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Introduction
caching students to become socially responsible people 
who are curious about and active participants in issues 
and events in their worlds is an essential goal for many 

art educators. Yet, at times, fostering dialogue and encour
aging students to produce artwork around socially relevant 
issues can be daunting for teachers. The challenge, for some, 
is how to encourage students to develop informed views and 
individual voices instead of teachers simply presenting their 
own personal social and political beliefs. What are effective 
ways to invite students—who bring their own ideas, artistic 
concerns, and age-based cultural perspectives—to engage 
social issues as source material for their studio work? What 
kinds of classroom strategies help them to form personal 
insights about things they might otherwise consider of no 
real consequence to their lives? And how do we in turn teach 
kids that their art can both resonate with and have relevance in worlds 
beyond their immediate ones?

In this chapter, we describe two middle school curriculum projects, 
developed by art teacher Linda McConaughy, which address these questions. 
Our focus is on what we consider an enabling component of social justice 
art education—students’ development of a “social imagination” (Greene, 
1995).‘ In the account of the lessons themselves and samjjles of student 
artwork and writing that follow, we examine how young adolescents’ ideas 
about war, justice, and the seemingly private and at times isolating expe
rience of being human were invited, developed, transformed, and made

public. In tracing some of the pedagogical decisions made 
and actions taken, we also describe how the circumstances 
were set up for the students to develop their own socially 
engaged views and voices—not as a result of indoctrination 
or through adopting their teacher’s ideological leanings but 
through open-ended, learner-centered inquiry. Education is 
a place where a “common world ... may come into being in 
the course of a continuing dialogue, which we ourselves can 
provoke and nurture in the midst of change” (Greene, 1995, 
p. 196). With this in mind, we portray not only what the 
experience was like for students but also the related issues for 
the teacher who wishes to engage in this kind of pedagogy.

Fallen Heroes
Encouraging students’ social imagination as artists can 

be accomplished by locating entry points for incorporating 
issues-based content into the ongoing teaching of formal and media-based 
concepts and skills. For McConaughy, who has been teaching at Parkville 
Middle SchooF for 14 years, this opportunity emerged 3 years ago in an 
eighth-grade portraiture unit. Every year McConaughy’s students, like 
many teens, want to be able to make images that look “real,” and they 
welcome studio experiences that teach representational skills while focusing 
on subjects and themes that are interesting and meaningful to them. At the 
start of the unit, the students explored the structures and proportions of the 
human face, directly observing each other and examining the visual quali
ties of their own faces with mirrots. Typically, after guided and independent
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sketching, exploration of value and color, and examination of artists’ works, 
the students’ studio work would culminate with drawing or painting self- 
portraits.

During the winter of 2005, McConaughy began teaching the unit as 
she had in previous years, helping students learn the proportions of their 
faces through observation and sketching. However, as she recalls:

...my ideas about how to proceed changed while watching the evening 
news. I learned of a university project honoring soldiers who had 
been killed in the Iraq war. University students and teachers worked 
together to paint portraits of soldiers that were displayed in a campus 
gallery. I was moved by the exhibit and by the impact it had on the 
university community. I began thinking about ways I could modify 
my portraiture unit to include a similar response to the Iraq war. The 
following day, I showed my students the videotape of the news report 
and we discussed their thoughts. I presented my ideas for a new way to 
culminate our portraiture unit: would they be interested in painting 
portraits of soldiers from Maryland who had died in combat?

The students initially hesitated. Many had family members in active 
military service, and thus supported the war, whereas some were against 
the war and did not want to participate in a project that might be seen as 
endorsing it. The students were also concerned about the level of difficulty 
the assignment presented and doubted their ability to paint the portraits 
with the high degree of accuracy they felt would be necessary. “What if our 
paintings don’t look enough like the soldiers?’’ These worries seemed to go 
beyond the developmental need for realistic representation, evidenced by the 
comments of several students who, in class discussion, voiced the concern 
to “get it right” in order to honor the memory of the soldiers who had died. 
After they were promised they would receive one-on-one help if needed, they 
agreed to do it. Internet searches identified Maryland soldiers who had died 
in the war and students found and recorded their names, ages, hometowns, 
and circumstances of theit deaths. After much consideration and discussion, 
and an agreement that the project would remain politically neutral, each 
student selected a soldier to adopt as the subject of their portraits.

