this was trying out the medium of photography. For Marisol, it was sharing 

her writing in front of people. This is important to note because it shows that the 

opportunity to stretch and expand was present in the club, and looked different for each 

girl. 

 

Self-Confidence 
The survey indicated that self-confidence grew by an average of 18% in the club. 

The writing samples and interviews supported this conclusion. 100% of the girls could 

point to a time in the Artsy Club where they felt confident in themselves. Many of the 

girls even asserted that being in the club helped them to become more confident in other 

classes as well, although these claims were outside of the purview of this study. When 

asked about how the club changed her experiences in other classes Sky replied, “Being in 

this club has made me more confident. I’ve learned that it is fine to be outgoing.” 

When asked why the club made the girls more confident they had varying 

answers, but one that came up frequently was the idea of choice. This lends credence to 

the idea that decentralized structure is integral to the success of this club. Meredith 

supported this conclusion saying that in the Artsy Club she felt confident because she 

could choose projects she knew she could succeed at.  
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Another prominent theme I heard from the girls was that self confidence was built 

by sharing ideas and having those ideas be accepted and praised by the other girls. When 

asked on the midpoint survey to identify a time they felt confident here are a few of the 

responses. 

Julia: Whenever I spoke about an idea the rest of the group agreed and liked it. 

Marisol: Suggesting music, because everyone got to listen to stuff I liked without 

being judged. 

Mary: I felt most confident when I told everyone about my sketch for my clay 

project. 

Mackenzie: When I was showing my idea about my art project. I felt like 

everyone was listening to me and my ideas. 

 These responses indicate the importance of creating a safe space where girls can 

share their ideas. The more often girls give their ideas or share things in a safe space, the 

more they see their ideas are valued and accepted, and hopefully this leads to more 

frequent sharing (Orenstein, 1994, p. 12). For some of the girls, like Marisol, the fact that 

she shared her music and ideas with the group even a handful of times was a 

breakthrough. For other girls, like Mackenzie, being emotionally vulnerable was more 

important. For Mary, sharing her expertise was the real confidence builder. Each girl had 

individual needs that could be met through the act of group sharing, collaborating, and 

storytelling. 
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Assertiveness 
Despite the survey only showing an average of 11% gain in assertiveness levels, 

much of the data collected through interviews and open-ended writing detailed the girls’ 

experiences with reclaiming their voices. When asked short response, open-ended 

questions the girls often cited assertiveness as being their main take-away from the club. 

Here are a few questions on the post survey and their answers. 

What did you learned about yourself in the Artsy Club? 

Julia: I learned that people do, actually want to hear what I say, and care about 

what’s said. I’ve also learned that there is nothing wrong with sharing thoughts in 

the first place. 

Riko: I’ve learned that I’m more comfortable around girls than boys. And I also 

can put myself out there if I tried. And it was really fun getting to know girls 

better because we wouldn’t be afraid to share. 

Mary: From being a part of this club helped me be more “social” in classes and in 

clubs. I felt like this year I have spoken up more in classes and to teachers. 

Sky:  I’ve learned that I can be a much louder person. Most of the time I’m quiet 

(besides when I’m with friends). 

 These answers are important because when the girls were asked to identify the 

main thing they gained from the club, they identified their greatest area of growth as 

assertiveness. Girls’ answers showed a shift in their perceptions of themselves and how 

others see them. Now they saw themselves as “a much louder person”, as “more social” 
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and as being unafraid of sharing thoughts. Julia also spoke of feeling like her teachers 

cared about what she said and listened to her when she spoke. That change in her 

perception of others may have made it easier for her to share her ideas when she knew 

they would be well received.  

 As I discussed previously some of the girls asserted that their experiences in the 

Artsy Club changed their behavior in other classes. Although that is out of the prevue of 

this study, I do find it important to look at how the girls’ perceptions of their behaviors 

have changed. Here are a few of their responses when asked about the transferability of 

their growth in assertiveness. 

How has this club changed your experience in other classes?  

Riko: It’s changed my experiences in class by talking more. Don’t be so afraid to 

show the real side of you. 

Mary: Being a part of this club has changed my experiences in other classes by 

making me speak up more, and answer questions and to help others. 

Julia: I have been happier and more talkative on Thursdays [Our club met on 

Wednesdays]. 

Marisol: I am talking a little more to my peers. I think it’s a little less awkward 

than before. 

Meredith: I am now speaking up in class more than usual because I trust my 

thoughts more. But in math I’m still shy.  
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Sky: Being in this club has made me more confident. I’ve learned that it is fine to 

be outgoing. 

