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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research study was to explore how the significance of place serves as 

a part of Indigenous—specifically Din4 (Navajo)—education cultural responsiveness in the art 

classroom. Further, objectives of the study included learning how North American art teacher 

educators can more effectively weave Indigenous understandings of place into pre-service art 

teacher education to benefit Indigenous learners’ needs. 

I employed a qualitative approach to this study using multiple methodologies: 

ethnography, phenomenology, an Indigenous research methodology, and arts-based research. 

Through personal interviews with six participants—two Din4 artists, two art teacher educators, 

and two unfamiliar art teachers new to reservation-serving schools—I sought to locate culturally 

situated perspectives and values. The goal of the interviews was to gather ideas about the 

significance of place, about relationships between place and art, and about art teacher preparation 

for teaching in Din4-serving schools. The design of the study also included new unfamiliar non-

Din4 art teacher preconceptions and in-situ learning experiences of teaching on the reservation. 

Beyond the participant interviews, I engaged an arts-based exploration of my experiences with 

Din4 people as an outsider/insider member of the Din4 community. The artwork I created also 

helped weave together data from participant interviews.  

Findings from the Din4 artist participants suggested that places hold significance in Din4 

culture, art making, and the display or use of art. According to Din4 epistemological perspective, 

place is more that just a physical location, and different from some mainstream ideas about place. 

For Din4 interviewees, place is a container of aspects of life such as energies, nature, spirits, 

people, and a multitude of other significances, some tangible and some intangible. Findings from 

interviews with art teacher educators of other Indigenous groups also indicated that place is 
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significant to many Native American peoples, and the idea of that significance is difficult to 

transmit to Euro-American pre-service teachers.  

Interviews also indicate that focusing teaching education on social justice theories and 

employing Native American art and artists can assist in the preparation of pre-service art teachers 

to teach in reservation or pueblo communities. However, there are deeply rooted cultural 

concepts that come into play once the new teacher reaches her/his teaching assignment 

community. Lastly, findings revealed that new unfamiliar art teachers experience a number of 

obstacles upon entering Dine communities when their prior understandings about the place is 

limited. Challenges include understanding acceptable cultural observances, student proclivities, 

and art making practices. Understanding significance of place, stereotyping concerns, and 

positionality challenges are among the themes that arose as a result of cross-participant analyses. 

The implications of this research study advocate for: a) building further knowledge about 

educating pre-service teachers about cultural relevance, stereotyping, and positionality in Native 

American-serving art classrooms; b) the need for continued cultural learning and mentoring in-

situ; and c) the need for unfamiliar art teachers to develop culturally relevant teaching practices 

with the help of people in the community. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview of the Study 

In working with pre-service educators over the past three years, I have begun to consider 

that many emerging teachers may have difficulty understanding the role of cultural heritage in 

Indigenous children’s art making. Important to pre-service educators’ pedagogical proficiency is 

an introduction to the worldview of the Indigenous community in which they will teach. A 

sincere commitment is needed to consider the Indigenous knowledge of the people with whom 

we as art and art teacher educators share our own artistic teaching and learning. Art learning for 

the Indigenous child could potentially be more attached to their community’s well-being, identity 

reinforcement, and moral development than non-Indigenous peoples may comprehend (Cajete, 

1994; Padeken Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 2000; Pinar, 1991). This perspective sets the places 

where art is taught at the center of designing culturally relevant art teaching. To this end, the 

purpose of this study is to explore how the landscape of place serves as a critical part of 

Indigenous community cultural capital, and to learn how art teacher educators can more 

effectively weave this significance of place into relevant pre-service art teacher education.  

 Because of the mainstream public’s misperceptions of the significance of art for Native 

American populations, the word “art” was wrongfully applied to items once considered only as 

functional in tribal circles. However, there is no word for art in any Indigenous language 

(ArtsConnectEd, 2009; Cajete, 1994; Mithlo, 2012). Mithlo (2012) maintains that there are 

several reasons for this Indigenous linguistic absence, including that some Native artists perceive 

the Western definition of Native art to be a product of cultural commodification, while others 

consider the lack of the word in their language to be a resistance against inclusion in the elitist 

“arts-on-display” mentality of individualism and competition. In my own experience living and 
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learning with Indigenous peoples I have found that there is no need for the word with the 

exception of speaking the same language as the gallery owner who might become an artist’s 

representative, or the art teacher in the local grade school. Through my interactions with Din4 

artists, I can confirm that they do not typically identify as artists; instead, they are rug weavers, 

silversmiths, or basket weavers, for example, which connect them to Din4 people’s creation 

narratives instead of a societally defined professional practice. It is only modern Din4 artists that 

have taken on the assimilated identity.   

Indigenous education specialists and authors write that little attention has been paid to the 

cultural identity and relevant pedagogical needs of Native American students in state-run public 

schools (Cajete, 1999; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Padeken Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 2000; 

Reyhner, 1988). Huffman (2001) hypothesized that this is one of the prevalent reasons why 

young Native American students drop out of their academic education prior to high school 

graduation, do not continue on to higher education, nor finish college programs. Authors also 

suggest that lack of culturally relevant content and context – such as how lessons are taught and 

role models utilized for demonstrations, as well as the learning space itself in classrooms—

contribute to identity loss among Indigenous students (Cajete, 1999; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; 

Padeken Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 2000; Patterson, 2002; Reyhner, 1988). 

In my experiences teaching art on the Navajo Nation Reservation, I witnessed this deficit 

first-hand. At Navajo Technical College, some of my own teacher colleagues, non-Din4 and 

Din4, refused to integrate Din4 philosophy and cultural relevancy into their classrooms. 

Especially in light of the current research, their attitudes continue to confuse me as to why they 

felt this way. Were they simply unprepared to do so, or did they create curricula based on their 

own personal beliefs? Literature indicates that it may be a combination of a) a lack of cultural 
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competence, and b) unawareness of preconceptions that lead to a lack of cultural responsivity in 

curricular construction (Andrus, 2001; Castro, 2010; Howrey & Whelan-Kim, 2009; Lenski, 

Crumpler, Stallworth, & Crawford, 2005; Milbrandt, Felts, Richards, & Abghari, 2004; Pohan, 

2006). 

One of the most critical issues with ethnographic research is the relationship between 

researcher and participants. The only way to realize the depth to which this relationship 

influences the dynamics of the project or classroom, is to first understand positionality, or the 

ways in which people relate to one another within the parameters of their perspectives. Van 

Maanen (2010) wrote of doing this kind of work, “…one must cut their life down (to the bone 

perhaps). In many respects, fieldworkers must remove themselves from their usual routines, 

havens, pleasures, familiar haunts, and social contexts…” (p. 220). Artists, researchers, and 

teachers must know how they have arrived at their perspectives and how people with whom they 

work perceive them prior to engaging the work. 

In preparing for this research study, it was critical for me to rigorously scrutinize my own 

positionalities as an artist, researcher and teacher. Each of these identities (i.e., positionalities) is 

influenced by relationships with others and how those connections interweave with my prior 

beliefs and experiences. Such positionalities include prior experiences of each person involved, 

genders, cultural associations, political situatings, linguistic backgrounds, and places of 

knowledge sharing or construction. In reflecting on my own web of positions, I arrived at the 

following set of markers: a) how I speak with (not to) my artist participants, the art teacher 

educators, and the art teachers; b) how I receive information and express gratitude to each; c) 

how I reflect on the knowledge they share with me; d) how I represent each group to other 

peoples through speech and in writing; e) how I collect and construct understanding of the words 
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from each individual and collective group; and f) how I make the art to generate further inquiry 

based on the shared knowledge, as well as to whom will the communications – visual or textual – 

be most assistive, for it is also their positionalities that begin to come into play when 

disseminating information. This catalogue assisted in constant negotiations and reflected the 

assets and limitations of the work itself.  

To address such positions as being advantageous to socially just art education, I 

perceived that a) my political position as an artist affords me a uniquely placed voice with which 

I may bring attention to those whose educational and cultural needs are at crises levels through 

an aesthetic language that a greater number, or differently trained, of viewers might understand; 

b) my cultural position as an artist who has created work with a Din4 artist affords me an 

understanding of Din4 aesthetic values to have the ability to read some of those culturally based 

images; and c) my position of academic privilege allows me the scholastic language fluency in 

art from a Western perspective to translate those Din4 sets of knowledge into a arts-based 

research platform to attain growth of cultural responsivity in the Din4 art classroom. 

Through my researcher identity, I looked inward to engage such positional foci as a 

gender point, places of knowledge sharing, and power dynamics. As the principle investigator on 

the project, I recognized that my gender is an asset to sustained Din4 cultural life through the 

research because the Din4 culture is a matriarchal society, and I, as female through Din4 

traditional perspective, represent a different approach to and care for the knowledge than might a 

male researcher. “Discussing…women in general reiterates an important fact about Navajo 

worldview: women are an integral component of the continuation of Din4 though and way of 

life” (Lee, 2010, p. 37). My position of understanding the significance of place in relationship to 

knowledge sharing provides me insight into where interviews should be conducted to allow for 
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best narrative results and representation of voices (i.e., participant choice as opposed to an 

unfamiliar environment my choosing). My political position as researcher who was born into and 

continues to be a member of the dominant society is an asset to Din4 living culture because I 

may have a deeper understanding of how various hegemonic entities would receive the research 

results and, as such, can present the work in such a way that reveals the need for cultural 

responsivity in the art classroom. 

Thirdly, from the perspective of “teacher,” I deliberated on how my positionalities might 

be an asset through the lenses of significance of place with respect to knowledge acquisition, 

cultural familiarity, or linguistic base. Swisher (1998) suggested that non-Native researchers 

become “brokers” (p. 194) of Native American information through their work – to teach 

through voices of those from the culture, rather than about them. As such, I discovered that the 

processes and products of this work would inform those who read the work through the voices 

from the Din4 artist community, but not necessarily representative of it in its entirety. My 

cultural familiarity allowed my previous and soon-to-be new knowledge learned from people in 

the Din4 community to become a part of my teaching praxis. Lastly, in this research study my 

teacher identity honored the linguistic base of the Din4 participants through a brief investigation 

of reservation place names and words in Din4 Bizaad – the heritage language of the Navajo 

Nation – to help further understand the importance of the visible and the invisible to Din4 living 

cultures. “Educational and linguistic research shows that learning their native language helps 

Native American children in their self-esteem, self-identity, and competence in cultural and 

Western knowledge” (Lee, 2010, p. 42). 

Finally, the Navajo Nation place influenced my own worldview and my lifeway. On the 

reservation is where I learned to teach. I recognized value for the learner as an integral, human 
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part of education. I found that history and politics have value as markers of hierarchy and 

positionality costs. I also learned that, as a privileged Anglo member of that society, I was a 

contributor to those oppressive ideals. As a result, I questioned my prior knowledge, recognizing 

the choice to continue assimilative practices, or to immerse myself in the new understandings of 

the people with whom I then lived. 

To navigate this ethnographic complexity, Desai (2000) offered that it may be impossible 

to represent a culture authentically, but it is possible instead to represent the people who are 

research participants. As such, my work only addressed those with whom I worked directly for 

this dissertation project. I believe that the results will provide insights for many art teacher 

educators concerned with multicultural knowledge in the field, as well as those who will be 

working with Native American student groups, and, more directly, those teaching in 

predominantly Din4 art classrooms. 

Visual art, alongside song and dance, is one of the most sacred modes of expression for 

Indigenous peoples (Cajete, 1999). The arts function as reflections of one’s journey in or toward 

hozho, the Din4 word for balance. For Din4 artists, work often represents a nod to traditional 

philosophies that serve as educational foundations known as the Din4 Philosophy of Education. 

Because this worldview is built on a cyclical basis, all art is connected somehow to the person 

and the place in which that art is made. Art historians have often considered Native American 

aesthetics as unique identifiers of specific communities; for example, the weaver of a Navajo rug 

may adhere to a specific style.  Such styles are invented within a specific geographic location on 

the Navajo Nation reservation such as Two Grey Hills, Ganado (Ganado Red), Crystal, or 

Chinle. Additionally, dyes can locate a weaver ideologically as well based on richness or 

saturation of color. It is these unique qualities found within a piece of artwork that hold the 
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works together and set them apart from non-Navajo pieces of art (Zolbrod, 2001). Certain 

materials to create these works are found only in specific places: for example, narrow leaf yucca, 

a plant indigenous to dry arid regions (United States Department of Agriculture, 2013), would be 

used by Native American artists in the southwestern region of the United States to create 

culturally linked art pieces and as parts of cultural ceremonies in those specific places. 

Until colonization, Native American items such as pottery or rugs (blankets) were purely 

functional. Semiotic elements were added to utilitarian items for numerous reasons that included 

social unity or iconographic practice. For example, the aesthetic work of some Anasazi potters 

was based on line, space, and cardinal direction, and some functioned as a means of storytelling 

or spiritual protection (Brody, 1991). In some Indigenous cultures, the artists were and still are 

considered medicine men, and vice versa. Today, for example, many non-Din4 people perceive 

Navajo sandpainting to be an artistic form, even though, in fact, it is a ceremonial practice best 

left to hataathli, or Din4 medicine men, as it is considered taboo to create such a work for 

permanence (Bahti, 2009). 

Cajete (1994, 1999, 2008), in addition to many other writers cited above, also reminds us 

that Indigenous perspectives are attached to geographic location. In light of this position, as well 

as those few already mentioned that address Indigenous education, perhaps art and visual culture 

educators could pay more attention to the places where Din4 students learn art, as well as 

consider how much of that perspective could become a part of their curricula in art classrooms. 

What led me to this study was the potential that being culturally responsive to Din4 art 

students may be linked through a significance of place and identity development. Through this 

research project, I explored three facets of this phenomenon: a) the significance of place to Din4 

artists in the act of art making and self-expression, as well as how place played a part in my own 
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cultural learning as a member of the Din4 community; b) how art teacher preparation may or 

may not have been inclusive of place-based pedagogical methods within current pre-service art 

teacher educators practices; and c) what art teachers new to teaching reservation students might 

know about localized cultural and pedagogical understandings. The data collected to address 

questions pertinent to these three parts was used to reach an understanding of and demonstrate 

how Din4 artists and teacher educators, as well as non-Din4 art teachers, can inform the process 

of educating Din4 learners in a way that is inclusive of Din4 cultural heritage.  

Before proceeding, however, it is crucial to delineate the difference between “Navajo,” 

“Din4,” “Indigenous,” and “Native American.” First, the word “Navajo” was the name by which 

Din4 peoples were first called by other groups of people. Din4 means “the people,” and heritage 

stories tell that the Holy People bestowed this name upon the people. In an effort to begin 

changing perception about the peoples native to the territory – the place – being addressed in this 

study, I will only use “Din4” hereafter unless speaking specifically about the reservation itself 

(i.e., the Navajo Reservation). Second, the word “Indigenous” refers to those people who were 

not only born in a specific place, but whose ancestry can be traced back to the first peoples of 

that place. The term “Native American” refers more specifically to people born on the continent 

of North America within the boundaries of what is now the United States who can also trace 

ancestry back to the first peoples of the North American place (Maybury-Lewis, 1997). 

Place is an aspect of common cultural grounding found at the core of many Indigenous 

groups. In the United States, there are over 560 federally recognized Native American tribes 

(National Congress of American Indians, n.d.). The four largest are Din4, Cherokee, Sioux 

(Lakota and Dakota), and Chippewa (Norris, Vines, & Hoeffel, 2012), all of whom are sovereign 

nations. So, to approach each and every nation would be a life-long task, one I am most happy to 
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undertake, albeit with one people at a time. This study focused on that first group: Din4. 

Relevant to Din4, I identified place as a point of departure on a path that leads art education into 

more socially just ground. While there are several aspects grounded by the idea of balance in the 

Din4 learning philosophy, in this study I worked to identify a connection with place-based 

curriculum as a part of teaching art and visual culture education. Through this lens, a place-based 

art education could act in support of Din4 cultural sustainability. 

Research Questions 

This study was intended to explore a point where Art and Visual Culture Education and 

American Indian Studies converge, thereby offering reflection on further cross-disciplinary 

discourse. The main question that drove this research was: Considering the weight that place 

plays in Indigenous lifeways, what about the significance of Din4 place could pre-service art 

teachers learn in order to be culturally responsive educators in Din4 communities and how might 

they attain that knowledge? To explore this question, I will consider multiple perspectives, which 

are reflected in the following areas of subquestions:  

1. What Din4 cultural identity attributes may be linked to place and found in Din4 artists’ 

artwork? This question encompasses the significance and relationship of place to 

Indigenous worldviews, lifeways, and art making. This question also assumes the 

peoplehood – specifically the geographic location – of all Indigenous groups as being in 

explicit global locales. While we cannot know the answer to each of these questions for 

every individual Indigenous group in the world through this one study, it is possible to 

begin by locating one such people – Din4 – as the epicenter to understand the 

significance of the role of place in art education for Indigenous students. 
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2. What place-based or culturally relevant concepts would Din4 artists like to see included 

in the Din4 art classroom? What would they like for art teachers to know before entering 

the schools in their community places as art educators? Because there has been no 

literature that addresses the contribution of Din4 artists to cultural relevance in high-

density Native American public school art learning, this study may provide insights into 

cultural responsivity in the art classroom.  

3. What perspectives and resources do art education professors leverage to prepare their pre-

service art teachers to serve in high-density Native American (reservation) schools? This 

question embraces the perspectives of art teacher educators at the post-secondary level.  

4. What are the cultural preconceptions and understandings of art teachers who are new 

(within their first two years) to teaching Din4 students on the Navajo Nation Indian 

Reservation? Further, what information do they believe would they have benefited from 

knowing prior to engaging this student group, and what did they learn from the 

experience about teaching this group of students? These questions encompass the prior 

knowledge and post-service understandings regarding art teachers who have spent time 

teaching in a reservation-serving public school. 

5. What can I learn about my relationship to Din4 place and why these connections might be 

significant to me as a community member and art teacher? In order to discover what 

significance place plays in my own participation in Din4 cultural learning and 

philosophies I will, through multiple modes of media, ask how and why places in the 

Din4 landscape are of consequence to me, as well as how the artwork I create can act as a 

learning model for other unfamiliar art teachers1. Working to address these questions 

                                                
1 This term refers to those art teachers who enter into a community whose culture, social structure, and political 
history vastly varies from their own to the point that the community-at-large potentially views them as "outsiders."  
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takes previous questions into consideration through interlacing the phenomenon of place, 

learning and teaching, art making, and art teacher preparation.  

Methods and Methodologies 

I designed this study using a qualitative approach employing three methodologies: 

ethnographic, phenomenological, and an Indigenous research methodology. I collected the data 

using two methods: qualitative interview (and email correspondence dependent on availability of 

the participant) and an autoethnographic arts-based research method. Additionally, due to the 

implementation of an Indigenous research methodology, research outcomes will be disseminated 

and shared with the people from whom the information originated in a way that is 

understandable beyond academia.  The interviews were conducted with individual members of 

the three following groups: Din4 artists, art teacher educators, and art teachers. 

Methods 

Interviews with Din4 artists. 

The knowledge offered by this group of participants was key to exemplifying Din4 

pedagogical and cultural perspectives relative to art. I focused on how the Din4 artists perceived 

the roles of place in Din4 cultural identity formation as exemplified by their cultural perceptions 

and the art that they shared with me. Also, I inquired as to their perspectives regarding art 

teaching in public school classrooms and what cultural principles they perceived are necessary 

for pre-service teachers to learn prior to entering a Din4 community to teach art. Again, it should 

be noted that the participating Din4 artists are one of several Indigenous groups of peoples, but 

the specific focus on these Din4 artists will only serve to assist in the construction of new 

grounds for further development of art teacher education for Indigenous groups. 



 

 

 

26 

The collection of this data was done through individual interviews via a variety of 

avenues including email, phone call, Skype, and a physical visit to each artist’s place of their 

choice. I began with a list of eight artists with whom I wished to speak, but this was reduced 

based on interviewee availability. Artists were selected based on their ability to categorize 

themselves as Din4 artists at Indian arts fairs and exhibitions (e.g., the Southwest Indian Arts and 

Crafts Fair). Factors such as the medium in which they practiced and whether their artwork could 

be categorized as traditional or contemporary played a role in the decision making process to 

represent a wider range of Din4 artistic viewpoints. Furthermore, I considered a balance of male 

and female participants, and the location of each artist’s current residence (on or off the Navajo 

reservation) as selection criteria. Participants were asked to comment on the following areas: a) 

Din4 identity in their artwork; b) the importance of place to them; c) the relationship of their 

Din4 artwork to their significance of place; and d) pedagogical suggestions for non-Din4 art 

teachers in the art classroom. 

The first area established the artist’s perception of how she/he weaves cultural 

considerations into the artwork they produce. I also asked the artist who taught them to make 

artwork, as well as about what connections they perceive between language and artwork.  The 

second area focused on what role place plays in the artist’s life. I asked the two participants to 

list important aspects of place in general, to qualify their personal perceptions of the importance 

of place, and the influence of place on their art learning as well as their art teaching, if 

applicable. The third area of questioning was an intersection of Din4 aesthetic viewpoint and the 

role place plays in the creation of the artist's work. They discussed the significance of 

community place, the qualification of place in reference to learning art as a Din4 artist, and how 

each artist's place of personal development influenced her/his identity. I also asked each artist to 
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create a list of the five most important attributes of place to her/him as a Din4 individual. While I 

understand place to be a pivotal part of Indigenous lifeway more broadly, I also understand that 

not all peoples or individuals within a group hold this viewpoint. To this end, I inquired as to 

why a participant might view place as important or not and noted their differences, if they cared 

to share them. The last area of questioning focused on the artists’ suggestions for new, unfamiliar 

art teachers coming to teach in Din4 community public school classrooms. Themes that emerged 

from the discussion helped to identify overarching ideas and were coupled with like themes that 

emerged across other interviews. 

Interviews with pre-service art teacher educators. 

This group was relevant to this study because their perspectives offered insight into 

pedagogical methods that straddle pre-service art teacher preparation and Indigenous cultural 

knowledge. The pair of professors has witnessed the differences in perception their students (pre-

service art teachers) and new teachers experience when entering high-density Native American 

population environments. Additionally, they have helped their students and student teachers 

negotiate and understand these variations, and come to a deeper understanding of Native 

American lifeways, cultural beliefs, and languages before proceeding with their own art 

curriculum-making. 

The data set from this pair was collected through individual interviews via Skype. Their 

approaches to this specialization in pre-service art teacher preparation spoke through the 

ethnographic lens as to how, if at all, they teach their pre-service teachers to approach cultural 

responsiveness in Native American communities and cultures.  In asking these questions, I also 

recognized the phenomenological aspects of this complex dynamic by inquiring about essential 
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information they felt pre-service art teachers might need prior to teaching art in public schools 

that serve culturally distinct students. 

Interviews with reservation-serving public school art teachers. 

One further discussion that I believe to be of import was non-Din4 art teacher reflections 

respective to their experiences with Din4 students in reservation-serving public school art 

classrooms. I felt art teachers would offer valuable insights about what they knew about Din4 

lifeway prior to their student engagement in comparison with what they learned in their time in 

the Din4 communities. Examination of these narratives acquired by interview may reveal the 

phenomenological recognition unfamiliar teachers stumble upon as they enter such culturally 

foreign places.  