One student, Carlyn, wanted to paint a woman so she chose Army 
Pfc. Leslie D. Jackson, of Richmond, Virginia. The only photograph 
Carlyn could find was her soldier’s graduation photo—Jackson was only 
18 years old at the time of her death. Lauren, another student, chose Army

Staff Sgt. James L. Pettaway, Jr. of Glen Burnie, Maryland—after learning 
about a young son he left behind—and based her painting on a photo of 
the sergeant in uniform. Lauren wanted to make something that would 
help Sgt. Pettaway’s son know about his father’s heroic service and his life. 
Students selected and printed the photos and created sketches of their 
subjects, concentrating on proportion, light, and shadow. They then experi
mented with colot mixing and ptacticed painting techniques to build the 
confidence they needed to begin painting their soldiers’ portraits.

Soldier Portraits.

The paintings were hung around the classroom several times for 
students to share their ideas and talk about their work. It was during one of 
these informal critiques that the personal impact of the studio process on 
the students emerged. For Kelly, as for many of the students, the project 
had turned into something more powerful than a typical unit on porttaiture 
had. In a mid-critique debate about the war in which various viewpoints 
were shared she indicated, “I used to support it. I thought it would prevent 
terrorists. Since we started doing this, I changed my mind. It’s not fair that 
people have to die, and it’s so many.”
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The 40 finished paintings with accompanying nameplates were hung in 
the school. Although this exhibition was in and of itself a moving tribute, the 
students asked to continue the project so that they could pay tribute to more 
of the fallen. After one brainstorming session, they decided to create and post 
nameplates (with name, age, hometown, and circumstances of death) for every 
American soldier killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. At the time, the number of 
the war casualties was nearing 2,000. Students formed teams and assigned 
jobs to research, design, and create the nameplates. One group researched the 
soldiers’ stories, several groups formatted and typed the information, and the 
remaining groups worked in an assembly-line style to organize the finished 
nameplates and attach them to banners that would be added to the display.

The students’ decision to expand the project seemed to indicate that 
they valued the newly realized social and political potential of their artwork. 
However, at the same time, their drive to continue the project posed a peda
gogical dilemma. As McConaughy observed;

The process of creating and displaying the nameplates was time- 
consuming and tedious; I questioned the merit of spending so much 
valuable class time on an activity that didn’t encourage students to 
explore art skills. We needed to cover many more concepts and skills 
before the year was through, and I wondered if we should cut the 
project short. When students had completed 300-plus nameplates, I 
thought they were tiring of the process and might need me to give them 
a reason to bring the project to a close. I asked them if they wanted to 
stop: the answer was a resolute no.

As the display continued to expand, more students questioned involve
ment in the war. One student, Alyssa, wrote in an artist’s statement, “I 
believe this war has united America, but I also believe America could have 
been united in a way that wouldn’t harm these soldiers.” Raven wrote, “I 
think this war will impact America against terrorists, but I don’t think it’s 
fair that we have to put all of the government’s money into war for more 
people to die, when it could be saving others.” Students still did not want 
to leave a single soldier out. As Hannah put it, “Everyone deserves to have 
something.” The more than 500 nameplates forced the exhibit to extend 
beyond the display space and into the hallways. The overwhelming volume 
and visual impact moved some viewers to tears, as witnessed by students, 
teachers, and school administrators.

The visual, social, and emotional impact of the Fallen Heroes project 
was obvious to the artists and to the school community at large. It was 
evidenced in the students’ push to continue the production of nameplates, 
and it prompted a new understanding of how expressive, practiced, and 
skilled representation, relentless repetition, and overwhelming visual volume 
can be combined to create an arresting and evocative work.

Hopes, Wishes, and Regrets
In another eighth-grade community art initiative 2 years later, 

McConaughy again sought to develop a project that would allow her 
students to see the power of art and the power of their own ideas beyond 
the classroom. It was during her research that she came across My Secret 
(Warren, 2006), part of a series of books that chronicle the anonymous 
contributions to PostSecret, an ongoing community art project by Frank 
Warren.

