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Abstract 

Background: Now, more than ever, teachers find their classrooms filled with students of 

different cultural backgrounds, class, and ethnicities. Art teachers are exploring a suitable 

approach to work with diverse students. Social justice art education provides art teachers 

with a guideline to empower diverse students. Social justice art education builds on the 

foundation of Neo-DBAE, visual culture art education, multicultural art education, and 

social reconstructionist art education, aiming to empower all students, especially students 

of color or from lower-income families, equipping them with the ability to critically 

analyze visual culture presented in their lives. Purpose: The purpose of this research is to 

explore art teachers' perspectives on social justice art education. Namely, 1) What are the 

perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high schools regarding social 

justice? 2) What are the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high 

schools regarding the integration of social justice issues in art education? Methods: Case 

study, a qualitative research method, has been used in this research. Purposeful sampling 

has been used to identify potential art teachers. The data have been collected from 

individual and focus group interviews. Five art teachers have been invited to participate 

in this research. Results: Results show that three out of five participating art teachers 

have discussed different social justice issues in art classes. The remaining two teachers 

have not yet discussed social justice issues in art classes, while they have discussed 

several social justice issues outside of the art class. The study also shows that art teachers 

are familiar with different kinds of social justice issues. Art teachers argue that social 

justice in education means access to equal education, creating student-centered curricula, 

increasing students’ awareness of their personal biased perspectives, fostering students’ 
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critical thinking abilities. Regarding the implementation of the social justice art 

curriculum, art teachers suggest designing student-centered social justice art education, 

developing age-appropriate teaching materials, and helping students to brainstorm ideas 

and visualize images. Additionally, art teachers argue that school culture and students’ 

family education influence their willingness to implement social justice art education in 

art classes. Conclusion: Social justice art education encourages art teachers to teach art 

skills and incorporate social justice issues in art classes in order to empower all students 

with critical visual abilities. In a social justice art class, students can learn about diverse 

activist artists and see how these artists use their works to advocate a more just and 

democratic society. 
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I. Chapter One 

Introduction to Research Topic 

Although there is an emphasis on teaching visual culture (Duncum, 2002; 

Freedman, 2000; Freedman & Stuhr, 2004) and incorporating social justice issues in art 

classes (Dewhurst, 2010; Duncum, 2011; Hanley, Sheppard, Noblit, & Barone, 2013), 

several art teachers still overemphasize art elements and design principals in class. 

Erickson and Hales (2014) note that many high school art curricula still emphasizes art 

elements and design principles according to state visual arts standards. Although the 

elements and principles are essential in many contemporary artworks, contemporary art 

focuses more on the communication or expression of an idea. Meanwhile, According to 

Carpenter and Tavin, the art education curriculum is shifting from “traditional modes of 

artmaking to a more critical, socially responsible, historical, political, and self-reflexive 

engagement with art and visual culture” (as cited in Graham, 2012, p.7). However, 

Graham (2012) points out that high school art teachers still have questions:  

What works of art, media, or ideas will inspire their students to more fully 

develop their own artistic potential and critically engage with contemporary art 

and culture? What artifacts of art, visual culture, or material culture should be 

included, and how can these artifacts be connected to students' interests? (p. 7) 

Social justice art education encourages teachers to bring social issues into art 

classes and discuss these issues with their students in order to foster students' critical 

thinking abilities to create a more just society. Art teachers can design several prompts for 

students to discuss social justice issues, such as gender, race, or class issues, in art 
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classes. After students finish the discussion section, teachers can ask students to present 

their perspectives through art-making. According to Quinn, Ploof, and Hochtritt (2012), 

social justice art education emphasizes the context (the teacher and students' 

surroundings), contemporary art (current forms and perspectives), and critical social 

issues (justice-related concerns). In other words, social justice art education focuses on 

how creativity and education can push social change. Moreover, Holt (2012) states that 

the connection between social perspectives and art education has a long history. Social 

justice issues in the contemporary arena of art education include art education and 

democracy, gender, sexuality, race, class, and ethnicity.  

In this article, I interview five in-serving art teachers regarding their perspectives 

about discussing social justice issues in their art classes.  

Research Problems 

There are a few significant research problems in K-12 art education. Firstly, art 

elements and design principles are still being overemphasized in the art class. Duncum 

(2013) states that art teachers still emphasize the elements of art, such as line, color, tone, 

texture, and shape, as well as the formal principles of the composition such as balance, 

unity, and contrast. These elements are used by art teachers to teach students to 

understand “the modernist abstract and non-representational fine art produced at the turn 

of the 20th century.” (p.46) However, these art elements are not sufficient for analyzing 

artworks presenting different kinds of social justice issues. Gude (2007) explains that 

modernist elements and principles are neither sufficient nor necessary to inspire a quality 

art curriculum where students see the arts as a significant contribution to their lives. The 

essential contribution of art education is to teach art skills and concepts, as well as to 
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create opportunities to connect one’s own experiences. “Quality arts curriculum is thus 

rooted in a belief in the transformative power of art and critical inquiry” (Gude, 2007, 

p.7). Therefore, it is necessary to introduce critical inquiry in art classes in order to 

provide connections between visual art education and students’ lives.  

Secondly, formalist pedagogy that focuses on the understanding of existent 

knowledge rather than critically ponder the social phenomena still exist in art education. 

Desai and Chalmers (2007) state that although art education has undoubtedly changed 

since the 19th century, formalist notions of art still largely govern the kinds of art projects 

in school today. Both national and state art standards and any curriculum designed by 

school districts demonstrate that art is understood as a universal language that requires 

students to explore a set of formalist skills, to manipulate different materials and 

mediums, and to express one’s understanding of the world. School art is more about 

understanding existing knowledge about our world rather than a practice that encourages 

students to ask critical questions and from new knowledge.  

Thirdly, people’s general perception still considers visual art as a decoration in 

our lives or as a self-expression method when we are having emotional troubles. Rolling 

(2017) argues that the general perception of art is as a commodity created by genius 

artists whose artworks do not make common sense to the masses. Also, the general 

perception of art is regarded as “precious objects to be collected or commissioned, 

displayed either as decoration or tokens of power, artifacts hand-crafted and polished 

only to be bartered over in the marketplace” (Rolling, 2017, p. 4). Therefore, the majority 

of people have a sense of visual art that is private merchandise, and cultural capital, 

which are challenging to incorporate art in nowadays Information Age. Lastly, Rolling 
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(2017) claims that a prevailing perception of visual art is connected with self-expression 

and cultural performance, which emphasizes various interpretations and emotional 

responses. This cannot fit into a society that prioritizes tangible and consistently 

measurable outcomes. 

Fourthly, many scholars have started to explore the social justice art curriculum. 

However, art teachers feel challenged regarding incorporating social justice issues into 

their art classes. For example, Desai and Chalmers (2007) emphasize that social justice 

art curricula can promote a more just society. However, the challenge is whether or not 

such art and design projects can happen in schools. The following concerns are pointed 

out by Desai and Chalmers (2007): 

How can students see that making art in school is and has been a political process 

in which they need to engage; to see, feel, experience, and commit to the politics 

of image making; to learn that artists make art to both sustain and challenge the 

status quo? (p. 8).  

Also, social justice art education is strongly connected with contemporary 

artworks. However, contemporary art has essential differences with school art no matter 

in the form or in the content (Desai & Chalmers, 2007). Art teachers should pay attention 

to contemporary art because it is of our time and holds the possibility of informing us 

more than art and artifacts of previous eras. Contemporary art is about contemporary 

lives. They probe and problematize contemporary society, and they raise issues pertaining 

to our society (Wilson, 2003).  

Art teachers’ perspectives on social justice art education research have not yet 

been systematically explored. Many existing research focuses on action research in 
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schools. Zettler (2010) discusses the possibility of conducting the social justice art 

education curriculum in high school, and she describes how artists create activist art to 

protest racism issues. Moreover, she suggests that students should create art about what 

they know and about who they essentially are. Students should address social, cultural, 

political, and emotional points of view. Moreover, she advises that students do not only 

need to demonstrate the understanding of the elements of art and principles of design in 

class, but students should use these skills to develop personal visual vocabularies. 

Students also should use them for self-expression, critical analysis, and problem-solving.  

Overall, four major themes are identified in today’s art education curricula. 

School art still overemphasizes conveying art elements and design principles, which 

limits students’ abilities to analyze the artwork beyond the context of fine art. This 

situation leads to a disconnection from society and a lack of critical inquiry when they do 

create artworks, yet, contemporary artworks emphasize using multimedia for art creation. 

Therefore, a series of lessons under the topic of social justice art education can be 

designed in order to encourage students to consider art-making as a process of inquiry. 

Also, school art can assist students in promoting a more just society through art creation. 

This creation can actively connect to students' lives. Introducing contemporary arts to 

students can inspire students to see how contemporary artists advocate a more just society 

through their art-making. Additionally, learning from contemporary artworks can help 

students relate to different art media beyond conventional art media. 

Purposes of the Research 

Social justice art education provides students an opportunity to critically analyze 

different social justice issues through art criticism or art-making (Quinn, Ploof & 
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Hochtritt, 2012). Specifically, social justice art education “helps students to understand 

how our society is structured and who makes decisions that impact our daily lives, but 

also to question how and who created these structures” (Dewhurst & Desai, 2016, p. 54). 

Stewart (2012) argues that the purpose of social justice art education is to “have students 

critically examine our society and the world around them for examples of inequity” (p. 

49).  

Since the importance of discussing social justice issues have been pointed out by 

different scholars, it is necessary to hear voices from art teachers to gather their 

perspectives about discussing social justice issues in art classes. In this study, I especially 

explore the social justice issues that art teachers have discussed in their classes and the 

challenges that they have met in class.  

Importance of the Research 

Social justice art education fosters students' critical thinking abilities where 

students have an opportunity to analyze different social issues in art classes and to offer 

alternative solutions for these unjust issues through art-making. Art education for social 

justice emphasizes using the approach of questioning to empower students and preparing 

students to uncover unjust issues in society actively. Greene features that critical 

questions can be used to “clarify what is cloudy, reveal what is mysterious or hidden, 

raise alternative possibilities, and challenge what may be assumed as truth” (as cited in 

Dewhurst, 2011, p. 371). In the meanwhile, Collanus and Heinonen (2012) propose that 

teachers to encourage students to question taken-for-granted concepts. Teachers should 

view art-making as an exploration process to find issues in the taken-for-granted 

concepts, then to deconstruct taken-for-granted concepts, and finally to interpret the 
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taken-for-granted concepts in new ways. This is a robust process for challenging 

hegemonic discourse. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Social justice education. Social justice education “provides tools for examining 

how oppression operates both in the social system and in the personal lives of individuals 

from diverse communities” (Bell, 2016, p. 4). The purpose of social justice education is 

“To help participants develop awareness, knowledge, and processes to examine issues of 

justice/injustice in their personal lives, communities, institutions, and the broader 

society” (Bell, 2016, p.4). Similarly, Hackman (2005) points out the definition of social 

justice education and lists several components: 

[Social justice education should include] student empowerment, the equitable 

distribution of resources and social responsibility, and her processes to include 

democracy, a student-centered focus, dialogue, and an analysis of power. Social 

justice education does not merely examine difference or diversity but pays careful 

attention to the systems of power and privilege that give rise to social inequality, 

and encourages students to critically examine oppression on institutional, cultural, 

and individual levels in search of opportunities for social change” (p. 104).  

Both Bell and Hackman emphasize that students should have the ability to 

examine the systems of power and privilege that lead to social inequality. They also 

advocate that students should learn tools to fight for these unjust issues in the intuitions 

and their communities.  

Social justice art education. Social justice art education shares a similar vision 

with social justice education, both of which emphasize detecting social unjust issues and 
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oppression and take action to make society more just. Social justice art education focuses 

on using artworks to arouse people’s attention to unjust issues. According to Dewhurst 

(2010), “Social justice art education shares a commitment to creating art that draws 

attention, mobilizes action towards, or attempts to intervene in systems of inequality or 

injustice” (p.7). Freedman (2000) argues that the function of social justice art education 

"enable(s) us to create, force us to think, provide us with new possibilities and allow us to 

revisit old ideas" (p. 315).  

Visual culture. Visual culture refers to "all those items of culture whose visual 

appearance is an important feature of their being or their purpose" (Jenks, 1995, p. 16). 

Oliver (2015) argues visual culture is not just “a visual sphere that includes many 

different media and ways of seeing, all of which are embedded in social, cultural, and 

political processes and practices” (p. 61). Sturken and Cartwright (2009) define culture as 

"the shared practices of group, community, or society through which meanings are made 

out of the visual, aural, and textual world of representations (p. 3). Thus, the definition of 

visual culture does not emphasize different media used in visual filed; instead, visual 

culture focuses on exploring the influence of social, cultural, and political aspects in 

different visual items.   

Visual culture art education. According to Duncum (2002), the purpose of 

studying visual culture art education (VCAE) is to  

Develop critical consciousness and transformative action. VCAE would not 

abandon the traditional emphasis of art education on making imagery. Through 

making images, students learn about visual culture as a practitioner; they acquire 

insight into the thinking process of the salaried and outsourced professionals who 
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construct the images of corporate capitalism. (p. 20) 

According to Freedman, VCAE expands instructional content in art classes. 

“Images are chosen, not for their inherent aesthetic value, but for their power (as cited in 

Keifer-Boyd, Amburgy, & Knight, 2003, p. 46). VCAE not just expands teaching 

contents in art classes; it also emphasizes foster students' critical thinking abilities and 

adopts transformative pedagogy to guide students to discuss the power in the imagery.   

Culturally responsive teaching. Culturally responsive teaching pedagogy 

encourages teachers to consider their students' learning styles, prior experiences, personal 

experiences, and cultural heritages into teaching. Gay (2010) defines that culturally 

responsive teaching as “using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of 

reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning 

encounters more relevant to and effective for them” (p. 31). Villegas and Lucas (2002) 

describes several characteristics of being as a culturally responsive teacher such as 

“involving all students in the construction of knowledge, building on students’ personal 

and cultural strengths, helping students examine the curriculum from multiple 

perspectives” (p. 27).  

Critical media literacy. Critical media literacy delicates to develop students’ 

critical thinking abilities to deconstruct stereotypes, ideologies, dominant values 

presented in media culture, and develop students’ abilities to analyze media culture from 

different perspectives. Kellner and Share (2005) define the propose of studying critical 

media literacy. They argue that critical media literacy involves “cultivating skills in 

analyzing media codes and conventions, abilities to criticize stereotypes, dominant 

values, and ideologies, and competencies to interpret the multiple meanings and 
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messages generated by media texts” (p. 372). Alvermann and Hagood (2000) point out 

the significance of critical media literacy. Teaching critical media literacy can “helping 

[help] students experience the pleasures of popular culture while simultaneously 

uncovering the codes and practices that work to silence or disempower them as readers, 

viewers, and learners in general” (Alvermann & Hagood, 2000, p. 194). 

Research Questions 

What are the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high 

schools regarding social justice?  

What are the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high 

schools regarding integration of social justice issues in art education?  

Summary 

In chapter one, I introduce research problems, purposes of the research, and the 

importance of the research. I also define a few key terms and pointed out two research 

questions. 
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II. Chapter Two 

Introduction 

The purpose of this case study is to explore art teachers’ perspectives about social 

justice in education, the possibility of addressing social justice issues in art classes, and 

approaches regarding incorporating social justice issues into art classes. The new art 

education curriculum emphasizes art education for social justice. Art teachers might have 

been addressing social justice issues in art classes, or they might still feel difficulties in 

discussing social justice issues in art classes. I use a case study to explore art teachers’ 

perspectives in the following aspects:  

1) The status of art education in their schools;  

2) The possibility of addressing social justice issues in their art classes;  

3) The curriculum of addressing social justice issues in their art classes;  

4) Challenges of implementing a social justice art education curriculum in their 

schools including but not limited to designing the interdisciplinary social justice art 

curriculum (e.g., the collaboration between art teachers and social studies teachers and 

language arts teachers), school administrators’ attitudes regarding addressing social 

justice issues in art classes, and school cultures;  

5) Suggestions about teaching art education for social justice.  

In this chapter, I provide a thoughtful and critical analysis of literature in the 

social justice art education. Individually, the following significant areas of literature have 

been reviewed: 1) social justice issues in education focusing on critical pedagogy and 

culturally responsive teaching; 2) critical visual culture studies including visual culture 

art education; 3) art education for social justice; 4) postmodern art and postmodern art 
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curriculum. 

Social Justice in Education 

There are a large number of advantages of incorporating social justice education 

curriculum into teacher education programs. Teachers who have taken courses regarding 

social justice education in their teacher education programs might show more acceptance 

and open-mindedness when they work with diverse students in schools. Teachers who 

have received social justice education may be more willing to address social justice 

issues in their classrooms. In this section, I reviewed the historical context of social 

justice in education, especially progressive education. Then, I reviewed several teaching 

strategies for addressing social justice issues in class.  

Social justice in education can be presented in the way that all people can have 

the right to achieve their dreams. The function of education is to foster people’s critical 

thinking abilities to deconstruct any unjust issues in society. According to Dewhurst 

(2014), "the act of education is a practice of investigating and deconstructing the world 

around us, with the aim of rebuilding it in such a way that all people can have equal 

access to their full potential" (p. 8). Ayers, Quinn, and Stovall (2009) state that "equity, 

activism, and social literacy" are essential parts of social justice education (as cited in 

Dewhurst, 2014, p. 8). Drawing on the purpose of social justice education, Dewhurst 

(2014) summarizes three critical aspects of social justice education. They are "(1) it is 

rooted in people's experiences, (2) it is a process of reflection and action together, and (3) 

it seeks to dismantle systems of inequality to create a more humane society” (p. 8). Social 

justice education helps people to be aware of the unjust issues. It encourages people to 

reflect on these unjust issues and take action to solve these issues with the ultimate goal 
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of creating a just and democratic society.  

According to Urban and Wagoner, during the 18th and 19th centuries, education 

in the United States became formal. However, this private education mainly served the 

“male children of the elite” from White families (as cited in Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 

2009). At that moment, social justice in terms of equal opportunity to accessing education 

is still lacking. Lubienski notes that Horace Mann, “the United States’ first state Secretary 

of Education in Massachusetts,” advocated establishing public schools, also named as 

common schools, for all children. The initiation of this policy was mainly because of 

“rapid population growth, urbanization, and industrialization” (as cited in Boyles, Carusi, 

& Attick, 2009). Although traditional schools tried to distribute social justice, educators 

critiqued their capacity for pushing social justice. For example, first, the educational 

philosophy of the common schools “was grounded on the specific values and traditions of 

European Protestants” (Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 2009). Second, as Kliebard mentions, 

traditional schools created “standardized curricula and tracking, which have maintained 

inequality in schools throughout the last 150 years” (as cited in Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 

2009, p. 34).    

Social justice in education can be traced back to the ideas of progressive 

education. John Dewey is “perhaps the most prolific 20th-century progressive philosopher 

and educator, and much of Dewey’s philosophy informed notions of social justice in 

education” (Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 2009, p. 34). Dewey argues that schools should 

encourage students to be “active social beings who would work to ameliorate social 

injustices (as cited in Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 2009, p. 35),” rather than help to maintain 

status quo. 
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Traditional education believes that education is based on natural environments. 