As with the previous pairs, to analyze this set of data, I considered themes related to the 

overall work, such as acknowledgement of differences and commonalities in relationship to the 

pre-service teachers’ engagement with the local Din4 peoples, their art, or places they visit(ed), 

as well as any noted perceptual transformations. Common themes were then compiled into lists 

that demonstrated larger perceptions of the pre-service art teachers. 

Autoethnographic arts-based inquiry. 

The purpose of this part of the research was to establish how, through imagery, I explored 

Din4 place and learning about/in that place. Creating art resonates with me almost as much as 

engaging in probing investigations. Utilizing art making as a pragmatic method of inquiry for 

this project helped me understand the significance of place. As such, this particular art making 

experience served as a lens through which I more deeply came to understand the attributes of 

place. The images created became a body of work that contributed to part of the final dissertation 

product revealing my cultural ties to Din4tah (Navajoland or the land of the People). In addition 
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to creating the fifteen new pieces, I also revisited two artworks that I made shortly after my time 

teaching on the reservation. Through these, I hoped to model a place-based reflective practice 

that other art teachers could engage to learn more about teaching Indigenous students in 

Indigenous communities. 

To flesh out this investigation of the importance of place to me, and the necessity to 

inquire about my personal relationships with place, I first looked at my places and how I 

negotiate them from several different perspectives, including Din4 places I define as “homelike,” 

places of cultural learning, and the distinction of "outside" places versus "inside" places. I 

collected the visual data via video or still camera and noted, as themes arose, my past and present 

experiences with local cultural learning. Further, I reflected on how the specific places 

potentially influence art teaching and making through local culture as a capital. I then considered 

connecting themes to reflect on how these similarities and differences related to place may be 

passed onto others who are unfamiliar with how deeply rooted Din4 place can be in the people’s 

community and life.  

As the stories of place came together, I produced an imagistic narrative exhibition 

inclusive of the artworks created and used for the investigation. Through the body of work, I also 

embraced participant perspectives that influenced my own. The artwork was accompanied by a 

map of the exhibition and a handout of questions to inspire unfamiliar teachers to become more 

familiar with local cultural philosophies in the places where their schools are situated. 

Methodologies 

Ethnographic.  

A recognizable methodology of this research project is the ethnographic perspective, 

which I employed in the selection of Din4 artists. This perspective honors the multiple truths of 
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different social or cultural groups, presenting “a clear explanation of where the boundaries of 

that culture begin and end” (Savin-Badin & Major, 2013, p. 196). It also worked to shape the 

survey questions I posed to my participants, as well as the window through which I looked at the 

pre-service teacher experiential feedback. The artists I hoped to work with were members of the 

Navajo Nation Indian Reservation. Nearly half of the initial group lived on the reservation and 

the second half lived outside of the sacred space, but near to this geographic location. 

The purpose of looking through this methodological lens was to begin to establish a 

theoretical framework from which art teacher educators can draw when preparing pre-service 

teachers for classrooms that serve these high-density Native American populations. Additionally, 

this ethnographic perspective could help to determine the level of the cultural gap held between a 

Native American place and “the unfamiliar pre-service teacher” who experiences a place of 

Indigenaity for the first time. 

Phenomenological. 

The second methodology through which I worked, phenomenology, is derived from the 

interpretivist paradigm. Considering the multiple truths of the different groups, I examined how 

art learning, teaching, making, and viewing differ between mainstream Euro-western educational 

and Native American approaches. Because my artist group is Din4, this approach was magnified 

toward Din4 epistemology, and should be viewed as only one of many Native American 

approaches. I further considered the variations noted in cultural situatings by unfamiliar art 

teachers new to these high-density environments. The interview questions created for the pre-

service teacher educators addressed the phenomenon of teaching toward cultural inclusion in 

Din4 art classrooms. 
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I feel that such dynamics are based on the holism of the environment – all the aspects that 

may be included in the definition of environment including, but not limited to, the land, the 

people living there, the air, the history, the language, the landscape, and community narratives – 

into which unfamiliar art teachers enter. Because place is traditionally considered culturally 

integral to Indigenous peoples, the place of learning for students is integral to the 

phenomenological construct of this project and acts as a main hypothesis for consideration of the 

previously described ethnographic methodology. 

Indigenous research methodology. 

The third lens that I adopted for this research is an Indigenous research methodology 

(IRM). Many research projects conducted with Native American peoples in the past were 

formulated and executed based on a colonial perspective that disregarded the needs and 

aspirations of the people whom researchers studied (Rigney, 1999). Because I recognize the 

impact of the atrocities, past and future, I choose not to perpetuate that cycle. IRMs recognize the 

values and beliefs held by Native peoples, and are most appropriate when learning about or from 

Indigenous knowledge. 

Three of the key aspects of IRM most clearly notable in this study are the use of 

participant voices to structure the study, prioritizing Indigenous worldview, and dissemination of 

the new knowledge in an easy-to-understand manner – typically through the use of non-academic 

vernacular (Aboriginal Education Research Centre, 2007). My intention for integrating this 

methodology into my study is to contribute to the decolonization of colonial lenses through 

which a researcher considers his or her cultural understandings. This involves an inclusion of and 

direction from the people whose knowledge may be used to construct more meaningful 

pedagogy (Jacobs & Reyhner, 2002). 
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Significance of the Research 

In order to convey the voice of the Din4 perception of community through art, I worked 

with the “artistic experts” in this case: Din4 artists of the Navajo Nation. From my perspective, 

the voice of the Din4 artists were extraordinarily important to the dialogue of cogitating a place-

based art curriculum. Through the interviews, I envisioned that the artists’ voices would shed 

light on how they wove their cultural identity into their work, what relationships exist between 

their identity and their connection with their place of living/rearing, and what they understand as 

important for the growth of their culture through artistic practice, as well as background 

knowledge for pre-service art teachers to know about the Din4 people prior to teaching art in 

their communities (Castro, 2010; Chalmers, 1973; Freedman, 1991).  

Cajete (1994) suggested that art is a reflection of the divine according to Indigenous 

epistemology. “It is through art the Indian people continue to communicate their dreams today” 

(p. 144). This Indigenous perspective gives rise to the significance of the Din4 artwork analysis. 

The narratives given by interviewed artists describing their artwork were fruitful because I was 

able to ask the artists about their own interpretation of their work, as well as gain a deeper 

understanding of my own gaps and knowings through comparing their elucidations with my own 

assumptions about the art (Anderson & Milbrandt, 2002; Cajete, 1994; Smith, 1990; Swan, 

1999). 

In addition to geographic location, one of the dynamics that makes a reservation-serving 

public school foreign in comparison to other public education institutions that are not located 

near or on Indian reservations is the history – politically and socially – that underlies the creation 

of such a school and of such a necessity to examine it in the first place. Authors have established 

that many pre-service teachers lack an awareness of their own identity preconceptions and, 
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therefore, are not aware that their own preconceptions may counter those held by the students 

they teach (Grinberg & Goldfarb, 2009; Lenski et al., 2005; Phelan, 2001; Pohan, 2006; Powell, 

2011; Yazzie-Mintz, 2007). An examination of how contemporary art teacher educators prepare 

their pre-service teachers for service amongst Native populations could give the field of art and 

visual culture education further insight into what gaps still exist, if any, in this preparation 

process. Concomitant with this vision is the perspective that what new art teachers believe about 

Indigenous people impacts their prospective students’ experiences. 

Integral to this research were the art teacher educator perspectives. Interview questions 

asked of the art teacher educators addressed how they prepare pre-service educators to teach in 

communities where identities may clash to the detriment of the student.  Authors such as Andrus 

(2001), Assembly of Alaska Educators (1999), and Dion (2008) have discussed the importance 

of cultural competency in the classroom. Responses to the interview questions in this study 

showed educative practices that art teacher educators believe have come to work for their pre-

service students. Responses also lent themselves to revealing pedagogical gaps in art teacher 

preparation curricula. Such replies could help to inform future multi-ethnic courses in pre-service 

teacher programs. 

In addition to addressing how art teacher educators prepare their pre-service art teachers, 

I believe that recognizing the art teacher educators’ personal perspectives about the significance 

of place enriched the study as well. They were asked to provide descriptions that illustrated their 

own perceptions of the significance of place and how they feel about place in relationship to 

teaching Native American students. Responses to this area of questioning suggested the 

importance of understanding of cultural concepts held by those in Native American 
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communities, reinforcing what other studies have found. Responses to these inquiries also related 

to those of the Din4 artists, as they were asked questions on the same topic. 

A final piece of data that served to inform this study was my own perception of the 

significance of place. My definition of place and its importance to my learning was previously 

unexplored. Because I chose to investigate how a sense of place is important in the lives of the 

First Peoples of the United States, I felt it would complement this study to also understand my 

own relationship to my places of becoming an artist, art teacher, and educator. A multi-media 

arts-based platform was the method I chose to engage this inquiry and served to broaden my 

perspective. As well, it added another dimension to the study by developing a body of artwork 

through which I could evaluate how I see and document such places and how these potentially 

impacted my understanding and interpretation of this study. The artwork was exhibited in the 

Lionel Rombach Gallery as an arts-based research approach to model how one might use cultural 

capital experiences to learn how to teach art in an unfamiliar community. Creating the show 

extended my discoveries of place-based curriculum and strengthened the body of research 

through an alternative reflective practice. 

Considering the meaning of the physical ground as perceived by most Native American 

populations, and the imposition of borders by the governing body of the dominant society, I 

hypothesized that a place-based art curriculum would be an ideal way to perform a strong art 

teaching program (Basso, 1996; Blandy 2008; Bolin, 2000; Garber, 1995). Through this 

specialized curriculum construction based on place, Native American identity and agency may 

be reclaimed through art practice in the high-density Native American populated public school 

art classroom (Callejo Perez, 2010; Graham, 2007; Herman, 2008; Inwood, 2008). 
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Literature Review/Theoretical Framework 

Because this study is multi-layered, the literature review and theoretical frameworks will 

be multiple as well. First, I synthesized the literature through two main viewpoints: 1) teaching 

Indigenous students in high-density Native American populated public school art classrooms, 

and 2) preparing pre-service teachers to facilitate valuable learning experiences in such 

classrooms. An introductory investigation into the literature resulted in a large collection of 

works relevant to this research project on topics such as cultural responsivity, pre-service teacher 

preconceptions and personal identity awareness, the inter-influence of place and art study, Native 

American education, and the influence of place on Indigenous peoples. I also briefly looked at 

Din4 language because of the role seeing and observing play in the construction of Din4 words. 

Second, I identified the theoretical and philosophical frameworks that scaffolded the 

research. Again, the theories and philosophies that populate this section were applied to both 

teaching in the high-density Native American art classroom and the investigation of pre-service 

teacher training. In considering the study’s design, I observed influences of the following 

theories and key concepts: identity theory, cultural capital, indigenous knowledge, theory of 

place, critical pedagogy—especially with reference to power struggles and hierarchies, and 

cultural relevance.  

Limitations 

Due to the nature of qualitative research, the findings of this study represented a narrow 

perspective: a single Indigenous group worldview; a single cultural perspective within that 

outlook; solutions that may be applicable only to unfamiliar art teachers; new-service teacher 

preconception and post-experience analysis; and a single-viewpoint autoethnographic place-

based artwork analysis. The study participants may have been limited representations of their 
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respective groups. Furthermore, in connection to the Indigenous research methodology of this 

study, the participants defined the places of data collection, the data to be shared, and the method 

of data dissemination. 

Because I am a member of the Din4 community through familial and professional 

connections, my past experiences (e.g., my biases) may also have limited the study. My 

developing perspectives that stemmed from time spent working with Din4 community and family 

members, pre-service teachers, and as an emergent researcher, potentially colored how I listened 

to and worked with the interview responses.  

Additionally, such factors may have influenced the way in which I created and analyzed 

the artwork I produced as a component of this research study. To analyze the autoethnographic 

artwork, I reported findings based on my own single perspective. One purpose of producing the 

artwork was to evaluate, through imagery, how I learned about the cultural enigma that I 

experienced as an unfamiliar teacher in an Indigenous place foreign to me. The imagery served 

as a personal narrative documenting my relationship to places on and near the Navajo 

reservation. Although participant interview responses influenced some imagery due to similar 

place-based experiences, I felt that to incorporate others’ assessments of the artwork would be 

tangent to investigating my own perception of place. As such, the images served as evaluation 

and processing tools, and may not be generalizable as representative of all unfamiliar teachers’ 

experiences. 

Proposed Outcomes 

Although I hope that outcomes from this study will be multilayered and far-reaching, 

they may be specific in their applicability. In the conclusions for this dissertation, I suggest 

approaches that would contribute to an undergraduate course on multi-ethnic art teaching or to a 
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pre-service teacher preparation course specifically created to more comprehensively prepare 

future teachers. While this study is limited to Din4 lifeway viewpoints, I believe the outcomes 

are part of a larger discourse on Indigenous art, equalized education, and art teacher preparation. 

Further, I see the potential for this study to contribute to professional development for in-service 

teachers, assisting them to deepen their cultural knowledge, strengthen cultural sensitivity, and 

move away from continued stereotyping, misperceptions, and misconstruing of Native American 

groups. 

This research fills a gap through prioritizing an Indigenous philosophy, shedding light on 

the role of place in Din4 art making and cultural identity. Through participant inquiry, I focus on 

the role that a place-based curriculum could play in the Din4 public school art classroom. Din4-

localized artist perspectives elucidate community members as cultural capital. Art teacher 

educators discuss effective methods of training pre-service teachers about cultural responsivity. 

Din4-serving art teachers provide insights about in-situ perceptions. Lastly, through an arts-based 

inquiry, I also present a way to model an effective facilitation of learning about an 

artist/researcher/teacher’s identity as it interweaves with a specific place, as well as ways to be 

more culturally responsive in an unfamiliar community. 

Findings from this study could benefit future researchers in both Art and Visual Culture 

Education and American Indian Studies academic programs by extending cultural understanding 

and ability to educate about cultural relevance and responsivity. I also posit that the outcomes 

will assist policy makers in recognizing a need to spearhead dialogue about contextualizing 

standards and revisiting teacher accreditation assessment criteria as they may apply to the people 

in specific places including, but not limited to, Arizona2, New Mexico, Utah, South Dakota, 

                                                
2 The Navajo Nation has the largest Native American population of all the reservations in North America (Norris et 
al, 2012). 
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Nebraska, Oklahoma, Montana, or Alaska where the greatest number of Native Americans live 

on the largest reservations and villages (Norris et al., 2012). I see the genuine potential to inform 

art curriculum development in the area of Native American culture and art.  I also anticipate that 

young Din4 students who participate in reservation-serving public school systems will thrive 

holistically in art classrooms where their teachers understand tribal background and community 

desires for their well-being and where their instructors bring ideas into the classroom that are 

grounded in a place-based curriculum leveraging cultural capital. Finally, I anticipate an art 

making place where Native American children will feel more comfortable expressing and 

exploring their personal cultural identities. 
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CHAPTER TWO—A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 This literature review includes scholarship that offers overarching, yet related, 

considerations of art teacher preparation, thoughts on positionality within that preparation, 

relationships between place and teaching, connections between culture and curriculum, 

intersections of Native American social/political/cultural considerations relevant to this study, 

and a section on the role of arts-based research as used in this study. I wrote this chapter in such 

a way that I present each section as a small part of a larger framework that, I hope, the reader 

will see as only a fraction of the theories and philosophies that may be applied to the current 

study. In this chapter the reader will find six sections that focus on literature about frameworks 

of positionality and the pre-service teacher, pre-service art teacher self-perception and 

preconceptions, paradigms of place, curriculum construction and culture, Native American 

socio-cultural and socio-political study-related issues, and arts-based research study-related 

contextualizations.  

Each segment of this review of the literature offers foundational insights for the main 

question: Considering the weight that place plays in Indigenous lifeways, what place-based 

culturally relevant methods could non-Native American pre-service art educators learn about 

Indigenous communities – specifically Din4 - to teach art and how might they attain that 

knowledge? 

Frameworks that Undergird Positionality, and the Pre-service Art Teacher 

The premise behind this section is that an instructor’s positionality is shaped by 

preconceptions. Such perceptions are undergirded by multiple structures that include, but are not 

limited to, being an insider or outsider to the community; identifying the various challenges from 
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inexperience; and learning to examine the potential outcome or success through any number of 

strategies, such as prioritizing student-relevant contextualization. 

Positionality, as it may be seen through a power lens, can be an elusive concept to the 

inexperienced educator. Pre-service educators emerge from preparation programs relying on 

personal beliefs that bleed over into their classrooms. The new teacher sometimes holds onto 

relationships between their perceived levels of multicultural knowledge and personal beliefs, as 

personal and professional beliefs relate strongly with cross-cultural experiences (Pohan, 2006). 

The result of this lack of understanding could mean that unfamiliar teachers will not recognize 

their position of power in the art classroom. Therefore, future teachers’ engagement with 

discourse that promotes the social production of meaning and teacher identity while they are still 

in teacher training programs encourages creative, pragmatic, or circumstantially relative problem 

solving (Phelan, 2001). 

Pre-service teachers bring with them personal beliefs and values, as well as background 

knowledge of building curricula and implementing pedagogy (Powell, 2011). Classroom 

environment, students’ and teachers’ background, physical context, and community all influence 

student learning and teacher teaching. Embodying them into a curriculum, and then recognizing 

that the curriculum is fluid enough to move with these encounters is key to academics that assist 

in the development of the whole student. This, however, can be only one of many challenges that 

a Pre-Service Art Teacher (PSAT) faces as they learn to identify their place in the art classroom. 

One of the pedagogical challenges PSATs face related to teacher positionality is to bring 

theories into practice. Art and Visual Culture Education (AVCE) draws on theories and 

experiences that cross borders between fields such as Education, Sociology, Anthropology, 

Psychology, and Studio Art to construct philosophies that are pertinent to art teaching and 
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learning (Smith, 2003; Thompson, Bresler, & Constantino, 2010).  To translate that theoretical 

knowledge into curriculum, one must be able to analyze and synthesize such knowledge, and 

then make use of the new material (Schwab, 1973). Without the fluidity of understanding each of 

the noted individual fields more intimately, academic languages and practical applications 

attached to those theories might fail the PSAT’s attempt to support her/his pedagogical decision-

making in structuring curricula and classroom management (Day, 1997; Ellingson, 1991). As a 

result, drawing on such a broad array of educational knowledge, especially for student 

populations with which the PSAT is unfamiliar, becomes daunting. 

One of the symptoms of inexperience with understanding positionality, for example, is 

colorblindness (Desai, 2010). Desai described repeated occurrences in her own art education 

classroom of “white students [being] annoyed when students of color challenge their 

colorblindness” (p. 23). Strong, racially charged reactions between learners can be products of 

differentiated experiences. While they may seem disruptive to the lesson at hand, class 

discussions about examples of visual culture and contemporary art, as well as other issues that 

involve race, culture, or power positions penetrate the aspects of various issues that underpin 

colorblindness. 

The insider/outsider paradigm is also integral to understanding points of knowledge 

acquisition and construction concerning positionality when learning to teach art. This educational 

phenomenon is epistemological in nature, involving the culture and schooling of both student 

and teacher (Banks, 1998, 2001). Future art teachers should first learn to critically examine and 

reflect upon their own relationships to diverse cultures, including their own culture, before they 

can comfortably negotiate content intended for meaning making. Other scholars believe the 

relationships to be much more complex than first reflections and encourage readers to more 
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deeply explore power and representation (Merriam, Johnson-Bailry, Lee, Kee, Ntseane, & 

Muhamad, 2010) 

Student responsivity is an outcome of being critically conscious of multiple cultures, but 

a lack of that education during teacher preparation can have consequences on teacher self-

awareness. Teaching critical multiculturalism courses during preparation programs to encourage 

awareness and critical consciousness involves multicultural teaching methods that support 

culturally diverse field experiences during pre-service (Castro, 2010). Reflectivity3 and social 

justice educational implications could potentially be outcomes based on that pre-service work. 

Additionally, an examination of personal reflections could shift educational lenses to reveal 

connections between cultural pedagogies and student relevancy (Reese, 1998).  

Self-interpretations and investigations, while still in the process of teacher education, 

serve as learning opportunities for pre-service art teachers to recognize self-situations that 

include political, cultural, or technological perceptions, among other factors. Critical pedagogy 

can indeed be a valuable tool in the art education classroom. In the interpretation of works of art, 

this pedagogy can surface as student understandings of self in society, as well as self as 

responding artist and discussant. Dialogue based on an understanding of critical pedagogy can 

produce intended outcomes, but teachers should be flexible as to what directions conversations 

may take. Yokley (1999) stated: “art is a powerful tool for learning about self in society” (p. 23). 

Society saturates socio-political and socio-cultural ideas to help people frame their viewpoints.  

Dialogue to deconstruct these ideas via a work of art helps to understand why a student, or 

student-teacher, believes the way they do. 

                                                
3 For the purposes of subsequent parts of this paper, “reflexivity” and “reflectiveness” refers to the act of considering 
the self and actions with regard to the act of teaching and learning. 
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Teacher education prepares teachers to enter into pre-determined sociopolitical systems 

(Phelan, 2001). The professional transition of student teaching should include a 

community/parent/family connection. This connection helps student teachers to answer questions 

about their positioning, how they should teach and what they come to understand about their 

students and the community within which they live. Curriculum can be created in conjunction 

with students and community to serve social justice purposes, thereby enhancing student learning 

in areas of “social, political, and moral dimensions” (Grinberg & Goldfarb, 2009, p. 138), each 

of which indicates conjoined facets of what makes up community and culture. Grinberg & 

Goldfarb (2009) also argued that simply because populations speak the same language does not 

mean they share political, historical, or social contexts, and cited Zeichner and Liston (1996) in 

their suggestion: “‘In order for prospective teachers to become effective teachers in our 

multicultural society, they must first understand their own identities as complex 

multidimensional people in our multicultural society’” (p. 132). Teachers can be more prepared 

by teacher education by focusing on four areas: a) the teacher’s awareness of her/his own 

propensities and dispositions; b) understanding youthful students as learning members of school 

and community; c) embracing the social place as a place of growth; and d) making the school as 

a place of “subject matter knowledge, teaching for understanding, pedagogical content 

knowledge, curriculum theory, curricular design, classroom organization, uses of time and space, 

resources, literacies” (Grinberg & Goldfarb, 2009, p. 134). Teacher education can be approached 

with a sensitivity to marginalized populations. 

Curriculum that responds relevantly to students’ cultures is not a simple organism to 

identify and implement, and teachers who can do so are rare.  A teacher who holds these talents 

or qualities must first be aware of her/his own situatedness within both the physical place of 
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teaching and the culture of place, and also understand student preconceptions (Yazzie-Mintz, 

2007).  Students are aware of their teachers who are culturally knowledgeable, but for teachers to 

reach that level of knowing, foci on what can be learned, and how, could most appropriately be 

made during the process of learning to teach. 

Another pedagogical challenge along this vein arises from PSATs’ unrecognized 

preconceived notions about their own positionality in relationship to the contextualizations of 

their own future students, and within the communities where they serve. Ellen Swartz (2003) 

asked, “What knowledge is needed to propel pre-service teachers past a Eurocentric worldview 

and to help those who fear and resist new ideas and experiences?” (p. 273). It matters from 

where art teachers draw their courses “because a conflictive view involves an understanding of 

images in terms of power and struggles between competing groups, whereas a functionalist view 

of society treats images as expressions of an unproblematic humanity” (Duncum, 2003, p. 24). 