Begun in 2004 with 3,000 postcards distributed on the streets of 
Washington, DC, Warren invited people to anonymously contribute
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personal secrets—hopes, regrets, fears, betrayals, desires—in the form of 
handmade postcards mailed to his home address. Although he no longer 
solicits secrets on the streets, he continues to receive postcards by the thou
sands. The postcards are often elaborate and artful, and visually powerful. 
They combine text and images to divulge intimate admissions and confes
sions, the messages of which often transcend the individual who created 
them. To date, the PostSecret project has produced four books, been featured 
in exhibitions across the United States, and grown into a global community 
through Warren’s website, postsecretcommunity.com. My Secret is a collec
tion of postcards from teens and college students that carry the same visual 
power and emotional immediacy that have made Warren’s project an inter
national phenomenon.

McConaughy wondered if the PostSecret project could lead to a mean
ingful art experience for middle school students. She saw the potential, and 
after talking with students, colleagues, and school administrators, began 
to develop a plan. The project, called “Hopes, Wishes, and Regrets” by 
the students, was adjusted to not only address the varied maturity levels 
of middle school students but to encourage the involvement of the entire 
school. As McConaughy explained;

Rather than asking my students to share their secrets, my students 
asked the school community to share theirs—their hopes, wishes, and 
regrets—and my students made art in response to what was shared 
with them. In class, students brainstormed ways they could encourage 
others to share their secrets in a way that was not threatening and 
would remain anonymous. What would get the attention of kids at 
Parkville Middle School? What could we do to encourage kids to write 
down their thoughts without making it seem like just another school 
assignment?

The solution was to promote the project with an underground adver
tising campaign. Students created flyers that they secretly left in desks, slid 
inside lockers, and even attached to snacks in cafeteria vending machines. 
One team’s flyers looked like handwritten notes passed between friends that 
had been carelessly left behind in classrooms. Other students slipped flyers 
in between the pages of textbooks for their classmates to find. All of the 
advertisements contained this message:

Do you have a secret? Is there something you wish other people knew 
about you but you were too afraid to tell? What’s your secret? Hope?

Regret? Drop it in the box in the back of room 112. It’s anonymous.
VGA 8 students will make art out of your words. And maybe we’ll all 
understand each other a little better.

While they waited for the box to fill the class examined the quali
ties of PostSecret postcards, exploring ways the artists created relationships 
between images and text. They also looked at works by Kurt Schwitters, 
Robert Rauschenberg, and Jaune Quick-To-See Smith. These artists 
works exemplified for the students the use of mixed media in the narra
tive juxtaposition and layering of image, formal elements and composition, 
and written text. McConaughy introduced materials for creating text and 
images, and students experimented with collage techniques incorporating 
image transfer, monoprints, letter stamps, gel medium, and digital photog
raphy. The notes that began to accumulate in the box were posted on a 
bulletin board each afternoon. When the students came to class the next 
morning they congregated around the display to read the new postings and 
make personal selections. Each student then evaluated which hope, wish, or 
regret he or she would choose as inspiration for his or her work that day.

Secrets Wall.
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When creating artworks that re-presented the statements, students 
considered the relationship of image and text as well as the expressive 
potential of formal elements and relationships like color, contrast, scale, 
and juxtaposition. They also chose materials whose sensory qualities aided 
in furthering particular visual messages. Hoping for a compelling impact, 
they opted to work in a format larger than the original PostSecret postcards. 
As artworks were completed, they were linked together to form panels that 
began to fill the school.

Topical themes emerged as the box continued to fill. Many of the 
hopes, wishes, and regrets dealt with relationships within families, between 
friends, and among classmates. While some notes were amusing and even 
silly, many of the messages expressed difficult and often painful emotions 
concerning self-image, loneliness, fitting in, and family security.

Students sometimes struggled to find ways to illustrate the messages in 
ways that would honor their writers’ words. As Eva wrote:

Hopes, Wishes, Regrets Panels.

Anybody can put hopes, secrets, anything in the box. We make art out 
of what people write, and we try to express the ideas as best we can, 
so we can try to connect everybody and help people understand each 
other. When we make a piece of art out of someone’s secret, we have 
to try to figure out what the person was feeling so we can express it 
through the artwork. I also tried to put my own personal feelings into 
the artwork to help me connect with the person that wrote the secret.