The primary purpose of traditional education is to prepare the young for future 

responsibilities and success in life, utilizing acquisition of the related bodies of 

information and a series of skill which will assist the young in comprehending instruction 

regarding how to use different materials. Books are regarded as the chief representatives 

of the wisdom of the past. Teachers are the agents through which knowledge and skills 

are communicated, and rules of conduct enforced (Dewey, 1959). 

On the other side, progressive education holds the opposite idea of traditional 

education. Progressive education encourages learning through experience instead of 

learning through textbooks and teachers, preparation for present life rather than 

preparation for the far future, and believes that learning should happen in a changing 

world rather than with static aims and materials (Dewey, 1959). 

Dewey’s philosophy about social justice in education also influence the “social 

reconstructionist movement in education.” (Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 2009). George 

Counts and Harold Rugg are two essential figures in the “social reconstructionist 

movement in education.” George Counts is “an outspoken socialist in the 1920s,” whose 

goal was to “replace the individualism embedded in America’s schools with a focus on 

issues of social justice” (Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, 2009, p. 35). 

Similarly, Harold Rugg argues that Social Studies is an important subject in 

schools for teachers to guide their students in "critically examining social injustice." 

"Teachers should act as facilitators working with students to critically evaluate current 

social problems" (as cited in Boyles, Carusi, & Attick, p. 35). George Counts and Harold 

Rugg both encourage teachers to address social justice issues in social studies subject. 
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Teachers should guide students to critically review historical and current events rather 

than simply review them in classes.   

There are several teaching strategies regarding addressing social justice issues in 

schools. Agarwal-Rangnath (2015) offers several suggestions about addressing social 

justice issues classrooms. First, teachers should learn about students' lives and their 

communities. Second, teachers should challenge students to examine the world around 

them and encourage students to make changes in their communities. Third, teachers 

should be aware that an educational system is not adequately serving all students, 

particularly poor children, children of color, and children with special needs. From 

Agarwal-Rangnath’s suggestions, teachers who would like to address social justice issues 

in class not only should have abilities to guide students to examine unjust issues in their 

lives but also can aware that unjust issues existed in education system.   

Guiding students to analyze historical or current events critically is one of the 

essential parts of social justice education. The goals of critical analysis are “to uncover 

how the meaning is given to various historical events always reflects a particular 

perspective and set of interests, and to understand how knowledge is socially 

constructed” (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2014, p. 2). In order to understand that knowledge is 

socially constructed, teachers may provide different perspectives regarding the events to 

students and encourage students to think questions critically. Sleeter, Montecinos, and 

Jiménez (2015) argue that teachers should create an inclusive curriculum that integrates 

marginalized perspectives, should address issues of inequity and power, as well as should 

prepare young people to analyze and challenge forms of discrimination. 

Several social justice education curricula are suggested, such as “the exploration 
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of the labor movement in the United States,” “the Newsboy Strike in 1899,” “the 1930 

‘Children’s Crusade,’” “the development of the American Youth Congress in the 1930s,” 

“the efforts to desegregate schools in the 1950s.” (Leistyna, 2009, p.54). Besides guiding 

students to explore the above important events that happened in history, teachers can also 

discuss with “feminist movements,” “working-class struggles,” and “Gay and Lesbian 

groups” (Leistyna, 2009, p.56).  

Oppression and Social Justice 

Oppression is an essential concept in social justice education. Oppression “occurs 

when one group has more access to power and privilege than another group, and when 

that power and privilege is used to maintain the status quo” (David & Derthick, 2014, 

p.3). David and Derthick (2014) further explain the influence of oppression: 

Oppression, therefore, results in the differentiation of people into groups (e.g., 

dominant/ dominated, powerful/powerless, superior/inferior, 

oppressor/oppressed). Differentiating people into groups can be done in many 

ways (e.g., race, sex, sexual orientation, abilities) and, thus, oppression based on 

group membership also comes in various forms (e.g., racism, sexism, 

heterosexism, and ableism). (p.3)  

If we judge people based on their race, sex, sexual orientation, and abilities, this is a form 

of oppression or discrimination.  

In structural oppression, oppression refers to people suffer “unconscious 

assumptions in ordinary interactions, media and cultural stereotypes, and structural 

features of bureaucratic hierarchies and market mechanisms” (Young, 2009, p. 6). “We 

cannot eliminate this structural oppression by getting rid of the rulers or making some 
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new laws, because oppressions are systematically reproduced in major economic, 

political, and cultural institutions” (Young, 2009, p. 6).   

To achieve a more just society, people usually might need to go through several 

stages. Thus, it is necessary to learn about these stages. In the initial stage of the struggle, 

the oppressed usually do not strive for liberation. Instead, they tend to become 

oppressors. “Their perceptions of themselves as oppressed are impaired by their 

submersion in the reality of oppression” (Freire, 1993, p. 45). The oppressed “are fearful 

of freedom” and have “internalized the image of the oppressor and adopt his guidelines” 

(Freire, 1993, p. 47). In the aspect of pursuing freedom, Freire (1993) points out that 

“freedom is acquired by conquest, not by gift. It must be pursued constantly and 

responsibly” (p. 47). To overcome the situation of oppression, people must first critically 

recognize its causes in order to create a new situation by transforming actions. The reason 

for conquest is the oppressor usually mythicize the world to maintain the status quo. All 

these myths play a role in changing the perspectives of the oppressed through well-

organized propaganda, slogans, and mass media. 

As the oppressor minority dominates the majority, the oppressor must keep itself 

separated from the oppressed in order to retain their power. Therefore, the oppressor does 

not encourage the oppressed to establish unities and organizations. Also, the oppressor 

further weakens the oppressed through various approaches, such as the “leadership 

training courses.” Additionally, the dominant groups use all means to keep people from 

thinking critically (Freire, 1993). 

Cultural invasion means that the invaders impose cultural contexts into another 

group and disrespect other cultures. The invaders force their views of the world to the 
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culture that they invade. The relationship between the invader and those be invaded as 

following: “the invaders are the authors of, and actors in, the process; those they invade 

are the objects” (Freire, 1993, p. 152). Thus, Freire suggested using the strategy of 

“reflection” to fight for a more just society. Action and reflection should occur at the 

same time; a critical analysis can reveal whether a particular form of action is possible in 

today’s social environment (Freire, 1993). 

Critical Pedagogy 

Critical pedagogy provides a theoretical foundation for teachers to address social 

justice issues in their classrooms. Ellsworth (1989) stresses that critical pedagogy is 

strongly linked with the following words, such as “empowerment,” “student voice,” and 

“dialogue.” Educators use critical pedagogy to fight against unjust issues existed in 

society like Eurocentrism, racism, sexism, and classism. Teaching critical media literacy 

is essential in art classes since "any society will use its educational system to help 

preserve its institutions, values, and political structure” (Stanley, 2007, p. 371). Facing 

this issue in mainstream education, Kincheloe (2008) encourages teachers to guide 

students to question neutrality claims in textbooks. From my perspective, in order to 

foster students’ critical thinking abilities, teachers should be aware that textbooks might 

maintain the dominant social order and might represent several perspectives from profit-

holders. Thus, teachers could bring different perspectives into their classrooms and guide 

students to analyze issues from different perspectives.  

Vavrus (2008) explains several functions of critical pedagogy: 

[It] offers ways to look at teaching and learning that can bring to the forefront 

such as concepts as ideology, hegemony, resistance, power, knowledge 
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construction, class, cultural politics, and emancipatory actions. The underlying 

concepts of critical pedagogy are theorized for teachers and their students to 

understand seemingly intractable conditions of social and educational inequalities. 

(p. 52)  

Thus, we can see that critical pedagogy is an interdisciplinary subject and guide 

teachers to help students to analyze different concepts such as “ideology,” “power,” and 

“knowledge construction.” Teachers are encouraged to incorporate these terms to assist 

their students in analyzing social and educational inequalities. Meanwhile, Banks and 

Banks (1995), use the other term, "equity pedagogy," to illumine the purpose of critical 

pedagogy. Equity pedagogy is a series of "teaching strategies that help students from 

diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural groups attain the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

needed to function effectively within, and help create and perpetuate, a just, humane, and 

democratic society" (p. 152). 

Fine notes that that critical pedagogy “supported classroom analysis and rejection 

of oppression, injustice, inequality, silencing of marginalized voices, and authoritarian 

social structures” (Ellsworth, 1989, p. 300). Giroux and McLaren argue that teachers who 

support the mission of critical pedagogy are willing to help students to recognize social 

injustice and encourage students to take action against oppression (as cited in Ellsworth, 

1989). Also, Leistyna and Woodrum support this point and point out that critical 

pedagogy is “primarily concerns with challenging individuals to investigate, understand, 

and intervene in the matrix of connections between schooling, ideology, power, and 

culture”(as cited in Tavin, 2003, p.198). At the same time, Horton, Freire, Bell, and 

Gaventa (1990) state that critical pedagogy encourages teachers to guide students to 
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develop questioning abilities.  

Kincheloe (2008) describes the characteristics of teachers who devout to foster 

students’ critical thinking abilities:  

Teachers working in a critical context rebel against the view of practitioners as 

information delivers, as deskilled managers who uncritically pass along a canned 

curriculum. Highly skilled scholarly teachers research their students and their 

communities and analyze the curricular topics they are expected to cover. (p. 108) 

We can see that a teacher who uses critical pedagogy in classes would try their 

best to learn their students and their communities and design the topics that are relevant 

to their students.   

Several theories inform the critical pedagogies and provide teachers 

comprehensive guidance for them to guide students to address social justice issues in 

classes. Kincheloe (2008) suggests that teachers could learn different approaches to 

understand the field of critical pedagogy better. For example, teachers can study African 

American studies, feminist epistemologies, indigenous knowledge, and phenomenology. 

Additionally, teachers can learn critical theory, semiotics, discourse analysis, 

psychoanalysis, and queer theory. Also, Lampert (2006) argues that critical thinking skills 

“can be developed through aesthetic, critical, and creative inquiry” (p. 46). Specifically, 

Lampert (2006) lists several inquiry approaches to assist teachers in fostering students’ 

critical thinking skills. For example, Lampert suggests adopting the following teaching 

methods, such as Geahigan's (1997) model of aesthetic and critical inquiry, Stewart's 

(1997) strategies for fostering critical and aesthetic discussions, and Barrett’s (1997) three 

critical inquiry questions. 
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Additionally, King (1995) argues that critical thinking questions require “high-

level cognitive processes, such as analysis of ideas, comparison, and contrast, influence, 

prediction, evaluation and the like” (p. 14). To foster students’ critical thinking abilities, 

teachers should consider different subjects, such as African American studies, feminist 

studies, and psychoanalysis. At the same time, teachers should be familiar with several 

questioning strategies, such as how to various questions to guide students to analyze 

issues to foster their critical thinking abilities.   

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

Culturally responsive teaching also can assist teachers in guiding students to 

address social justice issues in classrooms. Vavrus (2008) points out the purpose of 

culturally responsive teaching as follow:   

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is an educational reform that strives to 

increase the engagement and motivation of students of color who historically have 

been both unsuccessful academically and socially alienated from their public 

schools. (p. 49).   

Similarly, teachers might have a high likelihood of teaching culturally diverse 

students in their classrooms. Educators are aware that students’ learning styles are 

connected to students’ lives. Therefore, teachers are encouraged to connect curriculum, 

classroom instruction, and learners from different social, cultural, and economic 

environments (Maiga, 1995). Gay (2002) defines the characteristics of culturally 

responsive teaching, as follow: 

[They are] using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of 

ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively. It is 
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based on the assumption that when academic knowledge and skills are situated 

within the lived experiences and frames of reference of students, they are more 

personally meaningful, have higher interest appeal, and are learned more easily 

and thoroughly. (p. 106)  

Thus, culturally responsive teaching pedagogies play an essential role in 

improving engagement and academic achievement for students of color. 

Accurately, Ladson-Billings (1995) summarizes several characteristics of 

culturally responsive pedagogy. They include “(a) students must experience academic 

success; (b) students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence, and (c) students 

must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the 

current social order” (p. 160). Ladson-Billings (1995) further explains that culturally 

responsive teachers should assist students in achieving high academic achievement. 

Additionally, teachers need to develop students “a broader sociopolitical consciousness 

that allows them to critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that 

produce and maintain social inequities” (p. 162).   

Similarly, Conrad, Gong, Sipp, and Wright (2004) describe that culturally 

responsive pedagogy encourages teachers to develop students' academic achievement and 

consider students' languages and cultural backgrounds. Expressly, culturally responsive 

pedagogy acknowledges: 

The importance of the cultural heritage of different ethnic groups as part of a 

formal curriculum. 2) It treats all students are competent. 3) It uses a wide range 

of instructional strategies and emphasizes the importance of instructional 

scaffolding. 4) It involves a focus on instruction and extends students’ abilities to 
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learn. 5) It develops critical thinking skills. 6) It bridges home and school learning 

experiences. (p.189)  

Thus, when teachers design their lesson plans, they should take into account their 

students’ cultural heritages and their communities. Teachers need to bring students' 

cultures and communities into classrooms to make the curriculum relevant to their 

students' lives. Also, teachers should believe that every student is capable of learning new 

knowledge. Moreover, in a culturally responsive classroom, the most relevant job for 

teachers is to foster students’ critical thinking abilities to uncover any biased or 

stereotyped opinions presented in mass culture.     

Culturally responsive teaching in art education. In art education, Hanley 

(2013) points out that the foundation of culturally relevant arts education (CRAT) is 

imagination and creativity. Critical reflection is an essential part of CRAT, where viewers 

should have the ability to analyze the source and construct power and knowledge. The 

three art pedagogies include art production, arts integration, and aesthetics. The three 

non-art pedagogies are multicultural education, critical pedagogy, and contextual 

teaching and learning. Art productions provide knowledge for learners to learn how to use 

arts to express ideas and emotions. Art integration means using arts to teach non-arts 

subjects. Aesthetics guides students to explore the cultural backgrounds of the artists as 

well as the historical and social contexts of the artwork.   

In terms of non-arts pedagogies, multicultural education emphasizes learners’ 

abilities to produce knowledge and to challenge different prejudices. Critical pedagogy 

focuses on fostering students’ abilities to question, deconstruction, and reconstruct 

knowledge for a more just society. Contextual teaching and learning include a series of 
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teaching pedagogies such as problem-based, inquiry-based, authentic instruction, and 

service-learning (Hanley, 2013).  

Knight (2015) argues that there are four levels of culturally responsive teaching in 

art education. The level one of culturally responsive teaching in art education is called 

“the contributions approach,” where art teachers integrate “famous ethnic people such as 

Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr" (Knight, 2015, p.79) into the mainstream 

curriculum. The deficit of this approach is that art teachers do not usually "challenge the 

long-established ethnocentric and male-centric curriculum, it maintains its fundamental 

structure, and distinctive characteristics" (Knight, 2015, p. 79). Thus, the first level of 

culturally responsive teaching in art education emphasizes celebrating several talented 

ethnic people in textbooks. Art teachers have not yet tried to bring more figures 

represented their students' cultures into the classrooms. 

The level two is named "the additive approach." Art teachers start to design their 

curricula that go beyond the topic of celebrating heroes and holidays and add content that 

represents underrepresented groups. For example, art teachers can design a unit about 

"the role of women in the Civil Rights Movement or the incorporation of the study of 

African-Americans during February (‘Black History Month')" (Knight, 2015, p. 79). In 

the second level, "underrepresented students learn little of their own history, while other 

students learn little of history and contributions of other racial and cultural groups to 

North American diversified society" (Knight, 2015, p. 79). At this level, art teachers have 

started to introduce more diverse cultural contents from various underrepresented groups. 

However, the goal of this level is to teach students that people coming from different 

cultures have been contributing to American society.   
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In the third level, Knight (2015) describes this approach as "the transformational 

approach." Art teachers start to guide students to analyze issues through "diverse 

racial/ethnic and cultural perspectives." For example, when teachers teach the topic of 

"Columbus discovered America." This topic "may be viewed as a great find through the 

eyes of European descendants, or as an invasion through the eyes of Native American 

Indians, who [have] already inhabited the land" (p. 79). At level three, art teachers have 

begun to guide students to analyze historical or current events from diverse perspectives. 

Teachers and students have started to criticize several perspectives described in textbooks 

and have searched for different opinions to support their arguments. 

Knight (2015) proposes the level four of culturally responsive pedagogy as "the 

social action approach." Teachers encourage students to "examine key social issues - such 

as racism, sexism, and classism - and take action to resolve related problems" (p. 79). 

Students could feel empowered because teachers help students to "acquire the attitudes, 

knowledge, and skills to participate in social change" (p. 79). At level four, teachers have 

started to guide students to analyze various social justice issues in art classes. Students 

are encouraged to figure out several solutions to solve these social issues. In this process, 

students make decisions and take actions to solve these issues. In art classes, teachers can 

encourage students to use art-making to express their perspectives and use their artwork 

to influence other people's biased perspectives. 

Several art educators have implemented culturally responsive pedagogy in their 

classrooms. Buffington (2014) argues that being culturally responsive teachers does not 

mean that teachers teach different cultures and ask students to reproduce art done by 

artists from different cultures. Instead, culturally responsive teachers emphasize fostering 
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students' critical thinking abilities, which means that teachers should guide students to 

question the meanings of objects and their functions within a cultural context. Lee (2012) 

explore racial issues in a preservice art education class. Notably, Lee invited students to 

read server books related to racial issues before students started to discuss racial issues in 

class. Then, Lee encouraged her students to express their perspectives on racial issues 

through classroom discussions and art-making activities.  

After analyzing the approaches of culturally responsive teaching in art education, 

I have found several points. Firstly, teachers should be aware of the importance of being 

culturally responsive teachers. For example, teachers should provide a higher quality of 

public schooling for students of color and empower them to analyze biased opinions 

presented in visual culture critically. Secondly, teachers are capable of understanding 

different ethical students' learning styles and their cultures. Teachers can also learn about 

students' cultures and communities from newspapers and online resources. Thirdly, 

teachers can collaborate with other teachers to design the curriculum in order to provide 

more comprehensive curricula to diverse students. For example, art teachers can 

collaborate with social studies and language arts teachers to design a black history month 

project. 

 In sum, culturally responsive teachers should not only take into account their 

students' cultures into curricula but also should strive to foster students' critical thinking 

abilities. Teachers should guide students to analyze visual cultures in class critically and 

encourage students to express their perspectives through making art. Kincheloe (2008) 

argues that culturally responsive educators not only deal with questions of schooling, 

curriculum, and educational policy but also address social justice issues in their 
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classrooms.  

Critical Visual Culture 

Critical visual culture theories provide a guideline for teachers to assist students in 

analyzing various social justice issues presented in visual culture. First, teachers should 

be aware that visual culture study greatly influences contemporary art education because 

students encounter different visual images in their everyday lives. However, these images 

might permeate biased perspectives. Therefore, art teachers should have responsibilities 

to guide students to analyze these partial opinions presented in visual culture. 

Specifically, how to read these visual images becomes a driving force for implementing 

the visual culture study. Tavin (2003) defines visual culture as “a present-day 

phenomenon where values and beliefs are determined, in part, through visuality (the 

social construction of the visual).” (p. 207). Additionally, Garoian and Gaudelius (2004) 

describe “the pedagogy of visual culture” as “a democratic form of practice that enables a 

critical examination of visual cultural codes and ideologies to resist social injustice” (p. 

299). Furthermore, Duncum (2001) defines the term of visual culture in two aspects: 

The term visual suggests that we are concerned with substantially visual artifacts. 