Disagreements between teachers’ interpretations and students’ interpretations of artworks may 

arise as the result of an unperceived hierarchy. Conversely, those who perceive the art as 

utilitarian instead contextualize the work as a product of the society from which it comes. PSATs 

should know the value of the art itself and the art making practices of the community in which 

they teach and where they are situated in that complex dynamic (Chalmers, 1996; Freedman, 

2003). Lack of knowing leads to difficulties they may not be prepared to manage, such as 

unperceived power struggles. To not know the inner workings of these dynamics interferes with 

the possibilities for empathy, and leaves people to rely on what they already know, but only as a 

defense mechanism (Margulies, 1984). When a PSAT does not practice critical multiculturalism, 

they will find that the lack thereof arrests them from helping their students find their much 

needed agency simply because they do not have the necessary tools to know how to allow their 
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students the freedom to negotiate such critical inquiry. It is important that PSATs recognize that 

teachers in the classroom are powerful people who dictate who students become and what they 

enact (McLaren, 1995; Rolling, 2011b). “Ideology needs to be understood as lived experience 

constructed as common sense, and hegemony as the process whereby students not only 

unwittingly consent to domination but sometimes find pleasurable the form and content through 

which such domination is manifested” (McLaren & Giroux, 1995, p. 45). PSATs cannot present 

the semiotics of culturally based imagery without first addressing the recognition and place of 

their own power and the ideology of the knowledge gained within that paradigm. Doing so in the 

process of teaching, however, may disrupt other pedagogical processes carrying the discourse 

onto a tangent; ergo, the necessity for the proper tools of prior recognition. 

Self-Perception and Art Teacher Preparation 

One way that Art Teacher Educators (ATEs) encourage PSATs to consider and reflect 

upon their beliefs and assumptions about art and visual culture, learners, and teaching is through 

an examination of the status quo and their roles within that paradigm through varied situated 

lenses such as social, economic, political, or educational. It is imperative for a PSAT to consider 

how she/he would like to see her/his efforts made fruitful, what kind of teacher she/he would like 

to be, and to whom she or he would like to be of service. The point where a PSAT comes to 

know her/his viewpoints relative to her/his teaching is that commonplace (Joseph, 2010) at 

which she/he should be able to construct a more contextualized and relevant teaching plan. This 

also takes into account the PSAT’s own prior knowledge and expenditure of that self-placement 

to construct new knowledge (Grauer, 1995; Powell & Lajevic, 2011; Smith-Shank, 1995). Those 

who fashion curriculum could consider where the curriculum is going to be used by reflecting on 

what the curriculum embodies, its socio-historical implications, who or what the body 
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acknowledges, and whether it fits into the community landscape (Chalmers, 1984). As a method 

to challenge hegemonic practices to counter preconceived notions and facilitate inquiry into 

transformation of the status quo, some ATEs suggest PSATs use storytelling about their 

experiences (Coutler et al., 2007). Real-world learning is a way to examine normalized practices 

and what has the potential to happen in the classroom: “These experiences help teachers 

understand that their work is not merely functionary, but is central to the future role of schooling 

for social responsibility, democracy and social justice” (Ryan, Carrington, Selva, & Healy, 2009, 

p. 156). Teachers’ roles then extend beyond lesson delivery into examination of how lessons 

might become transformational for their students. 

Several authors discussed the use of self-inquiry, such as experiential storytelling, as a 

way for PSATs to reflect on their prior understandings and learnings. Coulter, Michael, and 

Poyner (2007) presented the use of storytelling as a pedagogical strategy in PSATeducation, and 

cited Carter and Doyle’s (1996) five frameworks to ground their approach: a) currere4, b) 

narrative inquiry of personal practical knowledge, c) collaborative autobiography, d) personal 

histories, and e) critical perspectives on life stories. “When pre-service/novice teacher have 

shared their stories with a critical instructor or research, they have the potential to understand the 

traditional systems of power that dominate teaching and schooling” (Coulter et al., 2007, p. 120). 

During her doctoral research project, Kit Grauer (1995) found her PSAT participants’ reflective 

self-inquiry about their own learning revealed new or changed understandings about their 

students’ art making processes, as well as about conducting student-relevant lessons after 

methods and practicum courses. Likewise, Ryan et al. (2009) told of their PSAT participants’ use 

of an online Service Learning Reflection Log: “The Log required students to extend their 

                                                
4 Currere is “an autobiographical method of generating and reading autobiographical texts in order to get at pre-
service teachers’ understandings and meanings” (Coulter et al., 2007) 
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thinking by asking them to consider how the service experience broadened their application of an 

inclusive society and their future work as a teacher in schools. The online nature of this log 

allowed students to share their experiences with other students and their tutors in the service-

learning pathway” (p. 159). Debrah Sickler-Voit (2007) wrote of a study she conducted on 

PSATs and their researcher journals through an introductory art education course she taught 

where she found that through self-reflection, “teachers can effectively project the passions that drive 

them and use these passions to spark student interest” (p. 35). Other ATEs, such as Deborah Smith-

Shank (1995) and Justin Sutters (2012), also employ visual, textural, or combined journal work 

as components of their courses to assist their students in making meaning of their practicum 

exercises. 

PSATs can also examine the beliefs and assumptions of others about art and visual 

culture, learners, and a variety of pedagogical methods because “becoming a teacher is a process 

situated in a multitude of social, cultural, political, and historical contexts” (Coulter et al., 2007, 

p. 119). McLaren and Giroux (1995), among others noted later in this chapter, suggested 

utilizing a critical pedagogical approach for classroom teachers building experiences that 

“resonate with their students’ experiences without romanticizing them” (p. 49). Such a method of 

learning to teach would allow PSATs to become more familiar with multicultural learning. 

“Critical engagement with people and issues in different contexts can provoke deep reflection 

about taken-for-granted assumptions about particular groups; for example, of pupils or parents” 

(Ryan et al., 2009, p. 168). 

Another method to encourage PSATs to question and self-reflect is through intentional 

observation, inquiry, and constructivist practices of the ATE. When PSATs attend courses, it is 

important that they understand the intentions of the ATE. One of those intents should be to 
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model pedagogy for the PSATs, as well as to offer pre-planning instruction and even research 

suggestions (Grauer, 1995). PSATs will also find value in ATEs challenging PSAT responses; 

for example, questioning the rationale of assigning gender to specific works of art (Keifer-Boyd, 

2003). There should exist a constant PSAT/ATE discourse that results in knowledge that 

resonates with the learner (McLaren & Giroux, 1995). Through these actions, that constitute an 

ongoing constructivist approach to teaching through collaborative experiences, student teachers 

learn to build new knowledge that follows them into their own classrooms.  

Paradigms of Place 

Place carries weight in learning that is often excluded in curriculum studies. Each societal 

issue attached to place needs to be addressed within the environment of marginalized 

contextualization, and should be reinserted as exploration of the political and phenomenological, 

and as a beginning point to repair historical atrocities (Pinar, 1991). To that end, arts play a role 

in the new curriculum, which might effectively explore the paradigm of place. In the art teacher 

preparation structure, teaching place and identity hold a direct relationship. Of a place-based 

curriculum, Pinar (1991) wrote, “a place of origin as well as destination, [is] a ground from 

which intelligence can develop, and a figure for presenting new perceptions and reviewing old 

ones” (p.186). Occurrences of the past will always be a subliminal factor in the reach for socially 

just education. Exploring that paradigm in the PSAT classroom could challenge colonizing 

practices with which student teachers often emerge from their programs (Phelan, 2001). 

The intersection between geographic positionality, curriculum planning, and the 

educational institution should be taken into account. Issues do arise, however, based on current 

federal and state standardized objectives, and potential malleability of the content in those 

documents. However, educational standardization that included a place-based parameter would 
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likely nullify success of the curriculum because, while places may have similarities, there are no 

two alike where objectives could be identical (Gruenewald, 2006). Likewise, the assessment of 

learning and teaching outcomes would also surface as accountability challenges. 

The places where people learn contribute to the how and what that is learned. Some 

scholars and specialists have failed to comprehend this importance of place to people (Basso, 

1996). Those who pay attention to such places can gain wisdom from the human resources in and 

about those places. For example, stories told in particular places about those particular places 

may contribute to knowledge acquisition for students and teachers: “Dwelling is said to consist 

in the multiple ‘lived relationships’ that people maintain with places for it is solely by virtue of 

these relationships that space acquires meaning” (p.54). 

Some scholars have argued that contextualizing content through place in art education is 

a valuable way to teach (Blandy, 2008; Bolin, 2000; Shamah & MacTavish, 2009). 

Historiography and local knowledge may serve as bases for engaging local sites as large parts of 

the community, and as cultural inquiry. Valuable life lessons may also be learned in local places 

outside of school that may be brought into the classroom and examined critically. Art educators 

could be more cognizant of their responsibility to help students develop their awareness of place 

and identity with that place. Youth who work directly with community elders learn from them 

and evolve into assets to the community after graduation. Through place contextualization, this is 

possible. “Experiencing cultural weathering allows people to witness the distinctions between 

communities and provide communities with a character and sense of place” (Blandy, 2008, 

p.84). 

A place-based curriculum may work as an embodiment of social justice concepts, 

ecological education, and bioregional education. Callejo Perez (2010) wrote, “The current notion 
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is based on the concept that people should know and understand the historical, sociological, 

ecological, and political traditions of the places they inhabit” (p. 655). While this model sheds 

light on local place, it is a fundamental part of a global perspective leading to more informed 

curricular conceptualizations. Basing an art curriculum in the paradigm of place adds to students’ 

awareness of relationships between themselves and others locally and globally. To approach 

place-based curriculum from a critical pedagogy point-of-view allows students to step outside 

limiting perceptions “to examine cultural constructions about place, nature, and wilderness” 

(Graham, 2007, p.378). 

Rationality in the contemporary sense, and as applied to the understanding of Indigenous 

reflection on place, is based on three actions: removal of the “spiritual” from nature and 

understanding, placement of values in the mind as opposed to the environment and relationship 

with the environment, and separation of humans from nature (Herman, 2008). Because 

experience occurs in places, landscapes, stories, and place names, for example, can come to 

encode social and cultural knowledge. Observing place provides association to hermeneutic 

opportunities where students and teachers “can actually see or visit the place in question and be 

reminded of the story and its relevance” (p. 84). 

Art education teachers can be contextually trained in such places that may serve as 

potential sites for multicultural curricular examination. Environmental conditions such as inner-

city, suburban, and rural community learning contexts, familial art practice, and marginalized 

settings should be recognized as points of potential ideological deconstruction. Irwin, Rogers, 

and Farrell (1999) note that such ideas should be seen as being in conflict with “western art 

education teaching strategies and curriculum content (as cited in Stokrocki, 2004, p. 455). 
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Finally, engaging a place-based curriculum could lead to a decrease in stereotyping 

practices. One place-based educational study evidenced improvement of students’ attitudes 

toward Salish and Pend d’Oreille teaching partners (knowledgeable tribal members and 

respected elders) who participated in the classrooms. Such community presence in the 

classrooms advanced a deeper understanding of the Native American people in their local place 

(Ngai & Koehn, 2010). 

This section provided an important foundation for the study by presenting a brief 

definition of “place-based curriculum” and showing connections between place and knowing 

which are missing from contemporary curriculum. This part of the review also identifies 

potential reasons why some educators may be reluctant to implement a place-based curriculum. 

Further, I shared research studies that elucidate evidence for recognizing and valuing place in the 

art curriculum as motivation for both student and teacher success. 

Cultural Considerations in Curriculum Construction 

Identity 

Identity has been an enduring topic for classroom curriculum inclusion for some time 

now. Students have countless opportunities in the art classroom to visually examine self within 

various dynamics that include, but are not limited to, culture, community, family, region, and 

globe (Stewart & Walker, 2005). Because of the numerous ways to investigate identity through 

art education, there are also chances for flux, thereby opening space for transformation and 

understanding. Newfound voice in many areas including culture, for example, may also be a 

result of such production (Anderson, Hoeberigs, & Thwaites, 2000). 

Every situation involves identity construction and exchange. Even through interviews, 

identities are negotiated. Cultural worlds that result from social interactions may be constructed 
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and illustrated through the arts as they are experienced in everyday exchanges. Visual expression 

is an exploitation of the language constructed via exploration of the “I” as it relates to the people 

and places with whom or which we interact (Gee, 2009). 

Ways to artistically contemplate place in the art classroom – within art or visual culture – 

is through student recognition of cultural production as well as the linking of that culture to 

personal identity (Smith-Shank & Soganci, 2011). To facilitate this idea, the art teacher could 

begin by asking how cultural making is connected to place or territory. Through understanding 

of what culture is, how it is produced, by whom it is produced, and how cultures change over 

time, students can learn to decide for themselves how they might like to sustain any number of 

traditions moving forward or abandon what is often perceived as “the old way.” Boyd and 

Norman (2013) pointed out that “Cultural production has the power to reflect, describe, and 

importantly, shape place, and reflect itself in the landscape and transform landscapes over time” 

(p. 2). 

Cultural Capital and Relevance 

Local artists who are included in art program activities motivate students to become more 

aware of the places in which their school is situated. Activities conducted during art facilitation 

programs, such as the one James Bequette oversaw that implemented cultural capital into art 

classrooms in one local California community through means of local artist inclusion, provide 

students with opportunities to structure and engage their own inquiry with people who are 

familiar with the local histories and cultures. He wrote that “encouraging art teachers to develop 

classroom scenarios in which students learn how to access the traditional cultural knowledge of 

those who live in their community, state, and/or region” (Bequette, 2007, p. 361) supports them 
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in their hunt to construct their own understandings, such as about colonization and its realistic 

effects in Native populations. 

In later work, Bequette (2009) argued that humans and environments are connected and 

that Native knowledge and identities are based on such knowledge. Ways of creating artworks 

are based on specificity of place. Local cultural capital has value in the arts classroom in places 

where Native American presence is apparent. Because of the perceived power position that 

teachers hold in the classroom, Bequette also challenged non-Native art educators’ teaching 

knowledge (e.g art projects) traditionally reserved for Native artists. 

A study conducted with the Stle7esht peoples recognized the significance of cultural 

capital in tribal artwork, as well as that of outsider influence (Kirkpatrick, 2000). Upon 

assimilation, “the basic cultural link between traditional and future generations, the children, is 

inevitably shattered…[cultural practices] normally handed down from one generation to the next 

would then be destroyed, and assimilation would have been successful” (p. 53). Bringing local 

art practices, as well as local language and worldviews, into the modern reservation-serving 

schoolroom suggests potential for a Native American community’s cultural revitalization and 

agency.  

Also with reference to regaining agency, it should be noted that assimilationist practices 

still exist in teacher training as necessary points of needed reform. Imperative aspects of change 

should include student participation in curriculum building, community relationship and 

partnership building, and the teacher successfully documenting outcomes of students in 

culturally responsive pedagogy programs (Aguilera, Lipka, Demmert, & Tippeconnic, 2007). 

Bringing community members, such as local tribal elders, into the higher education teacher 
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training programs could also be a counter measure to assimilationist practices, as well as serve as 

a system for accountability to underserved populations. 

Education at the pre-service teacher training level needs to include a focus on the 

significance of local community capital. A program facilitated by Lenksi, Crumpler, Stallworth, 

and Crawford (2005), the Beyond Awareness Project, was designed to assist new, pre-service, 

and current higher education faculty to become more prepared to serve in high-need schools5 by 

emphasizing the importance of the local. Four ways to integrate cultural awareness are “learn to 

be responsible,” “learn how to analyze institutional inequality,” “learn to use social action 

practices,” and “attempt to build bridges” (p. 86). An integration of the local prioritizes the 

significance of seeing multiple cultures as equal contributors and as a part of a complete 

educative process. 

Culture can be utilitarian for a student’s or a people’s development. Cultural competency, 

cultural knowledge, and multiculturalism in the classroom are integral points that lead to support 

of that development (Andrus, 2001). The culturally competent teacher includes five 

characteristics: a) s/he reflects on her own biases; b) she considers anthropology as a resource; c) 

she tailors her teaching to her students’ needs; d) she understands the world’s diverse issues; and 

e) she continues with her own education in pursuit of multicultural diversity. These qualities may 

be achieved through exploration of “literature,” “films and videos,” “museums and galleries,” 

and by “consult[ing] with people and visit[ing] their cultures” (p. 17). 

Power Dynamics and Hierarchies 

In light of the hierarchy that exists in many contemporary classrooms, some critical 

pedagogists advocate that teachers and learners question their place in reference to power and 

                                                
5 A high-need school is characterized by a large number of enrolled students from families below the poverty level, 
as well as one that exhibits the increased need to hire qualified teachers to teach in their field (USC Rossier Online, 
n.d.). 
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inequity. Addressing classroom power dynamics challenges student and teacher to develop the 

critical self-awareness that each is the sole knowledgeable one. In an interview with Malott 

(2008), Social Studies critical scholar Marc Pruyn suggested using a Freirean approach to the 

Indigenous condition through taking lessons from local Indigenous education. Inclusion of 

counter-hegemonic topics and key writings in the teacher education classroom for discussion 

serves as an anti-oppression tool with bearing for pre-service teachers. 

Aesthetic perspectives and educational philosophies from different groups of people are 

examples of what art teacher educators are recognizing in poststructural art and visual culture 

education (AVCE). Art is no longer about “pretty,” but about making meaning out of the world 

(Strickland, 2007). Although in the past, aesthetic education was focused on the principles of art 

and beauty, it is now focused on considerations that involve such meaning-making (Irwin & 

Chalmers, 2007). Edmund Feldman, a practitioner of subject-oriented curriculum, furthered 

aesthetic education as a discipline by defining theories and drawing practical implications in his 

1970 publications as the field saw the birth of Central Midwestern Regional Educational 

Laboratory (CEMREL) in 1977, producers of pre-packaged art curricula. Much important work, 

such as that of the scholars in this literature review, has been completed in subsequent years that 

suggests perspectives from multiple peoples provide deeper meaning making opportunities.  

Through a project Dion (2008) conducted with non-Aboriginal teachers, she elicited from 

them some of the positionality aspects, which they were unaware of, in relationship with 

Aboriginal people. In the course of these new understandings, the teachers became familiar with 

their own misperceptions and dehumanizing actions toward Indigenous students and their 

families. Each participant offered an alternative perspective from which the reader might gain 

insight as to how teachers potentially come to understand the cultures of others, their own 
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cultures, and comparisons or parallels between each in an effort to show unfamiliar teachers 

ways to critically examine the ways they might practice power over their Aboriginal students and 

communities. Some of those ways include recognizing various methods of colonization in the 

past and contemporarily, cultural erasure, and questioning privilege. 

Critical pedagogy and theory have a hierarchical relationship in contemporary education 

where theory has, historically, been prioritized. This power struggle strongly impacts Native 

American Education when taking cultural relevance into consideration, as suggested through an 

interview with Joe Kincheloe (Malott, 2008). Indigenous knowledge, as a part of being culturally 

responsive, originates with sensitivity to and understanding of Indigenous concerns. “Every 

single school should have a tremendously powerful part of their curriculum explaining the 

indigenous lands and people who occupied the land that the school is on and serves, and then 

how that land was stolen from those original occupiers” (p. 154). Incoming teachers could be 

more thoroughly informed about Native American historical and contemporary experiences to 

help transform the face of education theory. Indigenous epistemology and ontology, 

consideration of the mind/body relationship, and implementation of critical pedagogy would be 

key allies to Indigenous effort. 

Power struggle also includes the origin of knowledge creation. Tribal socio-cultural 

learning stems from all scopes of life (i.e., knowledge acquisition through Nature and the whole 

of the environment) that translates into an educational holism and research that reflects such 

meaning and thought (Cajete, 2008). Tewa professor Gregory Cajete described the 

characteristics of obtaining educational data specifically focused on Indigenous needs, which he 

called “sites”: a) Indigenous researchers facilitating research; b) Indigenous communities 

framing such research; c) control of local schools by Indigenous community stakeholders; d) 



 

 

 

57 

critical examinations of school powers and dynamics that affect student achievement; and e) 

educational change through communal and political focus. A confluence of the most up-to-date 

research methods and Indigenous research methodologies would be ideal in learning effective 

teaching paths at and from these sites. 

Indigenous Knowledge (IK) is a valid and resurging form of education that should be 

examined as potentially valuable alongside hegemonic education. The current educational 

system in which Native American students participate is seriously failing them, leaving poor 

achievement numbers, subversive curricula and hidden assimilationist concepts in its wake 

(Battiste, 2008; Huffman, 2001). After briefly examining the UN Declaration of the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, Marie Battiste pinpointed one of the most complicated issues at hand: the 

dichotomous existence of the crossroads where Eurocentric Knowledge and Indigenous 

Knowledge meet. Although IK has not been considered a separate but strong way of learning in 

teacher-training programs beyond the idea of an unknowable cultural practice of an “other” in 

the past, IK should be further re-examined as a component to educational systems’ long-standing 

disappointments when it comes to teaching Native student groups. 

The culture of the “other,” in reference to more relevant art teaching, is a topic that 

encompasses a multitude of backgrounds, however. Garber (1995) stressed that often teachers 

tend to group peoples by historically perceived commonalities. Instead, it is crucial to consider 

histories, contexts, everyday practices, and beliefs among other characteristics when sharing 

cultural information with students, or writing culturally inclusive curriculum. She expressed the 

importance of the teacher delving into the culture of the “other” in order to construct deeper 

meaning for her/his students as opposed to stereotypical dominant-culture associations, which 

have been common classroom practices in the past. One method shared that supports this current 
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study is becoming more knowledgeable about unfamiliar cultures, including self-immersion into 

the culture of an “other.” In order to become more knowledgeable about unfamiliar cultures, one 

method shared that supports this current study is self-immersion into the culture of an “other.” 

Networking with those who practice previously unconsidered interpretations is a 

necessity in contemporary art teacher education. AVCE researchers and practitioners need to 

“give form to overlooked knowledge and unseen meaning; to inform the expression of new 

meaning-making and innovation; and/or to transform the many gaps in our comprehension of the 

rich human experience toward new inquiry and engaged possibilities” (Rolling, 2011a, p. 10). 

Lack of opportunities for critical inquiry about multicultural perspectives leads to a deficit in 

PSAT potential for effective service. “If we understand curriculum in this more comprehensive 

way, it is clear that although the problem of theory or practice divide is apparent in all kinds of 

curriculum, it is particularly relevant when concerns of identity, diversity, and community are 

broached” (Nieto, Bode, King, & Raible, 2008, p. 1). Consideration of cultural practice at the 

point of preparation may allow for critical examination of multiple perspectives. 

Self-evaluation while immersed in an unfamiliar culture is crucial. Such work in-situ 

evolves into research as an outsider and insider. The outlooks one engages during this time may 

stem from layers of perspective that involve self-assessment, place-based situatedness as it is 

relevant for arts-based, pedagogically anti-oppressive or indigenous researchers, and present 

research as a way to “un-name” instead of name (Rolling, 2011b). “An ex-centric approach to 

research allows for the displacement of privileging ontological and epistemological assumptions 

about the origin of new knowledge, moving the origins of new knowledge away from a central 

locus of validity and toward the margins” (p. 100). By shifting student teacher priorities from 

examination of practices learned in teacher preparation programs to examination of new 
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knowledge acquired on the job, breakthroughs may be made that implode stubborn stereotypes of 

power and culture in the art classroom.  