Moreover, they came to understand that they had more connections to 
other students than they had ever realized. This was startling to many, such 
as Jessica, who said: “They really surprise me because I can relate to a lot of 
the secrets, and I’m sure a lot of other kids can too. As Orret indicated: 

Some people may think that their lives are different, but this project 
shows that there are other kids out there who have some of the same 
problems. For kids who thought that they were the only ones who felt 
a certain way or had to deal with a certain problem, they found out 
other kids were going through the same things.

As the project progressed, the students talked about controversial 
content that sometimes appeared in the message box. How should a note 
that expressed racist attitudes be handled? In one case, the students decided 
to turn a submission that read, “I hate black people into an art piece with 
the message “I think I’m a racist” because they felt that racism was an issue 
that needed to be addressed. Similarly, when several messages about family 
violence appeared a group of three students responded by working with the 
school guidance department to start a peer counseling group.

Because of the project, the art students also began sharing more of 
their own secrets with each other, including their experiences with home
lessness, illness, and self-image. The exhibition inspired other teachers at 
Parkville to use the project as a way to start dialogue in their classrooms 
about race, religion, family, and violence. When Frank Warren included 
photos and writing about McConaughy’s project on the PostSecret website, 
teachers from as far away as Australia responded, asking about how they 
might develop similar art experiences for their students.

Teaching Art With the Social Imagination in Mind
Designing studio art experiences for the development of young peoples 

social imagination requires teachers to carefully consider their instruc
tional goals and philosophical values. To plan instruction such as what was
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Hopes, Wishes, Regrets Panels.

done for these two projects—^with the explicit aims of furthering students’ 
command of technical, formal, and representational skills and concepts, 
meeting kids where they were at conceptually, and inviting their artistic, 
political, and social ideas without imposing the teacher’s views—can be a 
complex pedagogical undertaking. As Greene (2007) wrote:

There are not only the meanings implicit in the surrounding 
culture; there are the meanings that develop in children’s and 
adolescents’ cultures. It may be possible to help students trans
form information into knowledge if teaching were to take place 
in a context of open questions, questions finding differing kinds 
of expression depending on the questioner’s age and life situation.
(5 7)

Too often, teachers seem to believe that teaching for socially based art 
requires a replacement, or trade off, of one instructional focus for another. 
These perceived tradeoffs include skills with materials and techniques for 
concept, a concern for formal issues and compositional relationships for 
an attention to message, open-ended questions for predetermined ways of 
thinking and doing, or kids’ own beliefs and attitudes for those of teachers or 
other adults. While we recognize that socially engaged studio work, indeed 
any meaningful studio practice, demands transformative thinking and a 
building within the process of new insights about an issue or problem, we 
also think such tradeoffs are unnecessary. Kids do not need to mimic their 
teachers’ step-by-step directions toward uniform visual outcomes, nor do 
they need to be told what to think about issues in order to become socially 
engaged as artists. Instead, they need opportunities to research, debate, and 
form their own ideas about issues, and time to learn the art concepts and 
develop the technical, representational, and expressive skills that will enable 
them to communicate their socially imaginative ideas to the world.
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ENDNOTES
' For Greene, “social imagination” is “the capacity to invent visions of what should be and 

what might be in our deficient society, on the streets where we live, in our schools” (1995,
p. 5).

^ Parkville Middle School is located outside Baltimore, MD in an economically and 
culturally diverse community. The school, with 1200 students, hosts both a magnet 
program for technology and a well-supported art program.
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Art Teachers as Change Makers
Kimberly Cosier and Jeanne Nemeth

•-XV--

T
eaching for social justice lives at the very core of our 
work at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
(UWM). As art educators in an urban university, we 
believe we have a moral imperative to guide our students 

toward a philosophy and practice of teaching that is not only 
inclusive of all children and young people, but also focused 
on working toward anti-biased schools and society (Ayers,
2004). We believe that affirming diversity and teaching toler
ance is just the first step in answering the moral implications 
of teaching. Teaching for social justice means going beyond 
teaching tolerance to engage in the difficult personal and 
cultural work necessary to help create a brighter future for all 
(Kildegaard, 2008).

