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Abstract 

The purpose of my study was to examine what happened when I made changes to my 

own instructional strategies by encouraging students to make decisions and engage self-

regulating strategies within my art classroom. I am particularly interested in fostering student 

empowerment. In order to create an empowering art environment, I implemented a modified 

Backward Design Curriculum Model, one that was merged with a Choice-Based Model, (also 

known as Teaching for Artistic Behaviors) in order to design a curriculum unit in which students 

were asked to take active roles in the decision making process involved in their art making. 

During this time, I took the role of facilitator instead of the authority-figure or decision maker. I 

also required my students to use self-regulating skills of goal setting and project planning. 

My study examines how these approaches (Backward Design, Choice-Based Art 

Education, and students’ self regulatory strategies) foster empowerment in students. Utilizing an 
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action research approach that included observations of classroom activities, weekly journaling, 

taking and analyzing photographs of student work, analysis of written reflections from my 

students and myself, and informal interviews with students, I have both fine-tuned and studied 

strategies for organizing and facilitating these three approaches in my curriculum. My project 

consists of my curriculum and my documentation of my student work available at 

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed. My capstone paper accompanies this project 

and shares the background for and findings from this study. 

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed
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Research suggests that the early adolescent years mark the beginning of a downward 

spiral for some individuals, a spiral that leads some adolescents to academic failure and 

school dropout. Eccles et al., 1993, p. 90 

 

When I was a middle school student, I became very disinterested and 

unmotivated. The classrooms were typically teacher driven while the concepts were 

rushed. I struggled at every turn. My parents and teachers decided to have me tested for a 

learning disability. I observed that the learning disabled classroom's work was not as 

rigid. When the counselor tested me, I tried to fail the test because I wanted an easy way 

out. My new label, attention deficit disorder, was a sign of my accomplishment in failing 

the test, but it was the death of my learning confidence. Later, through my experiences in 

high school art, I was able to overcome my diagnosis. My newfound attitude regarding 

art had soon transcended into other areas of academics. During my final years of high 

school, I was able to maintain a B average. Although, I make no claims that art will 

similarly provide my students with equally positive benefits, and I have no personal 

knowledge about my students’ own personal difficulties in school, I believe that a self 

regulated art approach will demonstrate to students that art can be an area of success for 

them as it has been for me.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Initially my primary goal was to study how my curriculum strategies could possibly 

empower adolescence in the art classroom. I learned however, that there are many reasons why 

middle school years can adversely affect adolescent empowerment. I felt that I needed a greater 



10 ART AS A FORM OF EMPOWERMENT  

 

awareness of why so many students struggle during these years before I could study curricular 

strategies used for empowerment in the art classroom. 

Purpose or Goals of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to learn how I could adjust my current instructional 

practices in art education to respond to the difficulties adolescents face in middle school. My 

approach was to design a curriculum unit to encourage students to become more invested in their 

own learning in the art room. The product of this study was a website where I have included my 

curriculum and instructional materials at http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed. Here, 

other art teachers can see my strategies and possibly empower their own art students. 

 The goals for this study included the following: 

1. I will use the Backward Design Curriculum Model (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) fused 

with the Choice Based Curriculum Model (defined by TAB) to design a curriculum unit in which 

students are able to take active roles in the decision making process while I take the role of 

facilitator instead of decision maker. The Backward Design Curriculum Model is designed to 

have teachers first focus on what they desire for students to learn. Wiggins & McTighe (2005) 

explain, 

 Teachers must think a great deal, first, about the specific learnings sought, and the 

 evidence of such learnings, before thinking about we, as the teacher, will do to provide 

 teaching and learning activities... The challenge is to focus first on the desired learnings 

 from which appropriate teaching will logically follow. (p. 14)1 

                                                           
1"The framework outlined in Understanding by Design (Wiggins &McTighe, 1998) offers a 

three-stage, backward design process to assist teachers in centering their curriculum and 

assessments on big ideas, essential questions, and authentic performances" (McTighe& Thomas, 

2003, p. 55). 
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2. I will have students use self-regulating skills by planning out their projects and setting 

goals for their project's completion. Zimmerman(2002), describes goal setting as one form of self 

regulating stratigies students should use. I will ask students to conceptualize, research, plan, and 

create a work of art demonstrating their power as a middle school student. 

Research Questions 

 The following questions guided my investigation. They were as follows:  

1. How can art making and student self-regulating strategies in the middle school art 

room, empower the adolescent learner? This question allowed me to look critically at how I 

created a safe environment for students to take charge of their own learning, and in doing so, 

take more risks. The Choice Based Art Curricular Approach also helped me to establish this 

environment for my students. The Choice Based Art Curricular Approach was developed in 

Massachusetts, and through courses and research at Massachusetts College of Art. 

 2. What kinds of behaviors were observed when my middle school art students were 

allowed to make empowering decisions based on a modified Choice Based Art Curricular 

Approach (defined by TAB)? This question guided me to observe students' engagement 

throughout the project. "Researchers suggest that the process of youth and adults working 

together can provide optimal conditions for youth empowerment and positive youth 

development" (Wong, Zimmerman, &Parker,2010, p. 108). I wanted to allow my students to 

have more control over their choices in art so it may empower them. I wanted to know how I 

could establish a framework where students were making decisions that met my expectations.  

 3. In what ways did the self-regulating strategy of student goal setting in art empower 

students to create their desired outcomes regarding the project's completion and appearance? 

This question helped me to understand the importance of goal setting may have on art related 
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projects. The literature (Zimmerman, 2002) stated that self-regulated skills such as goal setting 

were important. I wanted to see how this could affect art students and their projects. I also 

wanted to know how I could teach students to develop attainable goals. I wanted my students to 

be able to assess the outcome of their goals at the end of their art projects by describing 

themselves as powerful in a work of art. Attainable goals had to be addressed prior to starting the 

project. 