Artifacts often involve codes other than visual ones and engage sensory modes 

other than sight, but we are interested in artifacts to the extent which, or when, we 

infer that they have meaning that is substantially visual. Secondly, the term 

culture suggests an interest in more than the artifacts themselves. It suggests an 

interest in the social conditions in which the artifacts have their being, including 

their production, distribution, and use. Images are viewed in their contextual 

richness, as part of an ongoing social discourse that involves their influence in 
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social life. (p.106) 

Tavin and Anderson (2003) describe the purpose of visual culture study as follow. 

“As critical art educators, we should investigate how corporations produce knowledge 

about the world, distribute and regulate information, help construct identity, and promote 

consumption in visual culture” (p. 34). We can see that corporations purposefully 

construct messages in visual culture in order to maximize profit.  

Visual Culture Art Education 

Contemporary art educators are aware that the primary purpose of art education is 

not merely for teachers to guide students to appreciate the beauty of the art. Instead, 

teachers should guide students to analyze different visual cultures critically and uncover 

meanings constructed by the corporations or the dominant groups. 

Howells and Negreiros (2012) advocate that students should have the ability to 

read different kinds of visual cultures since images permeate our lives and offer us a 

variety of information. Having an ability to read images critically means that students are 

capable of exploring how meanings are made and transmitted in the visual world. Many 

art educators have proposed that art education should emphasize visual culture studies 

(Bolin & Blandy, 2003). Many art educators have advocated incorporating visual culture 

studies into art classes (Barrett, 2003; Duncum, 1997, 1999, 2001, 2002; Freedman, 

2003a, 2003b; Freedman & Wood, 1999; Tavin, 2000). 

The significant difference between disciplinary-based art education (DBAE) and 

visual culture art education (VCAE) is that VCAE emphasizes using cultural perspectives 

to analyze art in a social context. Viewers should be able to see that the art is constructed 

by human beings. Also, VCAE encourages art teachers to bring more multicultural arts to 
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art classes (Duncum, 2001). Teachers who adopt the visual culture approach in art 

education believe that popular art and contemporary art are one of the essential parts of 

the visual culture, permeating in our daily lives. Specifically, visual culture art education 

not only refers to expanding the range of visual art forms in the curriculum but also 

emphasizes addressing issues of imagery and artifacts that do not focus on aesthetic 

appreciation (Freedman & Stuhr, 2004). Freedman and Stuhr (2004) further explain the 

importance of visual culture art education, concerning “the power of the representation, 

the formation of cultural identities, functions of creative production, the meanings of 

visual narratives, critical reflection on technological pervasiveness, and the importance of 

interdisciplinary connections” (p. 816). Bolin and Blandy (2003) argue that visual culture 

art education not only includes a broad range of visual images in art classes, but also 

incorporates studies of “sociological, political, cultural, economic, sexual, and 

generational concerns” (p. 247).  

Freedman and Stuhr (2004) argue that VCAE can help students to understand the 

complexity of culture. For instance, corporations may present stereotypical and cultural 

biases in their advertisements. Therefore, teachers must guide students to investigate 

issues of empowerment, representation, and social consciousness presented in these 

advertising products. Similarly, Duncum (2004) states that “the central concern with 

visual culture is the study of visual cultural sites/sights in terms of what they mean for 

personal and social life” (Duncum, 2004, p. 254). Chung (2006) argues that teachers can 

foster students’ critical visual literacy by exploring how ideologies are constructed in 

visual images. The VCAE curriculum encourages teachers to bring different kinds of 

visual images into their art classes and discuss a vast majority of social justice issues, 
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such as gender, environment, homelessness, violence, terrorism, homosexuality, popular 

culture, and consumerism.  

Approaches to teaching visual culture art education. Art Educators have 

introduced many instructional pedagogies of teaching visual culture. For instance, 

Duncum (2010) argues that “power” is one of the essential considerations in the imagery 

because all images compose of various ideas, values, and beliefs that convey producers’ 

ideas. “Mainstream forms of cultural production” typically carry ideologies that are 

aligned with “the interests of those in power” (Duncum 2010, p. 6). Therefore, teachers 

should not treat students as passive receivers because students would negotiate meanings 

when they encounter different visual images. Viewing is a negotiation process, where 

students express their perspectives. 

Moreover, Duncum (2004) provides an example to illustrate his point. For 

instance, in film studies, teachers can ask students to examine segments of the film 

repeatedly without the audio track, or with just the audio track. Teachers can invite to 

consider “how information and mood are conveyed: is it through camera angles; point of 

view; length of shots; framing or cropping devices like long shot and close up; editing 

techniques like fade in/ fade out” (Duncum, 2004, p.260). Students can further examine 

“facial expression and body language of the actors, their gaze, gesture, posture, body, and 

clothes. They [Students] examine what aspects dominate” (Duncum, 2004, p. 260).   

Taylor and Ballengee-Morris (2003) propose using music videos as well as 

television situations in art classes since both of them are dominant art forms in youth 

culture. Teachers should ask students to deconstruct cultural identity representations in 

visual cultures. Freedman (2015) argues that it is necessary to study media strategies to 
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comprehensively analyze visual images rather than continuously use formalist art 

criticism to analyze images. Many images persuade people to think or act in a particular 

way. However, images presented in visual culture could contain multiple meanings. 

Viewers may not be able to understand the intentions of visual images if they only use the 

formal analysis or a purely emotional response to analyze them. Tavin (2003) argues that 

the visual culture study is a critical inquiry process. Several questions can be used to 

facilitate the discussion:  

What images are we currently exposed to in visual culture? What do we learn 

from these images? What do the images not teach? Do these images provide or 

signify a certain lifestyle or feeling for us? Do we believe these images embody 

sexist, racist, ablest [ableist], and class-specific interests? What are the historical 

conditions under which these images are organized and regulated? How is power 

displayed or connoted throughout these images? (p. 208)  

Many art educators argue that images contain many dominant ideologies and 

interests. Art teachers should use different guiding questions to facilitate students' 

discussions in class, where teachers should go beyond the discussion of the art elements 

or design principles. Teachers should design a series of questions to guide students to 

analyze various social justice issues presented in images such as sexism, racism, and 

classism.  

Art Education for Social Justice 

It is necessary to understand the definition of social justice. Bell and Desai 

(2014a) argue that social justice strongly connects with the theories of indigenous 

epistemologies, critical race theories, and global feminisms since “Each of these 
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theoretical orientations offers a critical stance from the margin ways of understanding 

social reality” (p. 2). Bell and Desai (2014a) remind us that there are many ways to 

challenge oppression.  

Some theorists focus more on understanding and revealing social structures. 

Others highlight the role of culture and identity for understanding and challenging 

oppression. Still, other writers and activists concentrate on the ways in which 

language reveals social practices and social structures embedded in everyday 

discourses. (p. 2) 

One of the primary purposes of social justice education is to foster students’ 

critical thinking abilities so that they can challenge the oppression in their lives. Art 

educators have been exploring different approaches to incorporate social justice issues 

into art classes to fulfill one of the functions in art education that is to foster critical 

thinking abilities. As Quinn, Ploof, and Hochtritt (2012) mention, educators, like Dewey 

(1934) and Greene (1995), have pointed out the significance of art in social change.  

Drawing on the perspectives on justice from Young (1990) and Fraser (1997), 

Quinn, Ploof, and Hochtritt (2012) argue that “Working for social justice through 

education and other ways requires attention to the complex contexts of people’s lives, and 

then engaged responses aimed at change” (p. xxi). Darts (2006) is aware of the 

importance of socially engaged art education. He realized that the function of art 

education is not just to produce artistic objects, where the art class emphasizes learning 

“materials, techniques, and objects.” Instead, an ideal art class should focus on “concepts, 

problems, and ideas” (p.7). Darts (2006) further articulates that a meaningful art class 

should “[focuse] the curriculum around the visual cultures of students’ everyday lives, 



33 
 

 
 

engaging them directly in the planning, teaching, and evaluation processes, and 

connecting visual culture and artists to larger social and cultural issues” (p. 10). 

Therefore, Darts (2006) recommends that art teachers can introduce different socially 

engaged artists in the high school art curriculum. Teachers can assist students in 

understanding the social power of art and “challenging disenfranchised notions of the 

social and political roles of artists in contemporary society” (p. 7). Desai and Chalmers 

(2007) encourage art teachers to use socially engaged arts in social justice art curricula. 

The significance of incorporating socially engaged arts is shown as follow: 

Socially engaged art may not directly foster social change, but it does seek to 

generate dialogue about social and political issues. This kind of art requires an 

interrogation of not how we make art, but our long-held aesthetic beliefs and ways 

of looking at art. (p. 9)  

Desai and Chalmers (2007) also list a series of social justice issues that are 

appropriate in a high school art class. They are “colonization and imperialism,” “identity 

(migration, displacement, and marginalization),” “environmental issues,” “gender 

issues,” “globalization,” “HIV AIDS and the body,” and “homeless issues.” 

However, the phenomenon of overemphasizing art skill training in preservice art 

education programs still exists. Desai (2010) argues that preservice art education 

programs mainly focus on “art education methods, aesthetics, child and adolescent 

developmental, and art history. These curricula provide little room for socially relevant 

content and remain virtually unchanged” (p. 174). It is necessary to clarify the significant 

contribution of adopting social justice-based art curricula in schools. Quinn, Ploof, and 

Hochtritt (2012) point out that social justice art education links with “social 
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reconstructionist,” “multicultural,” and “critical art education,” as well as “social justice 

movements including feminism, lesbian and gay liberation, and disability rights” (p. xxi). 

Derby (2011) reminds us to consider disability issues from social justice and diversity 

perspectives. Derby (2011) argues that we should understand disability “in terms of social 

justice and diversity, noting that disability is not an inherently biological condition, but a 

result of disabling environments” (p. 96).  

Social justice art education has a secure connection with social justice education. 

Social justice art education emphasizes using art as a pathway to express a desire for 

establishing a more just world (Dewhurst, 2014; Marit, 2010; Quinn, Ploof, & Hochtritt, 

2012). There are different names in social justice art. They are “activist art, community-

based arts, public art, art for social change, theater of the oppressed, art for democracy, 

community cultural development, and most recently, social practice art” (Dewhurst, 

2014, p.7). Art education for social justice is rooted in a social justice perspective. Social 

justice perspective regarding education "compels us to challenge common educational 

sense and to ask important questions about why we do the things we do in schools and 

who benefits from them" (Hytten, 2006, p. 223).  

Art education for social justice emphasizes using the approach of questioning to 

empower students and preparing students to uncover unjust issues in society actively. 

Greene features that the function of critical questions is to “clarify what is cloudy, reveal 

what is mysterious or hidden, raise alternative possibilities, and challenge what may be 

assumed as truth” (as cited in Dewhurst, 2011, p. 371). In the meanwhile, Collanus and 

Heinonen (2012) propose that teachers should guide students to question taken-for-

granted concepts. Teachers should view art-making as an exploring process to find issues 
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in the taken-for-granted concepts, and guide students to deconstruct the taken-for-granted 

concepts and interpret them in new ways. This process is a robust process for challenging 

hegemonic discourse. I argue that the essential part of the social justice art curriculum is 

to provide students an opportunity to challenge the oppression and dominant discourse 

through making art. Using socially engaged artwork in a social justice art class can 

inspire students to discuss unjust issues in society. In terms of the topics discussed in a 

social justice art class, teachers can choose a wide variety of social justice issues. 

Teachers should foster students’ critical thinking abilities and guide students to use 

artistic skills to express their perspectives on different social justice issues.  

Discussing Social Justice Issues in Art Classes  

There has been growing research on social justice art education in K-12 schools. I 

reviewed some case studies in social justice art education in the following section. 

Fostering at-risk students' confidence is one of the critical duties in social justice art 

education. Davidson (2010) explored the idea of using documentary photography to bring 

real-world experiences into classrooms and to deconstruct stereotypical images of 

minority groups. Davidson taught fourth-graders to use cameras to document their 

families and their communities. In this process, students learned how to print black and 

white photos, turn these images into personal stories, and create handmade books and 

self-portraits. Davidson argues, "the images and stories created by project participants 

often provide a dramatic contrast to stereotypical representations of minority, immigrant, 

economically disadvantaged, or other marginalized communities" (p. 106). Davidson 

argues that teaching photography in conjunction with creative writing and oral histories 

enables young people to bring their personal stories, histories, and real-world experiences 
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into classrooms.  

To increase students’ confidence, Galloway, Scriven, and Potts (2010) designed a 

three-year project that extends the whole learning period of a middle school. In the 

project, teachers encouraged middle-school students to write about their lives and used 

their writings as a basis for staged performance. To enrich their performances, teachers 

led students to explore dance, music, and visual arts. Galloway, Scriven, and Potts found 

that audiences, including teachers, school and district administrators, local dignitaries, 

children from other classes, and family members, affirmed students’ achievements. 

Finally, it was noticed that the project fostered students’ confidence through exhibiting 

their arts, doing performances, and interacting with their peers in classes.  

Cornelius, Sherow, and Carpenter (2010) offer an instructional resource 

discussing the importance of water in human life through a series of examples of 

contemporary art and visual culture. They recommend students to “examine, experience, 

and construct interconnections among social, cultural, environmental, health, and other 

issues related to water” (p. 26).   

From the above case studies in the social justice-based art curriculum, some art 

teachers encourage students to bring their personal experience into classes to disrupt the 

dominant description of marginalized communities. Some art teachers encourage students 

to use their life stories as a base for staged performance to increase students’ confidence. 

Other art educators advocate discussing the water issue in their art classes. The similarity 

of these social justice art curricula is to build a connection between students’ life 

experiences and art classes. Teachers foster students’ critical thinking abilities to promote 

a more just society by guiding students to make different kinds of art.   
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Critical Media Literacy and Social Justice Art Curriculum 

Art education for social justice can foster students’ critical media literacy. Critical 

media literacy can cultivate students ‘critical thinking abilities to analyze “media codes 

and conventions” and “to criticize stereotypes, dominant values, and ideologies,” and “to 

interpret the multiple meanings and messages generated by media texts” (Kellner & 

Share, 2005, p. 327). Similarly, Kesler, Tinio, and Nolan (2016) state the purpose of 

teaching critical media literacy is that teachers can assist students in recognizing the 

constructed nature of media and ideology in order to empower students to challenge 

media messages and to produce alternative voices. For instance, students have a high 

likelihood to contact different media cultures in their lives. Corporations use various 

selling strategies to persuade customers to purchase different kinds of products. Teachers 

can foster students' critical media literacy to resist temptation in consumption culture. 

Hart (2008) states that the designers of media know the importance of shaping customers' 

interests and desires through using images and sounds. Customers should be aware of the 

persuasive advertising techniques in order to be smart customers. 

Teachers can guide students to use Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) to analyze 

various visual images in art classes comprehensively. “VTS utilizes a learner-centered, 

open-ended questioning sequence that begins with: What’s happening in this picture?” 

(Rawlinson, Wood, Osterman, & Sullivan, 2007, p. 159). VTS is used for teachers to 

encourage students to analyze different visual materials using a variety of approaches 

such as “viewing, reflecting, talking about visual images, as well as reading, writing, and 

responding artistically” (Rawlinson, Wood, Osterman, & Sullivan, 2007, p.160). 

The foundation of critical media literacy is to challenge “the power of the media 
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to present messages as non-problematic and transparent” (Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 374). 

Semiotics emphasizes that meanings are socially produced. According to Hall, in 

semiotics, critical media literacy educators analyze “the existence of dual meanings of 

signs: denotation and signifier (the more literal reference to content) and connotation and 

signified (the more associative, subjective significations of a message based on 

ideological and cultural codes)” (Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 374). One important goal of 

teaching critical media literacy is to help students distinguish between denotation and 

connotation. With younger students, the terms could be “simplified into separating what 

they see or hear from and what they think or feel” (Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 374).  

Besides applying semiotics to analyze symbols, Alvermann and Hagood (2000a) 

argue that critical media literacy builds its theoretical foundation from cultural studies, 

postmodern perspectives, and feminist pedagogies. From the perspective of cultural 

studies, critical media literacy is connected to the structure of society and politics, and 

“the issues of ideology, bodies, power, and gender to produce various cultural artifacts” 

(p. 194). According to Sholle and Denski, from postmodern perspectives, critical media 

literacy emphasizes how individuals interpret cultural texts differently “depending on 

their interests and positioning in various social and historical contexts” (as cited in 

Alvermann & Hagood, 2000a, p. 194). From feminist perspectives, critical media literacy 

focuses on how popular texts produce a certain relationship between power and gendered 

identities (Alvermann & Hagood, 2000a).  

Teaching critical media literacy in classrooms. In a critical media literacy class, 

teachers should display a respectful attitude toward adolescents’ experiences with popular 

culture, while simultaneously engaging students in a deeper understanding of what it 
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means to be a fan of a certain person, group, or object (Alvermann & Hagood, 2000b). 

Guiding young people to make videos is one of the forms of teaching critical media 

literacy. The process of creating videos helps students to understand how media presents 

the world to audiences through video editing and image selections. In northern California, 

students made digital stories about their communities to reconstruct past events. In 

Australia, students created community-based videos to disrupt the misinterpretation of 

people of color (Gainer, 2010). Several assignments are suggested by Stoddard (2014) to 

foster students' critical media literacy, such as comparing and contrasting global 

newspaper’s headlines on political issues, or films from different periods to see how 

different media report the same event in different perspectives.  

Social Reconstructionist Art Education 

 Social justice art education is connected with social reconstructionist art 

education. Desai (2010) argues that social justice art education builds on the foundation 

of “critical or social constructivist multiculturalism” (p. 174). Freedman (1994) explains 

social constructivists’ perspectives as follow:  

It is important to remember that a work of art is often valued because of its place 

within (rather than throughout) history and the value of art, even the aesthetic 

value, changes as it moves from one cultural context to another” (p. 132).  

Social reconstructionist art education emphasizes a subject in a cultural and social 

context. Hicks (1994) advocates that teachers should teach stduents to understand an 

object in a cultural context. Teachers can use the following guiding questions to lead a 

discussion in class: “Why were they made and for whom? What relationships do they 

exhibit, establish, or maintain?” (Hicks, 1994, p.153). Therefore, when teachers guide 
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students to analyze an artwork, teachers should discuss social events that happened at that 

period or any historical events related to the artwork. Guiding students in analyzing the 

work of art in context can better help students to understand the purpose of the art as well 

as voices from the artists.  

Fostering students’ critical thinking abilities is one of the essential parts of social 

reconstructionist art education. Kellner and Share (2007) argue, “A critical reconstruction 

of education should produce pedagogies that provide media literacy and enable students, 

teachers, and citizens to discern the nature and effects of media culture” (p. 4). “Media 

culture is a form of pedagogy that teaches proper and improper behavior, gender roles, 

values, and knowledge of the world (Kellner & Share, 2007, p.4). A critical 

reconstruction of education “makes us aware of how media construct meanings, influence 

and educate audiences, and impose their messages and values” (Kellner & Share, 2007, p. 

4). Chung (2004) argues that “social reconstructionist art education poses a direct 

challenge to the traditional view of art as solely an aesthetic product, and through critical 

pedagogy, it challenges existing forms of institutionalized knowledge and seeks to foster 

students’ critical thinking skills” (p. 9). Boyd (2011) argues that social reconstructionist 

art education promotes a more just society through to “give the young a voice, question 

power and authority, practice democracy in the classroom, and collaborate in knowledge 

creation and knowledge sharing” (p. iii).  