In order to effect change, teacher educators must 
prepare preservice teachers to go beyond their roles as artists/ 
researchers who plan multicultural curricula and celebrate 
diversity and guide students to understand how to draw 
on their creativity and imagination to actively work toward 
justice (Greene, 1995). We understand that this is a challenge, 
particularly at a time when there is a backlash against multiculturalism, 
affirmative action, and tolerance of difference. On many college campuses 
today academic freedom is being hijacked by right-wing extremists who put 
pressure on professors to give equal time to exclusionary and hateful ideas 
(O’Regan, 2007).

As well, the standards and accountability reform movement, including 
the No Child Left Behind Act, are edging out the arts in many schools
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(Chapman, 2004; Wood, 2004). Finally, budgets are 
shrinking; funding for the arts is often among the first items 
on the administrators’ chopping blocks. Art teachers in many 
schools work hard to keep their programs afloat. Despite 
these challenges, we believe we should not be swayed from 
the important work of teaching for social justice.

Situating our Story
UWM is situated in the largest urban center in Wisconsin. 

Fifty percent (50%) of the state’s students of color and 71% 
of the state’s African American students live in Milwaukee 
(Kailin, 2002). In Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS), due to 
desegregation, the number of white students in the district 
has continued to fall since the 1970s, whereas the number 
of African American students has remained stable over the 
past decade, and the number of Hispanic students is on the 
rise. There are also a small, but significant, number of Asian 
(primarily Hmong) and Native American students in MPS 
schools.

According to Skiba (2005), “41.3% of all the children 
in the city live in poverty, ranking the city fourth in the nation. As the 
percentage of students of color rose in MPS, “funding per pupil plummeted 
compared to funding in overwhelmingly white suburban districts. From 
1980 to 1998, the gap between school funding for urban students (students 
of color) and that for suburban students in Wisconsin had increased by 
400 percent” (Kailin, 2002, p. 45). The district has recently been named
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a “Level 2 District Identified for Improvement” under the rules of the No 
Child Left Behind Act. As a result, art programs in MPS have been eroding 
for as long as the district has been under-funded and overburdened.

Although UWM is an urban university, our own student population 
looks different from the MPS student population. UWM art educa
tion students are predominantly white, middle- or working-class women 
who primarily come from suburbs and small towns outside the City of 
Milwaukee. They usually come to us with limited understandings of the city 
and its inhabitants, often conflating race and poverty as one and the same.

Our program is housed in the Department of Visual Art, and the 
students have the advantage of a strong studio preparation. Art history and 
general education classes are offered in other schools within the university. 
Our students are introduced to art education theories through a three- 
credit introductory class. Following that, we team-teach our elementary 
and secondary methods courses. Each is six credits and includes integrated 
urban field experience components. This allows us to address theory through 
practice and provides a shared foundation upon which to engage students 
in the challenge of developing an art teaching praxis that attends to social 
justice issues.
Growing an Anti-Racist/Anti-Biased Teacher Education Practice

Although the mission of the university and the art teacher-preparation 
program focuses on urban issues, many students must be convinced of the 
importance of the urban mission in relation to teaching. They often come 
to the program with fond memories of an art room in their former schools, 
and they want to reproduce what they know. They also believe that if they 
do not plan to stay in the city after graduation they should not have to deal 
directly with racism and other biases. With the shortage of jobs in art in 
MPS, it is almost guaranteed that they will leave; however, we believe that it 
is important that they be advocates for social justice, and to understand the 
dynamics of race, social class, and other issues of identity, regardless of where 
they will teach in the future. Our students want the art room simply to be a 
safe haven, as it was for many of them when they were in school. However, 
“the classroom is not a space outside of society, and students and teachers 
do not check their histories at the door when they enter it” (Kandaswamy, 
2008, p. 7). Therefore, we believe it is necessary to convince them that all 
schooling is political and that teachers have a moral imperative to work for 
social justice (Ayers, 2004; Cochran-Smith, 2004).