Rationale and Significance of the Study 

 For many adolescents, middle school is the point in development when one desires 

independence and to develop ways to express, define, and empower themselves. Eccles et al. 

(1993) states, "Early adolescent development is characterized by increases in desire for 

autonomy and self-determination, peer orientation, and self-focus and self-consciousness" (p.94). 

This study demonstrated how art can address adolescents' desire for autonomy and self-

determination, peer orientation, and self-focus and self-consciousness through the research and 

discovery of the enduring idea of human power. This study is particularly significant because art 

education is a method of expression and it can communicate ideas and thinking. Before 

empowerment in the arts can occur, I feel a safe sociological environment and the use of self-

regulating strategies must also be established.  

 Adolescents are also immersed in a visual world. They are surrounded by images in 

media and entertainment. If my study is concerned with student decisions in art, the visual side 

of adolescent life was significant. Hetland, Winner, Vennema, Sheridan, & Perkins (2007) 

explain, "Students must be given the opportunity to think like artists. The arts are another way of 

knowing the world" (p. 1). Students in the study were drawn to ideas expressed in media and 

advertising. When I asked my students in the past to express themselves through images of their 
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choice, they often used symbols such as the Nike swoosh to define themselves. This study 

looked closely at how students regarded images in the media to be powerful.   

Assumptions  

 I assumed that students would want to set goals and be autonomous during the study. I 

also assumed that the participants would answer my interview questions truthfully. Furthermore, 

I assumed the participants would make a sincere effort to complete the necessary tasks 

throughout the study. I assumed this because the anonymity and confidentiality of the 

participants will be preserved.  

Literature Review 

 The purpose of this literature review is to examine literature on adolescent development, 

sociological environment, participation and decision-making, and self-regulating strategies to 

fully understand empowerment in a middle school art classroom. My goal is to be informed by 

studies concerning the active participation of adolescents as it is related to the idea of 

empowerment.2 Facilitating student empowerment in middle school is not an easy task due to the 

nature of middle school life. Adolescents face numerous challenges as they transition from 

elementary school. Many adolescents in junior high school find themselves in a confusing 

adjustment and transitional period in their lives. Eccles et al. (1993) suggest, "Concurrent timing 

of the junior high school transition and pubertal development accounts for the declines in the 

school-related measures and self-esteem" (p. 91). Due to this fact, many students disengage with 

the school environment showing little to absolutely no effort. Eccles et al. (1993) argued, "The 

                                                           
2
Published literature on adolescent development, sociological environment, participation, and 

self-regulatory strategies were selected using the University of Florida's George A Smathers 

Libraries and the One Search engine in November of 2012. 
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motivational declines noted in middle-school students are often the result of a poor fit between 

the students’ psychological needs and the educational environments in middle schools" (p.92).  

Adolescence and Empowerment 

This review will explore the idea of empowerment specific to adolescence. Adolescence 

for this review uses the Merriam-Webster dictionary definition, which states that adolescence is a 

stage of development prior to maturity. The terms adolescence and adolescents throughout the 

review will be used to refer to middle school students. Typically, these students are between the 

ages of twelve to fourteen years of age. I will also discuss the concept of participation during 

adolescence. Merriam-Webster dictionary defines participation as to have a part or share in 

something. 

Empowerment is defined as one’s ability to gain control over their lives (Braithwaite, 

2000; Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004). Biathwaite, specifically sites control over personal, social, 

and political forces in order to improve life situations (p.193). Empowerment is a 

multidimensional term. It can be established through many different avenues. "It has been used 

synonymously with such measures as coping skills, mutual support, social support systems, 

personal efficacy and competence, locus of control, self-esteem, and self sufficiency. Individual 

empowerment is positively correlated with self-efficacy, positive self-esteem, and self-concept or 

personal competence" (Braithwaite, 2000, p. 193). In my review of studies relevant to my 

project, empowerment was found to be established through strong teacher relationships, active 

participation, and teaching/learning strategies used to ensure achievement.  

The Nature of Middle School 

 Studies suggest that the nature of middle school and the timing of adolescent 

development can negatively impact student performance. Adolescents experience many changes 
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during their middle school years. Wigfield (2005) observes, "These changes can have a 

significant impact on a variety of developmental outcomes, including academic achievement, 

self-concept development, and achievement motivation" (p. 112). Eccles et al. (1993) notes that,  

"The early adolescent years mark the beginning of a downward spiral for some individuals, a 

spiral that leads some adolescents to academic failure and school dropout” (p. 90). 

 The nature of middle school is quite often difficult for students that transition from 

elementary to the middle school. Commonly at the middle school level, teachers are specialized 

in their content areas and teach a large number of students throughout the day. Eccles et al. 

(1993) observes that, "Junior high school classrooms, as compared with elementary school 

classrooms, are characterized by less personal and positive teacher–student relationships" (p. 93). 

Teacher relationships are important to establish as adolescents pull away from their parents. As 

Eccles et al. find, "There is a temporary increase in family conflict, particularly over issues 

related to autonomy and control, during the early adolescent years" (Eccles et al., 1993, p. 91). 

Wigfield (2005) further notes that, "Relations with teachers and counselors can become a very 

important source of support to many early adolescents, particularly because their relations with 

their parents often become more distant during this time period" (p.116). Although it is true for 

all ages, clearly, students at this phase in their life need to feel accepted and safe in the 

classroom. 

A Safe Environment 

 The fact that safe, accepting, and welcoming environment is essential for student 

participation to occur seems self-evident. What is not so evident are the means by which teachers 

should take an active role in creating a safe environment. Wong, Zimmerman, and Parker (2010) 

explain, "Adults possess the authority to create safe environments and youth-centered conditions 
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where young people feel welcomed and, therefore, are willing to share their views" (p. 106). This 

environment should be welcoming as well as encourage students to share their views openly. 