Social reconstructionist art education encourages teachers coming from different 

subject areas to plan a reconstructionist curriculum around one social issue 

collaboratively. Teachers should design topics that are relevant to their students’ lives. 

During the collaboration process, art teachers can direct the part of art-making used to 
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develop reflective understandings of the issues. In contrast, social studies teachers can 

guide students to analyze issues comprehensively, and language arts teachers can develop 

students’ critical thinking abilities by guiding them to read different articles (Stuhr, 1994).  

Social reconstructionist art education encourages teachers to guide students to 

view objects in a cultural or social context. It also fosters students’ critical thinking 

abilities, where students learn to question authority voices and explore alternative voices 

for marginalized groups with the ultimate goal of promoting a more just society.  

Feminist art education. Feminist art education is one type of social justice art 

education, which of theme share the same goal is to empower students from diverse 

backgrounds, specifically those who are female. The fact that female always functions as 

a decorative role in high art has been pointed out by a vast majority of art educators. As a 

result, many female students cannot find role models from the male-dominated art world 

if teachers only emphasize traditional fine arts in the school curriculum. Feminist art 

education encourages teachers to bring different female issues into classrooms to guide 

students to discuss gender issues, and empower female students to pursue being as 

professional artists.  

Feminist art education refers to instruction on issues and topics relevant to 

feminism in visual arts. The feminist art education course includes studio courses for 

women art students, art history courses on women artists and the image of women in art, 

and socially-oriented courses on the role and fate of women in the art world (Sandell, 

1979). The first goal of feminist art education is to educate diversity and difference. 

Feminist art education can increase students’ awareness of their cultural backgrounds and 

appreciate the multiplicity of diverse traditions that constitute our society. The second 
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goal of feminist art education emphasizes the contextual character of the artwork, as well 

as the contextual character of all interpretations. Therefore, students should be aware of 

art as a culturally defined and validated form of communication. Teachers can guide 

students to evaluate the contextual background of art production critically and challenge 

their taken-for-granted assumptions. Through this crucial analysis process, students 

should be able to analyze the other visual images presented in their lives (Hicks, 1990). 

Multicultural art education. Social justice art education has a secure connection 

with multicultural art education, both of which share the same vision of incorporating 

more diverse cultural issues into art classes. Ballengee-Morris and Stuhr (2001) define 

multicultural education as follow: 

[It] used by educators to describe working with students who are different because 

of age, gender or sexuality, social and economic class, exceptionality, geographic 

location, religion, political status, language, ethnicity, and race. The social goals 

of this approach for all groups are to provide a more equitable distribution of 

power, to reduce discrimination and prejudice, and to provide social justice and 

equitable opportunities (p.8).  

Desai (2000) also notes that a primary goal of multicultural art education is “to 

provide accurate and authentic representations of the art of racially and ethnically 

marginalized groups in the United States and of subordinate cultures around the world” 

(p. 114). Multicultural art education assists teachers in guiding students to decrease the 

dominant stereotypic representations of race, ethnicity, and culture (Desai, 2000). 

Postmodern Art Curriculum and Postmodern Art 

In the Modern art period, painters used their ways to represent the world. 
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Modernist paintings replace traditional paintings and emphasize the non-mimetic 

features, including but not limited to the consciousness of paint and brushstroke, the 

rectangular shape (Danto & Goehr, 1997). Modern art is scientific, and it emphasizes 

perfection, purity, clarity, and order (Levin, 1979). However, postmodern art does not 

focus on the place that the artwork is exhibited, the ways they are created, or the 

materials with which they are made. It focuses more on the way the art effects, provokes, 

and challenges both the artist and viewers (Taylor, 2002). Post-modernism is impure. It is 

playful and full of doubt, tolerant of ambiguity, contradiction, complexity, incoherence, 

eccentrically inclusive. It mimics life, accepts awkwardness and crudity. It is structured 

by time rather than form, is concerned with context rather than style. It uses memory, 

research, confession, fiction with irony, whimsy, and disbelief (Levin, 1979).  

The postmodern art curriculum emphasizes that the curriculum should be 

grounded in students' and teachers' life experiences and stresses multicultural content 

rather than focusing on studying fundamental art skills (Keifer-Boyd, Amburgy, & 

Knight, 2004). Also, the purpose of the postmodern art curriculum is not to discuss 

accurate or inaccurate interpretations. Instead, it focuses on the multidimensional 

interpretation of the artwork. Also, the postmodern art curriculum helps students 

challenge assumptions that have been taken for granted (Freedman, 2003). 

The postmodern art curriculum has secure connections with social justice art 

education since contemporary artists have been widely addressing social justice issues 

through making postmodern art. Taylor (2002) argues that using postmodern perspectives 

to view art means that viewers should not only focus on materials that the artist used, 

while the viewers should concentrate more on how arts provoke and challenge the 
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perceptions of viewers.  

There are several characteristics in the postmodern art curriculum. Efland, 

Freedman, and Stuhr (1996) stress that diverse content should be introduced into the 

postmodern art curriculum. Teachers should not only focus on developing local 

curriculum or introducing local artists but also should include more various artists from 

different cultures and geographical locations. Efland, Freedman, and Stuhr (1996) further 

note that the modernist artwork usually exhibits new styles, and the modernist artists 

view audiences as passive recipients in front of the art. In contrast, postmodernist works 

of art convey more spiritual meanings. Therefore, teachers should not impose an aesthetic 

standard on students through teaching about good design and principles that supposedly 

made it pleasant. Also, Gude (2013) stresses the importance of the process of knowledge 

construction in the postmodernist art curriculum. High-quality art education does not 

merely depict what we see. At the same time, it guides students to generate new 

knowledge, where teachers should guide students to analyze social values and artistic 

techniques embedded in the art.  

In the postmodernism period, “the meaning of art is explored through 

deconstruction, discourse and the encouragement of multiple interpretations” (Hardy, 

2006, p. 6). Clark (1996) argues that poststructuralism, deconstruction/reconstruction, 

and feminist/postcolonial criticism are three keywords in the postmodernist curriculum. 

Poststructuralism “questions the existence of epistemological absolutes such as truth, 

certainty, reality, or beauty” (p. 9). “In contrast to modernism’s focus upon the purity of 

form, postmodernism is concerned with the interpretation of meaning” (Clark, 1996, p. 

10). In terms of deconstruction and reconstruction, Clark (1996) explains that  
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Deconstruction lies at the very heart of postmodernist art; however, since artists 

and viewers alike engage this process from diverse perspectives, their resultant 

interpretations of meaning will of necessity be similarly diverse. This 

phenomenon is referred to in the literature as reconstruction. (p. 10) 

Artists who critically express their options on different social issues by making art 

is a process of deconstruction. When audiences view this artwork, they would have 

different interpretations of the artworks, which is a process of reconstruction.      

Alter-Muri and Klein (2007) point out the essential characteristics of 

postmodernism is that “postmodernists deny the existence of a single ideology or theory. 

They insist that reality, theories, and knowledge are never value-free” (p. 82). Gude 

(2004) asserts that a high-quality art education program should foster students’ capacities 

to reflect on cultural issues related to self and society. In art classes, teachers need to 

provide students with opportunities for meaningful self-expression. For the sake of 

getting inspiration about how artists use art to address different social justice issues 

presented in their own cultural and political situations, teachers should guide students to 

see different contemporary activist art.  

However, art education curricula in schools focus less on postmodern art. School 

art curricula more emphasize “art history that ends with cubism; visual elements and 

principles; and color wheels, technical skills” (Gude, 2000, p. 76). Art teachers can 

incorporate more contemporary art into their classrooms since many contemporary 

artworks encourage audiences to reconsider the concept of “the real,” “the natural,” and 

“the normal” and to recognize these concepts are socially constructed (Gude, 2000).  

Approaches to analyzing postmodern art. Focusing on pursuing innovation in 
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materials and forms, modernist artists create their identities by using their artwork as 

vehicles for subjective expression. Modernist artists argue that art is purely aesthetic 

without any function, which is also known as art for art’s sake. Therefore, they show 

great enthusiasm in creating new art styles and move away from representation to 

concentrate on lines, colors, and forms. During the modernist period, aestheticians 

attempted to deal with the changing art style (Wolcott, 1996). During the modern art 

movement, “Formalism became the measure of the quality; a work of art was judged not 

for its relevance to external concerns, but on the basis of aesthetic coherence within the 

work itself” (Parks, 1989, p.11).  

Postmodernism originated in the 1970s. Contrasting to the exploration of new 

styles and techniques in modernism, “Postmodernism seems to be characterized by an air 

of skepticism” (Wolcott, 1996, p. 71). According to Barrett (2011), “Art historians place 

the beginnings of postmodern earlier than 1968, crediting especially the artist Marcel 

Duchamp (1887-1968) and the art movement of Dada (peaking around 1920) and Pop Art 

(beginning in the mid-1950s)” (p. 203).  

Postmodern artists apply a large number of techniques such as "pastiche, kitsch, 

repetition, and appropriation” in their art. Moreover, postmodernist artists rely on 

“allegory, narratives, metaphor, and juxtaposition of unrelated images” to question 

“assumptions about beauty, formal relations, originality, and self-expression” (Wolcott, 

1996, p. 71). The essential job of postmodernist artists is “to deal with content such as 

social and political issues, the marketplace and the art object as a commodity, the art 

object as a critique of society and culture” (Wolcott, 1996, p.71).  

Taylor (2002) summarizes several features of postmodern art as follow:  
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Functions socially and politically; 2) interconnects power and knowledge in social 

representations; 3) connects art and life through critical self-reflection and 

transformation; 4) Draws attention to cultural identity through mini-narratives, 

flexibility, and interdisciplinarity; 5) employs paradox and conflict; 6) expands 

the definition of what is as well as who can make art to involve collaboration and 

viewer participation. (p. 126) 

Postmodern art does not emphasize the aesthetic qualities of the art. However, 

they emphasize that the meaning of art is constructed by human beings. Therefore, the 

meaning of art may not be neutral. It is necessary to review several essential 

characteristics of postmodern art so that art educators can comprehensively guide 

students to analyze them in cultural and social contexts.  

The first characteristic of postmodern art is called “little narrative,” which means 

that the artist should be considered as a collaborator rather than a hero creating a cultural 

narrative (Hardy, 2006). From a similar perspective, Fehr (1994) argues that 

postmodernist art should include more women and minority artists since their new visions 

also contain social consciousness. Adding more women and minority artists into art 

curricula would eventually promote the visibility of equal rights of women and minorities 

with white males.  

Second, postmodern artists break the boundary between high art and low art, 

which is vigorously defined from the perspective of modernism. “For the modernist, true 

art transcends ordinary life. They believe true art is ‘high art,’ above ‘low culture’ as seen 

in popular objects and images” (Barrett, 2011, p. 207-208). Pop art is one of the examples 

of postmodern art in the late 1950s. Pop artists use “popular culture to erase the boundary 
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between high and low art by using popular images in their work - comic book 

conventions, Campbell’s soup cans, Spam cans, hamburgers and French fries, gas 

stations, celebrities” (p. 208). Postmodern artists depict not only historical stories and 

famous figures but also incorporate many everyday objects in their art.  

Third, postmodern art encourages viewers to analyze artwork in a social context 

since postmodern artists prefer to use familiar images in their artwork. However, they 

change the meaning of these familiar images. Gude (2004) uses “recontextualization” to 

illustrate the core philosophy of postmodern art. Gude encourages audiences to 

understand “a familiar image in relationship to pictures, symbols, or texts” (p. 9). This art 

technique has been widely found in the magazine, Adbusters, which deconstructs many 

contemporary advertisements by adding or revising images and texts to discuss different 

kinds of environmental and global justice issues (Gude, 2004). Barrett (2011) uses 

“appropriation” to illustrate this art technique. “To appropriate is to process, borrow, 

steal, copy, quote, or excerpt images that already exist, made by other artists or available 

in public domain and general culture” (p. 213). Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) mention 

that “appropriation” frequently used as “a political act denying that the original artist or 

work ‘owns’ the content or form. As a practical act, appropriation is different from 

copying a work in order to understand the technique or composition” (p. 234). In 

postmodern art, artists change the meaning of ordinary objects by putting them into a new 

environment (like Fountain by Marcel Duchamp) or adding texts, or modifying new 

images. All of these remind us that the meaning in the postmodern period should be 

analyzed in a contextual environment.    

Fourth, postmodern artists usually mix different kinds of materials to create 
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artwork rather than using one art material. Postmodern artists apply a vast majority of art 

styles or forms in their creation, such as neo-expressionist art, installation art, graffiti art, 

performance art, and computer art (Fehr, 1994). Sociopolitical art advocates, “the 

concerns of ethnic, religious, and other minorities as well as women and environmental 

groups” (Fehr, 1994, p. 212). One of the skills used to create meaning in the postmodern 

art is called “layering.” “Layered imagery evoking the complexity of the unconscious 

mind is a familiar strategy in Surrealist art and of early experimental approaches to 

photography” (Gude, 2004, p. 10). For example, when an artist displays his/her graffiti 

art in a community, the other artist may add a new layer of graffiti art on some parts of 

the original graffiti art to express their new perspectives on this social issue. Therefore, 

graffiti art can be viewed as a community discussion board for local people to discuss 

their community issues or their concerns.  

Gude (2004) argues that “juxtaposition is useful in helping students discuss the 

familiar shocks of contemporary life in which images and objects from various realms 

and sensibilities come together as intentional clashes or random happenings” (p.9). Gude 

(2004) further explains that students who plan to analyze art made in the 21st-century 

should know the disconnection between texts and images presented in postmodern art 

since artists might use the ironic approach to illustrate their points of view. Therefore, 

students should have the capacity to understand that this is an approach of new meaning 

construction.  

Fifth, the male gaze was used to describe a phenomenon happening in Hollywood 

films that emphasize the sexual and erotic aspects of women (Barrett, 2011). The term, 

gaze, is frequently used in contemporary discourses when talking about the act of 
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looking. It is crucial to consider who is being looked at (Gude, 2004). Viewers see images 

differently depending on their gender, ethnicity, nationality, class, and age. Because of 

this, our relationship to the image can be predetermined as sexist, ageist, or racist, but 

also as sympathetic, respectful, and loving (Duncum, 2010). Analyzing the element, 

"power” can also assist students in understanding the concealed meanings of the image 

better. All images embed a series of ideas, values, and beliefs that serve the intention of 

the creator. Teachers should be aware that “all complex societies are hierarchically 

ordered, where different groups have different degrees of power, images constitute 

different agendas” (Duncum, 2010, p. 6). All images help those in power to express what 

the world looks like. Therefore, the mainstream form of cultural production typically 

carries ideologies that consist of the interests of those in power (Duncum, 2010).  

Sixth, postmodern art is grounded in artists' lives and situated on social issues. 

Gude (2004) notes that postmodern artists create their works of art based on their “own 

personal history and culture of origin” (p. 11). Freedman (2000) argues that 

postmodernist often rejects the idea of using the art elements and design principles in the 

art without any purposes. However, they emphasize that multiple and extended social 

meaning should be conveyed by the artists. This fact means that postmodern artists are 

wildly concerned about current social affairs and situate their art in a cultural and social 

context. In order to understand postmodern art, viewers should immerse themselves in a 

social context and consider the influence of culture on the art.  

Overall, postmodern art emphasizes that the meaning of art is constructed by 

human beings. Postmodern artists show interest in analyzing the power relationship in the 

imagery, and they stress using a vast number of art forms to voice their concerns on 
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different social issues. Milbrandt (1998) points out that many postmodern artists invite 

viewers to interpret their artwork. They view audiences as collaborators actively 

constructing the meaning of the art rather than as passive message receivers. Therefore, 

analyzing the meaning of art should consider the cultural context of the art. As Hellman 

(2003) mentions, postmodern art “recognizes and places value on multiple narratives, 

embraces multiculturalism” (p. 7).  

Activist art. Activist art emphasizes that art can raise audiences’ awareness of 

different unjust social issues and provide an outlet for artists to express their perspectives. 

Art reflects its time and expresses artists’ concerns about different social issues at a 

specific moment. Additionally, art mirrors the aesthetic standard at a specific historical 

period and provides a window for people to view the historical event happening at that 

time. For example, Pablo Picasso’s Guernica is a well-known mural-sized oil painting 

that shows the tragedy of the war at a historical moment (Pleasant, 2016). Berger-Gluck 

argues that “Art activism is about making the invisible visual” (as cited in Frostig, 2011, 

p. 52). Invisible refers to the “abuse of power and privilege that leads to social 

dysfunction and social injustice” (as cited in Frostig, 2011, p.52). 

Activist art is process-oriented art. Viewers not only need to consider the 

materials used in the art but also should take into account the context of the artwork. The 

activist art usually provokes dialogue among viewers, rather than to illustrate the standard 

of beauty or the mainstream ideology. For example, Suzanne Lacy’s International Dinner 

Party is not just an object shown in a gallery. However, the whole artwork also includes a 

yearlong preparation, workshops, film, and documentation display on site. This art-

making approach is different from conventional art that only focuses on displaying 
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objects. It emphasizes the interaction between art and the viewers (Lippard, 1984). 

Another activist artist, Nancy Ohanian, created a conceptual piece, EPA Regulations, to 

raise people’s awareness of environmental issues (Pleasant, 2016).  

Summary 

Art educators have been incorporating different art forms into art curricula, where 

fine art is not the only medium taught in art classes. Simultaneously, art education 

embraces the idea of using visual culture approach to analyze visual images (Boughton, 

1986; Chung, 2007; Franco & Unrath, 2014; Raney, 1999; Tavin, 2003). Social justice art 

education focuses on analyzing the power relationship and ideology depicted in the 

images and different social issues presented in there (Dewhurst, 2011; Freedman, 2000; 

Garber, 2004; Muri, 1999). Sandell (2009) stresses that critical visual literacy is critical in 

the social justice art curriculum since critical visual literacy focuses on a deeper 

understanding of the hidden information presented in the image. Therefore, teachers 

should foster students’ critical thinking abilities to analyze the relationship between 

words, figures, and shapes in an image. Also, a social justice art curriculum should 

connect with students' lives. 

In order to assist students in understanding the complicated social justice issues 

presented in the image, many art teachers have emphasized that fostering students’ 

critical thinking abilities is one of the essential tasks in art classes. Hinchey (2004) argues 

that “Educators must develop a wide variety of understandings, including an 

understanding of how their thinking is shaped by their own position in and experiences 

with American culture” (p. 23). In classrooms, teachers should learn about their students 

and their communities in order to design a series of student-centered curricula, rather than 
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perform as information delivers uncritically teaching the contents presented in textbooks 

(Kincheloe, 2008).  

In chapter two, drawing on the framework of social justice education, critical 

pedagogy, culturally responsive teaching, critical visual culture, art education for social 

justice, and postmodern art curriculum, I conduct a case study to explore art teachers’ 

perspectives on social justice art education. This case study can inform the possibilities, 

rewards, and challenges of incorporating social justice issues into art curricula.  
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III. Chapter Three 

Introduction 

Social justice art education has a solid theoretical foundation. Social justice art 

education builds on the foundation of Neo-DBAE, multicultural art education, visual 

culture art education, issues-based art education, social reconstructionist art education, 

critical media literacy, feminism, activist arts, and postmodernism. However, art 

educators can foresee the challenges of implementing a social justice art curriculum in 

schools since art education has a long history associated with the child-centered teaching 

approach. The child-centered art education emphasizes on teaching “creativity, strong 

self-concepts, and psychological well-being” (Bersson, 1986, p.41).  