 These responses demonstrate a couple of things. Sky’s claim that she learned that 

“its fine to be outgoing” was an important discovery. Often the girls’ models of 

femininity (in the media and in many of their families) are quiet, docile, and demure, and 

so it was important to engage in a club that deconstructed these models of femininity and 

provided alternative views through feminist pedagogy. We looked at women artists who 

dared to speak up, and the girls themselves got to be loud and let their voices be heard in 

the club both audibly and through artistic expression. 

 Meredith’s idea about “trusting myself more” was also an important part of the 

club. This reinforced the idea that the more a person shares, the more normalized and less 

frightening it become. Riko’s phrase about, “showing the real side of you” strengthens 

the case for the establishment of authentic relationships in the club. The girls felt like 

they could be more assertive because they had built trust with the other girls. In Julia’s 

interview she said with surprise, “I know most of these people and they are like really 

quiet, so this is the most I’ve heard them talk!”  Here she was talking specifically about 

Riko and Mary, two of the most vocal girls in the group. This was startling to me because 

I had only known them during the club and had envisioned them as naturally talkative 

compared to the other girls. The fact that Julia had witnessed this growth first hand was 

significant.  
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The final insightful question on the post survey simply asked the girls if they 

would recommend the club. 100% of girls said they would recommend it and here are a 

few of their responses explaining why: 

Riko:  I would because if you’re the type of girl who is always shy than this club 

will help you get out of your shell a little bit. 

Marisol: Yes, it would be a good experience to work with other people who are 

interested in art, like yourself. Plus, its usually a small group so there shouldn’t be 

any trouble speaking up. 

Meredith: Yes, most definitely. I would recommend this club to my friends 

because it is a once-in-a-lifetime experience to do art like this and break out of 

your shell and make friends. 

 These whole-hearted endorsements implied the girls felt like the club had been 

beneficial for them and could help other girls “come out of their shell” as well. The 

importance Marisol placed on being in small groups with like-minded people shows the 

two things that helped her to open up in the club. These two factors were commonly 

expressed by the girls as key to their growth in assertiveness.  

 In addition to fostering small group work with like-minded people, 

decentralization emerged as a key factor in raising the girls’ assertiveness levels. In an 

interview with Mary, she said that the classes she is most vocal in are ones where, “the 

kids can change it up.”  She explains that this is helpful because it gives kids the freedom 

to research, investigate, and solve their own problems. She says she is most invested in a 
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class if she is given questions and is allowed to, “find [answers] myself with my brain.” 

These notions were echoed by Sky and Julia in subsequent interviews reinforcing 

decentralization as an effective tool for the growth of shy girls. 

Another thing that encouraged the girls to speak up was when they felt confident 

in the subject matter. When I asked Marisol in our interview if she was comfortable with 

me calling on her she replied, “Yeah but this is an afterschool club, and so I don’t feel as 

judged as in science class or whatever.” Julia repeated this sentiment, saying that she 

might give an answer, but only if it was in an easy class. I think this is where art becomes 

the perfect medium for promoting confidence. In art there are no wrong answers, and 

with the right teacher these classes could be a place where girls don’t feel “as judged.”  

 

Value of Art 
 As I explained in my literature review, there are a variety of reasons this club was 

specifically an art club, and the girls articulated many of these reasons in their writing 

and interviews. One argument for the value of art is that it calms the nerves of shy girls 

who may be anxious in other classes. When I asked the girls to describe how they feel 

when they make art here are a few of their answers: 

Mary: It makes me feel at peace.  

Ashlee: You can express yourself.  
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Meredith: I like it! I love it!  Cause I [used to] always fail at clay and now its like 

yes awesome! I like art because you make it and its all yours and you feel really 

proud when other people like it too. 

Marisol: Art class attracts people who are not mean. Everyone is pretty chill. 

 These answers illuminate a variety of reasons why art is good for shy girls. As 

Mary said, it makes her feel calm. This is quite a feat in the tumultuous life of a middle 

schooler. Julia agreed in her interview, saying that it made her feel peaceful and helps her 

focus. Ashlee enjoyed it because she could express her ideas through art. As I discussed 

in my literature review, art can become another form of voice for these girls. Meredith 

emphasized the value of art as voice when she spoke about how important it is to make 

something, share it with others, and gain their approval. If art is created in a safe space 

free of “judgey” people it can be an affirmation of one’s identity to share it and be 

accepted. Marisol’s point about art class attracting “pretty chill” people reminds me of 

the value she placed on surrounding herself with like-minded people. Mary echoes this in 

a later interview where she talked about how art helped her to focus and how no one 

judges you when you make art.  

 For many low-income girls, art supplies may be inaccessible at home, making 

their time in art classes and community centers even more valuable. Sky spoke in her 

interview about how she loves colors, but after her dad got laid off she doesn’t use colors 

as much. Now she makes drawings and paints, “in my mind…so I don’t waste colors.”  If 

art has the ability to make a difference in these girls’ lives, it needs to be accessible. 
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Clubs like the Artsy Club could provide shy girls with an avenue for expression and 

development they might not get at school or at home. 