Engaging cultural relevance may begin at a place where power struggle and hierarchy are 

invisible, i. e., in the teacher education classroom. Teachers should consciously be aware of 

constrictions within the content that result from the power dynamic such as “languages of 

domination, entitlement, and power” (Greene, 1995, p. 47). “Other” culture students consistently 

participating in the parameters that encourage the “dominant culture” power structure (i.e., our 

own modern world that dictates the languages and practices people come to know and focus on) 

are often silenced. PSATs who engage critical pedagogy learning can be educated to grow 

awarenesses that would provide culturally supportive lessons and assist students in their 

academic and personal development. As such, teacher candidates must be up for the challenge 

and should, therefore, be chosen wisely (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Many other educators have also 

embraced critical pedagogy and cultural contextualizations, or what Eisner (2003) termed 

“critical mindedness” (p. 8) as a more informed way of teaching toward a more cognizant student 

(Brown-Jeffey & Cooper, 2011; Chalmers, 1996; Freedman, 2003; Freire, 1993; Gay, 2010; 

Hanley & Noblit, 2009; Kincheloe, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1995; McLaren & Giroux, 1995). 

Native American Sociocultural/Sociopolitical Background  

Identity is the result of power, stereotyping, and construction of others through 

hegemonic discourse (Hall, 1997). Grasping political, societal, economic, historical, educational, 

and philosophical meanings that underpin Native American tribal and cultural identity bears this 

weight, as well as the weight imposed upon it by others, thereby creating a domino effect within 

such communities that threatens the very definition of “Native American.” Also, as tribes 

increase in diversification, worldviews become compromised which also compromise the future 
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of defining a tribe’s sovereignty and self-determination due to an onslaught of more constrictive 

membership stipulations. 

Many Native American groups today have documents that state how a person may 

officially identify as a member of that group. The Navajo Nation considers traditional and 

contemporary identifiers to make that determination. Some final decisions still rest on qualifiers 

that have been held for hundreds of years and which include lineage and blood quantum. Diné 

scholar and professor Lloyd Lee (2007) wrote that the Din4 people “should be allowed to set the 

priorities of the Navajo Nation” (p. 54). To lead the future of a nation positioned such as the 

Navajo Nation is a tenuous place of constant performances of survivance6. 

Attempts to practice self-determination, and concurrent lack thereof, influence how next 

generations approach their nation’s communities, traditions, and cultures. Identity, again, 

becomes a confusing issue, and the issue infiltrates public schools that serve the Navajo Nation, 

including art classrooms. Political, racial, economic, familial, and hegemonic concerns 

circumnavigate into student work and, by necessary extension, into the lives of their art teachers. 

Because of these complexities art educators need to be cognizant of their own and their students’ 

positions within these involved paradigms, and be aware of student-centered and culturally 

responsive pedagogies with which to respond and guide.  

Native American Identity as Critical to Tribal Nations, Their Citizens, and Tribal 

Sovereignty 

Native American “identity” is a perpetually complex issue to address with each growing 

year. The issue is one defined by society’s race label, by the federal government’s political label, 

and by tribal and cultural labels (Russell, 2005). Writers Deloria and Wilkins (1999a) once stated 

                                                
6 Survivance is a term most recently used by Anishinaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor. It refers to the active continuance 
of Native American stories and presences, as well as agency reclamation instead of disappearance (personal 
communication, 2009). 
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that, to this end, “racial and ethnic studies should become…a subfield of political science” (p. 

74). Use of such labels permeates every facet of our society. In 2009, more than half of every 

1000 Native American marriages were to someone outside Native American demographics 

(Beveridge, 2011). Bearing this in mind, as tribes grow larger, they are faced with questions of 

further defining what makes a person “Native American” and how those definers will impact 

their existing nation and its citizens, as well as the future of sovereignty for each respective 

nation and those generations yet to come (Wilkins & Stark, 2011). 

While I do not support the act of labeling peoples, this conversation is truly about the 

critical issue of what qualities lend themselves to the Native American identifier, and who 

defines those qualities. The first of these answers rests in a racial or political context. I write “or” 

because the term “American Indian” is still referential to the social construct of demographic, or 

racial, association, but is concurrently political  (Duthu, 2008; Garroutte, 2003; Padilla, 2007). In 

the early 1800s, federal agents refused to take the word of the tribes as to who was a tribal 

member. Instead, allotment agencies took names and blood quantum declaration or declarations 

of degree of Indian ancestry (Harmon, 2001). In 1934, the federal government passed the Indian 

Reorganization Act (IRA), which allowed tribes to not only create their own governments 

(ideally, in the view of the creators of the act, in the image of the United States government), but 

also allowed them to self-determine who could be enrolled – either through citizenship or 

adoption – into their respective groups. According to the United States Department of Justice 

website (n.d.) there exists a defined separation of the ethnological term “Indian” from the 

political/legal term (United States Department of Justice, n.d., p. 1). Nonetheless, the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA), currently housed in the United States Department of the Interior, still 

strongly encourages the use of blood quantum because “blood quantum requirements ensure the 
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political cohesion of a tribal nation” (Spruhan, 2012, p. 91). There are a handful of private 

companies who have come forward to offer expensive genetic testing that the BIA feels is 

scientifically sufficient to identify someone as Native American (Tallbear, 2007). The 

shortcoming to this perspective:  

is that such statements are authoritative claims to power – the power to 

define and represent American Indian peoples, to determine according to 

particular biological and anthropological criteria (not American Indian 

criteria) which aspects of our bodies, histories, and kinship relations count 

as true and real in understanding American Indian identity. (Tallbear, 

2007, p. 8) 

From a tribal perspective, a person’s identity as a Native American could be 

contextualized by several aspects of that person such as cultural knowledge, tribal loyalty or 

service, ancestral language abilities, blood quantum, lineal descent, or residence on tribal land 

(Bardill, n.d.; Battiste, 2008; Begay, 1997; Bequette, 2007; Bequette, 2009; Braithwaite, 2009; 

Brayboy, 2007; Brown, Gibbons & Smirles, 2007; Cajete, 1994 & 2008; Deloria, 2008; 

Garouette, 2003; Hanley & Noblit, 2009; Harmon, 2001; Herman, 2008; Holm, Pearson & 

Chavis, 2003; Lee, 2006; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Ngai & Koehn, 2010; Reese, 1998; 

Reikmann, Wadsworth & Deyhle, 2004; Russell, 2005; Spruhan, 2007; Tallbear, 2001 & 2007). 

Deloria (1988) suggested that the primary purpose of the tribal unit is for protection and security 

of those it enfolds. “Traditionally, tribal membership was determined through systems of 

kinship, class, and even adoption. The members of the communities understood those who 

belonged to their tribe through language, behavior, and cultural expressions” (Bardill, n.d., p. 1). 
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A number of various processes defined as per tribal protocol first determine tribal citizenship 

today (Bardill, n.d.; Clifford, 1988; Harmon, 2001).  

In contrast, from a cultural perspective, the question of Native American identity focuses 

more on cultural knowledge gained or owned by the applicant. At first glimpse, determination of 

the applicant to be a citizen based on this stipulation could imply that anyone who has such 

knowledge could become a tribal citizen. In the early case of citizenship determination for the 

council of the Colville Reservation, for example, there were some applicant cases where the 

degree of culture was the deciding factor for the purposes of allotment, and as was the case, they 

were granted on the premise of social hospitality (Harmon, 2001). But, then, what does this mean 

for the longevity of the political label “Native American,” and what of those nations does 

identify as Native American? Looking forward, with the current rates of intermarriage, this could 

mean the end of the political demographic designation of American Indian. 

Native American nations hold one specific attribute that sets them apart: “tribes are the 

only political entities or groups, besides the federal government and the states, to be formally 

recognized as possessing some degree of inherent sovereignty within the United States” 

(Skibine, 2008, p. 1020). Wilkins and Stark (2011) described Native American nations as 

“separate peoples inhabiting specific territories that they wield some governmental control or 

jurisdiction over” (p. 33). Citizens of those Native nations hold three citizenships: that of the 

United States, that of the state in which the reservation/pueblo/village is located, and that of the 

nation to which they belong (e.g., Navajo Nation). Sovereignty allows tribal nations to make 

decisions for themselves about their governance, such as the education of their children and 

adults, who may or may not be an enrolled member of the tribal group, or research initiatives. 

Tribal identity and cultural identity, though markedly different, also have common implications 
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to the sovereignty of a tribal nation and its citizens. Consequences to sovereign nations without 

tribal identity and cultural identity would include erosion of peoplehood qualities, which include 

shared place, language, religion, and culture (Holm, Pearson, & Chavis, 2003; Wildcat, 2009). 

These qualities evolve and exist at the discrepancy of the sovereign tribal nation. Loss of control 

over any of the peoplehood qualities weakens not only the ancestral glue that holds a people 

together, but also the federal definer of what recognizes that tribe as a tribe (e.g., territory as a 

qualifier of tribal demarkation). Native peoples “seek to protect their tribal autonomy and Indian 

heritage by skillful use of Anglo-American forms and agencies, while at the same time they 

promote the revival of tribal sovereignty” (Prucha, 1985, p. 81). Such controversy is already 

beginning to play itself out in United States Supreme Court case judgments, as a result of 

congressional plenary power, where tribal sovereignty is being reconstructed by federal justices 

identifying place as being of lesser consequence than initially put forth by congressionally 

defined terms (Deloria & Wilkins, 1999b; Duthu, 2008; Prucha, 1985; Skibine, 2008; Wilkins & 

Stark, 2011).  

If a sovereign nation’s membership is controlled by an outside officer, perhaps one who 

has no intimate stake in the outcome of the peoples of the nation, priorities held by the nation 

could become extinguished over time. Priorities that include self-determination, cultural 

survivance, ancestral language acquisition by next generations, land preservation, clanship, 

infrastructure, the arts, or legal jurisdictions become endangered. “Ultimately, Indigenous 

peoples will have to decide for themselves what the development goal and strategies will be, how 

they will govern, and what roles their cultures will play in the process of rebuilding their 

nations” (Begay, Cornell, Jorgensen, & Kalt, 2007, p. 52). In a study conducted by Brown et al. 

(2007), the researchers found a positive correlation between cultural activities and tribal identity 
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with students in a northeastern tribal group. In a testimony to Congress, Lt. Governor Carlos 

Hisa of the Ysleta Del Sur Pueblo in Texas remarked that when the U.S. Senate recognized the 

Tigua as a tribe in 1981, they also increased the necessary blood quantum level requirement for 

membership. This excluded many of the current members who were active participants in the 

future of the pueblo. Of the excluded, he said: “They live in our reservation and interact with our 

members who are their mothers, fathers, grandfathers, cousins, uncles, aunts, and neighbors and 

influence the entire community for good and for bad” (as cited in Bardill, n.d., p. 3). Likewise, 

Skibine (2008) wrote that the tribe should determine its own sovereignty, that it represents a 

construct that predates the creation of the United States, and that tribal nations have obligations 

only to themselves. “Native peoples who live in or have ties to their traditional communities see 

themselves as part of long-standing communities or nations with rights to self-government, land, 

and resources that predate the U.S. constitution and are granted by the Creator” (Champagne, 

2005, p. 22).  

Din4 Tribal Identity, Cultural Identity, and Being Culturally Din4 

The Din4 Nation looks to both its political situation and its cultural knowledge to define 

what constitutes a tribal member (a politically identified citizen of the Navajo Nation). However, 

according to Navajo Tribal Code, being culturally Din4 may be different from being, and 

identifying oneself as a tribal citizen – although both criteria are considered upon membership 

application. While a census number will never be issued to certain people, in some unique 

situations, tribal identity (and its jurisdiction) is extended to those without the blood quantum 

qualification based on their tribal loyalties and cultural knowledge. 

Currently, the Navajo Nation has three documents they use to create, execute, and 

enforce laws within territorial boundaries: Diné Bi Beenahaz'áanii – Foundations of Din4 Law – 
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(2002), Navajo Nation Tribal Code (2003), and the Navajo Nation Bill of Rights (2003). It is in 

these documents where one might find the definitions of tribal identity (i.e., tribal citizenship 

requirements) and cultural markers that are woven into that definition. To determine tribal 

membership, the qualifier held by the Din4 tribe as tribal identity, applicants must meet certain 

criteria that have been in place since before the BIA suggested their blood quantum degree. If the 

applicant can show one-quarter blood quantum, she/he is automatically enrolled. If the applicant 

can show lineal descent, the application is checked against the 1940 tribal base roll for 

confirmation, which is held by the BIA. If the person cannot show either, the application is sent 

to a Navajo Nation governmental committee – the Enrollment Screening Committee – where a 

hearing will be held to establish cultural ties. If the applicant is denied enrollment, she/he can 

bring the issue before the Navajo Supreme Court. The Council approved this process in 1953 

(Spruhan, 2007). “The concept of “blood quantum” originated in Anglo-American colonial law 

to define the status of mixed-race people and bar them from 

rights afforded whites. The federal government adopted this 

pre-existing concept to define “Indian” and “tribal member” 

for various purposes long before the Navajo Nation Council 

adopted blood quantum in 1953. Spruhan (2007) wrote that 

“Various ‘non-Navajos’ were absorbed into the Navajo 

people, and clans were created to conform them to the 

existing system of identity” (p. 14). As a contemporary add-

on to tribal identity, the Navajo Nation government has 

recently begun issuing tribal identification cards (see Figure 

Figure 1: Example of a Navajo 
Nation identification card 
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17) (Landry, 2012). Farmington Daily Times journalist Alysa Landry (2012) wrote, “The ID 

cards will replace the Certificate of Indian Blood, green pieces of paper used for identification 

purposes” (n.p.). The purpose of the cards includes simpler tribal identity. Further in the article, 

the Navajo Nation Director of Human Resources stated, “It’s a statement toward sovereignty and 

helps us get over the cases of mistaken identity” (n.p.). 

Kimberly Tallbear (2001), however, contended that holding onto a tribal identity is a 

perpetuation of racializations. She remarked that it “has a detrimental political cost. It 

undermines dynamic political and cultural traditions that signify surviving people and vibrant 

communities. It discourages innovative approaches and radical challenges by activists, artists, 

politicians, citizens, and scholars to imperialistic practices against indigenous peoples” (p. 6). 

She also argued that holding onto tribal identities supports racialized definitions and takes away 

the agency of sovereignty and self-determination. 

Navajo scholar Lloyd Lee (2006) wrote that Navajo peoples also identify themselves 

using cultural markers originating from the creation stories. Those markers are “worldview, land, 

language, and kinship” (p. 90). Concepts vital to the integrity of Navajo cultural identity are 

found throughout the decision-making processes for the Navajo government and individuals, but 

are not strictly synonymous for either. The goal of Navajo cultural identity is to reinforce the 

teaching of Navajo forefathers and foremothers and to “make life unique and beautiful so that 

Navajo individuals may see the corn pollen road of life and walk on the Holy Peoples Path of 

Life” (Aronlith, 1991, p. 20 as cited in Reikmann, Wadsworth, & Deyhle, 2004, p. 366). The 

teachings can be personal and interpreted individually. Of individual interpretation, Lloyd (2006) 

wrote that this “difference does not mean that an individual is not Navajo, but rather that the 

individual is indeed Navajo because he or she molds those beliefs and values into a philosophy 
                                                
7 Retrieved May 23, 2013 from http://www.nativenewsnetwork.com/navajo-nation-id-cards-are-ready.html 
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that benefits the individual’s life” (p. 81). 

Navajo cultural identity may be found in the documents that guide council debates and 

resolutions. For example, some sections of the Diné Bi Beenahaz'áanii are written in Din4 

Bizaad, the Navajo language, followed by an English translation (see Appendix A). One of the 

requirements to serve as Navajo Nation President or Vice President is Navajo language fluency. 

Council members do not have to be fluent in the heritage language, but election supervisors and 

other elected officials do (Navajo Election Administration, n.d.). Instead of three, there are four 

branches of government outlined in the Diné Bi Beenahaz'áanii document: one representing each 

of the four cardinal directions. A second example includes various titles of the Navajo Nation 

Tribal Code, such as Title 9: Domestic Relations. Section Four of this title describes the various 

ways to contract marriage including a traditional Navajo wedding ceremony where “the bride 

and bridegroom must eat cornmeal mush out of a sacred basket” (Navajo Nation Tribal Code, 

2003). Examples such as these mark ancestral cultural guidance of tribal identity through Navajo 

Nation government mechanisms. 

While there exists a fusion of tribal identity and cultural identity on the Navajo Nation, it 

is possible, however, to have the latter without the former. A person can be culturally Din4 

without having a census number or enrollment number. Cultural identity and inclusion as a Din4 

person before the time of being called “tribe” also saw the time before census numbers. The 

United States federal government began taking census of peoples of the Navajo Nation between 

1885 and 1939 (National Archives of the United States, 2008). In 1900, the U.S. Census Bureau 

began enumeration. Today, the process of tribal identity verification, thus, begins with the 

request for a federally issued tribal census number, as described earlier. The action of creating 

and submitting the paperwork or adhering to tribal law enforces a tribal identity but the 
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establishment of a cultural identity may or may not be a product of that process. Living Din4 

culture in the everyday does not require a number. It simply requires the lifeway commitment. 

Din4 Identity, Art Educators, and Teaching Din4 Students 

The issue of tribal and cultural identity affects all persons of the Navajo Nation. School-

age children are also impacted by the tribal and cultural goings-on through their lives at home, in 

their communities, and at school, regardless of the classification of that educational facility 

(private school, BIA school, or public school). There are several factors at work in each of these 

situations – sociological, political, racial, economic, familial, and pedagogical – that impact 

student lives. Many filter into the classroom influencing how and what educators teach, as well 

as how the education is received. Because of these cultural, social, and political considerations 

on small (direct community or familial) and broad (tribal nation or United States) stages, art 

educators who teach Din4 students should be aware of such dynamics as critical keys to student 

cultural responsiveness Nonetheless, as Champagne (2005) found during his time as a student at 

the university level, “In general, Native peoples are relegated to minority, ethnic, or marginalized 

status in sociological thinking, and none of these views were fully satisfactory or helpful for 

understanding or managing issues that confronted Native communities” (p. 25).  

As described above, Navajo cultural identity is a way to understand and negotiate non-

Navajo events that may negatively or positively affect Din4 peoples. Schwartz (2001) published 

a collection of essays that contributed to the knowledge of ways that Din4 people use their 

traditional understandings to handle present-day crises. “Using historical values and beliefs to 

understand current events brings cultural identity to the forefront for the Navajo people and plays 

a role in the everyday living and understanding of life” (Lee, 2006, p. 83). Whether most tribal 

members or residents of the Navajo Nation reservation are aware of it, they either take part in the 
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advancement or the decline of tribal and cultural identities simply by being present and playing 

parts in Navajo life. It would then stand to reason that educators who come from off the 

reservation to teach in a reservation-serving classroom would also be a part of that dynamic and 

all of the representations that are products of those differences and power (Hall, 1997). 

Understanding the complex discourses that surround Din4 students, such as the questions of 

American Indian cultural and tribal identity, sovereignty, and self-determination, would better 

equip teachers, in this case art educators, with the tools they need to support such dialogue in the 

classroom with their students. Brayboy (2007) posits that, as Kailin (1999) argued, pre-service 

and in-service training is necessary to help White teachers see the complexity of institutionalized 

racism in school and in their own classrooms” (p. 173). In this sense, Native American education 

puts places of learning differences at the forefront of educational democracy (Lomawaima & 

McCarty, 2002).  

Art teachers who teach Din4 students need to critically consider what makes the socially 

constructed paradigm of race different from federal and tribal governments’ definitions of tribal 

identity, and what makes both of these ideas different from cultural identity, as well as what their 

roles may be in that play. “As scholars, regardless of our racialized status, we must recognize 

that we are, in fact, part of a system that has racist policies and procedures that we may enact and 

be complicit in carrying out through our presence and participation in that institution” (Brayboy, 

2007, p. 179). Responsive art teaching requires commitment to learning about local identities. 

While he typically has written about ecological and Indigenous knowledge, Wildcat’s (2009) 

perspective, that people need “the ability to figure out what works in a particular place for the 

people of that place” (p. 70), also applies here. 
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Braithwaite (2009) conducted a study at Navajo Community College that focused on 

Navajo educational practices. The purpose of his study was to explicate culturally specific 

communication practices in the classroom. While the participants were post-secondary, his 

findings suggested that facilitation of Navajo cultural inclusion, in this case the Din4 Educational 

Philosophy, into classroom activities enacted Din4 cultural learning, thereby supporting 

community-based learning needs and identity constructions. He observed teachers making use of 

Din4 language, sense of place, duality in life, and other aspects of Din4 cultural identity. His 

reflection on the physicality of the main campus in Tsaile, Arizona, revealed that the 

architectural and landscaping layout is according to placement in the direction of life learning 

where, for example, first-year courses begin in east-side buildings. 

The Braithwaite (2009) study was one example of how some teachers in a reservation-

serving college created student-responsive environments for their Din4 students. Another teacher 

created a Navajo learning environment by introducing and reading a western children’s book and 

then applying Din4 cultural aspects to it in her elementary school classroom (Begay, 1997). For 

Din4 students, identity on the reservation is complex and can be disorienting. Research suggests 

that external factors are so oppressive in the classroom that to work closely with students and 

communities so as not to lose touch with their cultural identity, cultural inclusion in the 

classroom is imperative (Brown et al., 2007; Lomawaima, 2002). The art classroom is an ideal 

place to engage such dialogue with Din4 students because it is the space where students can 

explore, inquire, and resolve questions about the identities that place them in such liminal spaces 

where culture and politics meet, heritage language and poststructural slang diverge, or oral 

stories and visual culture hold discourse. 
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Because sociocultural changes have transformed institutional learning cultures, art 

teachers first teaching Din4 students need to understand the context of the school into which they 

are going (Stokrocki, 2004). It is important to contextualize the teaching and the learning. 

Stokrocki suggested that art education lessons contextualized in the cultural identities of the 

people taught “impart knowledge, develop art skills and build pride in one’s heritage with the use 

of local art resources and volunteers” 

(2004, p. 452). Deloria (1988) also 

advocates for non-Native teachers to 

learn from Indigenous learning 

systems and points to traditional self-

expressions, such as powwows, as 

learning spheres. 

Visual counternarratives, such as those created in Din4-serving art classrooms, enrich the 

strength of survivance and resistance. Madsen’s (2012) discussion with N. Scott Momaday 

revealed that: “resistance itself creates the world it brings into being through counternarratives” 

(p. xiv). Chantelle Yazzie is a young Navajo artist who creates artwork as a counternarrative to 

the diabetes epidemic on the Navajo Nation Reservation. In an interview (Struyk, 2012) for the 

online periodical the rapidian, she described the video of the installation (found at 

http://wellboundstorytellers.com/2012/11/12/sugar-monster/) as a powerful construction through 

which she utilized the Navajo creation stories to visualize earthbound monsters responsible for 

disciplining the Navajo people for misconduct. Her grandmother and aunt passed such stories to 

her that included narratives that “said the Holy People released monsters on the land to make 

sure Navajo people stay in line” (Ulen, 2012, n.p.). The sugar medium represents the monster 

Figure 2: Sugar Monster, 2012, granulated sugar on black paper 
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that, as she implied, is eradicating the People (see Figure 2). She further reminded that the 

People are out of balance without their ancestral language exemplified by the back-to-back 

opposing figures dressed like traditional Din4 elders. Understanding the potential for such 

counternarrative construction in the Din4 art classroom uncovers perspectives unfamiliar art 

teachers could leverage as culturally relevant tools. 