Additionally, the overemphasis of teaching Western fine arts in disciplinary-based 

art education cannot meet the cultural experience of the diverse student population 

(Bersson, 1986). Students encounter different social issues in their communities and the 

world. To assist students in critically viewing different social issues, art educators should 

consider how art can empower students in order to promote a more just society.  

Art educators may hold different perceptions regarding social justice art education 

based on their educational backgrounds and teaching experiences. To uncover the 

rewards and challenges of discussing social justice issues in art classes, I conducted a 

case study to explore art teachers’ perceptions regarding social justice art education. 

Research Design 

In this research, I explored five in-service art teachers’ perceptions regarding 

social justice in education and social justice art education. This is a small-scale 

qualitative case study. The data are collected through individual and focus group 
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interviews. Five art teachers were invited to participate in the research. Purposeful 

sampling was used in this research. The findings of this research provide information 

regarding the rewards and challenges of discussing social justice issues in art education. 

The findings also are beneficial for designing art education method courses.  

Qualitative Research Method 

Qualitative researchers develop concepts, insights, and understandings from 

patterns in the data rather than collecting data to assess preconceived hypotheses. 

Qualitative researchers spend time with the people they study in order to understand how 

those people see things and cannot bring their own perspectives and biased views of the 

world in the research (Taylor, Bogdan, & DeVault, 2016). The difference between 

qualitative research and quantitative research is that quantitative research methods can be 

used to research how many people undertake particular behaviors. In contrast, qualitative 

research can help researchers to understand how and why these behaviors happen (Sutton 

& Austin, 2015). Qualitative research focuses on understanding the nature of the research 

problem rather than on the number of observed behaviors. Researchers interpret and 

contextualize meanings from people’s beliefs and practices (Baškarada, 2014). Usually, 

there are five sections in a qualitative research report, including introduction, conceptual 

framework, methodology and research design, findings, and discussion and implications. 

The introduction section deals with the following three issues: the researcher 

should 1) “describe and frame the research questions.” 2) “provide background and 

context that frames the multiple contexts that shape the study.” 3) “explain the rationale 

and significance of the study” (Ravitch & Carl, 2015, p. 281). 

The theoretical framework is one of the essential parts of qualitative research. The 
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theoretical framework means that “a researcher integrates and situates the formal theories 

that contextualized and guided a study” (Ravitch & Carl, 2015, p. 86). Two research 

processes are involved. In the beginning, the researcher will conduct a literature review 

search where bodies of literature that frame a study will be identified.  Next, the 

researcher will go through all the literature and “analyze and synthesize concepts from 

the literature.” This is a process of making sense of the data and contextualizing the study 

and making an argument (Ravitch & Carl, 2015).  

In the methodology and research section, the section usually will report the 

researcher’s action plan of data collection for searching the answers for the research 

questions. This section usually includes "site and participant selection," "data collection 

method," "data analysis section," and “issues of validity” (Ravitch & Carl, 2015). 

In the finding section, the researcher can organize this section with 3-5 significant 

themes that come from the data analysis and help for answering the research questions. 

Each theme should have its heading. The researcher should select excerpts from the data 

that “substantiate the interpretations and assertions.” Also, all data excerpts should be 

cited with the source, such as with the format flowing as participants’ names or 

Pseudonym, Interview, Date (Ravitch & Carl, 2015). 

The final section usually is a discussion and implication section. The discussion 

section describes the significance of the finding broadly. The researcher can use literature 

from the theoretical framework to link the discussion in order to explore “how these 

findings relating to current thinking in the field.” In the implication section, the 

researcher can discuss (1) “the theory development in a relevant field(s), (2) future 

research in this area, and (3) your various audiences such as policy, practice, and so on” 
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(Ravitch & Carl, 2015, p. 284).    

Case study. The case study is one kind of qualitative research, and it focuses on 

the interpretation of the case. According to Creswell and Poth (2017),  

Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a 

bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through 

detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., 

observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and 

reports a case description and case-based themes. For example, several programs 

(a multi-site study) or a single program (a within-site study) may be selected for 

study. (p.73) 

Similarly, Hancock and Algozzine (2016) define a case study as follows: “The 

problem focuses on developing an indepth understanding of a ‘case’ or bounded system. 

It is related to understanding that an event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” 

(p.24). 

Based on the research question exploring art teachers’ perceptions about 

incorporating social justice issues in art classes, the case study is best suitable to 

understand the real experiences from art teachers through in-depth interviews and focus 

group interviews. The interviews provide audiences a full understanding of different 

perspectives on the possibilities and challenges of teaching social justice issues in 

schools. Teachers are encouraged to use their real classroom situations to illustrate their 

points of view. If they have not yet taught topics related to social justice in class, they 

might share the possibilities of incorporating these social issues in class and the status of 

art education in their schools. If they have incorporated social justice issues into their 
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classes, they might share the topics that they had taught in classes, the learning outcome 

of students, and the approaches of preparing these social issues in class.  

The case study guides the researcher to conduct in-depth interviews with teachers 

to collect their perspectives about the status of art education in K-12 schools and the 

challenges of teaching social justice issues in their art classes. The interviews can help the 

researcher to search and clarify the answers for the research questions to construct a 

comprehensive understanding of the possibilities and challenges of incorporating social 

justice discussion in their art classes.  

Research Questions 

1) What are the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high 

schools regarding social justice?  

2) What are the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high 

schools regarding the integration of social justice issues in art education? 

Data Collection 

Participants and sampling. Purposeful sampling was used in this study. 

According to Coyne, Koerber, and McMichael (2008) define a purposeful sampling as 

follow: “The researcher is looking for participants who possess certain traits or qualities. 

In this sampling method, the researcher considers the aim of the research and selects 

samples accordingly” (p. 464).  

In this research, I used purposeful sampling to select five art teachers to conduct 

the interviews. In the first stage, I emailed the potential art teachers and asked whether 

they are willing to participate in the research. I sent a brief introduction regarding the 

research topic and the consent forms to potential participants. All participants agree to 
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participate in the research have been requested to fill in the consent form. 

Data Collection Schedule. The aim of the process of data collection to 

presentation is to tell the participants’ stories using exemplars form their own narratives, 

thus grounding the research findings in the participants’ lived experiences (Sutton & 

Austin, 2015). In order to understand the real experiences of teachers’ perspectives about 

incorporating social justice issues in art classes, I conducted a case study in this research. 

The major data has been collected from interviews. For each participant, two individual 

interviews and one focus group interview have been conducted to collect data. All data 

has been collected during the 2018 summer. I used audio-recording to collect the data. 

After the interviews, I have transcribed verbatim before the data analysis started.  

Applying IRB and getting consent from participants. After getting approval from 

the IRB application, I started to contact the potential participants and conducted the 

interviews. I sent an email to potential art teachers and asked whether they are available 

to participate in the research (Appendix 1). I sent an email to all students who were 

taking MEd or Ph.D. in Art Education at the University of Houston. Five art teachers 

finally agreed to participate in the study.  

 Before the first interview, I asked the participants to sign the consent forms and 

introduced the purpose of the research to the participants. I asked the participants whether 

there are any concerns about participating in the research. I informed the participants the 

research outcomes would be uploaded to the University designated digital database and 

could be shared with them. I could provide each participant with a softcopy of the 

research outcome if the participants request.   

The first interview. The first interview took 30 minutes to one hour to finish and 
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was mainly for collecting major data about art teachers’ perspectives on social justice art 

education. Before the interview was conducted, I briefly introduced the purpose of the 

research again and informed the participants that the interview is audio recorded. An 

interview promo was used to facilitate the discussion process (See the sample of 

interview questions in the attachment). All of these questions are open-ended questions 

and aim to learn art teachers’ perceptions regarding social justice in education and 

discussing social justice issues in art education.  

Data transcription. After the first interview, all interviews were transcribed. I 

highlighted anywhere that was not clear and asked the participants to clarify these 

uncertainties in the second interview. Also, I started to analyze the data and generated 

several themes for the later focus group interviews. 

The second interview. The main purpose of the second interview is to clarify any 

questions or uncertainties in the first interview. These uncertainties include, but are not 

limited to, the unclear answers from the first interview.  

Focus group interview. Three participants were grouped into one focus group. I 

prepared several themes for the participants to discuss. I was a facilitator in the 

discussion and encouraged participants to express their perspectives. The participants 

could either agree or disagree with each other’s opinions or could choose to do not to 

comment on the topics. The focus group interview was conducted through Skype.  

Confidentiality. I informed the participants that there is no major risk for 

participating in this research. The only minor risk is the confidentiality issue. In order to 

minimize the confidentiality, I have removed the identity of the participants and gave 

each participant a fake name when I transcripted the date from the audio. Also, fake 
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names were used in this dissertation to ensure confidentiality. On the acknowledge page, 

I only said thank you to all participants, and no participants' real names would be shown. 

Regarding protect the privacy interests of the participants. All interviews were 

conducted through face-to-face interviews on campus or through Skype in a scheduled 

timeslot. I made sure the location of the face-to-face interview is a private place. Also, I 

offered a place that the participants feel comfortable sharing their opinions without any 

distribution in an indoor place. For example, the location is a classroom in my 

department. In terms of accessing the data, only I can access the data, and I will not share 

the data with other people. Finally, I have informed the participants on how to keep their 

privacy before the interview conducted.  

Data management. During the data analysis process, all data have been stored in 

my computer with a password- protected for data analysis. Only I know the password to 

open the computer. After the research completes, the hardcopy of the data will be 

maintained on campus for three years and will be stored in my faculty sponsor’s office, 

Room346 in the Farish Hall building, at the University of Houston.  

Instruments 

Interview. There are three types of interviews in qualitative research, structured, 

semi-structured, and untrusted interviews. Although there are three major interview 

styles, a semi-structured interview is the most common interview in qualitative research 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2015). According to positivism, interview data try to provide us a fact 

about the world. The aim of the interviews from the perspectives of positivists is to 

generate data that hold independently of the research setting and the researcher and or 

interviewer. One way to achieve this goal is to standardized interviews using structured 



62 
 

 
 

interviews. The researcher never agrees or disagrees with an answer, and never gives the 

respondents’ personal opinions on the topic. The researcher will never interpret the 

meaning of a question. From the perspectives of positivists, interviews are essentially 

about ascertaining facts or beliefs in the world (Silverman, 2015). Structured interviews 

also refer to “survey interviews.” “The use of probes and follow-up questions” is limited 

in order to achieve “uniformity across interviews” (Ravitch & Carl, 2015).  

Second, in semi-structured interviews, the researcher will prepare a set of specific 

questions for the interviews. However, the researcher can change the order and the 

wording of specific questions during the interview process. Probing and following 

questions can be used in the interviews if needed (Ravitch & Carl, 2015).    

Third, unstructured interviews also called “open-ended interviews.” The approach 

“allows for interviews to be completely inductive and tailored to each participant’s 

experiences” (Ravitch & Carl, 2015, p. 154). Emotionalists' concern is not with obtaining 

objective facts, but by eliciting an authentic explanation of subjective experience. The 

main approach to achieve this is unstructured, open-ended interviews (Silverman, 2015).  

In this research, I used semi-structured interviews. I prepared a set of interview 

questions before the interviews started. I modified the sequence of the questions and 

wordings according to the responses from the participants during the interviews. I 

encouraged the participants to ask to clarify questions if they are not clear about the 

questions. Also, follow-up questions have been asked during the interviews.  

In-depth Interviews. The idea qualitative interview will be semi-structured. 

Constructing an interview protocol is essential, which allows for maximum flexibility 

during the interview process. Lead-off questions are designed to open up a topic domain. 
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These questions should formulate very concretely and avoid abstract questions. A few 

covert categories can be written down for each topic domain that the interviewer with the 

interviewee to address during the talk, but the interviewer does not want to ask explicitly 

because that would lead the interview too long. One thing that should be mindful of the 

interviewer is that once the interview starts, the interviewer must respond skillfully to 

what the interviewee is talking in order to guide, rather than leading, across all the covert 

categories. Specifically, four items make up the interview protocol, including two to five 

topic domains, one lead-off question for each domain, a list of covert categories for each 

domain, and a set of possible follow-up questions for each domain (Carspecken, 1996). 

Several attention issues during the interview process are pointed out by Carspecken 

(1996). Firstly, the interviewer usually uses one-word utterances and facial expressions 

that show attention, interest, and acceptance. Secondly, the interviewer can restate the 

information that the participant has provided in new words but without adding content to 

what the subject has supplied. The purpose of low-inference paraphrasing is to encourage 

the subject to keep talking on a topic without misleading her and to indicate that you have 

understood what she has said so far. Thirdly, active listening responses are excellent for 

establishing a good relationship and helping the participant to continue to talk more about 

this issue. Fourthly, medium-inference paraphrasing can be used in the interview process, 

when the interviewer wants to articulate several speculations about the meaning of 

materials provided by the interviewee. Unlike the active listening, medium-inference 

paraphrasing articulates the implicit beliefs and theories, rather than feeling that you 

suspect your participant holds. Finally, high-inference paraphrases are used for 

articulating the suspected background beliefs that have not been explicitly stated by 
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participants.  

From DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree's (2006) perspectives, semi-structured 

interviews are usually organized around a set of predetermined open-ended questions, 

with other questions emerging from the dialogue between the interviewer and 

interviewee. In this research, two in-depth interviews were conducted. The first interview 

was an introductory interview used to collect necessary information about the art 

teachers' perceptions regarding social justice in education and discussing social justice 

issues in art education (see Appendix A). The follow-up interview was conducted after 

the researcher has finished the open code for the first interview. The follow-up interview 

was used to clarify questions from the first interview and the questions from the open 

code process. In sum, each teacher has been invited to conduct two in-depth interviews 

and one focus group interview.  

Focus group interview. A focus group is "an interview on a topic with a group of 

people who have knowledge of the topic" (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 114). The 

facilitator should be familiar with the group interview process and with the 

responsibilities of a facilitator (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). A focus group interview is a 

flexible, unstructured dialogue between the participants and the facilitator in a convenient 

place. The focus group interview is a way to gather multiple perspectives on a given 

topic, but may not be an effective approach to talk about sensitive issues (Fusch & Ness, 

2015). The focus group interview helps researchers to generate data based on the synergy 

of the group interaction. One of the distinct features of focus group interviews is often 

more profound and more productive than those obtained from one-to-one interviews 

since the focus group interview is dynamics. The type and range of data generated 
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through social interaction (Rabiee, 2004). 

A moderator should create an environment where the participants who do not 

know each other feel relaxed and encouraged to engage and exchange feelings, views 

about the research topic. Regarding the number of participants, it is suggested that 

continuing with focus group interviews until a clear pattern emerges and subsequent 

groups produce only repeated information. However, other scholars argue that three or 

four participants in a focus group interview would be suitable for adjusting a simple 

research question. Participants are selected for a focus group interview should have 

something to say on the topic. They are within the age range, have similar social-

characteristics, and would be comfortable talking about to the researcher and each other 

(Rabiee, 2004). 

Framework analysis can be used to analyze the focus group interview data. The 

five major stages are as follows: familiarization; identifying a thematic framework; 

indexing; charting; mapping and interpretation. Familiarization of the data can be 

achieved by listening to tapes, reading the entirety of the transcript several times, and 

reading summary notes written immediately after the interview. The next stage is to 

identify a thematic framework, by writing memos in the margin of the text in the form of 

short phrases arising from the texts and begin to develop categories. The third stage is 

indexing, which means that the researcher starts to highlight and sort out quotes and 

make comparisons both within and between cases. The fourth stage, charting, involves 

lifting the quotes from the original context and re-arranging them under the newly-

developed thematic content. The last stage is mapping and interpreting. The focus on this 

section is not only to make sense of the individual quotes but also to capture the 
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relationship between the quotes (Rabiee, 2004). 

In the focus group interview, I invited three art teachers to share their experiences 

and challenges regarding discussing social justice issues in art classes. I was the 

facilitator in the focus group interview to facilitate their discussion. However, I did not 

contribute to the focus group interview. The focus group interview was used to collect the 

group ideas of discussing social justice in art classes and further check the accuracy of 

the data collected from the in-depth interviews. 

Data Analysis  

Transcription. All data should be transcribed verbatim. Lines of texts should be 

numbered. Once the transcription work has been finished, I should read the transcription 

while listening to the audio and do the following things: correct ant errors or spellings; 

anonymize the transcript so that the participants cannot be identified; insert notations for 

pauses, and laugher. When the researchers start to transcript the interviews form focus 

group interviews, the researchers can make a tag for each voice (e.g. Voice A, Voice B) 

(Sutton & Austin, 2015). 

Coding. Coding refers to the identification of topics, issues, similarities, and 

differences described by the participants and interpreted by researchers. This process 

enables the researcher to understand the world through each participants’ perspective 

(Sutton & Austin, 2015). The data analysis process provides the researcher opportunities 

to find answers to research questions. Data analysis involves consolidating, reducing, and 

interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen and read; it is a 

process of making meaning (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The process of making notations 

in the data, which helps researchers find relevant answers to the research questions, is 
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called coding (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Similarly, Bryman and Burgess (2002) argue 

that coding provides the link between data and the conceptualization. At first, coding is 

called "open coding" which is a process of labeling concepts, defining, and developing 

categories (Khandkar, n.d.). Then, the researcher moves to "axial coding," which involves 

a process of putting "open coding" in new ways through making connections between 

categories (Bryman & Burgess, 2002). 

Also, the coding process is as follows. First, researchers should identify segments 

in the data set that are responsive to the research questions. This segment is a unit of data 

that is a potential answer to the questions in the study. Second, the researcher reads the 

data and writes in the margins what main theme is related to the research questions. This 

is an open coding process where the researcher summarizes the data in a word or a phrase 

that is able to respond to the research questions. Third, the researcher has gathered a lot 

of open coding data. At this point, the researcher may forget the theme of the research. 

Therefore, the researcher may step back from the data and think about the purpose of the 

research. In the fifth stage, the researcher is required to go back to the data and consider 

whether the data support all of the themes. In the sixth stage, the researcher will try to 

develop several categories using a constant comparative method. The researcher will 

combine open codlings into fewer, more compressive categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015).  

Theming categories. Theming refers to the drawing together of codes from one 

or more transcripts to present the findings of the research in a coherent and meaningful 

way. Under each theme, there will be the codes, examples from the transcripts, and the 

researcher’s interpretation of what the themes mean (Sutton & Austin, 2015). The 
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theming process starts with the procedure of reading all the codes and begins to group 

and combine the codes. Then, the researcher can start to write down themes. Referring to 

the research questions, the researcher can search for the relationship between codes and 

themes. Then, the researcher can generate subthemes. Finally, the researcher includes the 

data to support the themes, explain how the themes match the broader understanding of 

the data, and the relationship of the themes and the research questions (Ravitch & Carl, 

2015). 

The last stage of data analysis is to make data analysis more theoretical. In this 

stage, the researcher moves from a concrete description of observable of data to a more 

abstract level using concepts to describe phenomena. When categories are reduced and 

refined, this is a process to develop a theory or a model (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). If 

researchers code and theme their material appropriately, they will naturally find the 

headings for sections of their report. Qualitative researchers tend to report finding rather 

than the result that usually comes from a quantitative source (Sutton & Austin, 2015). 