"Children must therefore be able to express their views without fear of rebuke or reprisal" 

(Lundy, 2004, p. 933). Eccles et al. (1993) agrees, " Adolescents need a reasonably safe... 

environment that provides a zone of comfort as well as challenging new opportunities for 

growth" (p.94). Strong relationships with teachers and peers can also make an environment feel 

safe.  

Teachers and Peer Relationships. Studies of adolescents in the classroom stress the 

impact of teacher and peer relationships on the overall feeling of safety in a classroom 

environment. Cummings (2010) explains, "Art educators must understand the role of the 

classroom environment and socialization on students' learning, and must take steps in developing 

classroom environments that promote care and acceptance" (p. 65). Patrick, Ryan, and Kaplan 

(2007) elaborate, "Feelings of support, caring, and encouragement from peers facilitate 

participation in academic tasks by increasing confidence and ameliorating distracting anxieties" 

(p. 84). Although peer relations are important, quite often the transition from elementary to 

middle school can harm these relationships. Wigfield (2005) explains,  

 Unfortunately, the middle school transition often disrupts early adolescents' friendships, 

 as they go to a new school and may not have much contact with their friends from 

 elementary school, and as children from the same elementary school often are split into 

 many different classes and groups in middle school. (p. 116). 

The nature of middle school also affects teacher relationships with students. Although 

relationships with peers were valuable to the overall environment, teacher relationships seemed 

to carry particular significance. Eccles et al. (1993) explains, "Junior high school classrooms, as 
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compared with elementary school classrooms, are characterized by less personal and positive 

teacher–student relationships" (p. 93). This was thought to be an effect of departmentalized 

teaching and large student loads. This makes it difficult for teachers and students to form close 

relationships. Wigfield (2005) also explains the negative side of spending less time with students 

in middle school,  

The explanations frequently given for such negative changes are the differences in the 

amount of time that elementary and middle school teachers  spend with their students and 

the number of students that middle school teachers teach. Middle school teachers only see 

students one period per day, making it more difficult to get to know them, and also teach 

many more students (p.116) 

"Caring relationships, however, are not a priority in the hierarchy of curricular and policy 

concerns in our schools" (Noblit, 1995, p. 680). Therefore, middle school teachers need to be 

aware of these factors and make a conscious effort to build relationships with students. Bondy, 

Ross (2008) suggest a simple set of strategies “Day-to-day interactions are important ... a smile, 

a hand on the shoulder, and the use of a student's name" (p.55).   

Self-Regulation: Ability to Reflect, Motivate, and Set Goals 

 "There is a large body of research showing that students who have been trained in self- 

regulation processes during learning such as goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-reflection 

processes display high levels of motivation and achievement" (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 

539). Students that use self-regulatory strategies reflect on their performance and are motivated 

to achieve. Cleary & Zimmerman (2004) explain the power of reflection and self-evaluation, 

"Self-evaluation allows a person to judge how well he or she performs by systematically 
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comparing one’s performance with specific mastery criteria, with earlier levels of one’s 

behavior, or against the performance of others" (p. 539). Zimmerman (2002) also explains, 

"These learners monitor their behavior in terms of their goals and self-reflect on their increasing 

effectiveness. This enhances their self-satisfaction and motivation to continue to improve their 

methods of learning" (p. 66).   

 Self-regulating students monitor and reflect their learning by setting goals in a mindful 

manner. "Self-regulation involves learners who proactively direct their behavior or strategies to 

achieve self-set goals. They also rely on affective, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral 

feedback to modify or adjust their strategies and behaviors when unable to initially attain their 

goals" (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 538). Although goal setting and self-regulatory skills are 

important, teachers rarely ask students to reflect on their performances. Zimmerman (2002) 

explains, "Few teachers encourage students to establish specific goals for their academic work or 

teach explicit study strategies. Also students are rarely asked to self-evaluate their work or 

estimate their competence on new tasks. Teachers seldom assess students' beliefs about 

learning”(p.69). 

 Many middle school students lack self-regulatory strategies but are able to learn the 

necessary skills. Zimmerman (2002) explains, "Recent research shows that self-regulatory 

processes are teachable and can lead to increases in students' motivation and achievement" (p. 

69). One way teachers can teach self-regulatory strategies is through goal setting and creating a 

plan for achieving goals. Also, students can self record their own performance outcomes. "In an 

era when these essential qualities for life-long learning are distressingly absent in many students, 

teaching self-regulated learning processes is especially relevant" (Zimmerman, 2002, p. 70) 
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Voice and Decision-Making in Developing Self-Regulation Skills  

Within the last decade, a child's voice and the opportunities afforded her/him to make 

decisions has been a global concern. Graham & Fitzgerald (2011) state, "Encouraging children's 

participation, should both be considered as a basic right, and as a precondition for promotion of 

health and well being" (p. 447). "A development which is often attributed to the ratification of 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child" (Lundy, 2007, p. 927). The United 

Nations established Article 12, which gave children the right to make decisions and it 

communicated the importance of children having opportunity to have a voice. Adolescents need 

to feel as if they have a voice and are able to make decisions in the classroom. Stuart (2002) 

explains,  "The adolescent's values, explorations and declarations must be listened to, 

acknowledged, constructively criticized and debated, and encouraged if he is to develop and 

attend to the evolving voice of universal principles within himself" (as cited in Kohlberg, 1984). 

Art is a central place for students to communicate their voice. Hope (1994) states, "It is 

essential to engage students in activities where power from art is used to shape their opinions" (p. 

8). The nature of middle school can however affect the possibilities for students to make 

decisions in the classroom. Eccles et al. (1993) also explains, "Junior high school classrooms, as 

compared with elementary school classrooms, are characterized by a greater emphasis on teacher 

control and discipline, and fewer opportunities for student decision making, choice, and self-

management" (p. 93).   