 

Advice for teachers 
Throughout this study I listened to the girls as they identified ways art teachers 

could reach them. In the interviews often times I asked them outright if there were things 

their teachers could do to encourage them to open up in their classes. They enjoyed 

giving advice on this topic and had a range of suggestions for teachers. 

Frequently these suggestions concerned changes to the classroom environment. 

Mary advocated for natural light and soft classical music that, “blurs out all the kids 

talking.” Meredith said giving wait time for shy girls to think about their answers was 

important so they felt ready to share. Riko said she talks the most in classes where she 

sits near the front so she can just look at the board and doesn’t have everyone turning to 

face her when she makes a comment. Seating charts came up quite a bit in our 

discussions.  

In fact 70% of the girls interviewed said one of the things teachers could do to 

help them maintain voice was to sit them next to people they felt comfortable with and 

not sit them in between the noisiest boys to mediate disruptions. Girls told me repeatedly 

in their interviews that they were used as crowd control and they felt teachers rarely gave 

much thought about who they felt connected to in class. Since they were not behavior 

problems, their needs were overlooked and perhaps even sacrificed in favor of controlling 
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the boys in the room. When I asked Riko what teachers could do to encourage her to talk 

she was blunt. 

Riko: Maybe make the guys be quiet and shut their mouths or something? 

Beth: What do you mean? 

Riko: Like they just talk out of anywhere and then the teacher stops talking. And 

then she waits till they’re done talking and then more homework for us!  That’s 

why I have a lot of homework. 

Beth: Oh yeah. Do the girls ever speak up in that class? 

Riko: One girl does. But, she like doesn’t talk a lot loud- out loud, like she’ll raise 

her hand and stuff sometimes. 

Beth: Do the boys raise their hands? 

Riko: No. Some of them. Most of them are like really bad like they’re known for 

trouble-ish. Like they’re known for talking out loud. You know? 

 This exchange sounds reminiscent of the case studies presented in my literature 

review by Orenstein (1994). Boys are perceived as uncontrollable and misbehaviors are 

excused as part of their masculine nature (“boys will be boys”), whereas girls’ behaviors 

are seen as containable and often girls’ needs became subservient to controlling the boys 

in the class (Orenstein, 1994, p 13). Are these teachers doing these boys a disservice by 

letting them interrupt and hijack the class?  What is the price girls pay for these double 

standards?   
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 Interviews with the girls showed a desire for teacher support with their shyness. 

Mary suggested teachers could engage two girls with like interests in conversation or 

group work, rather then just using them to “mediate” other people’s problems. Marisol 

told me about one class where she felt confident because she had a friend she sat next to. 

This was her favorite class until she was moved in between a group of “noisey kids” 

because the teacher thought, “maybe I’ll rub off on them.”  After being moved Marisol 

felt isolated and voiceless in class, she suggested that teachers ask shy girls who they 

connect with and keep them with that buddy as long as they behave. Nya and Julia 

seconded this notion saying they would contribute more in class if they had close friends 

near by. Ashlee and Sky said when teachers pick small groups it would be helpful if they 

thought about the group dynamics and were reflective about the ways teachers could 

build relationships rather then just buffer behavior problems. Ashlee also advocated for 

student-directed projects where a decentralized structure led to students developing 

friendships and leadership skills.  

 The strategies endorsed by the girls mirror many of the strategies I advocated for 

in the last chapter based on my field notes (Table 7). If art educators genuinely care about 

developing the potential of all of their students, not just the most rambunctious members, 

they should take heed of the advice given by these girls. If shy girls are not contributing 

in class, they are not growing to their full capacity. They need to feel comfortable taking 

risks, advocating for their ideas, and being leaders in the classroom so they can assume 

these same responsibilities in the real world. We are doing girls a grave disservice by 
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letting them fall into the background, and used as props for “noisey” boys. We should be 

spending as much time and energy cultivating their skills and talent as we do with the 

most disruptive students. Shy girls need advocate teachers who can see them. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
  

In this study I set out to discover if community art organizations could counter the 

“loss of voice” in adolescent girls by creating a safe space for collaborative art-making 

and student leadership. This investigation was grounded in research on adolescent 

psychology examining the “loss of voice” phenomenon in middle school girls. Research 

shows girls go from being confident and precocious to becoming demure and passive as 

they move into their teens. To investigate this issue I assembled a group of nine 7th and 

8th grade girls and formed what they titled The Artsy Club. We met every Wednesday 

after school for 12 sessions that culminated in a public art show. The structure of the club 

was decentralized and guided by feminist pedagogy so that girls felt empowered to make 

decisions, pursue their interests, and grow as leaders. This club used decentralized 

structure and art-making to foster the girls’ growth in 4 domains: authentic relationships, 

risk taking, self-confidence, and assertiveness.  