Once the researchers begin to integrate major categories and core concepts, the 

researchers should avoid using descriptive words because the researchers are no longer 

writing narratives or anecdotal stories. Instead, the researchers are on the way to develop 

theories. Thus, drawing an interactive diagram is very helpful to see how major 

categories and core concepts are fit together (Anselm & Corbin, 2015). 

In terms of naming the categories, several suggestions are recommended for 

researchers. Firstly, categories should be responsive to the purpose of the research, 

meaning that the categories are the answers to the research questions. Secondly, 

categories should be exhaustive, where all data should be able to place in a category. 



69 
 

 
 

Thirdly, categories should generally be mutually exclusive. Precisely, a particular unit of 

data should fit into only one category. If the data can be placed into different categories, 

the researcher should further refine the category. Fourthly, the categories should be 

sensitizing. The outsider should be able to gain the main purpose of the category. Finally, 

categories should be conceptually congruent. This means that all categories should be 

placed at the same level of abstraction. One of the useful ways of checking the categories 

is to list them in the form of a chart or table. This can be simple as a list of one-word 

categories (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

Upon finishing the data collection process, I started to process the data coding. I 

started the open coding from the data collected from the interviews. I made notes on the 

margin of the transcript, summarized the main ideas of each segment, and created 

descriptive codes. Then, I analyzed and combined these open codes into different 

categories. Finally, I applied analytical coding to compare and refined the categories to 

develop several categories under the main research questions that focus on art teachers’ 

perceptions of social justice in education and discussing social justice issues in education.  

Validity and Reliability 

Two approaches to validity approaches are suggested by Silverman (2015), 

including triangulation and respondent validation. Triangulation usually refers to 

“combining multiple theories, methods, observers, and empirical materials to produce a 

more accurate, compressive, and objective representation of the study.” (p. 291). The 

most common application of triangulation in qualitative research is the use of multiple 

methods, such as observations and interviews, to see whether they corroborate one 

another. The other approach of validation is respondent validation, meaning that 
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researchers can bring the research finding to the participants to check the accuracy of the 

findings.  

Internal validity refers to the extent to which research findings are a true 

reflection of reality rather than being the effects of extraneous variables (Brink, 1993). 

Triangulation is used to increase the validity and reliability of the data, namely, the 

research combines multiple theories, methods, observers, and empirical materials to 

produce a more accurate, comprehensive, and objective research (Silverman, 2006). 

Firstly, consistency checks on the recorded interview can help to check whether the 

subject was being honest and accurate (Carspecken, 1996). Peer review and member 

checks can increase internal validity. A thorough peer reviewer approach is to invite a 

colleague to scan some of the raw data and assess whether the findings are plausible. In 

member checks, the researcher solicits feedback on the preliminary findings from several 

subjects that the researcher has interviewed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Triangulation is 

one of the ways to achieve the validity of qualitative research (Golafshani, 2003). 

Moreover, "reliability refers to the extent to which research findings can be 

replicated" (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 250). Merriam (1995) argues that qualitative 

researchers suggest that we should not focus on whether the results of one study are the 

same as the results of the others. However, we should emphasize whether the results of a 

study are consistent with the data collected. 

Trustworthiness is an essential part of qualitative research. Triangulation is one of 

the essential approaches to improve the trustworthiness of data. Triangulation refers to 

“the use of multiple data collection and methods to achieve greater rigor and validity” 

(Ravitch & Carl, p. 103). Other approaches are included “participant validation strategies 
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(member checks),” “long-term immersion in the research setting,” soliciting feedback 

from insiders and outsiders (e.g.: peer debriefers/critical groups),” “thick description” 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2015). 

In this research, I used triangulation methods to increase the validity and 

reliability, namely two individual in-depth interviews and one focus group interview. 

Specifically, I used the method of consistency checks, peer review, and member checks to 

increase the validity of the research. Specifically, I listened to the audio recordings to 

check the consistency of the information provided by the participants in the interviews. 

Also, I invited two art teachers, uninvolved in the interview, who are familiar with social 

justice art education to check several parts of the interview transcripts. Moreover, I 

invited the five participating art teachers to provide feedback on the preliminary findings. 

In terms of reliability, I maximized variation of the sample through interviewing 

participants from different schools, grade levels, and with different years of art teaching 

experiences. 

Significance of the Study 

The social justice curriculum not only emphasizes teaching about the content of 

social justice, decolonizing, and anti-oppression theories and practices, but also teaching 

about the processes of how to work to achieve goals of social change (Wehbi, Cowell, 

Perreault-Laird, El-Lahib, & Straka, 2017). Art Education for social justice has built on 

the foundation of many previous art education rationales to enrich its curriculum and 

being expanding its influences in schools. These art education rationales include Neo-

DEAE, visual culture art education, social reconstructionist art education, issues-based 

art education, multicultural art education together with the recent education reform 
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emphasis of postmodernism, and culturally responsive pedagogy. All of these curriculum 

rationales empower all students, especially students with colors, from lower-income 

families to critically analyze visual culture/images in mass media and their lives. The 

ultimate goal of social justice art education can foster all students to be knowledgeable 

and informed citizens.      

Teaching social justice issues in the art education curriculum is about thinking 

critically, engagement, questioning, and taking action. Creating such a change in art 

rooms can benefit all students. Social justice art education curriculum moves beyond 

simply showing artwork from underrepresented people. Accurately, teachers value what 

their students bring to the classroom and build the lessons from that. This encourages the 

students to be active participants in the lesson rather than be inactive recipients of 

information (Hunter-Doniger, 2018). In this qualitative research, the data would assist art 

educators in better understanding art teachers’ perspectives about incorporating social 

justice issues in the art class.  

Limitation of the Study 

The primary purpose of this research is to explore art teachers’ perspectives 

regarding social justice in education and to discuss social justice issues in art classes. All 

of the data are collected from individual interviews and focus group interviews. In the 

future, in order to increase the validity and reliability, more triangulation methods could 

be added into the data collection, such as classroom observation, interviewing students 

and parents, and art teachers’ lesson plans. Also, a limitation of this study is its sample 

size since I interviewed five art teachers. Therefore the data may not reflect the 

perceptions of the other art teachers’ perspectives about teaching social justice art 
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education. Also, pending participant cooperation, I will add classroom observations, 

teachers’ lesson plans, and students’ interviews in order to further corroborate 

information gathered from individual and focus group interviews.  

Summary 

More and more students with different backgrounds study in the same classroom. 

Art teachers have a responsibility to facilitate all students’ learning and empower them 

with a pair of critical eyes to challenge the stereotypes presented in mass culture and their 

daily life. The social justice art education curriculum can empower students to be 

knowledgeable and informed citizens through learning different activist art. Students can 

observe how contemporary activist artists, such as Ron English, Ana Mendieta, and Judy 

Chicago, express their perspectives on various social issues. Social justice art education 

has a strong curriculum foundation that can be tacked back to feminist art education, 

postmodernism ideas, multicultural art education, visual culture art education, and issues-

based art education. All of these art education rationales inform and brighten social 

justice art education.     

The case study is used in this research to explore art teachers’ perceptions 

regarding social justice in education and discussing social justice issues in art classes. 

The data are collected from individual interviews and focus group interviews. In chapter 

four, I present the data in different themes. I provide a critical analysis of the challenges 

of incorporating social justice issues in art classes. I also summarize art teachers’ 

suggestions regarding designing a social justice art curriculum.  
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IV. Chapter Four 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I report my findings regarding two research questions: 1) what are 

the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and high schools regarding 

social justice? 2) What are the perceptions of five art teachers in elementary, middle, and 

high schools regarding the integration of social justice issues in art education? I analyze 

data from two individual interviews and one focus group interview. Overall, the study 

shows that three out of the five art teachers have discussed different types of social justice 

issues in art classes, while two art teachers have not yet discussed social justice issues in 

art classes.  

To begin, I provide a brief description of each teacher’s profile. Then, I describe 

findings based on the two primary research questions. All the teachers’ names in this 

writing are pseudonyms.  

Table 1 

Participating in Art Teachers’ Profiles  

School Type Name Ethnicity Student population 

High school 

Middle school 

Alma 

Ava 

Caucasian 

White 

Hispanic and African American 

African-American, Hispanic and 

Latino, Asian, and White 

Elementary school Emily African American Hispanic 

K-12 schools Kala Asian American African-American, Hispanic and 

Latino, Asian, and White 
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Middle school Olivia African American African-American, Hispanic and 

Latino, Asian, and White, while 

Indian and Asian populations are 

slightly higher than the other 

ethnicities 

Note. Teachers’ names are pseudonyms in this table. 

Research Question One 

Access to Equal Education 

Regarding social justice in education, five art teachers (Alma, Ava, Emily, Kala, 

Olivia) coming from different elementary, middle, and high schools argue that all 

children should have an opportunity to receive an equal education. Teachers should be 

sensitive to students’ needs and provide accommodations for students with special needs. 

Also, teachers should create an environment for students to explore different cultures to 

foster students’ multicultural awareness and to cultivate them to be open-minded citizens. 

Art teachers’ perceptions regarding social justice in education align with other educators’ 

perspectives on the subject. Ava notes that she wants to provide students an equal 

opportunity for success (Ava, interview, 2018). Kala mentions that John Dewey is a big 

supporter of social justice, and he wanted to build an equal education for all children 

(Kala, interview, 2018).   

Szeto and Cheng (2018) point out that the definition of social justice is extensive, 

ranging from “activism for large-scale social change to the pedagogy of social justice and 

responsive leadership practices in democratic school communities” (p. 52). DeMatthews 

and Izquierdo (2018) argue that “social justice requires both distributive justice to ensure 
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equitable access to resources and learning opportunities, but also cultural justice through 

curriculum, pedagogy, and a school that values diversity and the linguistic assets of 

students” (p. 61). Bell (2016) defines social justice as “a world in which the distribution 

of resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable, and all members are physically and 

psychologically safe and secure, recognized, and treated with respect” (p. 1). Therefore, 

we can create a more just society from leadership to curriculum reform.  

Diversity is an essential part of social justice education. Garber (2004) argues that 

“social justice education brings together the goals and perspectives of feminist, 

multicultural, disability rights, environmental, community-based, critical pedagogy, 

social reconstruction, and visual culture art education” (p. 4). Villegas (2007) argues that 

“an educator whose practice is informed by principles of social justice is the tendency to 

act in ways that give all students access to acknowledge” (p. 375). Wang (2015) argues 

that the definition of equity in education is connected with diversity.  

In a narrower sense, diversity is often associated with ethnicity or race, from 

which stems the conception of cultural diversity. Over the years, the concept of 

diversity has evolved as complex, layered, and fluid as to [in order to] signify the 

issues that arise pertaining to a much wider range of human characteristics, such 

as class, gender, ability, and sexual orientation. (p. 672) 

In education settings, Wang (2015) reports that many principals characterize that 

“equity of resources and access as central to their school mission” (p. 671). Principals 

concern with “fairness extends from the overall school policies and practices with regards 

to instruction, curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, student discipline, and service to the 

participation and treatment of the students who are members of disadvantaged groups” 
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(Wang, 2015, p. 671). Specifically, Villegas (2007) suggests several pedagogies that 

teachers can adopt in the classroom to advocate an equal education for all students. For 

example, teachers can design a series of curricula to foster students’ critical thinking 

abilities. Additionally, teachers need to provide accommodation to English language 

learners and students with special needs.   

Creating Student-centered Curricula 

Two of the art teachers interviewed argue that social justice education should 

profoundly connect with students’ lives and should equip students with the knowledge to 

analyze different social justice issues. Olivia mentions that “Social justice education 

means that having discussions about real-world situations or issues, creating meaningful 

lessons for students" (Olivia, interview, 2018). Another teacher, Alma, notes that “All 

students should be aware of the issues going in the world around them. Schools need to 

give students information on social justice so that they can become informed adults with 

a better understanding of the world around them” (Alma, interview, 2018).  

To incorporate social justice issues into art classes, the participating art teachers 

mention that social justice art curricula should relate to students’ lives and should foster 

students’ critical thinking abilities. With the influence of visual culture art education, 

many art educators have noticed the importance of incorporating students’ visual cultures 

into art curricula to foster their critical thinking abilities. For example, Anderson and 

Milbrandt (2005) propose the Art for Life Curriculum. The goals of the Art for Life 

Curriculum include “Make real-world connections. Involve the active construction of 

knowledge, as opposed to the passive reception of knowledge from the authorities. 

Develop intellectual, emotional, skills-based, and expressive knowledge, abilities, and 
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sensibilities” (p.7). Discussing student-centered curricula can help students see the 

connection between classroom learning and their everyday lives. This is a meaningful 

lesson when students can apply their learnings to help them discuss or solve social justice 

issues happening in their communities.    

It can be seen that a student-centered curriculum is linked with the goals of the 

Art for Life Curriculum, which means that art curriculum design should be based on 

students’ cultures and experiences, as well as emphasize fostering students’ critical 

thinking abilities and creative representation abilities.  

Increasing Students’ Awareness of their Personal Biased Perspectives 

The participating art teachers mention that one of the essential purposes of social 

justice education is to inform students that people may have personal biases toward 

different kinds of social issues. Also, students should be aware of the issues happening in 

their communities and even in the world. At the same time, schools should actively 

discuss social justice issues with students so that they can become informed citizens with 

a better understanding of the world around them.  

Picower (2012) points out that developing a curriculum that fosters students’ 

respect for others is one of the essential parts of social justice education. Teachers should 

provide opportunities for students to share their own cultures with other students. 

Through the sharing section, students can become aware of the stereotyped perspectives 

that exist in society regarding their unfamiliar cultures. For instance, the “Respect for 

others” activities can include discussing “diverse family structures (including LGBT 

families), field trips to cultural museums, guest speakers from children’s families and 

cultural centers” (Picower, 2012, p.4).  
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Fostering Critical Thinking Abilities 

The participating art teachers argue that the purpose of social justice education is 

to encourage teachers to create an empowering educational environment to foster 

students’ critical thinking abilities for the ultimate goal of creating a more just society. As 

Hackman (2005) states, “Social justice education encourages students to take an active 

role in their own education and supports teachers in creating empowering, democratic, 

and critical educational environment” (p. 103). To elaborate, Hackman (2005) argues that 

the goal of social justice education is not just for celebrating diversity in society. Instead, 

it intends to foster students’ critical thinking abilities to examine “the system of power 

and privilege.” Hackman (2005) explains her points as follow:  

Social justice education does not merely examine difference or diversity but pays 

careful attention to the systems of power and privilege that give rise to social 

inequality, and encourages students to critically examine oppression on 

institutional, cultural, and individual levels in search of opportunities for social 

action in the service of social change. Clearly, this definition goes well beyond the 

celebration of diversity, the use of dialogue groups in the classroom, or even the 

existence of democratic processes regarding class goals and procedures. (p. 104).  

Therefore, fostering critical thinking abilities is one of the important tasks in 

social justice education. To provide students an opportunity to express their perspectives 

toward unjust issues, teachers can guide students to examine various social justice issues 

happening in their communities through classroom discussion and art-making.   

Summary 

The five participating art teachers argue that social justice in education should 
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take the following factors into consideration: access to equal education, creating student-

centered curricula, increasing students’ awareness of their personal biased perspectives, 

and fostering critical thinking abilities. I argue that the perceptions regarding social 

justice in education from these five art teachers align with the ideas emphasized in social 

justice art education, social reconstructionist art education, activist arts, critical media 

literacy, postmodern art education, and culturally responsive teaching pedagogies.  
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Research Question Two 

Art Education in Elementary, Middle, and High Schools 

All teachers mention that they have taught art elements and design principles in 

schools. Most of them have designed lessons by themselves. To prepare lessons, they 

have used different sources. Ava says  

I do design some lesson plans. I also modify plans that I have found or borrowed 

from other teachers. I have taught numerous lessons that cover the elements of art 

and principles of design. I have also taught lessons that cover specific techniques 

such as printmaking, the grid method, and watercolor. One thing my district has 

recently purchased is Scholastic Art Magazine. (Ava, interview, 2018) 

Olivia mentions that she uses the lesson plan template provided by her school 

district to design lessons. She does not use textbooks because she thinks that they would 

be useful if she were teaching a different kind of course, such as Art History or Art 

Appreciation. She has taught different art lessons such as self-portrait, perspective, color 

theory, textiles (yarn, thread, fabric, etc.), painting (watercolor and acrylic), drawing grid 

method, ceramics, 3D cardboard and other media, bookmaking, silkscreen printing, and 

origami in an elementary school (Olivia, interview, 2018). 

Alma also designs lesson plans by herself. She mentions that her school district 

orders some textbooks. However, teachers do not have an idea of how to assess these 

textbooks. Therefore, she creates lessons based on her experiences and sources that she 

can find (Alma, interview, 2018).  

Kala is a part-time teacher working in different schools. Therefore, she uses 
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prescribed lesson plans provided by schools (Kala, interview, 2018).   

Four out of the five participating art teachers design art lessons based on their 

professional subject knowledge and online resources instead of referring to art textbooks. 

One participating part-time art teacher uses lesson plans assigned by her school. In terms 

of teaching content, art teachers teach different art mediums such as printmaking, 

watercolor, and ceramics, art theories such as grid method, perspectives, color theory, art 

elements (e.g.: line, shape, color, value, form, texture, and space), and design principles 

(e.g.: balance, contrast, emphasis, movement, pattern, rhythm, and unity). Teachers also 

point out two main art resources that they frequently visited: they are the Scholastic Art 

magazine and the Art of Education website.  

Scholastic Art Magazine is primarily targeted at 7th-12th graders. Art Ed Guru 

(2017) evaluates the pros and cons of Scholastic Art Magazine. Regarding the advantages 

of the magazine, they argue that Scholastic Art Magazine not only provides various art 

content such as 2D, 3D, photography, and design, it also introduces classical and 

contemporary arts. While this magazine is not suitable for lower elementary grades and it 

lacks STEM connection.   

MVM Art Room (2017) argues that Scholastic Art Magazine provides current and 

trending art news for students. Audrey Van Brunt describes: 

The first two pages are Art News and Notes, which I found very current and 

trending. I especially loved reading the blurb on the Space Suit Art Project. I 

found the Art News and Notes spread a great way to connect the current art world 

to students. Some of the content I had seen online and trending on Facebook and 

Instagram. (para. 3) 
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Similarly, The Art of Education website provides art teachers with a variety of art 

lesson plans and professional development courses. Art teachers can search for different 

lesson ideas for different grades. In the section of the professional development part, art 

teachers can choose to take courses with credits or without credits as a form of 

professional development in different stages of their careers.   

From the interviews, I find that the five participating art teachers have taught 

various art contents in class. The most surprising thing for me is that art teachers design 

lessons based on their professional knowledge, art magazines, and art education websites 

rather than relying on art textbooks.  

Another essential finding is that art teachers have already been integrating social 

issues into art classes to some degree. The specific topics taught in social justice art 

classes will be discussed in the next section. Studies show that art elements and design 

principles still dominate in most art classes (Gude, 2004; Roth, 2017). Pouls (2017) 

points out that the formalist perspective still influences art teachers’ perceptions regarding 

art curriculum design. The formalist perspective means “visual qualities of art are 

universal, discoverable, and applicable to all visual art, regardless of culture and time-

period” (Pouls, 2017, p.17). This study finds that three out of the five participating art 

teachers have incorporated art elements and design principles into social justice art 

education. Two out of the five participating art teachers who have not yet discussed social 

justice issues in art classes focus on teaching art elements, design principles, and art 

techniques.  