 An optimal learning environment is one that allows students to make decisions while the 

teacher assists in the decision making process. "A field examining the empowerment and 

wellness potential of youth–adult partnerships is emerging (as cited in Jennings et al. 2006). 

“Researchers suggest that the process of youth and adults working together can provide optimal 
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conditions for youth empowerment and positive youth development" (Wong, Zimmerman, & 

Parker 2010, p. 108). Stuart (2002) also explains,  

 Educators who seek the opinions of students, who promote learning that deals with issues 

 of relevance to students' present lives, who remove the fear of humiliation and failure for 

 expressions of divergent thinking, and who display respect for the opinions of all children 

 and adults in the school strengthen the child's confidence to voice opinions. (p.255) 

If students are able to make decisions, they will become naturally more interested in what they 

are learning. "The benefits of interest extended beyond comprehension too. When interested in a 

topic, students are likely to earn higher grades and test more successfully” (Hunter 

&Csikszentmihalyi, 2003, p. 28) 

Choice Based Art Education  

 Choice based art education is a pedagogy that offers students choices in the art 

classroom. Douglas and Gaspardi (2010) explain, "Choice-based art education provides both 

philosophy and practical structure for instruction to be given in the context of work chosen by 

students" (p. 1). Students become the artist and are challenged to create art that reflects their 

ideas and interests. "This concept supports multiple modes of learning and teaching for diverse 

needs of students" (TAB, 2011).  It allows students to work from their strengths and draw from 

prior experiences.  

 A choice based art classroom is structured very different from most art classrooms. 

Traditionally art classrooms are instructed in a whole group setting where all students are asked 

to complete the same project. "The teacher designs the lesson, gathers the supplies, gives 

motivational demonstrations and examples, and then coaches students to be able to make the 

preconceived end product" (Douglas & Gaspardi, 2010, p. 1). In a choice based classroom 
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however, students are free to express themselves in different ways and work at their own speed. 

The studio is arranged in centers for exploration, inquiry, and learning. "These centers function 

as mini art studios, complete with instructional information, menus, resources, materials and 

tools" (TAB, 2011). Students move throughout the centers to create works of art. Students can 

work independently or within a group. Hathaway (2008) explains, "Students can persist with one 

project over many weeks or a variety of activities during a single class period" (p. 36).    

 The choice based classroom starts with a short mini lesson and demonstration of a new 

material or technique. "The lesson addresses concerns of interest or importance for the whole 

class, but is kept short to allow maximum studio work time" (Hathaway, 2008, p. 36). After the 

mini lesson, students may move onto their center of choice or stay behind with the instructor to 

elaborate more on information provided during the mini lesson. At the end of class, students are 

asked to discuss and reflect the work being done in class. Hathaway (2008) explains, "This is the 

time to highlight the day's work and to celebrate innovation, craftsmanship and ideas" (p. 37). 

Students then leave a choice based classroom with a greater understanding of what other 

students’ strengths are and learn from peers.   

Why is This Relevant? 

 This literature review provided me with the in depth knowledge regarding adolescent 

development, sociological environment, participation, and self-regulatory strategies. It was 

interesting to see how everything was correlated. Each element had an effect on the other. For 

instance, students that had strong relationships with their teachers would participate more. These 

students would also establish basic self-regulatory strategies to please the teacher. However, the 

aspects can negatively affect the other. A disconnected student is less likely to participate or use 

self-regulatory strategies.  
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Methodology 

 The methodology for my study followed the qualitative action research method. Patton 

(2002) explains, "Action research aims at solving specific problems within a program, 

organization, or community" (p. 221). May’s (1993) definition further informs my methodology, 

"Action research is always field-based, in situ, lending itself to ethnographic methods such as 

keeping field notes or journals, participant observation, interviewing, engaging in dialogue, auto 

taping, and collecting and analyzing documents and student work" (p. 118).  The goals of my 

study were to increase my students’ participation in art, while possibly empowering them. To 

understand more about student participation, I established a modified Choice Based Art 

Curriculum fused with the Backward Design Curricular model and studied how my students 

reacted in order to improve my own curriculum. 

 The sampling for my research followed the critical case sampling. Patton (2002) 

describes critical case sampling as, "The existence of a critical case is a statement to the effect 

that "if it happens there, it will happen anywhere," or vice versa,  "if it doesn't happen there, it 

won't happen any-where" (p. 236). I chose two of my art classes to yield the information I 

needed for my research. I generalized that if my instructional strategies increase participation in 

these classes, then it would most likely work in other art classes or classrooms. Through 

qualitative action research and critical case sampling, I collected and analyzed evidence, and 

discovered findings to answer my research questions.  

 My method was to study the effects of my instructional strategies used during a lesson on 

power symbolism and the effects of allowing students to make more decisions in art. The project 

was a three-part project. For the first part of the project, students learned about power symbolism 

through researching artists and their works. The instruction here was based on the Backward 



23 ART AS A FORM OF EMPOWERMENT  

 

Design Curricular Model. Then students were asked to discuss and plan how they would express 

themselves as powerful in their own artwork. For the final part of the lesson, students developed 

goals for their art regarding its appearance and a time of completion. I observed how these 

strategies affected students’ and the project's outcome. 

Participants 

 The students in this study were in the seventh and eighth grade and were between the 

ages of twelve to fourteen. I asked the students in two of my drawing art classes to volunteer and 

participate in the study. The first drawing class had 25 students enrolled. In this class 20 students 

had participated in the study.  Thirteen students were female and six were male. The second 

drawing class also had 25 students enrolled. In this class 21 students had participated in the 

study.  Eleven were female and ten were male There were a total of thirty-one eighth graders and 

ten seventh graders that participated in the study. Forty-six percent of the entire middle school 

population qualified for free and reduced lunch (a measure of poverty or at risk). More than 95% 

of the entire middle school population was Caucasian. I received IRB approval for this study 

through the University of Florida (See Appendix). I have also obtained written permission from 

my school principal in order to conduct research with the participants. As required by the UF 

IRB office, the parents consented for their children to participate in this study, and students 

agreed to participate through their assent. 