 

SUMMARY 
 This study utilized the dual methodologies of action research and narrative 

inquiry. Action research is a collaborative method of inquiry based on a cycle of 

gathering information, reflection, and revision. Action research enabled collaboration 

with the girls and the co-create the club together. Narrative inquiry is a methodology 

based on gleaning meaning from story and personal experience. This methodology helped 
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me garner meaning from the girls’ stories and experiences to get a deeper sense of their 

perspective. These two methodologies formed a study based on reflection and story-

telling that valued the voices and input of each of the girls involved. 

 The data for this study was collected from 5 sources: the field notes, observations 

from a critical observer, pre and post survey, writing samples, and interviews. The field 

notes and critical observer chronicled the daily procedures and interactions in the club 

and reflected on our process. The survey looked at the girl’s self-assessment of their 

experiences with the 4 domains in their classrooms and examined how their confidence in 

those domains changed when they reflected on their time in the Artsy Club. The writing 

samples and interviews gave personal accounts of their growth during the club. These 5 

data sources came together to create a robust study that analyzed the girls’ experiences of 

growth in the club from multiple perspectives. 

 

FINDINGS 
 There were four major findings that emerged from this investigation. I will go 

through each finding and discuss its significance and implications. 

Finding 1: “Loss of voice” exists and is different for each girl 
 The “loss of voice” phenomenon outlined in my literature review by Brown & 

Gilligan (1992) was observed in all of the girls in the Artsy Club. However, this loss did 

not manifest itself uniformly with social withdrawal, as Brown & Gilligan (1992) seem to 
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suggest (p. 97). Their portrait of girls undergoing “loss of voice” suggests a silence 

resulting in girls who are unsure of what they think or how to express themselves (1992, 

p. 97).  

This study found that each of the girls in the club experienced the loss in a 

different way and had individualized strategies of coping that were unique to each girl. 

Julia’s loss came in the form of emotional masking but she never lost sight of who she 

was or what she believed. Riko’s loss showed itself in a lack of artistic confidence and 

almost paralysis as she struggled to make decisions, yet throughout this process she was 

still relatively talkative. Sky’s loss resulted in guilt and shame associated with speaking 

up, yet she still gave her opinions despite feeling guilty. Each of these ways of losing 

voice show a silence that is complex and based on identity formation. This complicates 

the problem of intervening to stem this loss because if there is no single way to 

experience loss there can be no single solution.  

Additionally, this study found that there are multiple ways of using one’s voice. If 

the goal of using voice is to make oneself heard and express individual ideas and feelings 

in front of other people, then voice needs to be expanded to contain other forms of 

expression like art, music, and writing (forms of voice not addressed in any of the 

primary texts by Orenstein, Brown & Gilligan, or Pipher). Throughout the club there 

were instances of girls using these alternative voices to assert their identity or express 

themselves in the space.  
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The use of art and writing as a form of voice was the basis of the club, but many 

of the girls also used music to act as their voice in the space. These alternative modes of 

speaking enabled the girls to express themselves, make connections with others, and gain 

confidence. Confidence was built when girls used these forms of voice and felt they were 

accepted and acknowledged as valuable.  

 

Finding 2: Art teachers can become a source of support for the maintenance of voice 
Art teachers have the advantage of teaching a form of voice as their classroom 

subject. Because of this art educators have the unique opportunity to reach out to these 

girls, build relationships, and affirm their place as valued members of the classroom. Art 

is unlike traditional subjects, which place more emphasis on test scores, individual 

knowledge, and correct answers. Instead the art room can be a place for experimentation 

and collaboration. The art room can become a sanctuary for these girls as they seek safe 

spaces to develop voice. 

In order to cultivate the art room as a safe space for these girls art educators will 

need to employ new techniques that value girls’ voices. Throughout the club I tried a 

variety of strategies to create safe spaces and build the skills girls needed to use their 

voices in the classroom (see Table 7). These strategies ranged from giving extra wait-

time before calling on students to promoting small group work, and valuing girls’ voices 

in all their forms (art, music, writing). Shy girls need allies in the classroom to notice 

them when they are passively sitting in the back of the room trying not to be seen. Art 
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teachers can be the support system as girls stave off passive resistance. Art teachers can 

show girls that their voice is valued, it is safe to use it, and can build active ways to use 

voice into their curriculums. 