Understandably, art elements and design principles are still overemphasized in art 

classes since they can easily be found in many art textbooks (Gude, 2004). For instance, 
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Exploring Visual Design published by Davis Publisher is a secondary school art textbook, 

which divides the content into two major parts, including “The Elements of Design” and 

“Principles of Design.” This indicates that if art teachers mainly design art lessons based 

on art textbooks, there is a high likelihood that art elements and design principles are still 

the dominant part of the art curriculum. In this study, one art teacher reports that she uses 

school-assigned art textbooks that mainly focus on art elements and design principles. 

Therefore, she mainly teaches art elements and design principles in class. I argue that art 

elements and design principles can be taught in art classes, while these formalist 

perspectives should not be overemphasized since many contemporary arts emphasize the 

meaning rather than the form. The art elements and design principles are not enough for 

students to comprehend contemporary arts. Secondly, teachers can consider incorporating 

art elements and design principles into integrative art lessons or issues-based art 

curricula, creating a student-centered curriculum.  

Social Justice Art Education in Schools 

Three teachers report that they have integrated social justice issues into their art 

classes. Two teachers report that they have not yet done this. Alma is one of the teachers 

who has discussed social justice issues in art classes. She has discussed a wide range of 

social justice issues such as issues of oppression, democracy, race, multiculturalism, 

gender, food production, environment, race, religion, drug abuse, poverty, and mental 

health. Working in a high school located in a lower-income community, Alma comments 

that "Exploring social justice issues allows students to give a voice to the issues that they 

deal with within their lives. I want all of my students to be aware of what is going on 

around them and be understanding of people that are different from them” (Alma, 
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interview, 2018).  

Through using this thematic approach, Alma has discussed different social justice 

issues with her students, such as voting, how different cultures create art, how artists use 

arts to voice their opinions on different issues. Feminist and LGBTQ+ issues are two of 

the themes in social justice art classes. For example, Alma has shown the Women’s March 

created by Shepard Fairey to the class and has guided students to discuss women’s rights. 

Last but not least, she has introduced LGBTQ+ artists into the class and has used their 

artwork to guide students to explore how LGBTQ+ artists express their ideas in their 

artwork (Alma, interview, 2018). Alma describes  

In my classrooms, I do a project that yields issues that going on in the current 

society. But I do think you do have to be careful, and I feel like the art classroom 

is a place for kids can safely explore different issues that going on around them. It 

is an outlet for them to express their opinions and emotions about certain subjects, 

several things around them, and they are able to express that through the art 

world. (Alma, interview, 2018)  

In addition to discussing various heated social justice issues in her art classes, 

Alma emphasizes that it would be better if these social justice issues could be related to 

students’ lives. Therefore, she has discussed student-centered social justice issues with 

her students in her classes, such as gun control, the proposed border wall between Mexico 

and the United States, and the plight of refugees. Alma argues that discussing gun control 

is necessary because many students had heard about school shooting events on the news. 

Also, since Hispanics are the largest student population in her school, Alma has discussed 

the proposed border wall between Mexico and the United States. The students wanted to 
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discuss how the president is affecting relations with Mexico. Several students also 

wanted to talk about their fears of family members getting deported. It is a real issue for 

her students and is on their minds often. Last but not least, Alma has discussed the plight 

of refugees in the class since there are several refugees in her school. Alma comments 

that art provides them a space to create art based on the things they have experienced 

(Alma, interview, 2018).  

Ava, an art teacher who has discussed social justice issues in her art classes, 

shared her project, the Black History Month project, with me. She mentions that she 

would like to use this project to guide students to address issues of equality, gender, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. She further explains that 

We talked about acceptance, cultures, and differences. That one we always do 

every year. It is a Black History Month project where students get to discuss the 

figures that they are not necessary to aware of or aren't in their typical education. 

My co-worker teachers, they have started it, and I just build top on it. It is a 

turnaround project, and it is a big display, and we will display it all around the 

school. I incorporated little ideas of Kehinde Wiley. This artist did a project for 

Obama. Why this artist is so big and why he was such a big deal? He was selected 

to paint that particular president. (Ava, interview, 2018) 

She has addressed multicultural and environmental issues in her art classes, as well as 

integrating a series of artworks created by artists who are people of color into art classes 

such as Frida Kahlo, Kehinde Wiley, Sylvia Ji, Basquiat, and Diego Rivera. In terms of 

addressing environmental issues, she describes that  

I have pointed out how pollution is affecting our environment and how some 
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artists are addressing it. I have also taught certain movements such as Going 

Waste Free. During a week of looking at different environmentally conscious 

artists each day, my students created a functional magazine rolled bowls. (Ava, 

interview, 2018) 

Social justice issues that Ava feels uncomfortable to talk with her students are 

homosexuality and gender issues. She mentions that parents might not support when she 

talks about these issues in class. Students show negative attitudes regarding these issues 

because of their family education, religions, and cultures. Ava remarks that 

I feel uncomfortable to a certain degree with addressing issues of homosexuality 

and gender fluidity. Although I am very proud of LGBTQ and embracing the 

spectrum of gender and sexuality, I know that my students are young and have 

parents that are very quick to become involved if they don't like something being 

taught. I have many students that are very aware and in touch with the spectrum 

of gender and sexuality but I also have students that are homophobic or try to 

exhibit hyper-masculinity due to their upbringing, religion, or culture. This is a 

touchy subject that I tiptoe around. (Ava, interview, 2018) 

Emily, another art teacher, has discussed social justice issues in art classes sharing 

her experience about addressing multiculturalism. She describes that  

We talked about cultural holidays; we work around Hispanic heritages. We 

studied a variety of artists and I really showcase cultural differences and 

contributions and multicultural perspectives because most of the students are 

Hispanic and African American (Emily, interview, 2018).  

Another social justice issue that Emily has talked with her students is the issue of 
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immigrant children. Emily mentions that many of her students were born in the United 

States, and their parents come from Mexico. After the election of President Trump, a lot 

of her students’ family members are being deported. Thus, she would like to discuss the 

issue of immigrant children with her students (Emily, interview, 2018). 

Olivia has not yet discussed social justice issues in her art classes because she 

thinks that her schools did not support teachers discussing social justice issues in class. In 

her daily art classes, she mainly teaches art elements and design principles in art classes. 

Olivia provides two lesson plans for my reference. One of the lessons focuses on learning 

the color theory, where elementary school students are required to draw different objects 

using the color theory. 1st graders to 5th graders draw different objects including a 

snowman, a penguin with a winter background, a gingerbread house, and using bubble 

letters to design their names respectively. The key art vocabulary terms in the lesson are 

line, shape, symmetry line, color theory, balance, emphasis, movement, pattern, 

repetition, rhythm, variety, and unity. Similarly, the learning objective of the other lesson 

is to learn logo design using art elements and design principles.  

Olivia argues that school culture influences her perception regarding discussing 

social justice issues in art classes. She has not discussed any social justice issues with her 

students in art classes recently. She just discussed the issue of bullying with elementary 

school students in her student teaching many years ago.  

Overall, the findings show that art teachers have discussed different kinds of 

social justice issues in their art classes, and they have designed social justice art 

education curricula based on students' life experiences, heritages, and cultures.  

Discussing Various Social Justice Issues in Art Classes. The study finds that 
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three out of the five participating art teachers have discussed different kinds of social 

justice issues in art classes. The social justice issues discussed in class include race, 

gender, sexual orientation, religion, poverty, socioeconomic backgrounds, drug abuse, 

employment/unemployment, environmental issues, food production, access to education, 

teacher shortage, lack of resources, multiculturalism, homelessness, unequal distribution 

of wealth, and immigrant children. One participating art teacher mentions that although 

she has not yet discussed social justice issues in her art classes since her school and 

parents do not support teachers discussing any social justice issues, she has discussed 

social justice issues with an individual student or in a small group. For instance, after 

knowing some of her students are gang members, she has started an individual 

conversation with the students and has offered possible solutions for them.  

Many scholars have reported the importance of discussing social justice issues in 

art classes. Knight (2013) states that “If all learners (regardless of race, gender, gender 

identity and expression, sexual orientation, class, dis(ability), language, age, nationality, 

or religion) are to receive an equitable education, then art teachers, among others, must 

be prepared to teach for social justice” (p. 28). Carlisle, Jackson, and George (2006) 

define social justice education as “the conscious and reflective blend of content and 

process intended to enhance equality across multiple social identity groups (e.g., race, 

class, gender, sexual orientation, ability), foster critical perspectives, and promote social 

action” (p. 57). This means that the emphasis on social justice in education is to increase 

the accessibility of education for all people and to develop critical thinking abilities. 

Felleman-Fattal (2017) acknowledges that art is a powerful way to discuss social justice 

issues. Felleman-Fattal (2007) argues that "the expressive communicative role of the arts 
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as a way to see, confront, and ameliorate inequities in social justice" (p. 69). Katz-

Buonincontro (2018) encourages art teachers to integrate social justice issues into art 

classes to improve the well-being of local communities. Katz-Buonincontro (2018) 

describes that   

A curriculum that integrates “creative agency” with social justice perspectives 

would focus not only on the individual student’s capacity to express ideas freely 

through the medium of art and design but how those ideas could work to enhance 

the lives and well-being of local communities. (p. 36) 

In this study, I find that the participating art teachers have a commitment to 

advocate for a more just society through discussing different social justice issues in the 

art class or outside of the class. In art education, Dewhurst (2010) acknowledges that 

social justice issues are extensive. As long as teachers engage students in knowledge 

construction, critical thinking, and taking action, all of these activities are counted as 

social justice art curricula. As Dewhurst (2010) describes,   

While people often assume that social justice art education must be based on 

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

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

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

action in the world, then they are engaged in a practice of social justice artmaking. 

(p. 8) 

This point is supported by Hochtritt, Ahlschwede, Halsey-Dutton, Fiesel, 

Chevalier, Miller, and Farrar (2018). They argue that public pedagogy and social justice 

are “rooted in people’s experiences; it is a process of reflection and action together, and it 
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seeks to dismantle systems of inequality to create a more humane society” (p. 296). 

Felleman-Fattal (2017) argues that teachers can choose age-appropriate children books to 

help young children discuss social justice issues such as “child labor, universal literacy, 

racism, water and air pollution, climate change, deforestation, refugees and immigration, 

war, hunger, and global health” (p. 66). Thus, I argue that the topics of social justice art 

education can be very broad, and the main purpose of social justice art education is to 

foster students to be able to critically analyze different social issues and to express their 

perspectives to decrease unjust issues in society through art-making.  

Social Justice Art Education and Social Studies Education. Since there are a 

number of similarities between social justice art education and social studies education, I 

have further discussed with the three participating art teachers who have discussed social 

justice issues in art classes to explore their perceptions regarding the differences between 

social justice art education and social studies education.  

Although there is a high possibility of integrating social studies into art classes, 

art educators argue that there are many differences between social studies and social 

justice art education. Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) point out the importance of 

teaching art techniques in the “art for life curriculum,” since it can help students better 

express their ideas regarding different social issues. Anderson and Milbrandt (2005) 

explain 

In order to express themselves through art, students must have physical art skills 

as well as clear concepts and emotions they want to express. Skill is at the heart of 

making art and is integral to art for life. Clumsy, unskilled art will not 

communicate anything, no matter how good the idea behind it may be. The 
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difference between art for life and approaches based on the elements and 

principles of design or media is that skills become the means to the end rather 

than the end itself. (p. 10-11)  

Teaching art skills is an essential part of the "art for life curriculum” because it 

can assist students in transferring their perspectives into visual images. Alazmi (2017) 

mentions the importance of art-making in a social justice art class. She elaborates  

One of the most powerful features of social justice art reflection is that it makes 

students in charge of their own learning. The student begins by discussing the 

inquiry and bringing attention to the problem. Then, the student must think about 

how to transform one or more aspects of the problem in visual form. As they 

strive to transform their ideas into aesthetic terms, it becomes a critical moment 

for rethinking the problem and attempting to find a solution through art-making. 

(p. 20) 

One of the differences between social justice art education and social studies 

education is that art-making is an integrative part of social justice art education. This is 

supported by the findings in this study, where I find that the three participating art 

teachers who have discussed social justice issues in art classes have integrated art-making 

in class to foster students' critical thinking abilities. Additionally, teachers argue that the 

artworks represent artists’ points of view. Teachers have a responsibility to discuss ideas 

presented in the works of art with their students. 

Designing a Student-centered Social Justice Art Education. In this study, I find 

that the participating art teachers who have discussed social justice issues in their art 

classes design student-centered art curricula. For example, Alma discusses the proposed 



93 
 

 
 

border wall between Mexico and the United States in her art classes since the majority of 

her students are Hispanic. Since some of her students are refugees, Alma also invites 

them to create art to express their emotions regarding their past experiences as a soul 

comfort. Recently, Alma invites her students to participate in a mural project for their 

communities, where students explore different issues happening in their communities, 

such as Hurricane Harvey, violent crime, and hunger.  

Another art teacher, Emily, designs social justice art education curricula based on 

her students’ cultures and ethnicities. Since most of her students are Hispanic and African 

American, she especially emphasizes the topic of multiculturalism in her classes. Ava, a 

middle school art teacher, states that the majority of students in her classes are black. 

Therefore, Black History Month becomes an important event in her art class. Similarly, 

Emily has traveled several times to Mexico to learn Mexican cultures and Spanish since 

most of her students are Hispanic. In order to foster students to be proud of their 

traditional cultures, Emily teaches different traditional Mexican arts which may not be 

familiar with her students while their parents may be familiar with them.  

This study shows that the participating art teachers who have implemented social 

justice art education in their art classes designe lessons based on their students' cultures 

or life experiences, which aligns with the characteristics of being a culturally responsive 

teacher. Gay (2010) states, “It [Culturally responsive teaching] builds bridges of 

meaningfulness between home and school experiences as well as between academic 

abstractions and lived sociocultural realities. It teaches students to know and praise their 

own and one another’s cultural heritage” (p. 31-32). Acuff, Hirak, and Nangah (2012) 

incorporate culturally responsive pedagogy into a History of Art Education course, where 
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they provide students an active and authentic opportunity to engage in the course content 

rather than simply repeat the content in textbooks. They argue that culturally responsive 

pedagogy erases the power of master narratives that "use myths and ideologies to sustain 

a sanitized version of history" (p. 7).   

Based on the framework of multilingualism and multiculturalism, Paris (2012) 

states that “culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to perpetuate and foster—to sustain—

linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling” 

(p. 95). Moreover, Paris and Alim (2014) argue that culturally sustaining pedagogy 

further expands the range of asset pedagogies. As Paris and Alim (2014) point out  

The future of CSP [culturally sustaining pedagogy] must extend the previous 

visions of asset pedagogies by demanding explicitly pluralist outcomes that are 

not centered on White, middle-class, monolingual, and monocultural norms of 

educational achievement. (p.95) 

The findings in my study are consistent with previous studies regarding student-

centered social justice art curriculum that aims to empower students (Andrews 2017; 

Arlington, 2018; Bell & Desai, 2014b; Ciampaglia & Richardson, 2017). In terms of 

guiding students in discussing social justice issues in art classes, many educators 

emphasize that teachers should select the social justice issues connected to students’ lives. 

Dewhurst (2010) suggests that “educators should develop lesson plans and activities that 

encourage learners to reflect on their own identities, experiences, and interests to help 

them identify project topics that are meaningful and rooted in students’ own lives” (p. 

10). Thus, designing a student-centered social justice art curriculum can help students 

connect different social justice issues with their lives and reflect on their assumptions or 
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stereotypies through classroom discussion and art-making.   

The participating art teachers in this study show that they are sensitive to their 

students' cultural heritages and life experiences. Teachers have discussed the proposed 

wall between the United States and Mexico, the plight of refugees, and different 

multicultural activities such as Black History Month. They have also discussed 

multicultural arts such as Mexican arts in their class. All of these topics are linked to their 

students' life experiences and cultures. 

Fostering Critical Thinking Ability. To be a culturally responsive teacher, 

fostering students’ critical thinking abilities is another important task in a social justice 

art class. Broome, Pereira, and Anderson (2018) argue that the process of critical thinking 

should include “analysis, synthesis, judgment, and reflection.” With a similar view, 

Stewart (2012) emphasizes that the purpose of social justice art education is to bring 

issues of inequality happening in communities into art classes and to guide students to 

critically examine these unjust issues. Therefore, it is clear to see that fostering students’ 

critical thinking abilities is one of the essential tasks in social justice art education.  

The participating art teachers mention that the art room is a safe place for students 

to express their thoughts through art-making. This point is supported by Kay and Arnold 

(2014). They point out that  

The art classroom provides a safe forum for expression, for raising awareness of 

what is appropriate speech and behavior, for realizing the consequences of words 

and actions, for collaboration on a project, and for reflecting together on the 

finished product(s) and the experience. (p. 36) 

Also, students can discuss how artists make art to give voices to marginalized 
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groups in society. What follows are several art teachers’ teaching strategies for fostering 

students’ critical thinking abilities in their art classes. In the study, one teacher mention 

that she engages her students to discuss different social justice issues through reading 

articles at the beginning of the class. She then introduces a street artist, Shepard Fairey, to 

discuss anti-violence with her students. Another art teacher holds the Black History 

Month project to discuss issues of equality, gender, and socioeconomic backgrounds with 

her students. To add more non-traditional western arts in class, she introduces different 

black artists such as Kehinde Wiley in class. Another art teacher devotes time to help 

students to distinguish the differences between commercial Halloween and traditional 

Halloween, where she discusses the values of traditional Halloween with her students. 

The learning outcomes shown in social justice art classes are positive. Finally, one 

teacher comments that after discussing social justice issues in class, she can see students 

become more respectful and open-minded.   

Although three participating art teachers have tried to discuss different kinds of 

social justice issues in class, they report that homosexuality and gender issues are two 

difficult topics. They feel that parents might not support them to discuss these topics in 

class, and students show negative attitudes on these issues because of their family 

education, religions, and cultures. Teachers also mention that the race issue is a difficult 

topic in class. Another two participating art teachers who have not yet discussed social 

justice issues with their students mention that they do not think parents and school 

administrators will support teachers frequently discussing social justice topics in class.  

Although two participating art teachers have not yet discussed social justice issues 

in their art classes, they have discussed social justice issues outside of the classroom in a 
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small group format or with an individual student. For instance, Olivia mentions that she 

likes to have conversations with students to learn what they see and how they feel about 

the events happening in their lives outside of the classroom. Most importantly, she can 

offer some solutions for students in solving their concerns. 

Challenges and Possible Solutions 

Teachers share their perspectives regarding the challenges that they have 

encountered in class and their creative approaches to solving these challenges.  

Designing Age-Appropriate Teaching Materials. The urgency of designing age-

appropriate teaching materials in a social justice art class has been discussed by different 

educators. Alazmi (2017) recommends using warm-up activities to provide contextual 

information regarding different social justice issues to students. When teaching college 

students, teachers can provide background information through assigning relevant 

readings to students before they start art-making activities. When teaching younger 

students, teachers can guide them in discussing social justice issues through visual 

examples or popular culture. Alazmi (2017) suggests that to broaden students’ minds and 

to inspire their thinking, teachers can show students examples of contemporary social 

justice art. They can also invite students to analyze how contemporary artists express 

their perspectives toward different social justice issues through their works of art.  