Research Site  

 Farmington is a mid-western town in St. Francois County located 60 miles south of St. 

Louis in the Lead Belt region in Missouri in the United States. As of the 2010 U.S. Census, the 

population was 16,240. Farmington is both rural and an agricultural region. The area is home to 

several wineries and farmlands. The research took place in the public Farmington Middle 
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School. During the time of the study, the school serviced 607 students. It is the only public 

middle school within the district. The research was conducted inside the art classroom within this 

building.     

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

 Data collection included a mix of interviewing, observation, and student journal analysis. 

The practice consisted of naturalistic inquiry, qualitative data, and content analysis. Interviews 

were conducted with students after class. Patton (2002) explains the goal of interviewing, 

"Qualitative researchers seek to understand the perceptions, feeling, and knowledge of people is 

through in-depth, intensive interviewing" (p. 21). I conducted in-depth interviews with 

participants to find out how they viewed the choice based art classroom and what experiences 

they were having. May (1993) explains why this is important, "Teachers try to become more 

conscious of what they are thinking and feeling as they plan for and engage in practice, and pay 

closer attention to what students say and do in class in an effort to understand what sense 

students are making of their learning" (p. 118). Toward the end of my study, additional in-depth 

interviews were conducted to determine if student behaviors had changed and how students 

viewed our modified Choice Based Curriculum approach.  

 I also observed classroom activities, collected data about student participation and 

conversations, and student reactions. These observations were kept in my journal and mainly 

descriptive. Patton (2002) explains the value of descriptive data, "The data must be sufficiently 

descriptive such that the reader can understand what occurred and how it occurred. The 

observer's notes become the eyes, ears, and perceptual senses for the reader" (p. 23). My data 

collected through observations was to simply describe what had occurred in my art room. It 
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described students, activities, interactions, and the setting. My descriptions also included direct 

quotations from the participants.  

 The data in this study was collected within two drawing classes. The classes are held 

every other day during a fifty-minute period. The study was conducted over a five-week period. 

The data was collected inside my own middle school art classroom. I also analyzed student work 

through photographs I had taken.  

Data Analysis Procedures  

 My data analysis procedures were to follow the methods of inductive analysis. Patton 

(2002) explains, "Inductive analysis involves discovering patterns, themes, and categories in 

one's data" (p. 453). These patterns, themes, or categories emerged from observations throughout 

the investigation. Patton (2002) further explains this process, "Data is content analyzed to 

identify the patterns of experiences participants bring to the program, what patterns characterize 

their participation in the program, and what patterns of change are reported by and observed in 

the participants" (p. 250). Once I had identified the patterns, I placed the patterns into 

meaningful categories and themes.  

 The first step of my analysis was to develop a coding scheme. I did this by reading 

through my descriptive field notes and interviews, and organizing the data into topics. These 

topics were wrote in shorthand on the margins of the data that I collected. After coding was 

done, I looked for notable themes throughout the data. "Once the themes were constructed, using 

either participant generated constructions or analyst-generated constructions, it was sometimes 

useful to cross classify different dimensions to generate new insights about how the data could 

be organized" (Patton, 2002, p. 468). After the data had been coded, analyzed, and categorized, I 

interpreted emergent findings in relation to my research questions. This step also involved 
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interpreting the beliefs and the behaviors of my participants along with the programs' outcomes 

and impact. 

Limitations  

 The limitations of this study restricted my area of study regarding what I was able to 

study in a limited time frame, and with a limited population (Midwest, middle school age, small 

town, Caucasian, mixed income). Areas outside my scope of study also include adolescents 

empowered through their community, physical environment, and personal motivation.  

Findings 

 My study's purpose was to introduce a modified Choice Based Art Curriculum fused with 

a Backward Design Curricular Model (Wiggins &McTighe, 1998) into my middle school art 

classroom and observe how choices and the self-regulating strategy of student goal setting could 

empower the adolescent learner. I first established the concept of power as a big idea for my 

curriculum unit, using the Backward Design Curricular Model. I then observed how choices 

affected student behaviors and the overall outcome of the artwork. The following six sections 

detail my process of setting up my curriculum, what the students did, what my findings were, 

and discussions, recommendations and conclusions I made about the study.  

The Process 

 Developing and getting the necessary approval for my study was the primary goal before 

implementing the curriculum. I informed my administration and received approval to begin the 

development for my unit. I also presented all the information to the IRB board at the University 

of Florida. After approval from the board, I discussed the study with my students' parents by 

phone and prepared them for the IRB forms that they would be receiving. Once I received and 

collected all the necessary IRB forms (see Appendix), I began to implement my curriculum.  
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 To create my unit based on the Backward Design Model, I first had to decide on an 

empowering idea. While researching for an empowering idea, I came across the artist, Laylah 

Ali, whose art concerns power. I thought that if my study's goal was to empower my students, 

then the topic of human power in art would be an interesting combination. Hope (1994) states, 

"It is essential to engage students in activities where power from art is used to shape their 

opinions" (p. 8). However, developing the unit was very difficult. Much of what I saw in Laylah 

Ali's work concerned the negative side of human power. I wanted my students to remain 

positive, but I was unsure how to go about doing so. I noticed that some of her pen and ink 

drawings could be perceived as positive depictions of power. Then I thought what if students 

developed a piece of art that displayed their own power. It was complicated to find other artists 

and works that demonstrated human power. After watching the PBS's (Public Broadcasting 

Station) Art21 video on Laylah Ali, I noticed that her work had several different examples of 

power symbolism. Her characters had distinctive characteristics of power in their facial 

expressions, hand gestures, and clothing. I then began to search for other artists' work that had 

those same characteristics. I decided on the artists Diego Velázques, George Littlechild, Faith 

Ringgold, Howard Miller, Norman Rockwell, and Shepard Fairey. 