 Much of these support systems rely on the trusting relationships built between 

teachers and shy girls. Unfortunately our educational system places unrealistic demands 

on teachers to meet the needs of classrooms that are at capacity. For art teachers this is 

even more challenging because they teach many different classes in a day with students 

that rotate. As a veteran art teacher, I know these relationships can be difficult to cultivate 

with 25 other students in the classroom all clamoring for attention, but it is equally 

important to support the well-behaved girls in class as it is the “noisy boys” who garner 

the most attention. Despite these challenges, teachers have a responsibility to the shy girls 

in their care. If educators are not attentive to their needs these girls may risk falling 

through the cracks. 

The girls in the study spoke repeatedly about feeling as if they were unseen or 

isolated in their classrooms. Teachers often used them as props to break up loud clusters 

of boys. Additionally, teachers did not seek out their opinions, and the girls felt they 

could go relatively unnoticed. The temptation for teachers to surround noisy students 

with shy girls who will not feed into misbehavior is rampant, I too have been guilty of 

this in my own classrooms. However, if we listen to the experiences of the girls in this 

study they are advocating for themselves and telling teachers what they need.  



	  
	  
	  

183	  

These girls who often feel invisible need to feel like they belong to a community. 

Because of their “loss of voice” they go unseen and underserved in many classrooms, 

including the art room. One significant thing the girls spoke about is that giving them the 

option to sit with someone they felt comfortable with could change their feelings of 

isolation. Teachers can even embark on this arrangement on the condition of good 

behavior or participation (calling on girls but reserving the right to pass). This small 

change to the seating chart could have tremendous consequences for these girls and alter 

their experiences of classroom isolation and invisibility.  

 

Finding 3: The co-creation of space encouraged growth in the 4 domains 
 Through the 5 sources of data collection I was able to ascertain that the girls grew 

and flourished in the Artsy Club, a space we had created together. Each of the 4 domains 

(authentic relationships, risk taking, self-confidence, and assertiveness) reflected growth 

in at least 2 of the sources of data collection. The authentic relationships between 

students were formed through collaborative art-making and daily storytelling as 

evidenced in the field notes, and survey short answer questions. Many of the girls felt 

they could be honest and share their thoughts through writing. As Julia said, “I’ve shared 

more about me and my family than I’ve done to my friends of 2 years.” This reflects the 

culture of safety and respect we developed together. Their growth in the domain of 

authentic relationships was especially pronounced in the area of teacher-student 

relationships. Unlike their regular classrooms where they felt their teachers often did not 
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listen to them, in The Artsy Club their perception of being listened to grew by 25% 

according to the survey. 

 The girls’ growth in the area of risk taking was best captured on the survey where 

they averaged growth of 23% in their willingness to take risks in the club when compared 

to their willingness to take risks in their classrooms. This comparative increase shows 

that they felt safe enough in the club to experiment, try new things, and take risks. The 

ability to take risks is a large hurdle for many shy girls who are reluctant to stand out or 

fail instead they struggle to fly under the radar and maintain the appearance of the 

“perfect girl.”  Taking risks leads to new discoveries and a growth in feelings of self-

confidence as girls realize they can break out of the “perfect girl” mold and reconnect 

with their voices. 

 Self-confidence levels rose throughout the club as evidenced by a growth of 18% 

on the survey. Girls reported in their interviews and short answer questions an increase in 

confidence when their ideas were well received (through sharing thoughts or writing), 

when they were able to control some part of the environment (music or decision making), 

and when they had the agency to create projects that interested them. All of these roads to 

confidence were built into the fabric of the club as we created it together to tailor it to 

their needs and interests.  

 The first 3 domains: authentic relationships, risk taking, and self-confidence, were 

all strengthened in order to boost girls’ assertiveness. This increase in assertiveness was 

significant and was demonstrated across 4 of the 5 data sources (the critical observer was 
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only there one day and could not be used a source of data for growth). Through the field 

notes I charted girls instances of using voice in the club and found an increase in the 

assertiveness of each girl (see Figure 3). This growth was mirrored in the survey results 

(with an 11% growth), but the strongest evidence came from the self-reporting of the 

girls.  

 When given open-ended questions prompting the girls to reflect on their 

experiences in the club (without mentioning any of the 4 domains), their answers most 

often evidenced their growth in assertiveness. Girls reported feeling safe to “show the 

real side” of themselves, speak up more often, and felt “less awkward.” Girls realized that 

“people do actually want to hear” what they have to say. This self-reported growth is one 

of the biggest findings from the study because it demonstrates that girls’ opinions about 

themselves and their ability to speak in class changed. They began to see themselves as 

“outgoing” and as “leaders.”  