In this study, the participating art teachers express their concerns regarding 

developing age-appropriate teaching materials in a social justice art class. For example, 

teachers mention that younger students might not have many relevant living experiences 

to discuss social justice issues. In contrast, high school students who have taken AP US 

History and AP US Government courses might have more learning experiences to discuss 
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different social issues. Thus, teachers need to design social justice art curriculum based 

on students’ learning experiences and maturity.  

The teachers participating in the interviews suggest using the backward planning 

strategy in designing social justice art curricula. For instance, in elementary schools, 

teachers can discuss the concept of peace and guide students to understand that people are 

different from each other. When teaching in high schools, teachers can discuss more 

complicated social justice topics with students, such as issues of race, sexual orientation, 

poverty, politics, bullying, drugs, as well as safety in schools.  

Brainstorm Ideas and Visualize Images. Studio activities are an essential part of 

a social justice art class. However, the participating art teachers report that students have 

difficulty recalling social issues happening in their communities. Educators have 

provided various approaches to solving this issue. For instance, Alazmi (2017) 

recommends using visual journals in art classes, where students can sketch out their ideas 

and jot down notes from readings. To assist students in brainstorming ideas and visualize 

images, the participating art teachers suggest using prompts in class. Additionally, 

teachers can ask students to share their ideas with their classmates in small groups.  

The Influence of School Culture. School culture impacts art teachers’ 

willingness to implement a social justice art class in schools. Getting support from school 

administrators is important. If school administrators provide a supportive environment, 

teachers would feel more comfortable to discuss social justice issues in class. For 

example, one teacher mentions that her school supports teachers discussing social justice 

issues in class because her school administrators have frequently invited community 

leaders to campus to share the issues happening in the community. The school 
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administrators have an open-minded policy for students who want to participate in a rally 

for different social issues such as a no-gun violence walkout. They are dedicated to 

fostering students to be informed citizens who know about issues happening in their 

communities and the world. 

By contrast, two out of the five participating art teachers point out that their 

school administrators do not support teachers discussing social justice issues in class. 

One of the teachers mentions that social justice issues have been solved in other subjects; 

therefore, art classes should not focus on discussing social justice issues.  

It is foreseeable that the perceptions regarding discussing social justice issues in 

class from school administrators impact teachers’ willingness to incorporate social justice 

issues in art classes. Steinbach (2013) states that principals do not find a connection 

between art education and social justice education, arguing instead that art is fun, and art 

can help students to build up their confidence. Principals argue that students love to take 

art classes because students expect to have fun in them. Principals also assert that “arts 

offered students something to be proud of, as a talent or a gift” (Steinbach, 2013, p. 117). 

Other principals believe that, regardless of talent, participation in arts education and using 

arts in schools could give students opportunities for healthy emotional expression 

(Steinbach, 2013).  

Understandably, principals do not support teachers discussing social justice issues 

in art classes since most of them consider art education is fun and can increase students’ 

confidence. Also, art education can assist students in expressing their emotions. Many 

principals are not aware that arts education can foster students’ critical thinking abilities 

and prepare students to be informed citizens in society. Therefore, it is clear that 
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principals’ perspectives and school culture profoundly influences teachers’ willingness to 

discuss social justice issues in class.  

The Influence of Family Education. Family education plays a vital role in 

shaping students’ attitudes, perspectives, and performance in class. In this study, I find 

that students do not feel proud of their traditional cultures or use gay as a negative term in 

schools due to the influence of their family education. The participating teachers are 

aware of the influence of family education, and they have been working hard to change 

students’ negative perceptions in class. The following are several examples. To encourage 

Mexican-American students to be proud of their traditional cultures and to appreciate the 

beauty of the traditional Mexican arts, one art teacher brings Amate, a traditional art form 

from Mexico, to her art classes and guides students through painting their own Amate 

using oil pastels. Another teacher mentions that several middle schoolers make 

inappropriate jokes in daily conversations. For instance, students say someone is gay, 

likely influenced by their family education and religious beliefs. Although teachers have 

corrected students’ negative perceptions regarding gay in class, teachers find it difficult to 

further discuss the topic of sexual orientation going beyond correcting students’ negative 

perceptions.  

Another teacher states that students bring their parents’ political points of view to 

schools, such as discussing the presidential election. Teachers mention that although 

school administrators support students participating in student-organized events such as 

walking out of schools for the remembrance of the Columbine shooting, parents do not 

seem to support students participating in this walkout. 

Overall, family education and parents’ perspectives influence students’ 
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perceptions toward different social issues. To increase parents’ understanding regarding 

the purpose of discussing social justice issues in class, art teachers can design several 

home-school collaboration assignments. As Smith (2008) mentions, “To what extent 

these social issues are included in the curriculum remains as a critical question, as school 

policies and community and cultural values are also in place and affect what is included 

in the curriculum” (p. 84-85). In Milbrandt’s (2002) study, the second biggest concern 

regarding discussing social issues in art classes is “the fear of negative parental reaction” 

(p. 148). Milbrandt (2002) suggests that while teachers can have their opinions on 

different social issues, they should not force students to accept their views. Instead, 

teachers should guide students in developing their own perspectives through “reflective 

thinking and discussion of art and artists” (Milbrandt, 2002, p. 149).  

Getting support from school administrators and parents is an important factor in 

discussing social justice issues in art classes. For instance, one of the participating art 

teachers recommends that art teachers can provide suggestions to school administrators 

on the purpose of discussing social justice issues in class. For instance, during the gun 

project, Alma informs school administrators and parents that this lesson is designed to 

help students critically analyze the importance of peace and non-violence on campus 

rather than just drawing a gun in class. Additionally, with the help of school librarians, 

teachers can display students’ artworks in the library to foster students’ senses of 

belonging to the school. Oliva argues that communication with parents is important so 

that parents can better understand the purposes of social justice art education. 
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Summary 

Three out of the five participating art teachers have discussed social justice issues 

in art classes. The other two participating art teachers have not yet discussed social justice 

issues in art classes. In terms of teaching content in art classes, all five art teachers have 

taught different topics and art skills in class, such as art elements and design principles, 

watercolor, ceramic, and printmaking. Four of the art teachers have designed art lessons 

based on their own experiences and online resources rather than using art textbooks.  

Regarding social justice in education, all five art teachers argue that schools 

should provide equal education opportunities for all children. They also argue that the 

curriculum should connect with students’ lives as well as foster students’ critical thinking 

abilities. Pertaining to topics discussed in social justice art classes, the three art teachers 

who have integrated social justice issues into art classes have discussed diverse social 

justice issues, such as the issues of gender, environment, religion, drug abuse, and diverse 

cultures. Among different types of issues, teachers argue that the issues of gender and 

race are two complicated topics. By contrast, the participating art teachers who have not 

yet discussed social justice issues in art classes mainly teach different art skills and 

concepts in art classes. They state that school culture and parents’ perspectives influence 

their comfort and confidence in discussing social justice issues in art classes.  
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V. Chapter Five 

Introduction 

Exploring the possibility of discussing social justice issues in art classes has been 

widely discussed by different scholars. Weisman and Hanes (2002) advocate a social 

reconstruction curriculum since it is highly relevant to students' lives and can promote a 

more just society. The social reconstruction curriculum emphasizes fostering students’ 

critical thinking abilities through discussing different social justice issues, such as 

feminism, multiculturalism, disability rights, and environmentalism. Discussing different 

social justice issues in class can eventually “affirm the values of a democracy that 

includes social action towards an equitable distribution of power and a responsible use of 

resources worldwide” (Weisman & Hanes, 2002, p. 170).  

In this study, I explore art teachers’ perspectives regarding the definition of social 

justice in education and their experiences in discussing social justice issues in art classes. 

Four critical aspects regarding the definition of social justice in education have been 

identified. Art teachers argue that social justice in education means students have a right 

to equal access to education. Teachers should create student-centered curricula, help 

students to be aware of their personal biased perspectives, and foster students’ critical 

thinking abilities.  

In the second question, I explore art teachers’ perceptions regarding discussing 

social justice issues in art classes. The findings show that three out of the five 

participating art teachers have integrated social justice issues in their art classes, while 

two out of the five participating art teachers have not yet discussed social justice issues in 
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their art classes. The results show that art teachers who have discussed social justice 

issues in their art classes argue that the social justice art curriculum can foster students to 

be more open-minded and informed citizens. This finding aligns with Dewhurst and 

Desai’s (2016) statement that the main purpose of social justice art education is to 

“prepare young people to creatively and critically shape their communities” (p. 50). 

Similarly, Stewart (2012) insists that the goal of social justice art education is to “have 

students critically examine our society and the world around them for examples of 

inequity” (p. 49). Therefore, fostering students’ critical thinking ability and creative 

deconstruction abilities, with the ultimate goal of advocating social action for a 

democratic society, is an essential part of the social justice art curriculum.  

To clarify types of social justice issues discussed in the social justice art 

curriculum, Dewhurst (2010) reminds us that the social justice art curriculum does not 

just mean discussing “controversial or overly political issues (i.e. race, violence, 

discrimination, etc.)” (p.8). An art class is based in social justice “as long as the process 

of making art offers participants a way to construct knowledge, critically analyze an idea, 

and take action in the world, then they are engaged in a practice of social justice 

artmaking” (Dewhurst, 2010, p.8). I agree with Dewhurst's points that the main purpose 

of social justice art education is to foster students' critical thinking abilities. Discussing 

controversial social issues in class is not a key element in the social justice art 

curriculum. The topics selected in social justice art curricula depends on how familiar 

teachers are with the topics and whether the topics are related to students’ lives. The 

findings show that the participating art teachers who have discussed social justice issues 

in their art classes are dedicated to fostering students to be informed citizens. They want 
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their students to be able to make critical judgments regarding social issues happening in 

their communities or in the world. Correspondingly the participating art teachers who 

have not yet discussed social justice issues in art classes mention that perspectives from 

school administrators and parents influence their willingness to discuss social justice 

issues in class.  

Many scholars argue that social justice art education is linked with critical 

pedagogy (Broome, Pereira, & Anderson, 2018; Kraehe, 2017; Shields, 2017). According 

to Desai and Chalmers, Danker (2018) recommends art educators incorporate socially 

engaged artwork in art classes and connect them with community issues since socially 

engaged artwork “challenges viewers to ask critical questions about society, to dialogue 

about issues that affect quality of life, and to question how art is considered” (p. 45). 

Drawing on the findings from his course, Art and Human Rights: Western Sahara, 

Maguire (2017) argues that the social justice art curriculum should provide  

Tools, insights, and knowledge to help students make informed, empathetic action 

related to human rights and social justice issues via the arts, grounding theory 

with practice through a lived shared experience in contact with a group at a 

distance from our students’ daily lives. (p. 52) 

Besides emphasis on fostering critical thinking abilities, discussing the issues of 

diversity and inclusion are essential parts in social justice art education. The findings 

show that three out of the five participating art teachers have designed multicultural art 

curricula, encouraging students to be proud of their traditional cultures and to foster their 

appreciation of different cultures. This point is consistent with the rationale of culturally 

sustaining pedagogy. As Peristeris (2017) argues, one of the purposes of culturally 
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sustaining pedagogy is to “empower youth to accept and honour their cultural 

backgrounds” (p. 37). In this study, the participating teachers who have discussed social 

justice issues in art classes design their lessons based on students’ past experiences, 

ethnicities, and cultures. For instance, teachers design various art activities for refugee 

students, providing an opportunity for them to share past experiences. Since the majority 

of students are black, Ava organizes a Black History Month art project in her school. 

Another teacher teaches traditional Mexican art, Amate, to her students, encouraging 

students to be proud of their traditional cultures.  

Puzio, Newcomer, Pratt, McNeely, Jacobs, and Hooker (2017) argue that 

culturally sustaining pedagogy is an effective means to “help ethnically and linguistically 

diverse students develop and maintain cultural competence, academic success, and a 

critical consciousness” (p. 223). In terms of fostering students’ critical consciousness, 

Alma shares that she incorporate a contemporary American designer, Shepard Fairey, into 

the class to discuss the issue of gun violence. Ava discusses issues of equality, gender, 

and socioeconomic backgrounds during Black History Month with her students. To help 

students understand the customs of traditional Halloween, another teacher guides students 

in understanding the differences between traditional and commercial Halloween.  

Although the art teachers have been discussing different social justice issues in 

class, they argue that gender and racial issues are two difficult topics in social justice art 

education. Two art teachers have not yet discussed any social justice issues in their art 

classes. However, they mention that they discuss social justice issues in other situations 

with students in school, such as having conversations about these issues with students 

during lunch. These teachers argue that getting support from school administrators and 
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parents is important in making teachers feel more comfortable discussing social justice 

issues in class.  

Recommendations 

Experiencing Social Justice Art Education 

Providing preservice art teachers more opportunities to experience social justice 

art curricula can increase teachers’ confidence and willingness to discuss social justice 

issues in art classes. For example, art education methods courses can clarify the purpose 

of social justice art education. Specifically, the main purpose of social justice art 

education is to cultivate students to be informed citizens in society. It encourages students 

to be aware of different issues happening in their communities and to critically analyze 

these issues. Additionally, it provides an opportunity for students to express their 

perspectives through making art, where students can provide possible solutions for the 

issues or to raise audiences’ awareness of these issues. As Taylor and Carpenter (2013) 

state, 

Social justice art education requires an awareness of contemporary and local 

issues, combined with a sense of civic duty for the greater good. It also requires 

an ability to make interdisciplinary connections, and an understanding that such 

work is simultaneously pragmatic and symbolic. Artists, educators, students, and 

viewers implicated in such work must be willing to develop a level of comfort in 

working with unconventional media; a desire to analyze situations in order to 

propose solutions; and a sense of wonder, imagination, and possibilities. (p. 126-

127) 

Several approaches are proposed by different scholars to help teachers address 
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social justice issues in art classes. By guiding teachers to use three key big ideas—

personal, critical, and activist issues (Ploof & Hochtritt, 2018) in a professional 

development workshop, Ploof and Hochtritt (2018) find that teachers feel more confident 

to design social justice art education through a collaborative way. Specifically, personal 

issues mean, “How is the project grounded in the lived experience of participants?” (p. 

39). Critical issues raise the question “How has the power of political, socioeconomic, 

and cultural influences shaped the situation and why?” (p. 39). While activist issues 

emphasize, “What creative opportunities for resistance are possible that could result in 

both personal and social change?” (p. 39). Similarly, Alazmi (2017) proposes that 

teachers should consider three aspects, namely the artist, the artwork, and the audience, to 

critique social justice art. The artist aspect means exploring the goal of creating the social 

justice art; the artwork aspect focuses on discussing the quality of social justice art; the 

audience aspect emphasizes analyzing how the artist engages the audience with their 

social justice art.  

Although three out of the five participating art teachers have discussed different 

social justice issues in class, they report that gender and racial issues are difficult topics 

in social justice art education. Thus, it is necessary to provide preservice teachers with 

opportunities to design social justice lesson plans in art education method courses to 

increase their comfort level. It is understandable that discussing social justice issues in art 

classes is challenging. As Shields (2017) points out, preservice teacher education 

programs must provide “opportunities for students to hone and develop the skills 

necessary to enact critical pedagogical practices” (p. 23) so that preservice teachers can 

feel more confident dealing with these topics in their teaching career.  
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Getting Support from School Administrators and Parents 

Getting support from school administrators and parents is important since it can 

make the implementation of social justice art education easier. To achieve this goal, art 

teachers can establish an online learning platform to share student artwork done in the 

social justice art class, as well as to post the purposes of the class so that school 

administrators and parents can better understand the learning outcomes. Besides sharing 

the lesson objectives of the social justice art class and student artwork online, art teachers 

can invite parents to participate in various social justice art projects. Through personally 

participating in art projects, parents can have an opportunity to experience and 

understand how social justice art projects can foster children’s critical thinking abilities 

and creative deconstruction skills. Finally, if resources are available, art teachers can 

invite parents to campus to participate in a social justice art workshop with their children 

in a Saturday art class, an after-school program, or the school open house, all of which 

can provide parents more information about the purposes of integrating social justice 

issues into art classes.  

In terms of getting support from schools, art teachers can consider inviting their 

principals and colleagues to observe their social justice art classes so that they can have a 

better understanding of the importance of discussing social justice issues. Finally, art 

teachers can invite other teachers to collaboratively design social justice art curricula, 

providing other teachers with an opportunity to learn that visual arts can be a subject used 

to foster students’ critical thinking abilities. This opportunity can also change some 

teachers’ perceptions regarding the function of art classes as only for teaching art skills.   
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Summary 

In this study, five art teachers have shared their perspectives regarding social 

justice in education and incorporating social justice issues in art education. All 

participating art teachers argue that discussing social justice issues in education settings is 

essential, while the participating art teachers also face different challenges regarding 

discussing social justice issues in art classes. Although they all facing different kinds of 

challenges, three out of the five participating art teachers have discussed social justice 

issues in their art classes, and they argue that student-centered social justice art education 

can empower students to be informed citizens and foster their critical thinking abilities to 

analyze different social issues.  
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Appendix A 

Research Participation Invitation Letter  

Dear Art Teachers, 

I am writing this email to invite you to participate in my dissertation research 

about art teachers’ perspectives on teaching social justice art education. Art education 

scholars have begun to explore how art can promote a more just society. Many K-12 art 

teachers are exploring how to bring social issues into their art classrooms. The positive 

outcome and challenges are intertwining in the context of art curriculum reform, school 

support, teachers’ participation, and students’ reaction. Based on the above factors drive 

the direction of the art curriculum in schools, I am interested in what topics are teaching 

in art classes now. Is it possible to use an art class to promote a more just society? What 

would be the challenges encountered in a social justice art class? 

Your real name and school information will not be identified. I will use a fake 

name for my dissertation. All data will be kept in the author’s computer with password 

protection, and the data will be kept in three years in my faculty sponsor’s office. I 

appreciate your help and contribution to my dissertation and share your professional 

knowledge with our peers. Your perspectives will definitely help other art teachers to see 

different perspectives on teaching art for a more just society.  

Here is the interview schedule for your reference. You will be interviewed to have 

about a 30-minute interview three times. The first interview is for collecting your 

perspectives on social justice art education. The second interview will be a follow-up 

interview, and the third interview will be a small focus group interview.  
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If you would like to share with perspectives with me and other art teachers, please 

feel free to contact me at your most convenient time. I appreciate your help in advance. 

Best, 

Dan Li 
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Appendix B 

Examples of Questions in the Introductory Interview 

The main research question in the article is to explore art teachers’ perceptions 

about teaching social justice art education curricula. The following questions are one of 

the example questions that will be used in the introductory interview.  

1. How many years have you taught visual arts? (demographic information) 

2. What is art education status in public K-12 schools? (What topics have you taught in art 

classes?) (Lesson plan?) 

3. What topics have you taught in a social justice art class if you have taught this topic 

before? (What is social justice means to you?) (Do you integrate social justice issues in 

the art classes?) (Give them a list of social … race, oppression, democratic and authority, 

culture, identity, social status, gender…people of colors 

4. Do they comfortable incorporating non-white art, feminist art, political art, gay art, 

Black-American art) ) 

5. Have they received PD in social justice issues? 

6. What do they think about TSK and social justice? 

7. How have you prepared a social justice art class? 

8. What teaching challenges have you encountered in a social justice art class? 

9. What are students' learning outcomes in a social justice art class? 

10. How are students’ reactions to the class? 

11. How have you assessed students’ assignments in a social justice art class? 

12. What can we do more for the future social justice art class? 

13. What are your opinions about teaching a social justice art class in public K-12 schools? 