Arts-Based Research and Contextualizations within this Study 

One of the research components of my study is arts-based research. My arts-based 

research (ABR) will be similar to each of the aforementioned artists’ because of the 

underpinnings of working to understand how knowledge and identity (in the specific case of my 

work: the teaching identity of unfamiliar teachers such as I once was) are constructed and 

narrated through this investigative experience of creating artwork at those bordered places. 

“Understanding the complexity of art and its relationship with fragments is a pedagogic process 

that serves to deepen our understanding of how identities are formed, artwork produced, and 

responsibilities engaged so as to enable the possibilities of generativity and transformation” 

(Springgay, 2004, p. 60). One of Springgay’s collections of art pieces focused on segmented 

parts of the body. So, too, shall my pieces focus on parts of Din4tah placescapes that make up the 

body of the art teaching and learning experience for the unfamiliar art teacher. 

While it is not necessary for all to be present in any given project, arts-based educational 

inquiry is characterized by seven features (Barone & Eisner, 1997): a) “The creation of a virtual 

reality” (p. 73); b) “The presence of ambiguity” (p. 74); c) “The use of expressive language” (p. 

75); d) “The use of contextualized or vernacular language” (p. 76); e) “The promotion of 

empathy” (p. 77); f) “Personal signature of researcher/writer” (p. 77); and g) “The presence of 

aesthetic form” (p. 78). Additionally, narrative storytelling, which may be compared to Native 
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American oral stories, may be included as a second arm of arts-based research. An overarching 

definition of ABR is “the presence of certain aesthetic qualities or design elements that infuse the 

inquiry and writing” (p. 73). The main purpose of ABR is to rupture boundaries, tear, collapse, 

explode notions, and leak into one another ideas, concepts, preconceptions, or processes. The 

practice may be seen as a way of backwards thinking. The goal is not to provide concrete data. 

Rather it is to simply offer an alternative perspective, as in the making of artwork where the art is 

meant to simply show a point of view. To create a piece of art with research at its core is to 

create inquiry in the “reader” (Barone & Eisner, 2012). As such, the reason for including the 

ABR component in this study is to further elucidate my own process of learning and researching 

through art making. 

As an example of ABR, Latta (2004) revealed how one teacher used art to communicate 

life lessons as an outgrowth of reading literature. She described an observation she made of a 

teacher named Lorraine who presented characterization as the content topic. She had one student 

(who became the material from which they would work) stand in the middle of the classroom as 

a character from a novel they were reading, and then asked the students to “shape” her as they 

imagined the character from the book might stand. She then asked her students “to translate these 

feelings into a series of gesture drawings that capture[d] their impressions of the [book’s] 

character” (p. 180). The central focus of the exercise was to produce connections that included 

but were not limited to “attentiveness,” “personal involvement,” “felt freedom,” and “projection” 

(p. 181), each of which are important values in life’s negotiations. This instructor’s work is an 

excellent example of ABR because it employed several characteristics of the practice as outlined 

by Barone and Eisner (1997) above, such as “The creation of a virtual reality” (p. 73), “The use 

of contextualized or vernacular language” (p. 76), and “The presence of aesthetic form” (p. 78). 
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Commonly accepted forms of media may be viewed as ABR based on the 

artist/researcher’s use and intent. Mitchell and Allnut (2008) challenged readers to consider 

photo documentary as an avenue of social change through consideration of the elements within 

the images themselves. Many photographers, such as Dorothea Lange, worked to accomplish this 

feat in the past. The connection to this present study lies in the relationships between person and 

place that some artists explore through visual media.  Inquiries may include, for example, what a 

viewer sees in a photograph of an object to which they relate, or in a place or structure that may 

seem foreign. 

There is truly no way to determine the outcome of the work, but there are variables that 

may be inserted based on the initial parameters of the study. In relationship to this present study, 

ABR is “a more focused application of the larger epistemological process of artistic knowing and 

inquiry” (McNiff, 2007, p. 29). There are connections that exist between looking, people, and 

place. Artistic expression produced were the result of inquiry in the place where meaning may be 

found intermediately, while the final learning was formed by each reader/viewer. 

While arts-based research is still in its developmental stage – and probably will continue 

to be due to the nature of the practice, there are many noteworthy studies that have employed this 

method of inquiry and research (Sinner, Leggo, Irwin, Gouzouasis, & Grauer, 2006; Rahn, 2008; 

Saldaña, 2003; Springgay, 2004). Following are three brief examples of arts-based projects that 

are of particular import to my present work specifically because they helped to contextualize the 

artwork within the overall narrative of the project. 

Johnny Saldaña (2003) works at the intersection of ethnography and performance. He 

creates theater art based on the principles of playwriting and cultural conceptualizations. He 

wrote that he “proposes that collaborative ventures between ethnographers and theatre 
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practitioners should be initiated to heighten the artistic quality of ethnotheatrical presentations” 

(p. 218). His approach to qualitative research results in ethnodramas (scripts) where characters in 

the play are based on the scholarship of researchers. He emphasized that the key to finding the 

most effective dissemination tool – such as the theatrical medium – is ascertaining the best voice 

for the participants. The connection between his ABR practice and my study is a corresponding 

relationship between ethnography and the resulting art created for this study as a performance of 

exploring the aspects of the place from which the cultural learning originated. 

Another arts-based practitioner whose work I find compelling and related to my ABR 

work is Janice Rahn (2008). She also considers culture as a main parameter for her video 

medium and participants in her research as the characters. However, the work that she produced, 

which began several years prior with Alaska Native students creating videos based on traditional 

ethnographic oral stories of their villages, also included hip-hop and graffiti elements. Of the 

latter work, she wrote that the hip-hop character is innovative, which can be paralleled with the 

innovation of the video medium. “Video has the capacity to investigate what is surprising and 

unexpected; it heightens awareness of situations and people as unique” (p. 302). The connection 

between her ABR practice and my study is the process of visual storytelling, which I hoped to 

accomplish through the final exhibition of the arts-based component. Additionally, the multiple 

viewpoints that constitute the data collection for this study provide opportunities to investigate a 

multiplicity of media, including the video media, such as Rahn employed. 

A final artist/researcher to consider when exploring my ABR practice was Stephanie 

Springgay. In a 2004 arts-based research project, Springgay considered identity, fragments of 

knowing, and transformation of that identity. Her work also exemplified the act of repetition and 

the discomfort of borders. Within the writing, she explained that the a/r/tographic process is 
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messy and the “subjectivity is difficult when in actuality these multiple identities are fragments, 

leaky, abject, shifting, and unstable” (p.60). The fragmentation of these identities is crucial, 

however, and leads to a place of closer investigation as a product of such uncertainty. The 

connection between her ABR practice and my study is the performance of dissolution of borders 

between the known, and reconstitution of the known as an act of meaning-making. By engaging 

the ABR component of this study, I challenge my own preconceptions about the significance of 

place through questioning content and concepts. 

The arts-based research process is a narrative process that results in artwork (visual 

and/or textual), which facilitates further inquiry, or reflexivity (Cahnmann-Taylor, 2008; Jones, 

2006). It is critical to understand that the arts-based inquiry process is meant to be deep and 

enriching, and infinitely informative, and the commitment to its success in this project parallels 

the commitment required to understand membership in a community as politically, historically, 

and culturally situated as are the Din4 people with whom I relate. Traditional Din4 learning is 

also based on storytelling through words or imagery. These narratives are key methods – via 

community and family members, and Din4 colleagues – by which I came to know about the 

situatings and Din4 community needs when I became an active member on the Navajo Nation 

reservation. “Oral narratives embody the identity of all Indigenous peoples, and the 

documentation of these stories validates the people” (Lee, 2010, p. 42) Likewise, in the Din4 

Philosophy of Education (DPE), reflective inquiry is a large part of the process. DPE is a four-

part process of learning – a) thinking (nits1h1kees), b) planning (nahat’1), c) implementing 

(iin1), and d) reflection (sihasin) – that inundates all of life, including ceremonials, teaching, and 

art, and is characterized by each of the four directions, which, according to tradition, gives Din4 
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people their sense of complete harmony and balance (Cajete, 1994; Rhodes, 1988; Saville-

Troike, 1984; Witherspoon & Peterson, 1995).  

Contemporary ethnographic literature with regard to Din4 lifeway mainly focuses on a 

holistic point of view (Cajete, 1994; LoRe, 1998; Rhodes, 1988; Rhodes, 1990; Ross, 1989; 

Saville-Troike, 1984; Stokrocki, 1992; Witherspoon & Peterson, 1995). Holism, called k’e and 

traditionally central to the family dynamic, is also at the core of place. Among Din4 people, a 

holistic viewpoint much like a lattice is important to become familiar with this philosophy in 

order to experience both the objective and subjective opposites as one. Many Din4 parents, 

grandparents, and guardians still educate children about their connections to the earth and their 

own place through observation and practice. The earth is their mother, keeper, and provider 

(Collier, 1988; Hucko, 1996; LoRe, 1998; Moore, 2003). All people are important to each other 

in this unified relationship with the place (Grigsby, 1977; Witherspoon, 1977). Because of this 

relationship, LoRe (1998) wrote “creative and learning models cannot be separated. They come 

from the same whole and emanate from the same center" (p. 400). 

 Additionally, DPE is a teaching and learning system that lends itself to a complete place-

based lifeway where community members contribute to the education system. Elders are as much 

teachers in all senses of the word as those formally labeled as “teacher” in scholastic settings. 

Cajete (1994) differentiated this view from that of the mainstream Western perspective in writing 

“Traditionally, Indians view life through a different cultural metaphor than main stream 

America" (p.19). The DPE system grows from an epistemology where the educational process is 

allowed to unfold naturally for the young person and her/his Native social group, and 

relationships create themselves based on experience, reciprocation, and cycle (Cajete, 1994; 

Moore, 2003). 
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 Through DPE, symbols and objects become a part of everyday experience, and art 

making an expression of the person or people as a fraction of the whole. The language, for 

example, is built upon observation and interpretation. It is more important to describe the object 

or movement than to tell its name – another denotation of the DPE organism (ODCLC, 2005). 

Through the DPE process, life lessons could be based in metaphor allowing the invisible to 

manifest as physical symbol (Hucko, 1996; Moore, 2003). Animal characters (e.g., coyote, 

turkey, or ant) in stories shared for generations teach children about historical events and 

consequences. Artistic creations are objects of the culture, traditional or hybridized, and 

reciprocally of DPE. “To become a weaver for example, requires a depth of understanding, a 

commitment, and a deep study of culture” (LoRe, 1998, p. 200). For example, while the Din4 

basket is considered by many Din4 to be ceremonial utilitarian, it is a metaphoric navigational 

map through life events representing growth and development by way of its shapes, colors, and 

construction (Tso, 2002). 

 The DPE on some level or another permeates the whole of the Navajo culture, including 

each and every individual who maintains that she/he is Navajo and experiences the Din4 life 

whether s/he is aware of the process. DPE translates into cycle, reciprocation, creativity, and 

image. Understanding DPE as a part of Din4 student responsiveness provides more thorough 

information about place and culture. However, with the exception of those authors cited here, 

there is a gap in the literature with regards to this process.  

The DPE cycle is reflected in the ABR characteristics noted in Barone and Eisner’s 

(1997) writings. Each of the seven features of ABR requires at least one of the four points of the 

DPE cycle. For example, in order for the full narrative to be told, each characteristic of the 

former requires the artist/researcher to be immersed in the topic to begin processing the topic. 
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This action aligns with the “thinking” point in the DPE process. Here, the artist/researcher finds 

connections between interpreting the research and art making. Secondly, characteristics such as 

“The creation of virtual reality” (p. 73) and “The use of contextualized or vernacular language” 

(p. 76) require planning – a second point in the DPE process – to transform the artist/researcher’s 

interpretations. She/he must consider how the artist and viewer could potentially perceive the 

artwork, and plan for questions that could arise from the making and looking. Thirdly, 

characteristics such as “The use of expressive language” (p. 75), “The use of contextualized or 

vernacular language” (p. 76), and “The presence of the aesthetic form” (p. 78) exemplify 

implementing that interpretation so others may engage the artist/researcher’s vision, and 

experience the artwork/research for themselves. “Implementing” is a third location in the DPE 

process. Finally, many of the ABR characteristics employ reflection, which is the fourth part of 

the DPE. Three characteristics, such as the “Personal signature of the researcher/writer” (p. 77), 

and “The promotion of empathy” (p. 77), “The presence of aesthetic form” (p. 78) all require 

reflective actions on the part of the artist and the viewer. 

Summary 

This review of relevant literature covered a broad range of works that served to help lay a 

foundation of what is known about the overarching research question: Considering the weight 

that place plays in Indigenous lifeways, what place-based culturally relevant methods could non-

Native American pre-service art educators learn in such communities – specifically Din4 - to 

teach art and how might they attain that knowledge? The selected articles, chapters, and books 

described here offer a comprehensive look at how the intersections of art teaching, positionality, 

significance of place, Native American social/political/cultural considerations, and arts-based 

research intersect to play their respective roles in this study. While the literature in this chapter is 
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diverse and significant, I perceive there to be missing connections between self-perception, 

PSAT positionality, and pragmatic applicability for unfamiliar art teachers in high-density art 

classrooms. In the next chapter, I discuss the methodologies used to structure the study design 

and analyze the data, and the methods by which the data was acquired. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative methods were used in designing this study. “Qualitative researchers seek the 

perspective provided by the whole picture and assert that values, passion and politics are 

important in this research” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 3). Via a series of interviews with 

three pairs of participants through which I sought perspectives on place, art and teaching in 

schools with Din4 learners and an arts-based exploration of my experiences with Din4 people as 

an outsider/insider member of the Din4 community, I situated the research using a blend of 

methodologies: ethnography – the study of a culture and cultural practices (Glesne, 2010); 

phenomenology – the study of events that occur in our everyday worlds (van Manen, 1984); an 

Indigenous research methodology – adherence to study characteristics that are distinctive to the 

population being referenced (Smith, 2007); and arts-based research – the engagement of images 

to illustrate certain qualities that may be either inside or outside of the phenomenon being 

referenced (Bresler, 2006; Eisner, 2008). 

The reader will find this chapter divided into seven sections. In the first section, I 

revisited the objective of this study. Following, I reported on the research approach and design 

through a description of the participants and important information about places where the study 

occurred. Next, the reader will find a section that covers the methods of data collection. 

Subsequently is an explanation of the procedures, as well as of the data processing and analysis, I 

followed in the execution of this research project. Lastly, I considered the ethical considerations 

and validity of the study 

Study Objective 

The main objective of this study is to understand, from a variety of voices, how place 

interconnects distinct aspects involved in preparing art teachers to teach art in an underserved 
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population school; for example, teachers who serve the Native American students of the Navajo 

Nation. These aspects include the role of place for the Din4 artist participants, for the art teacher 

educator participants, for the art teacher participants, and in my own understanding as a member 

of the Din4 community. The overarching goal is to learn how to teach my future undergraduate 

art education students about the significance of the necessary skills to be more culturally 

responsive in art teaching situations where the teachers face learning challenges of their own 

about new cultural knowledge bases, such as with a Din4 majority student population art 

classroom. Through hearing the multiple voices of those people involved in the art teaching 

process as they relate to place-based (local) culture, identity, and learning, we can understand 

more about underrepresented student populations from a sociocultural perspective. It is crucial to 

have a comprehension of relevant meaning making philosophies and methods prior to engaging 

Native American student bodies. 

These objectives have one commonality: recognizing and honoring the significance of 

place as it applies to one Native American group: Din4. In conducting this study, this idea of 

place-based significance as it applied to Din4 peoples was taken into consideration and built into 

the design, approach, questioning, and reflection as a foundation. 

Research Approach and Design 

This qualitative study took into account six case studies organized into three pairs of 

similar voices, and one autoethnographic exploration. As such, I employed mixed methods 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) – interviews and autoethnographic art-making – to gain a deeper, 

well-rounded viewpoint that could further inform teachers and researchers of art about the 

significance of place to Din4 artists, reservation serving art teachers and educators who instruct 

such teachers, and this researcher. I then attempted to find correlational themes within each pair, 
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then amongst the three duos. Autoethnographic artwork and analysis, as part of arts-based 

research, contributed to reconsidering the artworks I previously constructed based on my earlier 

(pre-graduate school) conceptions and experiences with the Din4 people on the Navajo Nation 

Indian Reservation and traditional meaning making philosophies originating in Din4tah, or the 

Din4 homeland. Then, I created additional new art pieces in connection to my own newfound 

place-based recognitions and further inquiry. This co-constructed body of work was placed on 

temporary exhibition to promote further self-inquiry about place-based learning and teaching, 

and application of that new awareness to more effectively teach art students through relevant 

means.    

The methodologies that influence this study are ethnographic, phenomenological, and 

indigenous research methodologies. The ethnographic perspective of this study is the 

consideration of the Din4 worldview in art making. The phenomenological aspect of this 

research stems from the variances between cultural, social, and political outlooks that drive 

mainstream and tribal education systems, and enter into the art classroom as influential on the art 

making and identity construction of Din4 students. The Indigenous research methodologies 

applied to this study are a necessary portion of any research that involves Native American 

participants, and serves to work toward decolonization of study practices (Louis, 2007; Smith, 

2007). 

Participants 

Din4 artists. 

Selection criteria and categorization of those Din4 artists to be recruited were based on 

three different variables: place of residency, gender, and art style categorized as either traditional 

or contemporary (Stewart, 1997; Stuhr, 1986). I attended a number of art exhibitions and 
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collected business cards noting styles on each card. I began with a list of eight Din4 artists with 

whom I hoped to work based on elements in their artwork such as icons I recognized from my 

experiences on the Din4 reservation (e.g., a howling coyote or Kokopelli, which may be 

considered commercialized). Four of them lived on the Navajo Nation reservation, and the other 

four lived off the reservation. In each of these groups of four, two were men and two were 

women. Further, two men and two women in each group practiced traditional art making, such as 

rug weaving or silversmithing, while the other two men and two women in each group created 

contemporary works using media such as acrylic painting or celluloid film. The method for 

recruitment is discussed later in this chapter. Potential participants were excluded if they did not 

meet these criteria or another artist already filled the position. 

Once the artists were arranged based on the aforementioned determinants, I began 

recruitment, setting six weeks as the end point for recruitment of this group (see Appendix B). 

Once that time came, I moved forward with the two artists who agreed to interviews. One was 

male and the other female. She currently works with quilting, taught through heritage methods 

and he paints mostly in acrylic and was taught art through mainstream K-12 and higher 

education formalized art study. One chose to have her interview off reservation during a business 

trip to Phoenix, Arizona, while the other chose to converse in his gallery in the large reservation 

town of Farmington, New Mexico. For the purpose of confidentiality, the first artist shall be 

herein identified as “Lucy” and the second artist shall be identified as “Joe.” 

Art teacher educators.  

Art teacher educators were selected for recruitment based on their professional 

contributions to the art and visual culture education field on topics directly related to Native 

American knowledge in the art classroom; for example, pre-service art teacher preparation 
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activities that include analyses of contemporary Native American artists’ work in comparison to 

non-Native examples. Additionally, through inquiry of other long time NAEA members, various 

names repeated themselves. Consideration was not given to the tribal status of those in this 

group. The initial recruitment number began at six. No exclusionary criteria were in place 

beyond the inclusive criteria listed above. 

Once I contacted all six art teacher educators, I waited for responses (see Appendix C). 

The time frame for this recruitment effort was also six weeks. Four out of the six responded. One 

was willing to move forward immediately, but would only participate via email. While she 

initially sent interesting answers to the interview questions, her interest waned and the answers 

became too few and far between to include in the study. One requested a meeting on Skype to 

acquire further information about the study. Once we met via Skype, she decided that she did not 

have the expertise to contribute to the study, and did not participate. Finally, I arrived at two art 

teacher educator participants, and the selection seemed to align with that of the Din4 artists: one 

female, one male; one focuses on some traditional works, whereas the other looks at and engages 

contemporary artists in his classroom, and both chose to conduct their interviews via Skype. For 

the purpose of confidentiality, the first ATE will herein be known as “Cynthia” and the second 

ATE will be known as “Richard.” 

Art teachers. 

To engage the art teacher participant selection, I first considered the start date of each 

educator’s hire. I focused the required timeframe of employment in the Din4 art classroom on 

teachers who were within their first two years of service. I chose this number considering the 

potential changes in a new teacher’s self-efficacy, instructional practices, and renegotiated 

preconceptions in relationship to experience in the teaching position. While many pre-service 
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teachers identify as being confident in their abilities to teach well prior to entering such 

classrooms, culture shock brought on by an unfamiliar socio-cultural/socio-political setting could 

potentially influence teaching performance early. Although “research studies on teacher efficacy 

show that behavioral functioning is determined by beliefs in efficacy in coping with specific 

situations and that competent teachers generally have a strong sense of efficacy” (Kitsantas, 

2012, p. 37), teachers tend to change their teaching practices and behaviors based on experiences 

with student outcomes (Guskey, 1996). My own pedagogical transformative experiences 

reflected this two- to three-year time frame, as well. 

The initial number for recruitment was four art teachers from any of a number of 

reservation-serving school districts (see Appendix D). I further limited the group to those who 

did not teach in a BIA or community school, but broadened the search to include those who 

taught in public charter schools. Grade level taught was not a factor in selection. One teacher 

formerly taught art at the elementary and middle school grades, while the second currently 

teaches at the high school level. Art teachers were excluded if they had been teaching art in the 

same position for more than two years, were Din4 raised on the Navajo reservation, or 

significantly familiar with Din4 cultural knowledge prior to teaching in the reservation-serving 

public school. 

In the end, I selected two participants whose careers with Din4 art students were very 

limited to begin with. I knew little of the background of each art educator with the exception of 

their art teaching time frames – one a year, and the other was just at the two year mark. This 

recruitment period was dramatically shorter due to the time frame I was given by the Navajo 

Nation Office of Historical and Cultural Preservation to complete all the work by December 31, 



 

 

 

88 

2013. Additionally, both educators are female. For the purposes of confidentiality, art teacher 

one will be identified as “Penny” and the second art teacher will be known as “Suzanne.” 

Places of study 

Din4 artists. 

The two Din4 artists who consented to participating in the study both lived on the Navajo 

Nation Indian Reservation. Lucy was from Sheep Springs, New Mexico; Joe from Farmington, 

New Mexico. Both participants were born on the reservation. Lucy left with her family at a 

considerably young age, but returned some time later during her adolescence. Joe was raised in 

the community of Fruitland, New Mexico outside of Farmington. Neither learned the Navajo 

language until later in life. Heritage cultural knowledge was also not a part of their childhoods. 

They chose to independently learn about Din4 traditional lifeway after reaching adulthood.  

I chose to give the participants their choice of interview venue for several reasons: to 

provide increased comfort in discourse, to maintain consistency with the Indigenous research 

methodology being woven into this study, to provide me with the opportunity to more fully 

understand the artist in her or his preferred significant place, and to allow me to video or 

photograph the places that I have come to know as significant to people of the Din4 Nation. This 

act is consistent with Indigenous research methodology because the design of the study is 

implemented through choices made by the participants, rather than the investigator. 