 To establish the Choice Based aspect of the curriculum for my study, I had to organize 

the art room so that the materials were easily accessible for the different art media. I put supplies 

for each center in containers so students could easily find their art materials. I also made menus 

(a strategy suggested by Choice-Based advocates) so students could use them to examine 

resource artists, find art examples, and refer to steps they could use to establish their designs and 

plans. This type of Choice Based Art Curriculum is known as "modified choice" defined by TAB 

Continuum of Choice-Based Learning and Teaching website. It is defined as modified choice 
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because I chose the content (theme) of the students' work and limited their choices to certain 

materials. 

The Students  

 The first week of the curriculum was designed to have students identify and make 

predictions about powerful people. Using the Backward Design Approach, the essential 

questions for this part of the unit were:(1) What subconscious impressions can people get from 

people of power; (2) Why do people in power adorn themselves; and(3) How are people of 

power distinguished? To answer these questions, students worked in groups, searched through 

magazines, and created posters within their groups to display people they thought had power and 

people they thought did not display power. The students then individually drew rough sketches 

of people that displayed power, and they identified characteristics of power in their work. The 

second and third week of the curriculum were designed to have students explore how human 

power was expressed in art. They were to make connections between iconic symbols of power 

and observe how body language, color, and text in art can affect the perception of power. The 

essential questions for this part of the unit were: (1) What techniques are used to create different 

types of art that portray powerful people;  and (2) Why are artists concerned with power? To 

answer these questions, students researched and read information (see: 

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed) about the artists. Students viewed several video 

clips regarding the artists and their works. Students also reflected and discussed the artists' works 

in their journals.  

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed
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Figure 1. Students predicting about human by drawing power smilies. 
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Figure 2. Student journals about Faith Ringgold and George Littlechild. 

 

 

 At the end of third week, students viewed a dry erase animation video that I created about 

my own power as an adolescent. This video was used to transition students into thinking about 

their own power and to reflect on being more powerful themselves. The essential questions for 

this part of the unit were: (1) In what admirable ways do middle school students have power? (2) 

What do middle school students have the power to change? (3) What gives you your power? (4) 

What will you change in order to have more power? After each of these questions were explored, 

students used their responses to create a work of art that represented their own power. The work 

had to have two or more of the power symbols students learned about in class. They had a choice 
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between the media of paint, pen and ink, colored pencil, and collage. Students were asked to do a 

pencil drawing that demonstrated their ideas for their work. This part of the curriculum unit is 

still underway as I complete this paper. More information regarding the students' progress and 

artwork is found on my website: http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed.  

 

 
Figure 3. Image illustrates my Choice Based Website. 

 

 

My Findings 

 Throughout the beginning of my curriculum unit, I found a common theme in the 

students' choices and descriptions of power. Most students thought of power and described 

power in a materialistic way. During class and group discussions, I heard students say, "He is 

rich, so he has power," or "She has nice clothes that display her power." Most of the images that 

students chose to demonstrate human power were photographs of famous people in the 

entertainment industry or adults that were well dressed. When I prompted students to explain 

why they thought of power in terms of money, clothes, houses, and cars, the responses I received 

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed
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were insightful. One student replied by saying,  "I think students think that way from our own 

experiences at school and other things. When you see a popular person, they always have brands 

like North Face, Nike, and other big brands." Another said, "That is what we were taught. It's 

what's advertised. It's what we want." Other students attributed this to television. They said, 

"Students use these terms to think of power because it's what they normally see on T.V. When a 

commercial comes on for something, it's usually a celebrity talking about it. When we think of 

power, we automatically think of rich people." While another explained it as, "Students think of 

it like that because that's all they have ever known, like seen on T.V." It was clear to me the 

majority of my students thought that advertising and media had influenced what they thought 

about powerful people.  

Figure 4. Images illustrate how students had a materialistic view of human power. 

 

 I was hoping that my students' artwork would have more depth and character rather than 

merely conveying materialistic depictions of power. I wanted them to see other aspects of power 

and factors that could contribute to one’s personal power, for instance: confidence, honesty, 

empathy, humility, caring for others, authority, etc.  
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In order to help students refine their views about power, I thought that my life story 

might help them shift their focus to themselves. It was not my intention in the beginning of this 

project to share my life story. My intention was for students to see themselves as powerful. One 

night at home, I just felt the drive to include it into the lesson. I wanted students to know that I 

have been there (where they are now), that life is sometimes hard, and they have the power to get 

through it by working hard. Before the viewing of the video, I asked students to look for and 

identify fifteen examples of power in the video I was about to show them. I told them that we 

would play a game after trying to find the fifteen examples. I never told them beforehand that the 

video was about my past. I'm a firm believer in letting my students find their own meaning and 

understanding without telling them what I want them to know. Students were very quiet 

throughout the movie. I only got a few glances in my direction when the video said, "Learn from 

Mrs. Kennedy." Both classes in the study were very quiet when I turned the lights on. Then I 

announced, "That was my story and how I became who I am today." Then to lighten the mood, I 

had them work diligently in groups to find the fifteen examples of power. The data that I 

received from that day was very significant to my study and to me as an educator. I discovered 

that I might have influenced their work in art but also their work ethic in the future. Braithwaite 

(2000) defines empowerment as, "In a very general sense, the term refers to one's capacity to 

acquire understanding and control over personal, social, and political forces in order to improve 

life situations " (p. 193). 