 In addition to growth in the 4 domains this study documented a transition to 

decentralization as the girls became comfortable taking risks, confident in the space and 

used to making decisions. By the final days of the club the girls functioned 

autonomously, mentoring each other, setting goals, and using collaborative strategies to 

make club decisions. This shift towards decentralization is significant because it indicates 

a rise in the girls’ assertiveness and their willingness to take over positions of leadership.  
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Finding 4: Decentralized structure is difficult to implement, but crucial 
 Many of the girls in the study said they preferred the decentralized structure 

because it gave them a chance to follow their interests and “problem solve.”  

Decentralized structure valued the thoughts and opinions of the girls and involved them 

in shaping the direction of the club. This structure is particularly beneficial for shy girls 

because it prohibits them from entering into “passive resistance” and pulls them in as co-

creators in the classroom. 

 Decentralized structure may be better for students but it is still a struggle to 

maintain. As teachers we are taught to intervene, to plan, and to write lessons. 

Decentralized structure seems counter-intuitive at first, but it has the potential to turn a 

classroom of passive participants into a room full of active learners and creators.  

 Changing to this structure takes consistent reflection, patience, and organization. 

Educators must be ready to roll with whatever direction student’s decide, they have to be 

there to refine ideas without overtaking them. As I found in this study, this impulse to 

intervene is difficult to suppress for seasoned teachers. However, educators who wish to 

ensure each voice is heard in the decision making process will find the process of 

decentralization a rewarding challenge.  

 

IMPLICATIONS 
 This study developed a decentralized, arts-based intervention into the ““loss of 

voice” phenomena” with 9 adolescent girls. Although small in scope, it revealed new 
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strategies art teachers could use in their classrooms, and illuminated the experiences of 

girls struggling to maintain voice. Utilization of these strategies could serve as an 

intervention as girls struggle to maintain their voice through adolescence. 

 The struggle to maintain voice is something the girls involved in the study 

experienced everyday. Art teachers are in a unique position to support girls during this 

time through empowered art-making and restructuring the art room as a safe space for 

girls to lead. What would happen if teachers supported their shy girls as much as their 

“noisy boys”?  What would change if educators gave girls role models of active female 

artists?  What would shift in the personalities and habits of girls if teachers carved out a 

space for them to develop as leaders, thinkers, and problem solvers?  These are questions 

to be answered in other studies, but the solution certainly starts with supporting our girls 

and reflecting on the ways that we teach. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 
 This research is only a starting point for examining the role the arts might have in 

supporting girls as they maintain their voice. This study was limited to the 9 girls who 

attended the club regularly and the 12 sessions we met plus the art show. Further work 

should be done to discover how girls are affected by programs that continue on a longer-

term basis, to see if the bonds between girls and the transferring of power continues and 

grows with time. Studies should also be done to examine the effects of “loss of voice” 

and artistic interventions on girls in other populations. Additionally there is a need to 
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determine if the confidence and assertiveness built up in the Artsy Club space is 

transferable to other environments and if this growth sustains over time.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 Currently our educational systems put girls at a disadvantage. The system is set up 

to serve one type of struggling student at the expense of another. This study was 

developed in response to the lack of support girls receive in classrooms. The program I 

developed was an experiment to pilot a new system that placed the needs of girls during 

the precarious period of adolescence at the center.  

 Prior research has shown that adolescence is a pivotal time for many young 

women. Research shows that girls often fall silent during this time because of societal 

pressures, or because they feel invisible- as if their voice has no value. This study, though 

small and brief, suggests that feminist pedagogy working in tandem with decentralized 

structure and art-making does increase the assertiveness of shy adolescent girls. 

 Furthermore, it suggests that “loss of voice” is diverse in its forms and symptoms 

and that countering this loss must be just as diverse and nuanced. Teachers have a 

responsibility to serve and affirm the value of all their students. Classrooms are often not 

equipped to deal with this challenge, but the suggestion remains that creating a new kind 

of classroom could enable educators to focus on the needs of shy girls at this pivotal age.  
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APPENDIX A: LESSON PLAN DAY 2 
	  
Day	  2:	  Plan	  our	  project	  
	  
Objectives:	  
Artists	  will	  choose	  a	  theme	  and	  identify	  what	  medium(s)	  would	  work	  best	  to	  
express	  ideas	  on	  that	  theme.	  
Artists	  will	  set	  the	  tone	  for	  the	  club.	  
Artists	  will	  sketch	  out	  ideas	  
	  
Supplies:	  
Sketchbooks	  
Keytags	  
Dot	  stickers	  
Butcher	  Paper-‐themes	  
Wordle	  papers/big	  wordle	  paper	  
Sticky	  Notes-‐Thems	  
Big	  Medium	  Signs	  
	  
1:40-‐1:50-‐Check	  in	  
Go	  around	  and	  see	  how	  everyone’s	  week	  was.	  Explain	  the	  club	  again	  for	  those	  who	  
were	  absent:	  focus	  of	  COLLABORATION	  and	  CONFIDENCE.	  Give	  them	  key	  tags	  to	  
label	  with	  their	  names	  while	  we	  talk	  
	  