Initially, Lucy invited me to come to her home on the reservation for the interview. A few 

days later, she learned she would be traveling to Phoenix, Arizona, for job training. She then 

invited me to meet her at the Heard Museum where we could eat lunch and then walk through 

the museum as she answered the interview questions. Because my husband, who is Din4, has 

always played a large part in my Din4 culture and knowledge understanding, he and I drove to 
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Phoenix together where he would join us for lunch and then leave us for the interview. This 

action was in support of a familial dynamic created over a shared meal, which is an important 

staple of Din4 traditional activities that I have learned through my Din4 community, and allowed 

me a potentially deeper connection with the person who is sharing her/his knowledge with me. 

Joe continues to raise his own family in Farmington, New Mexico, a neighboring city of 

Fruitland. He also has a gallery on the main street of Farmington that runs directly through 

downtown. Upon his consent to the interview, I asked where he would like to meet. He 

suggested an early breakfast at his favorite restaurant, then a walk to his gallery about two blocks 

south where we would conduct the interview amongst his and his son’s art works. My husband 

and I again made the trip to the location requested and met the artist at his preferred time and 

place. 

Art teacher educators and art teachers. 

Of the six art teacher educators (ATEs) I attempted to recruit, four consented to the 

interview. However, one of those four became unavailable due to excessive obligations. Another 

of this consenting group chose to participate via email, and although she initially sent brief 

outlines of answers, indicating that she would respond in greater detail later, we eventually lost 

contact. The final participant count for the art teacher educators was two. Both ATEs chose to 

participate via Skype. Both interviews also took place from their respective homes: Cynthia from 

her home in Ohio and Richard from his home is Missouri. 

After the recruitment period ended, there were two art teachers connected to art teaching 

positions on the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation who consented to participate in the study. 

Penny, who no longer teaches art, participated via Skype from her home in Cottonwood, AZ. 
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Suzanne, who currently teaches art in Shiprock, NM, contributed through a phone interview from 

her hotel room in New York, where she was visiting on business.  

Data Collection 

Din4 Artists 

Data was collected from the two Din4 artists via in-person interviews, using a prepared 

list of twenty survey questions  (see Appendix E). I was also given permission to take photos and 

videos of the participants’ artwork to include in this dissertation. The questionnaire was divided 

into four parts to collect data regarding place, artwork, identity, and the artists’ suggestions for 

unfamiliar teachers. All questions were open-ended, and, if necessary, clarified upon request. 

The first set of five questions addressed Din4 identity in their artwork. “The idea of 

indigenous self-representation relates in a fundamental way to identity formation and 

expression” (Leuthold, 1998, p. 32). I asked both artists their perspectives about placing their 

identity in their artwork and a viewer’s ability to identify such personal markers. I also inquired 

about any connections between how they construct their Din4 identities and elements in their 

work, how they learned to create the work, and any possible connections between their heritage 

language and the artwork. The answers to these questions informed me as to the relationships 

that the artists perceived between themselves as Din4 peoples and their artwork. 

The second set of five questions revealed participant perspectives regarding information 

about the importance of place (Basso, 1996; Blandy, 2011; Bolin, 2000; Callejo Perez, 2010; 

Herman, 2008; McFee, 1977a; Pinar, 1991). I began by asking the artists to list the five most 

important aspects of place in general. Later, I asked them to be more specific as the intent was to 

begin broadly and work toward precision throughout the line of questioning. I then asked them to 

qualify their perspectives on how important place is and why, then to speak about the connection 
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between place and their artwork. The last two questions addressed the influence place had on 

their art learning and if they share the significance of place-based approach with those for whom 

they may be role models, such as their children, or nieces and nephews. This set of inquiries 

showed the various relationships place has with the artists through their personal viewpoints. 

The following five questions delved into cultural connections between Din4 artwork and 

place. “A profound sense of place, which grows out of the linkage between the spiritual and the 

natural, is at the center of indigenous aesthetics” (Leuthold, 1998). I first asked about why, in 

their individual opinions, place was important to people in Din4 communities, and then asked the 

artists to list the five most important attributes of place using Din4 perspective. I then asked for 

each artist to comment specifically on the relationship between place, learning, and art. Lastly, I 

inquired as to why they believe it is important to consider place in art learning for Din4 people, 

and the influence of their place of rearing on their identity as Din4 peoples. This portion of the 

questionnaire acknowledged how the artists perceived links amongst their artwork and place, and 

how the significance of place may be applied to learning about art and Din4 identity. 

Because “close scrutiny of the roles that images play in contemporary life has given rise 

in recent years to calls for art education to focus attention on the power and importance of the 

visual in our global culture” (Stewart & Walker, 2005, p. 10), I designed the final set of five 

questions to identify suggestions the artists may have to inform unfamiliar teachers about Din4 

cultural connections to place and art making. I asked the two artists to address their experiences 

with their own art teachers growing up, and what unfamiliar teachers might need to know about 

teaching Din4 students art. Then, I asked the artists to comment on two specific areas pre-service 

art teachers could potentially learn more about prior to teaching in Din4 public schools: Din4 

history, and Din4 community or place. Lastly, I invited them to describe what they might include 
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in an art course if they could construct one for the students in their home communities. This 

portion of the questionnaire allowed me to understand, through local artists’ opinions, what 

information might be important for unfamiliar teachers to know (Hetland, Winner, Veenema, & 

Sheridan, 2007; Stewart & Walker, 2005) before entering Din4 communities as art teachers. 

However, it is important to note that, while the participants with whom I was to work would be 

actively creating art, their primary knowledge base would not necessarily be in art teaching. 

Art Teacher Educators 

The data from the two art teacher educators was also collected via a twenty-question 

personal interview using Skype as the communication medium (see Appendix F). I addressed 

topics that would help me to identify common themes that ran through the interviews with the 

Din4 artists and the art teachers for the purpose of the triangulation of data (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). The four sections inquired about were: a) how the art 

teacher educators prepare their pre-service teachers to work in Native American communities, b) 

the importance of place, c) how they believe place relates to Native American arts creations, and 

d) what they felt the needs of unfamiliar teachers would be in relationship to teaching art in 

Native American communities. 

The first five questions revealed the two ATEs’ methods for preparing their pre-service 

art teachers to work effectively in public school art classrooms of Native American communities. 

“Art teachers may need to reconsider the pervasive mainstream notions of formalism that differ 

from other systems of organization” (Armstrong, 1990, p. 100). First, I asked them to describe 

how they see Native American populations as being different from mainstream society 

populations, and then the theories or philosophies within which they ground their choices for 

content inclusion. I asked them to list three obstacles they envision unfamiliar art teachers may 
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need to overcome before entering the Native American art classroom, and three activities their 

students engage in in an effort to understand that dynamic. The final question in this section 

addressed issues and suggestions their previous students have made based on their exposure to 

learning about how to engage Native American communities. 

The second set of five questions engaged the ATEs in their perceptions of the importance 

of place. The first and second questions focused on how significant the concept of place was and 

why. The third inquiry asked the participants to consider, from their teaching experiences, how 

the mainstream definition of place differs from their opinions of what place means to Native 

peoples with whom they had worked. The subsequent question asked broadly about their 

understanding of place to Native peoples, while the following question this asked the 

interviewees to describe how they came to their understanding, by describing two examples of 

their personal experiences in gaining this knowledge. This part of the interview offered various 

views from the two participants, touching on their personal perception of the significance of 

place as well as how they view others’ perceptions about place.  

Part three of the interview engaged the ATEs’ conceptualizations of the relationship 

between place and Native American arts creations. The first question segued from the previous 

section addressing their views about their perceptions of relationships between Native American 

arts and sense of place. I also began to turn the focus of the interviews to pre-service teaching by 

asking them to describe Native American artists they introduce to their students, while the next 

and consecutive questions further attended to observations of their pre-service teachers’ 

understanding of the relationship of place to Native American arts. The last question served as 

inquiry into how each ATE personally came to understand place as significant to specific Native 

American groups. Overall, several levels of perception were engaged from the viewpoints of the 
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ATEs and served to reveal personal ideas, as well as professional observations each held as 

professor of pre-service art teacher education. 

In the last section of the interview, as with the last section of each set of questions above, 

I looked forward to the ATEs’ impressions of further methods of preparing unfamiliar art 

teachers with respect to place and Native American art making. “If an educator develops a 

curriculum around local customs, local artists and artworks should be included in the plan” 

(Congdon, 2004, p. 41). The first two questions addressed important ideas the ATEs believe 

unfamiliar art teachers need to consider and why. The following three questions inquired about 

place-based Native American aesthetics, language, and socio-political backgrounds of 

communities into which their pre-service art teachers may be going. The intent of this final set of 

questions was to gain a diversified perspective as to how we might strengthen our teaching force 

toward culturally responsive work with Native American students.  

Art Teachers 

Data from the two art teachers was collected via a twenty question personal interview 

using Skype for Penny as the communication medium, and via telephone for Suzanne (see 

Appendix G). I addressed topics that would align with the interviews with both the Din4 artists 

and Art Teacher Educators, again for correlational understanding (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). The four sections addressed: a) how her professor prepared her to 

work as an art teacher in Native American communities, b) the importance of place to the art 

teacher, c) how each believed place relates to Native American arts creations, and d) suggestions 

for other unfamiliar teachers in teaching art in Native American communities. 

In the first of the four sections, I examined the art teachers’ academic preparation 

specifically to teach in the Native American community where they taught or are still teaching. I 
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began by asking for their views about Native Americans prior to teaching on the reservation, and 

if they knew about cultural responsivity. I also asked about obstacles they thought they might 

face before engaging the students in the community (Milbrandt, Felts, Richards, & Abhari, 2004; 

Pohan, 2006; Powell, 2011), as well as ways their professors taught them to counter the 

obstacles. Last, I asked about any preparation they engaged beyond what was shared in the 

university classroom. This set of questions informed the study about preconceptions that these 

two art teachers held, and perhaps other art teachers as well. 

The second of the four sections pinpointed concepts about the importance of place in the 

eyes of the participant from different positions. First, I asked what the word “place” meant to 

each interviewee, why they saw it this way, and what places held significance for them. Then I 

asked what their understanding of place in Native American worldviews was prior to entering 

their Din4 communities. Finally, I asked if their definition of place changed since beginning their 

teaching positions, and if so, how. This portion of the questions revealed various understandings 

of place before and after their encounters with Din4 art students. 

The succeeding section asked the art teacher participants their understandings of the 

relationship of place to Native arts creation and identity. “As educators we have the moral, 

social, and political responsibility to know and understand the world of the children and their 

families who constitute the learning communities that schools attempt to foster” (Grinberg & 

Goldfarb, 1998, p. 131). The leading question investigated the teachers’ perceptions about the 

relationship between place and Din4 arts creation; this question was followed with a similar 

inquiry about place and Din4 identity construction. Thirdly, I asked about their awareness 

regarding community capital and place with respect to Din4 students. I then solicited their 

perspectives regarding what their own art students taught them about the importance of place, 
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and if the students addressed this significance of place. Through these questions, we may be able 

to establish some ways that unfamiliar art teachers, beginning with the two participants, perceive 

the relationship of place to Din4 art creation and creativity. 

In the final set of questions, I looked to the art teacher participants for their suggestions to 

future art teachers who may serve in reservation public schools because “exploring the concept 

of Navajoness is an important part of considering what might be culturally appropriate for 

building an educational program that responds to the knowledge that students and teachers bring 

with them to the classroom context” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007, abstract). In the first of these 

questions, I asked the two interviewees about what they wished they had known about Din4 

culture prior to beginning their art teaching assignments. Second, I asked them to cover what 

they felt unfamiliar art teachers needed to be aware of before entering such schools, as well as 

why they felt these points were important to the groups of students they taught. The last two 

questions focused on their perspectives about understanding Din4 local aesthetics and socio-

political backgrounds prior to beginning their work with Navajo Nation reservation students. The 

answers to these questions could show the difference between what some unfamiliar art teachers 

perceive they need to know and what they find they should have known prior to entering Din4 art 

classrooms.  

Procedure 

Interview Participants 

Prior to engaging the data collection portion of this study, I requested permission from 

the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board (UA IRB) to be able to interact with 

human subjects for the purposes of gaining research information (see Appendix H). Along with 

the UA IRB application, I submitted three different consent forms – one for each group – to 
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acquire permission from the participants to collect and use their contributions (see Appendices I 

and J). Additionally, I submitted copies of the emails I would send for recruitment and phone 

scripts I might use if I needed to recruit via phone. 

However, before I could attain permission from the UA IRB, I also acquired 

authorization from various different representatives: the Supervisory Archaeologist of the Navajo 

Nation Historical Preservation Department (see Appendix K), the Director of the American 

Indian Studies Program, and the Director of the School of Art, as well as a scholarly review 

representative and one of my faculty advisors from the Art and Visual Culture Education 

program. 

Once I attained the green light from the UA IRB, I proceeded to email the Din4 artists 

toward the beginning of summer 2013. I had previously collected the names and contact 

information for several artists from various resources: first from Native American art exhibitions, 

then from Internet websites. I divided these artists into those who lived on the reservation and 

those who did not. This became my first criterion for selection. Then, I divided each group into 

their approach to art making as traditional or contemporary based on the artists’ self-definition. 

This became my second criterion. Third, I divided each of those groups into male and female. I 

sent emails to those artists whose styles best represented a broad sampling of visual art from 

across the Navajo Nation reservation, giving the potential participants one month to reply. At the 

end of that month, I sent a follow-up email with the same information. Once I received 

responses, based on the wishes of the participating artists, I scheduled interviews, setting a time 

and place with them. One artist requested further information and asked to speak with me on the 

phone. I called him to discuss the project just prior to his entering a sweat ceremony. He asked to 

pray on it during the ceremony, and said that he would call me back afterwards to let me know 
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about his decision. Later that evening, he called me and said that the spirits told him the work 

was good and that he should continue as a participant, but he still wasn’t sure and denied my 

request. 

Similarly, I collected names of art teacher educators based on peer suggestions and 

previously published and presented work in the Art and Visual Culture Education field. Once I 

created a list of potential participants, I emailed each one. I quickly received responses from four 

people on the list: three agreed to participate, and one requested a Skype discussion with me 

about the project. Of the three who agreed to move forward, I set up Skype interview times with 

two of them; the third chose to proceed via email. I met with the fourth potential participant over 

Skype and, after the conversation, she felt she would not be a good candidate to contribute her 

insights. I sent follow-up emails to the two from whom I had heard nothing, and one responded 

positively. We arranged for a Skype interview, but other obligations arose, and the meeting did 

not take place, nor could she find an alternate time due to her schedule. Nonetheless, the final 

number of ATEs mirrored the final number of Din4 artists, so the participant voices were 

balanced at that juncture. 

After the comprehensive exam meeting I had with my committee, I decided to add the 

third set of voices: the art teachers who experienced time teaching art in a public school art 

classroom on or near the Navajo Nation reservation. I again approached the UA IRB and 

submitted a modification to the original study protocol and a consent form for the new art teacher 

group (see Appendices L and M). While I was waiting for the approval, I collected Navajo 

Nation serving school district and school names. The approval came from the Board within a few 

days and I began calling the reservation-serving school districts to acquire names and emails of 

those teachers who might be potential participants. Because the list was much more extensive 
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than I originally thought, I narrowed the list to those schools whose websites addressed Din4 

content. I contacted the administrative assistants at those schools to acquire art teacher names. 

Most with whom I spoke informed me that there was not an art teacher at that school. Of the 

twelve schools I reached, some agreed to pass on my name and contact information to the art 

teacher, but only three gave me the phone number or email address of the art teacher who taught 

at that location. Out of these three, two art teachers agreed to participate: one through Skype, and 

one over the phone. 

Before each interview, I requested permission to record the discussion. They all agreed, 

and I made digital voice recordings that were downloaded to my computer once the individual 

interview was complete. After this, I digested the actual auditory dialogue I had completed with 

each participant by leaving the recording and moving on to another part of the research. After 

one to two weeks, I returned to the digital file and began transcription. Each transcription was 

then sent to the respective participant for approval or editing. In the email I wrote that if there 

was no response by one month’s time, I would continue on to the analysis portion of the work 

with the transcription as it was. The Din4 artists sent no responses, the ATEs edited as needed for 

name spelling and location corrections, and one of the art teachers sent no response, while the 

other sent additional information later. All digital and physical files were safely placed in the 

designated location on the UA campus. Prior to submission to the Graduate College, the final 

dissertation document was sent to all participants for final feedback. 

Autoethnographic Artwork 

The arts-based work as part of this study relates in multiple ways to learning about 

membership in the Din4 community. The perspectives that underpinned this conceptualization of 

learning were twofold: from that of a newcomer to the community – one who holds only 
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stereotypical understandings of Native American peoples in general, and from that of an art 

teacher educator working to inform others in art and visual culture education what a membership 

such as that of mine with the Din4 community means to the survivance of similarly unrecognized 

perspectives. Various identities were negotiated as they emerged. To view it from a critical 

perspective, the work placed my position as artist/researcher/teacher – “in the new paradigm of 

qualitative practitioners committed to democratic, ethical, and just research methodologies” 

(Finley, 2011), which is precisely where I would like the work to sit. The arts-based process is a 

way to facilitate further communication rather than state a “truth” as exemplar of experimental 

reproducibility (Barone & Eisner, 1997). Understandings from the arts-based research (ABR) 

gained herein were considered in light of various writings about arts-based representations 

(Barone, 1995; deCosson, Irwn, Grauer, & Wilson, 2003; Higgs, 2008; Jones, 2006; Leavy, 

2009; O’Donoghue, 2009; Rahn, 2008; Smith, 2007; Smithbell, 2010; Springgay, 2004; 

Springgay, Irwin, & Kind, 2005). 

Once data was collected from the participant pairs, I created a body of artwork using a 

variety of diversified media including found objects, previously constructed pieces I revisited, 

and newly visualized imagery. The work was exhibited spring 2014 at the Lionel Rombach 

Gallery at the University of Arizona School of Art. The purpose of the work and subsequent 

exhibition was to share visual responses to what I learned as a result of my time learning and 

teaching with and from members of the Navajo Nation. Further motivation to display these items 

was to invoke inquiry about art education in communities where incoming art teachers are 

considered outsiders, and for people to inquire of themselves about the origins and purposes of 

their own education. I particularly hoped that teachers who saw the artworks and the installation 

as a whole would ask themselves the questions I provided that were associated with the 
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individual pieces to help them consider the significance of where they teach as a part of their 

pedagogies. 

Data Processing and Analysis 

For the purpose of this study, I processed the data first through considering similarities 

between individuals in each pair, and then by looking at differences and commonalities amongst 

the pair groups. Analyses were made thematically as described previously in this chapter. 

The four sections of each interview questionnaire allowed for clearer recognition, 

processing, and analysis of the data. I organized and analyzed the interview data using the 

following three methodological perspectives: ethnographic, phenomenological, and Indigenous 

research methodology. 

Ethnographic  

To begin, I utilized an ethnographic8 perspective to select the Din4 artists. “To engage 

[ethnography] is to be conscious of…contradictions” that exist between worlds and truths 

(Behar, 2008, p. 530). In doing so, I recognize crucial differences of the backgrounds of artists 

who learn about art and meaning making through dissimilar cultural avenues (Aguilera, Lipka, 

Demmert, & Tippeconnic, 2007; Andrus, 2001; Cajete, 2008; Faculty of Arts, n.d.; Huffman, 

2001). Additionally, the ethnographic perspective served to inform construction of all three 

interview questionnaires and the autoethnographic art component of the study. 

The ethnographic perspective helped frame the findings and inform the analysis through 

creating a different set of markers, or names, by which the participants’ interview answers could 

be deconstructed and explored (Gee, 2009; Smith, 1999). For example, some of the questions 

were specific to seeing Din4 cultural relationships to place in the artwork of the artists or of the 

                                                
8 As applied here, “ethnographic” refers to a worldview that recounts lifeways where local meaning is capital to 
social life, and differs by place (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
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Din4 students (as perceived by the art teachers). Through knowledge of ethnographic markers 

specific to Din4 culture, the analysis chapter also revealed new perceptions, or misperceptions, 

that were visible in the participants’ answers. Recognizing Din4-defined cultural markers is 

intended to attempt to collapse the limited borders previously demarcated by past ethnographers 

(Feld & Basso, 1996; Smith, 1999). The employment of an ethnographic lens in my study is “to 

equate…ethnographic evocations with local theories of dwelling – which is not just living in a 

place but also encompasses ways of fusing setting in situation, locality to life-world” (Feld & 

Basso, 1996, p. 8).  

Phenomenological 

Secondly, I adopted phenomenology to identify a specific point of occurrence that may 

be considered outlying from expected art classroom experiences (Glesne, 2010; Knowles & 

Cole, 2008, Slattery, 2013). Phenomenology “attempts to get at the underlying meaning, the 

essence, the ground structure of phenomena as they occur in ‘lived world’ situations” (Pearse, 

2004, p. 188). While many art education programs discuss varying learning styles, I posit that 

few recognize and hold discourse on those styles grounded by cultural learning differences. This 

methodological practice also served to sculpt the groups I chose to work with as representational 

of those professional peoples involved in this particular phenomenological paradigm. 

Interestingly, the phenomenological perspective helped structure the findings and 

broadened the analysis by further defining the phenomenon as being connected to the place in 

which the unfamiliar art teachers teach. Educators “should know how to utilize the surroundings, 

physical and social, that exist so as to extract from them all that they have to contribute to 

building up experiences that are worth while” (Dewey, 1938, p. 40). 
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Indigenous Research Methodology 

Thirdly, I employed an Indigenous research methodology (IRM) to help frame the 

research, as well as determine the dissemination of the work. Part of the purpose of this work is 

to decolonize the discourse, teaching, and learning spaces art teachers might experience in art 

education programs. According to Louis (2007), Indigenous research methodologies are “fluid 

and dynamic approaches that emphasise circular and cyclical perspectives…[and] ensure that 

research on Indigenous issues is accomplished in a more sympathetic, respectful, and ethically 

correct fashion from an Indigenous perspective” (p. 133). The four main aspects that underlie 

decolonizing methodologies are interpersonal and social liability (i.e., researcher interaction with 

and responsibility for treatment of participants), respectful representation (i.e., researcher 

deferential presentation of the information shared by and about the participants), reciprocal 

appropriation (i.e., that which the researcher requites is equal to that which s/he takes), and 

justices and guidelines (i.e., researcher priority of participant rights and ethicalities) (Louise, 

2007). By applying an IRM, I hope to support more culturally responsive discourse in art 

pedagogy construction and teacher preparation. Notable research writers such as Denzin and 

Lincoln (2011) already recognize a weakening of long-time accepted theoretical foundations to 

research, noting the opportunity to construct new epistemologies. 

Not unlike the ethnographic positioning of methodological approaches, IRM helped me, 

as I hope it will aid the reader, in scaffolding the findings and informing the analysis by applying 

alternate ways of leveraging research practices and viewpoints toward more responsive 

knowledge bases. Furthermore, IRM motivates readers and future researchers to prioritize those 

involved in the phenomenon being researched, as well as shape how research is disseminated. It 

takes reciprocity back to the people who have shared their experiences with the researcher 
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(Archibald, 2008; Louise, 2007). “Sharing is a responsibility of the research” (Smith, 1999, p. 