As well, most of our students have come of age in a supposedly post
hate, “colorblind” society (Agid & Rand, 2003; Jay, 2007.) Therefore, 
they may be resistant to critically examining their evolving teacher identi
ties in relation to otherness, bias, and institutionalized racism in schools. 
Additionally, like most white Americans, they believe in the “bootstrap” 
mentality of the American Dream. This myth of meritocracy, in which 
anyone who works hard can make it, can inhibit some students’ abilities 
to empathize with the people of Milwaukee who have been barred from 
moving out of poverty because of institutionalized racism and the related 
dynamics of capitalism.

Finally, many of the students come from home environments that have 
taught them to be suspicious of difference, thus, they see themselves and 
their outlooks on life as normative. They can be resistant to the challenge 
to interrogate their relationships to class, gender identities, sexuality, and 
physical and mental ability. All of these factors make dealing with the biases 
inherent in our society particularly difficult. Yet, we muddle through, each 
year building upon knowledge gained through experience and finding new 
and more interesting and engaging ways to do this important work.

Because our students are not yet practicing teachers, we find that the 
first thing to do is get them to connect with a group of urban students. The 
students begin with elementary settings to ease them into the experience. 
Despite the youth of the elementary pupils, however, our preservice teachers 
are usually quite apprehensive about going into an “inner city” school. 
They have grown up fearing the city and its inhabitants; even 5-year-olds 
can have some of them shaking in their boots. Most often, they enter our 
partner schools a bit nervous and hesitant, but by the time they go home at 
the end of the first day, they have already begun to make connections with 
the children and come out of the building with big smiles on their faces.

We visit the schools with the art education students twice per week. 
The students develop integrated art lessons that they then teach in the class
room. Thus, they get to know the children well, while they learn about 
classroom management and elementary curricula from their cooperating 
teachers. In exchange, the classroom teachers enjoy learning ways to inte
grate art into their lessons. By the end of the 8- to 10-week experience, 
many of our students are misty-eyed at the thought of saying goodbye to 
children they once thought of only as “other.”

In the next semester, the group works with secondary school settings. In 
their UWM classes, the students focus on developing their teacher identities
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by having them process their experiences and evaluating themselves in 
regard to power, language, and differences (Keifer-Boyd & Maitland- 
Gholson, 2007). We address the formation of teacher identities through 
various means, including art-based assignments such as sketchbook journals. 
These experiences are then informed and processed through feminist, queer, 
critical race, and whiteness theoretical perspectives (Crenshaw, Gotanda, 
Peller, & Thomas,' 1995; hooks, 1994).

In-Class Preparation: Confronting Personal Constructs
Preparing these preservice students to teach in urban, multiracial 

schools is not an easy task. Initially the work begins with teaching students 
how to become reflective practitioners, ones that are aware and sensitive to 
their own assumptions about race and schooling. Such frames of reference 
often guide perceptions and actions. It is essential that the students under
stand issues of race on interpersonal levels as well as in a broader context. 
Thus, it is necessary to teach them how they might begin to reflect about 
and confront cultural bias and stereotypical constructs that are part of their 
personal belief systems. Learning to critically examine stereotypes that are 
prevalent in our society and global communities is another significant step 
in deconstructing and reconstructing race and identity.

Most importantly, students need to figure out how to situate them
selves in an urban classroom and learn to cultivate new personal constructs 
and attitudes. As noted earlier, our students are fearful when they enter 
the elementary preservice practicum. Although they learn much through 
the elementary experience, and substantially develop in their relationship 
to difference, the secondary school placement presents new challenges and 
can initiate further feelings of fear and anxiety, as they are often unsure 
about how to interact in a classroom filled with students unlike themselves. 
Therefore, preventive reflective practice outside of the classroom is highly 
recommended.

Anticipating this scenario, we introduce activities in the methods 
courses that foster open dialogue and risk taking. These activities challenge 
attitudes, beliefs, and opinions. In order to encourage critical awareness, 
reflection, and dialogue students are assigned weekly readings related to the 
complex issues of identity, race, power, and politics in our society. They are 
expected to respond in visual journals by formulating critical questions for 
class discussions and visually interpreting concepts that they find relevant. 
In class, students participate in small and large group discussions about

readings in relation to classroom situations that they have encountered in 
their assigned schools. These conversations routinely provoke intense class 
discussions concerning beliefs and concerns about cultural differences that 
they are experiencing in their teaching practice.