1:50-‐2:00-‐Hand	  out	  sketchbooks/Warm	  Up	  (Girls	  who	  did	  not	  do	  surveys	  yet	  
can	  do	  that	  now)	  
Each	  day	  there	  will	  be	  a	  prompt	  on	  the	  board.	  	  The	  girls	  will	  be	  asked	  to	  respond	  to	  
the	  prompt	  in	  their	  sketchbooks	  through	  drawing,	  writing,	  whatever	  they	  prefer.	  	  
This	  just	  gets	  them	  into	  the	  headspace	  and	  ready	  to	  start	  the	  day.	  	  Today’s	  prompts:	  	  
Write	  as	  many	  one-‐word	  responses	  to	  this	  statement:	  	  
I	  feel	  the	  most	  confident	  when…	  
I	  know	  people	  are	  listening	  when	  they…	  
I	  feel	  included	  when…	  
	  
2:00-‐2:15-‐	  Wordle	  
One	  girl	  will	  be	  scribe	  and	  we	  will	  talk	  about	  each	  question	  and	  the	  scribe	  will	  write	  
down	  the	  answers	  on	  the	  board	  putting	  checkmarks	  next	  to	  doubles.	  	  Then	  we	  will	  
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go	  through	  and	  hand	  out	  papers	  (sized	  according	  to	  the	  frequency	  of	  the	  words)	  for	  
the	  girls	  to	  decorate.	  	  We	  will	  collect	  them	  and	  one	  girl	  will	  arrange	  and	  glue	  them.	  
	  
2:15-‐2:25	  Themes	  revisited	  
I	  will	  pass	  out	  a	  stack	  of	  post-‐its	  to	  each	  girl.	  	  Art	  is	  like	  a	  kind	  of	  visual	  voice,	  right?	  	  
Artists	  can	  use	  their	  visual	  voice	  to	  talk	  about	  things	  they	  care	  about,	  or	  things	  they	  
find	  interesting.	  	  We	  will	  talk	  about	  how	  artists	  make	  art	  about	  things	  that	  are	  
important	  to	  them:	  their	  identity,	  their	  family,	  memories.	  	  Things	  that	  interest	  them:	  
stories,	  what	  people	  find	  beautiful,	  something	  unfair	  they	  would	  like	  to	  change.	  They	  
will	  be	  asked	  to	  think	  about	  things	  that	  are	  important	  to	  them	  or	  that	  they	  find	  
interesting	  and	  write	  down	  3	  post	  its.	  	  These	  post	  its	  will	  be	  posted	  on	  the	  white	  
board.	  	  I	  will	  ask	  the	  girls	  if	  they	  see	  some	  post-‐its	  that	  have	  something	  in	  common.	  	  
We	  will	  group	  them	  and	  try	  to	  come	  up	  with	  5	  themes.	  	  
	  
2:25-‐2:35-‐Discuss	  themes	  and	  vote	  for	  them	  with	  the	  sticker	  system:	  15	  
minutes	  
Everyone	  will	  vote	  for	  their	  top	  3	  choices.	  
	  
2:35-‐2:40-‐Discuss	  what	  art	  materials/format	  would	  best	  suit	  the	  theme	  
I	  will	  set	  up	  5	  big	  signs:	  Ceramics,	  Photography,	  Painting/Drawing,	  Animation,	  
Fabric	  Art.	  	  Girls	  will	  decide	  what	  their	  top	  3	  choices	  are	  and	  go	  stand	  by	  1st	  choice,	  
then	  2nd	  
	  
2:40-‐2:55-‐Brainstorm	  and	  discuss	  ideas	  
At	  this	  point	  we	  should	  have	  a	  theme	  and	  a	  couple	  of	  mediums	  they	  want	  to	  explore.	  	  
Next	  we	  will	  talk	  about	  how	  we	  could	  turn	  it	  into	  an	  exhibition.	  	  What	  could	  we	  
make	  with	  this	  medium	  and	  this	  subject?	  	  And	  how	  could	  we	  turn	  that	  into	  an	  
exhibition	  that	  could	  connect	  with	  the	  community	  somehow?	  
	  
I’ll	  give	  girls	  about	  5	  minutes	  to	  sketch	  or	  write	  out	  some	  ideas.	  	  Then	  we	  will	  pair	  
and	  share.	  	  Then	  we	  will	  all	  come	  back	  together	  to	  see	  what	  ideas	  everyone	  has.	  	  
	  