161). Part of the analysis included consideration of the importance of the language to the people 

without whom this project would not have been possible. “For communities there are realities 

which can only be found in the indigenous language” (Smith, 1999, p. 157). As an outgrowth of 

IRM, following the submission of this dissertation, I would like to submit an article addressing 

the findings to a weekly periodical distributed to on and off reservation readers. 

Ethical Consideration 

To protect the study participants during the recruitment stage, no names were exchanged 

between potential contributors, even though other potential participants made such inquiries. It 

was important to maintain the privacy of those who contributed their voices. However, the two 

art teacher educators consented to allowing their names to be included in the manuscript if I 

chose to do so. While I proposed to send group emails regarding the update of the study, I 

instead chose to send individual emails to avoid potential email mishaps. 

During the data collection period, the privacy of participants was protected from the other 

participants, as well as anyone who inquired about the work. It was meaningful to me that each 

contributor felt, and remains feeling, as protected as possible throughout the process. The 

purpose of this was to give them enough space so that they could voice as many of their opinions 

about experiences as it would take to arrive at deeper analysis for the study, thereby offering 

broader understanding and a more lasting relationship between myself and the people with whom 

I work now and in the future. 

Participants, forms, and data retrieved from the participants were confined to one place 

during analysis – a password protected file on a private computer – and then held in a secured 

office on the University of Arizona campus in the School of Art. No identifiers of the 
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participants were kept that linked them to the study with the exception of hard copies of the 

consent forms and the consent emails, which were also kept in the same secured campus office. 

Participants were labeled with their point of contribution to the study, such as Din4 artist, and 

followed by a number, such as 01. Once the study manuscript was completed and submitted for 

degree fulfillment, all collected documents with any such identifying data were shredded by a 

certified document shredding specialist. 

Validity of the Study 

Unlike positivist research, validity of the data in this qualitative study is dependent on the 

constructed perceptions of each participant, as well as my perspective of their perceptions and 

the way in which they were shared (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). For this project, I considered 

validity of various agreed-upon concepts; for example, the importance of leveraging 

place/community capital as a basis for curricular construction for Din4 art students through data 

triangulation whereby place may be presented by all three participant pairs as a conducive 

resource in which to ground an art curriculum for Din4 K-12 students. Beyond recognition of 

commonalities in the thematic categories amongst the interview responses, there is no 

instrumentation in this study for data validation. With respect to the autoethnographic arts-based 

responses, the validity is engrained in the new perceptions, criticisms, and actions cogitated by 

the viewers of the art (Barone & Eisner, 1997). 

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the methods I used for this qualitative study, and the 

methodologies I implemented to design it and analyze the findings. I described how, via personal 

interviews and an arts-based investigation of my experiences, the responses to the main question 

and subquestions may be more deeply explored. I described the participants, their selection, and 
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the places for their interviews based on ethnographic, phenomenological, and Indigenous 

research methodologies, as well as the questions I asked each pair and why. In the next chapter, 

the reader will find an organized collection of summarized responses from the participants based 

on the above methods and methodologies. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA FINDINGS—PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS 

In this chapter of the dissertation, I begin by reviewing the study problem. Then, I share 

the first portion of the data findings: participant interviews. I conversed with two Din4 artists, 

two art teacher educators, and two formerly unfamiliar Din4 serving art teachers, all using twenty 

question interviews. Discussions revealed similar and contrasting ideas about how art teacher 

education programs could potentially prepare unfamiliar art teachers to do culturally responsive 

teaching in Din4 reservation-serving public schools by employing Din4 significance of place.  

Study Problem 

Past research indicates that art teachers have little education in being culturally 

responsive specifically to Native American needs in the K-12 classroom (Aguilera, Lipka, 

Demmert, & Tippeconnic, 2007; Lenksi, Crumpler, Stallworth, & Crawford, 2005). In this study, 

I focused on one main problem: how art teacher education programs can be more effective in 

preparing unfamiliar art teachers to be culturally responsive to Din4 art students in reservation-

serving public schools by leveraging Din4 significance of place. To investigate this phenomenon, 

I interviewed Din4 artists, art teacher educators, and formerly unfamiliar Din4-serving art 

teachers. Following, their interview responses are grouped in that order, and then subdivided by 

question group topic in a style that would mirror a story or in-person narrative, as is evident in 

most Indigenous lifeways. By considering their responses to these inquiries, educators may gain 

further information to help advance the potential for socially just art education.  

Interview Responses 

Din4 Artists 

The two Din4 artists were interviewed in-person in each of their places of choice – 

“Lucy” in a Phoenix hotel room and “Joe” in his Farmington gallery. Lucy was born, and later 
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raised, on the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation. She currently practices a form of traditional 

quilted artwork that includes Navajo language and shows connections to her family’s structure 

and history. Joe was born and raised on the reservation, but attended schools off-reservation. He 

currently practices contemporary printmaking and oil-on-canvas painting that includes imagery 

also connected with Din4 epistemologies and philosophies. 

Din4 identity in artwork. 

As a scholar whose intention is to contribute to ethnic education through what Daniels 

(1990) refers to as overarching global literacy, I began this journey by asking the two Din4 artists 

about the ethnographic identity in their artwork. With both artists, I asked them about their 

viewpoints on integrating their Din4 identity into their artwork, how viewer’s might identify the 

artist’s identity in the art pieces, their phenomenological relationships between identity 

construction and those signs, and the process through which they learned their art making skills. 

“The fundamental emphasis on movement and activity is illustrated in Navajo language in the 

dominance of the verb over other parts of speech” (Witherspoon & Peterson, 1995, p. 67). Thus, 

we also discussed their outlooks on the potential connections between the Din4 language – Din4 

Bizaad – and their artwork. Their responses helped to fill in some of the gap that is the mystery 

of the connection between a Din4 artist and her/his artwork.  

Both artists described their work as being composed largely of components indicative of 

their Din4 identity. When asked how much of her Native identity included in her work, Lucy 

simply stated, “all of it.” Joe added that his work was “folk style,” pointing to the flatness of the 

work as connected to his Din4 identity. He explained that flatness was an expected style based on 

art education in boarding school programs. He pointed specifically to the faces of the people in 
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his compositions as a way that viewers could tell who painted the art. However, he did not 

elaborate further on his art/Din4 identity relationship beyond that point. 

Both artists also described the distinction of art created by a Din4 artist. However, each 

artist was actually referring to her/his personal style. They believed that people could draw 

connections to the artists based on the amount of time the artist had been in the public eye. The 

artists made no verbal delineation between personal style and more specific Din4 identity 

markers (e.g., sacred mountains, traditional style clothing, male/female balanced entities) that 

had been integrated into the artworks at this point. 

Lucy described the difficulty she experienced in asking viewers to accept the style in 

which the artwork was presented, addressing artistic stereotyping. She said, “they can’t accept 

the fact that here I am Din4 making star quilts when they think it was always the plains Indians 

like the Lakota and all that.” Lucy explained that the style of the work was passed to her from 

her grandmother and mother, who both attended boarding school. She reminded that many 

children from several diverse tribes often lived, worked, and learned under the same roof in the 

same art classroom.  

Joe later noted the stylization of his figures as the identifying hallmark. He said: 

I do twelve different iconic animals that 

basically go with the air, the land, the 

underwater, and the ground, that each 

one has an identity of the work in it 

being more linear. And the buffalo 

flying through the sky, and people 

flying through the sky, even the profiles Figure 3. Turquoise Boy and White Shell Girl, the 
Creation of the Sun and the Moon 
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in the pastels in the work that I do, people can identify who that artist is 

from doing this for over thirty years. 

He expanded further by carefully describing one of the diptychs, The Turquoise Boy and White 

Shell Girl, the Creation of the Sun and the Moon (see Figure 3) that hung in the gallery where we 

conversed. The elements he described, such as the four Yeis (Holy People) and the four 

distinctively colored mountain silhouettes, are iconic images found in narratives and histories 

that explain the significance of the four cardinal directions in Din4 lifeway. 

Lucy then described her connection between how she constructs her identity and the 

elements she puts into her artwork. She began by discussing her clan lineage. The clan system, 

which identifies familial history, is a basis for understanding self in the Din4 tradition. 

Throughout the response, she explained her 

connection to her specific media through a 

description of her family tree, which is one of the 

elements she included in her work through text 

(see Figure 4). In the creation of her quilts, she 

feels she lends to the legacy of her continued 

identity and the perpetuation of her family. 

Joe defined how he sees his identity 

construction being painted onto walls through murals. However, his connection between the 

elements in his artwork and content that lends itself to his identity construction culminates 

through the locations of the murals, the materials with which he paints, and the natural elements 

he experiences prior to painting the works. He expressed that local peoples who see the murals 

are able to “see” him in the work quickly because of the repeated elements, such as specific 

Figure 4. Star of Wakan Tanka 
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vehicles or back roads. He mentioned that locals who know his artwork have also noticed how 

his work has changed over time. He added that the people he encounters also become parts of his 

artworks because they are a part of the places he goes on the reservation. He said “You get to 

see…a lot of back roads, a lot of driving in four-wheel drive…and [those elements become] 

identifiable [in] your work – you cannot help but get those ideas and thoughts incorporated into 

your work.” 

In first learning to make the artwork they now create, both artists first mentioned art 

experiences associated with family members. However, the experiences happened under 

differing circumstances. Lucy described the necessity of learning to sew growing out of her 

family’s lack of funds to purchase clothing. Her continued sewing was a way for her to maintain 

that mother-daughter connection throughout her life. She also said that the sewing skill became 

her way of using her “voice” against the federal government that used boarding schools to 

oppress Native American children through manual labor tasks such as sewing. Through her art 

making, she is reclaiming the choice to “bring together” two materials based on her 

requirements. 

Joe told of his mother allowing him to draw in books about Indian chiefs, an activity 

meant to encourage his connection with his own identity as a Native American. She also allowed 

him to draw on the blank walls of their new home. (She then made the children scrub the walls 

clean.) Joe also revealed that he learned basic drawing skills as a high school student at 

Rehoboth Christian School, a boarding school facility west of Gallup, New Mexico. He 

remembered that there were some other students there, most of whom were Din4, who created 

very Din4-identifiable landscapes. Knowing that he was attracted to art making, he eventually 

became a printmaking student at the University of New Mexico. He learned advanced art skills 
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in lithography. Upon returning to Farmington, he became a housepainter as his primary source of 

income. Through this work, he stated that he viewed walls as simply larger canvases with which 

he could further hone his painting skills of representation. 

 Lucy pointed out that Din4 representation also emerges through Din4 language in her 

artwork. She then connected the names to the language, and then the language to the stories. She 

maintained that Din4 language is tied to history and imagery, and her work is a permanent 

history lesson because of that. She also pointed to the practice of creating a piece of art in the 

sand, and then erasing it as part of the cycle of impermanence in Din4 language and traditional 

history. This part of the conversation, for me, brought to mind Navajo sand painting lessons 

some art teachers currently implement into their classroom. 

Joe referenced his parents’ boarding school experiences as negative and this resulted in 

him not learning the Din4 language fluently. He went on to compare his work with the paintings 

of other Din4 artists who were fluent in the heritage language. He argued that their artwork is 

very distinguishable as being from those who know the language confidently. Artists such as 

Harrison Begay, Charles Lee, Quincy Tohoma, and Andy Tsinajinnie were fluent in the Navajo 

language, and their work reflected this fact. Stylization and subject matter is key to seeing such 

relationships. His art, on the other hand, is less influenced by heritage life and more by 

contemporary life because of his schooling environment, which he said takes away connections 

to traditions behind his artwork. Additionally, he felt that his son’s artwork is especially strong 

because his son was taught Din4 Bizaad in school. His son’s artwork now reflects those 

teachings. Joe pointed to the use of lines in his work as being a product of the place in which he 

grew up – as an influence of the other artists to whom he was exposed and the visual and verbal 
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languages they spoke. It was not until later that Joe developed the line work he does now that he 

calls “crude.” 

Importance of place. 

This section includes the Din4 artists’ perspectives about how they negotiated place and 

its significance. We discussed noteworthy ideas about the phenomenon of place (Kavanagh, 

2005), broad and specific, as well as why they held those views. “Experience with art 

heightens...sensitivity to the physical world and leads to a greater appreciation of [the] 

environment” (Young, 1990, p. 40). We also reviewed their ideas about the connections they 

perceived between place and their artwork, in addition to the influence places have had on their 

art learning and eventual generational teaching. Their replies revealed deep cultural relationships 

that some Din4 artists still hold with the traditional concept of the significance to where one is or 

was. 

When I initially asked the artists about “place,” both artists requested clarification of the 

term “place.9” To this inquiry, I responded, “It can be a space, it can be a community, it can be a 

reservation, it can be a town, it can be this space; it could be everything that is encompassed, or 

contained, the energy, the spirituality, the objects in a place, and everything that relates to you 

being in that place, the up, the down, the everything.” Within this dynamic, the artists held 

similar ideas of place, but applied their ideas in personal ways. 

Lucy first listed connections to the Din4 Creation Story referencing the four worlds as she 

had before. The four worlds begin with the Black World, then Blue, then Yellow, and finally 

White. She pointed out the ties of this narrative to clan as important to place, and remarked that 

to know one’s clan is to know one’s place of origin. Then she stated that family is also an 

                                                
9 Kavanagh (2005) described the inseparability between space and place in Din4 cultural lifeway where one 
organically becomes the other based on what happens there. In keeping with the Indigenous research methodology 
of this study, the Din4 artists and I conflated the two terms, sometimes using them interchangeably. 
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integral part of those aspects because to know one’s family is to know more about one’s place of 

origin. She mentioned specific places such as Naagezi, Sheep Springs, Changing Woman’s 

home, and Chaco Canyon as being significant places to her and her family due to her ability to 

trace family lineage to or through these places. She emphasized that “the four directions, the four 

mountains, up and down” are all important aspects of place. 

Joe talked about significant places and being comfortable in that space by discussing his 

connection to his studio at home – the room, the table, the particular spatial layouts he has 

created. He felt that the temperature of and sounds within a place are important aspects as well. 

The fourth point is the tools within that space. He described various media within which he 

worked and the necessity of their immediate availability to him in that place of work. The final 

aspect, and that which he deems the most crucial, is the emotion when in the place where he 

wants to be productive. Joe used an analogy about his paintings: “It’s like five members of a 

band working together to come up with a certain song and creating an album at the end.”  

He continued by pointing to the gallery space in which we sat, and in which he has 

produced and sold artwork for fifteen years. He listed the five aspects as they pertain to this place 

as: a) his in-progress artwork he has within the place, b) the open doors and vulnerability of that 

access, c) cleanliness, d) packing the items there at the present time soon to be vacated, and e) 

the business aspect of the place whereby customers become a part of the place’s existence 

through phone calls and order fulfillments.  

He additionally applied the idea of the five important aspects of place to the places where 

he attends art shows. He stated that this particular paradigm begins with the planning, the 

financial considerations, the booth, talking with people, being in a vulnerable place of exposure 

again, and attempting to relay his message to others about his art. 



 

 

 

115 

He wrapped up his statement by addressing his home place. In this place he keeps no 

brushes or paints. It is a place for his family and relaxation, listening to music, or watching a 

movie. He recognized the harmony of balancing the places one works with the places people 

simply live, mentioning the importance of being outside as part of the stars and constellations. 

His conceptions about place pointed to the significance of the intent of the place and the person 

in it as integral to success within the place. 

I asked the artists how important they thought place was. Lucy created more connections 

between place and family, and specifically clan relationship. From this connection she pointed 

out the association between place and strength of ancestral relationships to future marital 

partnerships. Here, Lucy also discussed the issue of blood quantum and tribal benefits to those 

who are considered “full-blood,” which reflected the gravity of where a person is from as 

demonstrated by their clanship status. She suggested that someone from a “sub-clan,” such a 

Nakai (Mexican People), would be less prone to a place-based connection.  

Lucy then further described what she saw as the connection between place in general and 

her artwork. She stated that she is telling people who she is through the connections seen in 

ancestral elements of the artwork that relate as she described above, and through discussion of 

her artwork with others. She said, “What I’m doing is letting people know that I am proud of 

who I am, once again, in telling them who I am.” 

Joe compartmentalized his places by his activities. Each place he described above – 

studio, home, and exhibits – had an unambiguous purpose. Precisely, he stated that any other 

activity undertaken at a place beyond what was designated in each specific place “would not 

work” precisely because of the intended actions attached in the place. He further mentioned that 

conscious boundaries enable this dynamic to work. 
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Joe also further described that relationship between the generalities of place and his 

artwork, but did so specifically about his studio. Again, he said that the actions that occur in his 

studio are based on the intentions he has dedicated to that space. He also spoke of the various 

feelings he experiences in other places such as traveling or eating in public as activities he 

prefers to do with discretion. 

I asked the artists about how their place of art learning influenced how they learned to 

make art. Lucy referenced her previous answer about her mother teaching her to sew at home 

and how the influence the strict boarding school had on the activity was passed down to her 

through her mother. She also again referenced the need to sew out of necessity, although she did 

not elucidate. 

In connecting generational art learning to place, Lucy began by stating that each of her 

children and grandchildren has a census number to help them identify where their home is (e.g., 

the Navajo Nation). For Din4 people, one of the traditional ways to ensure that a child always 

knows where her/his home is, is to bury their umbilical cord on the home site. Lucy addressed 

this in saying that she has not buried her children’s cords yet because she wants to make sure that 

they are buried in a place where the children may indeed return, not to a place that may be given 

up or sold to another party. She wants to wait until the children settle down before giving them 

this honor. This is what and how she teaches them about the significance of where they are from. 

That teaching is part of the elements she puts into her quilts. 

Joe discussed how his first formalized art learning at Rehoboth Christian School 

influenced his current way of creating. He called places of art making “stepping stones.” He 

brought the studio space mentality he learned from his formal education with him to his personal 
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studio. As previously described, he now maintains a specific place for all the tools and materials, 

and refreshes the space right after an exhibition to begin working anew. 

Joe also described the action of teaching his children about the significance of where they 

are from as a daily occurrence by just “talking to them.” He discussed the current academic 

scholarship of one of his daughters studying in Las Cruces. He felt that it was good for her to be 

there as the people with whom she is staying expressed interest in her as a Din4 member. 

Because of this, she is able to talk, at length, about aspects of her Din4 heritage and culture, 

through which she learns more about herself. Joe also wrote a children’s book where the children 

– a girl and a boy – were modeled after his own. Through this, he helped his children explore 

their identity in place by connecting with the Shiprock Fair10. 

 Relationship of Din4 artwork to place. 

“In a phenomenological account, the crux in matters of place is the role of perception” 

(Casey, 1996, p. 16). Lucy’s and Joe’s answers to the inquiries in the previous section intersect at 

a common point where place became personal and integral to these Din4 artists’ art making. The 

artists explored their personal beliefs about the significance of place to Din4 art creation, and 

what they believed was unique about that confluence with respect to the single Indigenous group 

being researched in this study. They also discussed their perspectives on how place influences art 

learning for Din4 artists.  Their answers suggested unanticipated ideas about potentially applying 

the influence of place to Din4 student art making. 

I asked the artists why they felt place was significant to Din4 people. Lucy noted political 

history attached to the land that Din4 people now oversee as a reason for that significance. She 

                                                
10 Shiprock Fair (a.k.a. Northern Navajo Fair), which began in 1911, is one of five annual fairs on the Navajo Nation 
that celebrate Din4 culture and values in the respective the region. Events include rodeos, mud bogs, ceremonies, 
parades, and amusement rides. Other annual fairs include Eastern Navajo Fair, Southern Navajo Fair, Northern 
Navajo Fair, Western Navajo Fair, and Navajo Nation Fair.  
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stated that she felt place is significant to Din4 people because the nation’s location inside the 

geography of the four sacred mountains. According to ancestral stories, the four mountains serve 

to protect all that is found within them. The land within and around these natural points was 

negotiated in 1868 as the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation. Lucy cited Manuelito, one of the 

most powerful leaders of the people in Din4 history, as a key representative to keeping the sacred 

area based on “all the elements and spirit helpers, and prayers.” 

Joe returned to the concepts of home and family as key to the significance of place 

specifically for Din4 people. His mother and in-laws live nearby—all within a mile of each 

other—on the family’s forty-acre land parcel. However, he also said that while being from 

Farmington and Kirtland adds to his professional notoriety, “being a Navajo, being from [the] 

Four Corners area, or Totah, where the three rivers join” is significant within the Din4 cultural 

heritage as a part of the history. 

I then asked the artists to list the five most important attribute of place as a Din4 person. 

Lucy referred back to the four sacred mountains as being the first place-based attribute to Din4 

because of the importance of their geographic placement. Further, she cited the creation stories 

from which all the significances of place arise. The stories point to specific places that hold 

importance for the People; for example, Red Rock, the place where the Twins slayed the 

monsters that plagued the People with death and poverty. She illustrated: 

wherever you’re at, you are always near one of the [four sacred] mountains, and 

[my family] live[s] closest to the one where Changing Woman came from. And 

then you have to go back into our creation stories or certain parts of the 

reservation. Like, if you go to Red Rock, you know that’s where the Twin 

Monster Slayers that killed the monsters, ok, so, a lot of our history is there. If 
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you go right outside of Newcomb, when you go to Shiprock, after you go past that 

gas station, and then you pass that one mountain right there…well there is a 

mountain there and that is where the hogan was [where] Monster Slayers went. 

[They lived and died] in there. And [came] the story of how Death came and 

poverty [came to the people]. So, it’s very important. 

She mentioned the importance of the eastern direction in the morning, and offerings that people 

traditionally make toward that place each day. In each direction, there are also sacred colors, 

which are attached to the minerals that may be found most prevalently on each of the sacred 

mountains: white (shell), blue (turquoise), yellow (abalone), and black (jet). Male and female 

attributes are found in these sacred places also. This dual existence exemplifies the balance 

necessary for harmony in the Din4 world. Other important attributes of place also include 

months, seasons, ceremonies, or other events (activities) attached to various places. She finished 

by stating, “It is walking in beauty.” 

Joe also discussed the proximity to the reservation as being the first important aspect of 

place for him as a Din4 person. Secondly, the river water and its contents are culturally 

important. He spoke of feeling as if he were a part of the water at Navajo Dam or of the San Juan 

River. Thirdly, he described looking north 

toward Mesa Verde, a deserted cliff 

dwelling village, knowing he could simply 

walk there because of the barren landscape 

in between his home and the village. 

Fourth, he said that there was just 

“something” about looking east toward Figure 5. Detail of Horse Basket 
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Mount Hesperus, one of the four sacred mountains, each morning and simply being there to do 

that. Lastly, he spoke of his family’s historical connection to the cove area of Red Valley, also 

known as Shiprock, that spans hundreds of years, as well as the significance of looking to the 

Chuska Mountains in the south, and the familiarity each of these places brings into his life. He 

stated that the aspects of these places point to his own identity, and further, they point to what is 

to come if people continue to ignore those important aspects of place that show influences of 

people’s actions throughout time. 

The artists shared their knowledge about Din4 perspective on relationships between 

place, learning, and art. For Lucy, this relationship resided in the action of art making through 

praying about the work, then listening to her dreams. Through this activity, she learned about the 

process of making the work itself, and about being a better artist through finding strength in her 

cultural knowledge. The connection to place was found in understanding that the place where she 

prays and dreams is different from the place in which she may be expected to be. She described 

this circumstance through a story about crafting one of her quilts with which she was having 

difficulty. She was scheduled to be in Santa Fe for a festival, but instead prayed about the work 

and stayed home. Upon dreaming, she found the answer to her art’s problem. She traveled to a 

different place, and then completed the work shortly thereafter. 