Investigating and presenting social issues of race, identity, and power 
through the eyes of contemporary artists is another component of our art 
methods classes and a necessary priority. We specifically choose artists for 
the students to research and present to the class who promote ideas that 
engage their audience in critical ways of viewing race and other markers of 
identity. Such artists include Kerry James Marshall, Michael Ray Charles, 
Carrie Mae Weems, Lorna Simpson, Kara Walker, and Ellen Gallagher. 
Students are expected to present questions for class discussions about an 
artist of their choosing. These class assignments and discussions encourage 
students to move from silence, denial, and guilt about race to awareness of 
differences in an open dialogue comparing discourses about race and stereo
types in a larger context.

Classroom Dialogue: What is Whiteness?
As instructors of future teachers, we are particularly interested in how 

students perceive, adjust, and adapt to their new roles as teachers. What 
are the implications for our teaching when students are raised in primarily 
white communities and may be unaware of the richness of other cultures? 
Do students believe the concept of sameness, that one-size-fits-all “color
blindness” that is often portrayed in media and other venues of popular 
culture with respect to white and black America?

Our students work toward becoming mindful of their own situated 
place in society. We work with students to problematize the “colorblind” 
view of society and intentionally construct and model classroom art lessons 
to address critical social issues. One of the classroom activities initiated one 
semester in the methods course addressed perceived notions and definitions 
of race, in particular, whiteness. In this activity, we use the critical tools 
of Whiteness Studies to reveal problems with colorblindness (McIntosh, 
1990).

Whiteness Studies is an expanding multidisciplinary field which focuses 
on whiteness as a political and cultural position. It is the study of the social 
construction of race and privilege and is defined in more detail as follows:

Whiteness Studies traces the economic and political history
behind the invention of “whiteness,” challenges the privileges
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given to so-called “whites,” and analyzes the cultural practices 
(in art, music, literature, and popular media) that perpetuate 
the color. Instead, Whiteness Studies thinks critically about how 
white skin preference has operated systematically, structurally, and 
sometimes unconsciously as a dominant force in American and 
indeed in global society and culture. (Jay, 2005)

The purpose of the activity about whiteness is to stimulate students 
thinking so they begin to analyze their own biases and constructions of 
race An important objective of this lesson is to help our students achieve 
a new awareness and understanding of race and whiteness. Our goal is for 
our students to move from a rhetoric of dysfunctional silence to a rhetoric of 
listening. The rhetoric of dysfunctional silence is demonstrated by a state of 
denial, defensiveness, guilt, or blame. Whereas, the Rhetoric of listening 
is the stage in which recognition, critique, and accountability are possible

(Ratliffe, 1999). ,
To begin the lesson in a recent semester, we presented an image

of a slice of white bread with the word “homemade” typed underneath 
(Figure 1). This visual metaphor was created in response to the following

poem:
AWHITELIST 
White race 
White house 
White wash 
White bread 
White collar 
White supremacy 
White lies 
White trash 
White elephant 
White guilt

Figure 1. Homemade.

Figure 1. Homemade. Nemeth, 2002. The image was created by one 
)f the authors of this chapter Jeanne Nemeth; the poem, A Whitelist, was
idapted from the text written by Ware (1997).

After reading the poem to the class, students were asked to respond to 
-he question “What is whiteness?” and create a visual metaphor for their 
;vritten response. The results proved to be interesting. We discovered that 
a few of our students interpreted the term whiteness literally and scien
tifically. Some responses referenced color theory, such as prisms or co or 
wheels, with written responses such as “whiteness is the absence of color 
or “whiteness is overabundance of light.” One student drew skin cells 
(Figure 2) and wrote, “whiteness is a skin pigment.” Responses such as these 
do not address the political nature of whiteness and could reflect denial or 
defensiveness. According to Jay (2005), such responses might represent a 
person who has chosen to ignore any connection between whiteness and 
racial connotations; their response would fit within the category etoric 
of Dysfunctional Silence (Ratliffe, 1999).
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Figure 2. Skin Pigment.