If	  we	  have	  time-‐Supply	  list	  
This	  will	  give	  us	  a	  starting	  point	  for	  next	  week.	  	  If	  we	  don’t	  get	  to	  it	  we	  can	  always	  
sketch	  ideas	  next	  time…	  
	  
3:55-‐3:00-‐Closure	  
How	  do	  you	  feel	  today	  went?	  	  What	  will	  be	  the	  biggest	  challenge	  about	  completing	  
this	  project?	  	  Next	  week	  we	  will	  sketch	  out	  ideas,	  put	  together	  a	  supply	  list	  and	  start	  
our	  big	  project!	  
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APPENDIX	  B:	  COLLAGE	  OF	  SAFE	  SPACE	  BRAINSTORM	  
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APPENDIX	  C:	  UPDATE	  LETTER	  HOME	  TO	  PARENTS	  

	  
	  



	  
	  
	  

193	  

APPENDIX	  D:	  COLLABORATIVE	  INVITATION	  BRAINSTORM	  FOR	  THE	  SHOW	  

INVITE DESIGN 
WHAT INFORMATION 
DO WE NEED TO SAY? 

WHAT ACTIVITIES 
SHOULD WE HAVE? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

COLORS?  FONT?  WHAT SHOULD WE CALL 
THE SHOW? 

  

WHAT IMAGES SHOULD WE HAVE ON THE INVITE? 
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APPENDIX	  E:	  COLLABORATIVE	  INVITE	  
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APPENDIX	  F:	  PHOTO	  OF	  MARY	  FOR	  THE	  ZINE	  
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APPENDIX	  G:	  PHOTO	  OF	  MARISOL	  FOR	  THE	  ZINE	  
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APPENDIX	  H:	  COLLABORATIVE	  DECORATION	  INPUT	  WORKSHEET	  
	  
DECORATIONS 
We need something to set the tone of the space. Our colors are blue, purple, 
green and white.  What decorations should we have? 	  
On the Table: Lighting: 
(table cloth, flowers…?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(All the lights on or special lighting?) 

Hung around the room: Do we need signs?  What should they 
say? 

(banners,	  streamers…?)	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

(How	  many?	  	  Where	  should	  they	  be?)	  
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APPENDIX	  I:	  PHOTOS	  LINED	  UP	  AT	  THE	  FINAL	  ART	  SHOW	  
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APPENDIX	  J:	  SKY’S	  NARWHAL	  DISH	  DISPLAYED	  WITH	  GOLDFISH	  AT	  THE	  SHOW	  
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APPENDIX	  K:	  PRE-‐SURVEY	  
	  
Directions:	  For	  each	  statement	  circle	  the	  number	  to	  show	  how	  strongly	  you	  agree,	  
disagree	  or	  are	  neutral.	  
	  
1.	  If	  I	  know	  the	  answer	  to	  a	  question	  I	  raise	  my	  hand.	  
	  
	  1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
2.	  When	  I	  see	  something	  unfair	  happening	  I	  say	  something	  about	  it.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
3.	  I	  like	  to	  meet	  new	  people	  and	  make	  new	  friends.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
4.	  I	  can	  be	  myself	  around	  my	  friends.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
5.	  My	  opinions	  are	  taken	  seriously	  when	  I	  speak	  up	  in	  class.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
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(Appendix	  K	  Continued)	  
	  
6.	  When	  I	  am	  unhappy	  with	  a	  friend	  I	  talk	  to	  them	  about	  what’s	  bothering	  me.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
7.	  I	  prefer	  to	  do	  things	  I	  know	  I	  will	  be	  good	  at.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
8.	  My	  thoughts	  are	  important	  and	  should	  be	  listened	  to.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
9.	  I	  ask	  questions	  in	  class	  if	  I	  am	  confused	  about	  something.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
10.	  In	  relationships	  its	  best	  to	  avoid	  conflict,	  things	  will	  work	  themselves	  out.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
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(Appendix	  K	  Continued)	  
	  
11.	  My	  teachers	  really	  listen	  to	  me	  when	  I	  speak.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
	  
12.	  I	  don’t	  mind	  failing	  as	  long	  as	  I	  tried	  my	  best.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
13.	  If	  I	  disagree	  with	  a	  grade	  I	  received	  I	  will	  talk	  to	  my	  teacher	  about	  it.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
14.	  I	  feel	  like	  I	  can	  be	  honest	  with	  my	  friends.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
15.	  I	  have	  the	  ability	  to	  change	  things	  I	  think	  are	  wrong.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
	  
16.	  If	  I	  don’t	  know	  how	  to	  do	  something	  I	  keep	  trying	  until	  I	  figure	  it	  out.	  
	  
1	   	   	   2	   	   	   3	   	   4	   	   	   5	  
	  
Strongly	  disagree	  ß-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐à	  Strongly	  agree	  
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