My informal interviews with students were significant to this piece of the study. One 

response that I received from a student regarding their work ethic was, "I will, next year, pay 

more attention in class and not talk as much as I always do." Another student explained, "You 

inspired me to always try my best in my work." While someone else responded, "What I took 
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from your video is that I should not give up when things get hard and that I am capable of more. 

I should push myself to be better." That same student also said, "I don't always behave as best as 

I should. I talk a lot and don't get the best grades. By seeing your video, inspires me to push more 

to get better grades because if you can go through all that, I can raise a C to an A." I also found 

that the video had changed my students' views about power, which was my intention. One 

student explained, "I learned that everyone has power even if you're rich or poor." Whereas 

another student said, "Everybody can have power and everyone has a purpose in life. We may 

just not know it." One student spoke about the power to change, "My power is to be able to 

change myself. If I feel like I do something wrong, that I have the power to change that and not 

do it again."  

After studying the data, I wanted to be sure that there was no coercion in the questioning. 

I found that all my questions were very general. The questions I asked were: What did you learn 

from the lesson today? What do you feel is your power? How does this lesson relate to your life? 

Although my intention was to empower my students through their choices, my life story video 

and the lesson on power seemed to have more of an immediate outcome.      

 There was one particular girl that had shown considerable impact from my story and the 

lesson. She is currently enrolled in two different art classes this semester and I have had her 

several times in the past. She also comes to my room whenever her work is done in other classes. 

Some days, she arrives in a good mood but most days she looks sad. She seldom sits up straight 

and rarely smiles. Her face usually displays some type of grimace. After the day that her class 

saw the video of my story, she came to me during her lunch hour. She presented me with her 

rough draft drawing on power. She says, "Because of you, I'm starting to believe that dreams 

really come true. I never used to believe in those things." Her work displayed herself in a light 
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completely opposite from her work in the past. She says in her journal, "I will be happier. I will 

have more faith and hope. I will believe in myself." I believe that this student was empowered by 

the lesson. Braithwaite (2000) explains this phenomenon, "Individual empowerment is positively 

correlated with self-efficacy, positive self-esteem, and self-concept or personal competence" (p. 

193). My student began the work for her design before the rest of her classmates. She also 

decided to buy her own canvas and began painting at home. Regarding her art, she states, "I want 

my work to show I believe in myself and try harder that the impossible is possible." Her thought 

processes and imagery far exceeded my expectations.        

 The final activity of the study was to create a work of art displaying the student's power 

as an adolescent. Students were allowed to choose from four different medias. Their choices 

were painting, pen and ink, colored pencil, and collage. A large number of students chose to 

paint or use colored pencil. The images they used to describe their powers most often related to 

areas they currently excel in. Most students used sports to describe their powers. Although they 

added depth to their pieces by adding academics, art, music, friends or family. The majority of 

the students drew themselves in a powerful pose displaying their hand in a clenched fist or with 

both hands on their hips. One student developed her idea from researching the artist Faith 

Ringgold. Ringgold illustrates characters flying over buildings. By flying over the building, the 

character is claiming the building to become more powerful over it. The student drew herself 

flying over a softball field, claiming it so that she can have more power over her sport. One 

interesting thing about this piece was how the student wrote power. The top of the page read P - 

W - R and at the bottom of the page, rested the O and E. If one would visually raise the O and E 

it would spell POWER. At first, this was not clear to me. I asked her what the letters represented. 

She said, "It spells power. I did that because power is not something easily found." I told her that 
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I thought she was brilliant and I loved her idea. Another student drew herself cheering at a boys' 

basketball game. At first glance, I thought the piece lacked depth. When I asked her to describe 

how her piece displayed her power, she said, "The game is tied, which means hope for the future. 

The team's seats on the sidelines are all empty. This demonstrates how I feel that everyone 

should be included in the game. Finally, the microphone and music notes display my power to 

sing." I was amazed at the amount of thought this student had put into the imagery in her work. 

These descriptions above only begin to describe the work that came out of this study since 

students were allowed the freedom to express their powers how they chose. Refer to my website 

to see all the students' finished works http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed.  

  In the data that I collected, students responded to the choices by saying that it gave them 

more power and freedom. A couple of these responses were, "I like having more choices in art 

because it gives me more freedom," and "Having choices gives me freedom and gives me power 

over what I want." Also another student responded by saying, "Having more choices lets us have 

more power." I observed that students were more attentive to their work than I had seen in the 

past. I saw students that were known as talkers to work for longer periods of time without 

talking. Students that often did not complete tasks were working attentively in class every day. 

Students also supported these observations. One student stated, "My art work is better because I 

would rather do something I like to do than something I don't." This student said, "Choices make 

me work a lot harder. If I enjoy the project, then I want it to look good. If I don't enjoy it, I 

probably won't try near as hard." Another stated, "Choices gives us the feeling of freedom. If we 

feel like we're being controlled, we won't work as hard." The possible empowerment that I 

witnessed was that students worked more attentively than in the past. Cleary & Zimmerman 

(2004) similarly observe, "Middle-school students can be empowered to exert greater control 

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed
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over their learning so that they become more proactive, self motivated learners" (p. 538). One 

question that I still hope to answer is whether that drive came from the choices part of the 

curriculum or the lesson on power. I would assume that both had a considerable effect.  

Discussion  

 My goal for this study was to modify my current instructional practices so that students 

were able to take active roles in the decision making process. I will continue to adjust my 

instructional practices to allow students more choices in the future. In the past, I always had 

students create the same art project using the same media. I did this because that was how I was 

taught in art. It was also because lessons were easily managed while students were creating. I 

now see the importance of allowing more choices in art. Students in this study worked harder 

and they preferred having more choices. I now see the benefits of allowing choices. It offers 

students more opportunities to think about their own creativity rather than forcing them to create 

what I want.       