Encouragingly, the majority of the 30 students wrote comments 
and created metaphors that were complex, insightful, and critical. Such 
responses would fall into the category “Rhetoric of Listening (Ratliffe, 
1999). Responses in this category would reflect a level of acceptance or 
recognition of issues associated with race, critical interpretations, and a 
sense of responsibility or accountability. For example, one student addressed 
the ways white people shirk responsibility for racial inequities; she wrote, 
“whiteness is being oblivious,” accompanied by a metaphorical drawing of 
closed eyes (Figure 3).

Making a critical point about stereotypical ideas, style, and accepted 
notms, another student wrote, “Whiteness is the need to conform to the 
stereotypical Ametican standard by extinguishing all racial identities” 
(Figure 4). In the discussion that ensued, this student connected her visual 
metaphor to the work of Lorna Simpson. This response is a critique of the 
pressures of the “colorblind” society; she is wrestling with this problem, 
through a discourse, which she recognizes can be a strategy that deflects 
challenges to white privilege (Kandaswamy, 2008).

Figure 3. Oblivious.

Figure 4. White Wig.
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Figure 5. White Wash.

Figure 5 represents another interpretation of whiteness. The accompa
nying reflection describes a phenomenon in which “whiteness is caused by 
diminishing the details of culture and history.” For this student, dominant 
cultural forces detract from the richness that could be shared among us in 
our culture, that then “whitewashes” or sanitizes history.

To accompany the drawing in Figure 6, our student wrote:
Whiteness is a walk in the Park...
Watching outfor booby traps along the way.
Whiteness in this country means privilege, opportunity, and power. It 
also means taking blame for all of the white people’s historical faults 
and having to watch out for everything said and done, so as to not be 
labeled as a racist just because you are white.

This student is clearly acknowledging white privilege, while at the 
same time bristling at her accompanying guilt and blame. Fier honesty 
and openness about this difficult topic came only after prolonged in-class

Figure 6. A Walk in the Park.

dialogue and self-reflection. As she and the class learned, images can be read 
in multiple ways. During the discussions it was noted that there was a visual 
reference to lynching with the blacksmith’s anvil hanging from the tree; this 
made the image an even more powerful metaphor.

This exercise provided valuable insights into students’ perceptions 
and attitudes toward race. After students participated in this introductory 
lesson and discussed personal responses to the term whiteness, we went on 
to examine academic discourses on whiteness and other identity markers. 
For example, Thompson (2003) argued that it is important for educators 
to understand that schools are structured around white cultural norms. She 
asserted that a teacher who can deconstruct his or her own prejudices is more 
likely to understand why prevailing pedagogical and curricular patterns 
might not work for students. “Even white teachers who are fully committed 
to multiculturalism often fail to see how their own investments in white 
culture as a universal culture get in the way of their good intentions vis-a-vis 
students of color” (http://www/pauahtun.org/6624-7624.F03.html).
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Other anti-racist/anti-bias teaching advocates have written about peda
gogical strategies that have worked for them. For example, Kailin (2002) 
outlined four methods to examine racism for teachers:

1. Examine characteristics and definitions of race and racism and 
related terminology.

2. Become aware of how our own personal socializations have been 
affected by racism, particularly in the social construction of 
whiteness.

3. Relate this personal experience to the institutional or systemic and 
historical features of racism, as manifested in political economy, 
ideology, and cultural and social institutions.

4. Examine the possibilities—and the responsibility—teachers have to 
become agents of anti-racist change, (p. 122)

Conclusion
Our approach to art teacher education for social justice follows a 

rhythm similar to Kailin’s (2002) anti-racist teaching. We believe it is our 
obligation to educate students about identity and expose them to ideas that 
challenge their preconceptions about white cultural norms. These discourses 
give relevant and essential background knowledge providing valuable tools 
for teaching, not only in urban schools, but also in all schools. Through 
such experiences, such as the whiteness metaphor project, school field expe
riences, reflective journaling, research projects on contemporary artists who 
deal with issues of identity, and difficult in-class dialogues, we endeavor 
to offer future teachers an artful and productive way to become effective 
guides for their own students. We want art teachers who leave this program 
to be agents of change and to teach with the goal to make the world a better 
place for all.
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