 One aspect of the study I did not expect was that the students would be empowered by a 

single lesson and my story about power more so than the choices they were allowed to make. 

Although the choices allowed them the freedom they so often seek, I felt that they attached more 

to the reality of my story and struggles that I encountered at their age. My students learned that I 

related to their life and the struggles they face every day. They experienced firsthand the 

empathy that I have for their situation in life.  

 Sharing my story was very difficult. Although I have shared it with a few colleagues, I 

kept the knowledge of my past a secret from most. I kept it from others not because I was 

worried about their opinions, but because it would mean that I would have to admit to myself 

that I had struggled, that I don't have to prove to myself anymore, and that I am smart and fully 
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aware of my intelligence. Through the work completed in this study and sharing my life story, I 

am now confident in what I have become.   

 I fully expected students to have their projects completed when I created the plan for this 

study. Although, I had to take the lesson in a different direction by adding my life story, I also 

added other artists to the lesson, which took a bit more time. Since the study was intended to take 

place in short length of time, I could not force my students to work at a pace that was not 

conducive to their own thought processes. Further outcomes of this study and the students' 

finished work are available on my website: http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed. 

 Throughout the study several things went well in this curriculum unit and my study of it. 

I thought that the lesson's transition from my students' materialistic ideas of power to deeper 

understandings of power had a considerable affect on the students' work and their ideas of 

power. The activities where I had students work together and move around the room had aided in 

their engagement and motivation to learn the material. I also felt that allowing my students more 

choices had a positive effect on the work. Having students use self-regulating strategies by 

planning out their projects and setting goals helped to put the project into the hands of the 

students. Students took ownership of their projects and this aided in the development of the 

study.  

 If I were to do the study over, there would be several things that I would change. For one, 

I would have students read less. Although, I feel that reading is important in art, I had numerous 

materials for students to read. Students did not seem to enjoy this aspect of the study. I still 

would have them read the material, however I would limit the reading to the key ideas I wanted 

students to understand. I also would have students move around more to work with other 

http://kimberleeart.wix.com/choice-based-art-ed
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students. When I had students work in pairs and switch every few minutes, the engagement was 

higher than normal.        

Recommendations 

 Before I started the study, I had previously implemented a full Choice Based Art 

Curriculum unit. My study involved a modified Choice Based Curriculum, where I chose the 

concept that the students would learn and express in their art. Though I do not have much 

experience with this type of curriculum, I did find some aspects of the full Choice Based 

Curriculum problematic. The thing that I observed in the Choice Based Model was that most of 

the students' art lacked focus. They would change centers quite regularly. The work that came 

from those weeks of art making lacked depth. In my modified Choice Based curriculum study, 

students were expected to establish a goal for the project's completion and a plan for their work. 

If I were to recommend one thing to other art teachers planning to implement a Choice Based 

Curriculum, it would be to also have students develop their ideas by creating a plan for each 

project. Wong, Zimmerman, & Parker (2010) confirm this finding, "Young people, may have 

plenty of creative ideas for programming, but may lack expertise on how to develop and 

implement a strategic plan" (p. 110). I would also recommend having students set a goal for 

when the project would be completed. I felt that in the study, students’ work displayed power, 

which had more meaning and depth than before. Students were empowered to create and to 

complete the work that they had started.  

 I believe empowerment can come from many different directions as my research and the 

literature indicated. The literature that I read on adolescents expressed the importance of 

adolescent participation. I found in the literature that adolescents responded to having more 

choices. Wong, Zimmerman and Parker (2010) explain, "Shared control between youth and 
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adults provides a social arrangement that is ideal for positive youth development." (p. 109). My 

study confirmed this claim. I saw the positive effect first hand by allowing my students more 

choices in art. Students in my study reported to me that they had more control over their work. I 

had observed students working harder than I had seen in the past. Moreover, this study will affect 

how I will create curricula in the future. I will continue to offer my middle school students more 

choices. I would recommend to other art teachers to also allow more choices in art and observe 

how their students respond. 

 With allowing students more choices, I would also recommend that art teachers relate 

more to their students on a personal level. Some students may view teachers as being unreal, 

remote, or without their own daily worries or faults. So often I hear students say that it was weird 

and uncomfortable to see a teacher in public. Do teachers seem so unreal that students assume 

they don't have to buy groceries like the rest of the world? Why is it that students don't relate to 

most teachers? I feel it is because most teachers are mission oriented. It could also be that 

teachers rarely relax and don't speak with students on their (the students’) level about things that 

matter to students. "When students perceive support..., they tend to also feel confident about their 

academic skills" (Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007, p.85). If teachers intentionally tried to relate 

more with students on a personal level (while still maintaining appropriate boundaries and 

professionalism), they may empower their students in unpredictable ways. I know that my 

students now see me in a different light. They see me as a fellow classmate that was made fun of, 

failed, and still overcame the odds. They now see me as a human with faults and flaws and a past 

riddled with insecurities.  
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Conclusion 

 I believe that learning about the concept of power was significant to the empowerment 

students demonstrated in this study. Prior to the study, I predicted that a student choice approach 

would empower middle school students. Choices were important to my students but not as 

important as discovering that they were more powerful than they had previously thought. Before 

students were aware of their powers, the majority of them thought of power in a materialistic 

way. Students are now more aware of their powers. Students are now saying things like, "It gives 

me power," or "It gives me power over what I want." I believe my findings apply to the field of 

art education in a major way.  

In conclusion, art is a special subject that can communicate the essential concept of 

power. In art, students learn to imagine, interpret, and reflect. Art should be a place where 

students can imagine their powers, interpret their powers, and reflect on their powers. Therefore, 

the inner power of students can become the outer power displayed in a work of art and possibly 

within their future realities.     
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