Joe discussed his perceived place/learning/art relationship by describing the philosophy 

of negative and positive of actions undertaken in specific places, and how they represent Din4 

beauty, or hozho. Recognizing these two parts interjects the balance relationship into each space. 

To make, you must give. He focused on his painting of a Navajo basket with horse images (see 

Figure 5). He said, “that painting [is] based upon not only the negative and positive, but also 

upon each horse [which] represents each new friendship as the basket gets wider from [a 
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person’s] childhood to [their] adolescence, to [their] adulthood, to [the time you get] older, you 

know, friends and family you meet.” In making the basket, he honored each of those friendships. 

He said making and sharing the artwork is based upon the philosophy of balance, and that 

harmony happens within the four sacred mountains. 

On a larger scale, I inquired further on the artists’ perspectives about where Din4 people 

learn to make art. Lucy shared a story of a process she underwent to arrive at her current 

knowledge about how she makes her artwork. She explained that Din4 people who create 

artwork are chosen to do so when they are young. When they grow older, they have a choice as 

to whether they continue with their craft or not, but early on they begin their education to create 

in the home. Following, she described the revelation that led her to creating quilts through seeing 

ancestral patterns appropriated by non-Native quilt makers. Through this realization, she began 

to further develop the patterns passed to her by her mother. She then began entering her work in 

juried shows and gaining accolades. Ultimately, she felt that her work is meant to teach Din4 

children that they can achieve their own goals and create identities as legitimate artists in any 

arena by exploring their ancestral ways of becoming and learning. Additionally, she noted that 

she will pass on the ways she learned to create to her children and grandchildren when they 

return to her. 

Joe also described how his place of art learning influenced his art learning experiences. 

He offered that the inspiration he translated into his work stemmed from the stories and art from 

the reservation in New Mexico. The artist went on to discuss the importance of that cultural 

inspiration in the art classrooms on the reservation in the form of posted imagery for all the 

students and teachers to see. He stated that he felt students could all identify themselves with the 

imagery, and returned to the concept of balance: the teacher making space for the students’ 
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culture and identity. Additionally, he reminded that parents are teachers as well. The labels 

people use to address each other, and also to limit themselves, convolute and politicize the 

possible. A new art teacher who understands this issue already, and becomes involved in the 

community, can accomplish much with the students. He recalled, again, the Din4 philosophy of 

negative and positive as the “ions that join together that have to make it work” because two 

negatives or two positives lack the balance for a successful creative environment. 

I then asked the artists to qualify the influence of the place where they grew up on their 

identities as Din4 people. For Lucy, much of her association between her place of growth and her 

Din4 identity was expressed through the dysfunction of racial labels. Her family moved to East 

Los Angeles when she was very young. There, her mother told her to claim Mexican descent. 

Soon after, with the shift in Civil Rights outlooks, her mother told her that it was acceptable to be 

Native American again. Because of this, she felt very confused about her identity. When they 

moved back to the reservation some time later, she learned about the arts trading at the local 

trading posts, but that there was a great deal of unsavory activity that took place there. She 

recalled a story about her grandmother who could eventually no longer go to the nearest trading 

post to sell her sheep’s wool. Sheep’s wool was, and still is, used as an artist’s medium for rug 

and dress weaving. There had been an altercation between her grandmother and the post owner 

regarding her unpaid debt to him. Because Lucy’s grandmother found the proposed solution to 

the debt to be inappropriate, her grandmother felt forced to travel to a trading post further from 

their home. 

Somewhat similarly, Joe was raised on the reservation from the age of ten. At that point, 

he was taught about some Din4 lifeway, which he explained became a part of his artwork and his 

identity. Today he still reflects on that learning through his paintings. His other reservation 
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experiences beyond the home life also became a part of his artwork, such as the people selling 

rugs beside the road and grandma catching fish in his paintings entitled Sally Begay’s Roadside 

Rug Auction and Grandma’s First Fish, respectively. He also described family and travel times 

that became regular events, such as driving thirty miles into town to get a bucket of chicken. The 

drive home was torturous in that no one could eat until they got home – a normal occurrence for 

many reservation children due to the distances of their homes from most organized townships. 

This, too, was reflected in a series of paintings he created about growing up on and identifying 

with life on the reservation. He still constructs scenes today of Din4 people doing activities that 

would be considered normal to those who have knowledge of reservation life. 

 Perspectives about non-Din4 art teachers in the art classroom. 

In this final portion of the questionnaire I asked the two Din4 artists for feedback about 

what new unfamiliar art teachers could better understand about being culturally responsive with 

respect to Din4 people and place before becoming employed in reservation-serving schools. 

“Teaching is most effective when ecological factors, such as prior experiences, community 

settings, cultural backgrounds, and ethnic identities of teachers and students, are included in its 

implementation” (Gay, 2010, p. 22). Both Lucy and Joe explained about their own art learning 

experiences with their teachers, as well as what ethnographic socio-political markers and cultural 

constructs could be integral to Din4 art students’ success.  

I asked the artists to share their experiences with their grade-school art teachers. Lucy 

recalled a story about her experiences from a middle school art class in East Los Angeles. She 

described a project in which the teacher, an older non-Native woman, told the class to collect 

leaves from outside and create a collage with them. From Lucy’s perspective, the project was 

both useless and disrespectful to nature. Lucy wanted to know the type of tree, the purpose of the 
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activity, the significance of taking the leaves and putting them someplace else, and the medicinal 

use of the tree. The project left her lost and confused – why was it that she had to learn that way 

when she saw something entirely different? Why collect the leaves, glue them down to 

something unnatural, and then throw it away? As a student she felt oppressed and devalued. In 

another class, the art instructor limited Lucy’s creativity by telling her that she could only do one 

project with her material and it had to be done in a particular way. She expressed her reaction to 

being treated like a herd animal by saying she left like “cattle: come in, dink, dink, dink” as she 

mimicked the motions of ringing a cowbell in mid-air. Finally, she made the association between 

the crayon shavings project she made in elementary school and the appliques she uses today on 

her quilts. She only had one semester of art in high school where she described that the art made 

no impression on her. Later in college, she explained that she learned about the arts of different 

cultures by taking courses focusing on various countries’ histories. 

Joe also told of his relationship with his Din4 art teacher who was influential early in his 

art career. Joe attended reservation-serving Rehoboth Christian High School near Gallup, NM. 

From this instructor, he learned that art was only a small part of the whole picture of life. The 

two became friends, spending time together outside of the classroom and often making the long 

trip home to Farmington from Gallup. They later participated in exhibitions and festivals as 

fellow artists after Joe graduated from college. 

 I asked the artists to comment on what information new unfamiliar teachers might need 

to know to teach art to Din4 students. Lucy first focused on the importance of unfamiliar teachers 

investigating the various parts of the reservation because of its basis on the clan system. She also 

suggested that new art teachers need to first understand what they are teaching and see how the 

children there learn. She encouraged teachers to know multiple ways to teach Din4 students, but 
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emphasized especially they should have imagistic examples. She also suggested that the teachers 

let the students create artwork such as jewelry. Further, she talked about knowing the various 

stories of the area and landmarks found in the place where the art teacher teaches. Lucy cited 

sand paintings as one of the projects many well-meaning art teachers ask their Din4 students to 

create. She motioned air quotes as she spoke the word “well-meaning.” I interpreted this gesture 

as her disapproval of the art teachers’ choice to include sand painting because of how packed 

with traditional aspects it is. To this she added recognition of the issue between the traditionalist 

and the non-traditionalist students in the classroom, where the job of the art teacher is to learn 

variations in lifeway practices among her/his students. She described one non-Din4 teacher who 

brought a sheep to school to show the students how to butcher. The children were unimpressed 

and said that the process of butchering was natural as part of who they are as Din4 people. 

Depending on the place where the school was situated, it is possible that she could have had a 

substantial number of traditionalists in her classroom for who the lesson was unfruitful, and 

potentially offensive, because their families practice sheep butchering daily. 

Joe argued that new community members such as art teachers would probably not be able 

to learn what they needed just in the first years on the reservation. He stated that, alongside the 

pragmatic aspects of art teaching, they should take Native American art classes at someplace 

such as San Juan College, a local college committed to serving the community. He encouraged 

the teachers not to expect traditional types of work from their students. Instead the art teachers 

could integrate traditional work from local artists into the course. Interestingly, Joe suggested 

allowing the pre-service art teachers to try to make sand paintings or Navajo baskets, although he 

acknowledged that there are aspects of the culture they could and could not know. He stated, “I 
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think that if teachers have an idea of [Din4] cultural items, especially of what [Din4 artists] sell, 

they would have an easier time incorporating their outside ideas into [Din4] cultural ideas.” 

Further, Joe suggested including the Shiprock Fair into northern reservation art classroom 

activities. The teachers with whom he has had contact through his children’s schools also 

integrate fluent Navajo speakers into classrooms. He felt that the students get a great deal more 

learning from the Din4 relevant lessons. He explained, however, that a person in one place on the 

reservation, such as Tsaile, may already know more than someone from another place on or off 

the reservation. This corroborated the example that Lucy provided earlier regarding the 

unfamiliar teacher’s attempt to teach sheep butchering, a common reservation practice, in a Din4 

classroom: the students already have that knowledge from their experiences growing up on the 

reservation. Nonetheless, the artists agreed that incorporating culture into the classroom is very 

important. 

I asked the artists to described what new unfamiliar teachers should know about Din4 

history and culture. In agreement with Joe’s earlier comment, Lucy reminded that, as per cultural 

protocol, certain aspects might be discussed only at specific times of the year. As an example, 

she cited the creation stories and how they could be discussed mostly during the wintertime only. 

There are activities children should not do during certain seasons, such as a shoe or string game 

outside of winter. She also explained that the place the teacher teaches dictates whether the Long 

Walk should be discussed and with whom. Families’ histories may be secretive, and some 

students should not learn them from anyone but the family. Like Joe, she recommended that 

incoming art teachers visit the local tribal college or take courses to find someone who will assist 

them with knowledge of the tribe’s history and easing the cultural shock. She said that she 
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thought, “there needs to be some sort of orientation for them, and for them to come in early and 

to really see what it is like.” 

Joe offered a list of what he felt incoming non-Din4 art teachers should come to know: 

where we are from, Athabascan from Canada, where we settled, who we are: we 

are Navajo and there are Apaches we are related to, where they are from, how we 

are related, and also [Din4] relationship with the other tribes, basic part of history 

of what they know, and understand, well, if it’s the Hopis, Mt. Utes, or Southern 

Utes, that relationship that [Din4 people] have had, not the negative, but just the 

part, like the pueblos, of [Din4] relationship, then get to the part of [Din4] 

relationship with the Spaniards, and also with the settlers. Then as [Din4 people] 

get more current: more of this idea of these cultures all trying to mix together. If 

they have an understanding of that, they have a basic idea of who [Din4 people] 

are.  

Additionally, he noted, like Lucy, that knowing the clans is important. Knowing that valuable 

information would assist the instructor in further knowing the history of the community. They 

should also know how long the school has been in that community, the type of school it is, and 

how money is generated or brought into the community. 

I then turned the questioning so that artists would consider what new unfamiliar art 

teachers could first know about Din4 community or place. Both artists described the issue of a 

new teacher entering with aspirations of saving the Native children or changing the world by 

themselves without understanding the place first. Lucy remarked that she felt, for new teachers, 

going to a Din4 community for the first time is a culture shock, and they should participate in 

some events that acclimate them to the place prior to teaching in the classroom. Both Lucy and 
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Joe briefly shared their feelings about experiences with teachers who limit their own 

participation in the community, remarking their disappointment in that caliber of involvement. 

Moreover, Joe described the importance of making associations within the community, as 

well as knowing about the amenities in a community. He suggested that art teachers unfamiliar 

with the place they are going should come to know it in the sense of connection to Din4 peoples. 

There are stories behind many areas and geological locations, such as where rivers collide. He 

mentioned that, being from the place where the rivers come through, if he went to the high desert 

part of the reservation, for example, he felt as if he would dry out! Additionally, he believed that 

even knowing the constellations would be valuable to the new art teachers because they have 

specific meanings during certain months. This level of communication would assist student 

learning, as well as perhaps strengthen teaching career longevity. Finally, Joe recommended that 

student teachers that spend their student teaching year on the reservation become more prepared 

to be responsive to Din4 students’ needs with respect to cultural support, “being there for a 

semester, even if it is that and student teaching, they would probably be more prepared.” 

Finally, I asked the artists to describe plans for an art class they might like to teach to 

community K-12 students. Lucy suggested that the teacher be prepared with methods that fully 

engage the students in the artwork they are making through asking them to participate, as 

opposed to the experience she explained earlier where she was told what to do: “You need to ask 

them what they would like to do, then enforce it, give them that encouragement.” She wanted to 

encourage the students to find their own inner artist, or storyteller, and honor that in the Din4 art 

class. 

Joe suggested the teachers use, for example, paintings and discuss them through stories 

tied to them, then have students create their stories and artwork. He remarked that Din4 students 
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love to draw. In an after-school program he once conducted, he instructed students to write their 

own stories, illustrate them, and then make them into their own books. In another project fused 

with music, writing, and illustration, his students wrote a song, illustrated it, and then performed 

it. For a third project, he told the students to go outside and sketch an object. Alongside that 

sketch, he asked them to write a story from the object’s perspective of how that object journeyed 

to the place it came from. For another project, he asked the students to explore the idea of being 

Din4 through creating imagery on a small square. After that, each square was put together with 

the others to create one large composition. As a final note, Joe simply stated that if someone is 

going into teaching in an unfamiliar community, the new art teacher “should have that pre-

knowledge of where they are going” and the art teachers should “[the students] come up with 

their own ideas of them expressing themselves as artists.” 

The interviews conducted with the two Din4 artist participants inferred that place holds 

significance for Din4 art student learning. However, the relationship between the people and 

place is deeply complex. To learn the most effective way to integrate place into an art 

curriculum, the two artists described multiple facets that need to be explored by incoming 

teachers, such as community participation, family structure, and knowing histories of the place 

and people. 

Art Teacher Educators 

The two art teacher educators (ATE) with whom I spoke – “Cynthia” and “Richard” – 

provided information on topics similar to the two Din4 artists. I spoke with each ATE through 

interviews conducted on Skype from their homes, as per their wishes. Both ATEs incorporate 

Indigenous artists and perspectives into their art teacher preparation coursework, while one also 

includes works that are considered traditional (by the standards of the group to which the artist is 
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connected). While it was not my intention to recruit Native American ATEs, both participants’ 

ethnic heritage as Native American provided a new dimension of insight to this study. 

Methods of preparation to engage Indigenous communities. 

The two ATEs shared how they prepare their students to responsively work with Native 

American students. They first described their perceptions of Native populations, theories in 

which they ground their teaching, and methods they use to educate about Native peoples. They 

also discussed about, with phenomenological lenses, obstacles and challenges faced by their 

students when discussing cultural differences and commonalities between Native and non-Native 

students. They agreed with Bolgantz (2005) who wrote, “Few teachers are taught how to be 

racially literate, so we do not know how to help our students learn these skills” (p. 12). Their 

responses revealed tools that would be beneficial for art teacher education through an alternative 

lens. 

Cynthia began her response by explaining that she felt Native Americans are raised with 

traditions and customs that stem from different philosophies than peoples reared in mainstream 

societies. This is why Native American populations are different from mainstream peoples, she 

said. She cited a film called One Thousand Roads that illustrates the depth to which traditional 

philosophy may permeate reservation-raised youth, thereby influencing their choices in life. She 

remarked, “I think that [the difference between Native people and mainstream society 

populations] also has a lot to do with the traditions and customs that are also introduced at a 

young age that no matter how hard you try you can’t get it out of there.” 

Richard remarked that people vary from place to place, but that Native peoples vary from 

others only in that there is a different cultural background. He explained by saying, “I 

differentiate them by time, place, location, age – age as far as the [anthropological] history of the 
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group and age as far as a teenager or elder.” Since he does not recognize Native peoples as 

different than mainstream peoples, like Cynthia does, I followed up by asking if he addresses 

sovereignty or self-determination in his pre-service teacher (PSAT) class topics. He replied that 

he does, but that the PSATs seldom understand because they have so little connection to 

ancestral related practices. He said, “[The pre-service teachers] don’t understand [sovereignty] 

for the most part because they are so far removed [from place as a political issue].” 

Cynthia went on to describe how she grounds her pedagogy. When presenting Indigenous 

cultural responsivity, to help balance her teaching decisions. She said she: 

use[s] a social justice theoretical framework, and then around Indigenous, I would 

say that I talk about Indigenous ways of knowing pretty much. So, I apply 

Indigenous pedagogy, which is interesting how it aligns a lot with some feminist 

pedagogy, but it also has a difference too. 

From her experiences, she said that she was surprised how well Indigenous pedagogies aligned 

with feminist pedagogies, but that she did notice differences, as well. As an example, she noted 

that she often allows students to participate in peer reviews before they submit work for grading. 

In some cases, she has had students request that she look over the work before participating in a 

peer review. Of her teaching she said, “In many ways, the older I get, I seem to be applying more 

of an Indigenous pedagogy in all of my teachings than I did when I was younger.” Through her 

own personal experience as a PhD student, she found that many Native students tend to write 

using cyclical logic, and academic reviewers of their work see their writing as being backwards. 

For several years, she felt she was a bad writer, not understanding this phenomenon. Once the 

puzzle became clear, she began to integrate this learning into her own teaching. 
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Richard discussed his teaching platform as based on a Freirian perspective. He also 

infuses Dewey, and, like Cynthia, includes discourse regarding feminist theories through 

recognition of a way to consider society. He specifically noted that he includes guest speakers to 

share that philosophy as a way for his PSATs to have a wider range of perspectives from which 

they may choose to structure their own future instructional style. 

Cynthia then reviewed three obstacles she believes mire unfamiliar teachers’ success in 

their new Indigenous communities. One of the obstacles she noticed from the students she 

teaches is that they typically view their destinations as strictly geographical locations. They 

initially perceive no connection to cultural traditions and ways of knowing. Secondly, she 

described a lack of knowledge about Indigenous artists and their inclusion in the art classroom. 

To this end, she described this missing information as “doing a disservice [to art education] pre-

service teachers because [teacher educators] don’t give them that knowledge.” Lastly, she 

discussed the segregation art teachers impose upon themselves. She said that they often don’t see 

their connections to other content areas, or how what they teach does not service the local 

people. She stated, “I think that mentality is not a good mentality, especially when you are 

dealing with Indigenous populations that don’t make a difference between [subject content] 

areas.” 

On that same topic, Richard described the Hollywood stereotype as one obstacle. He 

noted that many people do not recognize inaccurate representations of Native culture, such as in 

films when “a Native person has to wear an eagle bonnet to be Native, and every Indian person 

lives in a tipi.” There is little real interaction to understand, for example, foods, cultures, or 

spiritualties. To counter this lack of knowledge, with his students he discusses growing up in a 

multiracial – Native American and Anglo – family in a region where such a relationship was 
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unacceptable. The most customary knowledge is the one of the mainstream. As such, that is what 

is perpetuated. Secondly, he cited that his students are unaware of their positionality. His Anglo 

pre-service teachers cannot recognize their own culture; it is so “ubiquitous they don’t realize 

they are looking through a powerful lens of deciding by looking at a person, at their clothes, at 

their attitude, listening to their dialect. They start to assume [ideas about] all these personas that 

may or may not be true.” On that note, they talk about white privilege/power. The third obstacle 

he recognized is the necessity for PSATs to reflect on their own cultures, families, histories, and 

ancestry, and then compare that with classmates of similar appearances. Of this process, he 

stated that the reflection was the key critical aspect. 

To assist her students in becoming more familiar with Native American cultures, Cynthia 

uses both literal and hands-on resources. She noted that several of her pre-service teachers are 

not aware that their communities include Native people. One example to raise awareness that she 

mentioned was a trip to a powwow where she collaborated with a history professor on an oral 

history project for which their students collected powwow participant narratives. Of agency 

through powwows she said:  

You see a lot of that [agency] at powwows now with feathers and so on. People 

taking these things and combining them because that is the world we live in today 

and they are making that statement. They are owning it, not denying it. 

Extending the assignment, she asked her student interviewers to create lesson plans based on 

their findings, inquiring as to how they would use their new learning. She pointed out that in 

order for them to truly learn about the foreign cultures, they needed to own the new information 

by incorporating it into their own teaching resources. Another method she utilizes is guest 
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speakers such as artists James Luna11, Joanna Bigfeather, and Paul Chaatsmith12 – curator for the 

National Museum of the American Indian – who expose the pre-service teachers to truths they 

have yet to realize about Native American peoples and their art. Further, she has her students 

critically examine lesson plans about Native American art, as well as about other groups, so that 

they can decide for themselves the accuracy of information within the lessons. 

Richard, who is a member of a Native American student organization on his campus, also 

suggests that his students attend the campus powwow, which many of them do. He stated that 

they are often fascinated with the food, imagery, and drums. He noted that many of these items 

are similar across Native American cultural practices. In addition, Richard offers his students 

opportunities to participate in purification ceremonies at his own home. As with Cynthia, he 

provides substantial reading materials for his students, as well as class Skyping with some of 

those authors. He also recognized that Native American cultures are not the only cultures that are 

considered Others. In this conversation he included “Latino culture, Meso-American culture, 

African-American culture, Asian-American” cultures. He asks his students to mind-map an 

approach to someone of a different culture to find out more about them and their ancestry or 

home country. He provided an example of a time that one of his classes video conferenced with a 

class in Mexico. When asked how the class in Mexico perceived U.S. Americans, the Mexican 

students replied that “Americans are seen as warriors. They are a warrior class, they like to 

invade people, they like to blow people up.” His class was shocked to see how another people 

viewed them. For him, first-person experiences are the most effective. Another method is taking 

his class to Acoma Pueblo near Albuquerque, New Mexico. The family with whom they stay 

                                                
11 http://www.jamesluna.com/ 
12 http://www.paulchaatsmith.com/ 
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while there shows them places and practices to which the typical tourist would not be exposed. 

Through this, he hopes to continue developing his students’ respect and curiosity.  

Cynthia expressed that many of her students lacked the knowledge required to respond 

beyond stereotypes. Some students negated the thought that there would ever be a Native student 

in their art classroom when, in actuality, the chances are fairly high in many areas. Further, she 

noted many of her students exhibit characteristics of projecting their experiences onto others, 

believing that all people experience in the same way. Cynthia described a time when one of her 

students requested assistance in understanding Lakota experiential differences. The student had 

recently been hired as a new teacher on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Cynthia provided her with 

substantial literature and websites regarding the reservation people’s history and traditions to be 

aware of and in which to participate. Cynthia has engaged this practice with other students who 

headed to reservations for employment as well. 

Richard spoke of his students being embarrassed and afraid to make mistakes when they 

find that he is Native American. They have often prefaced their statements with “you are 

probably not going to like this, but…” He discussed that his pre-service teachers are young and 

unsure in their self-identities within their own societies when they come to his course. His 

students face their own outsider status when looking forward to teaching in low socio-economic 

communities. The experience in Acoma he mentioned earlier helps them recognize this feeling 

and learn to understand how a child from a reservation would feel in a primarily Anglo cultural 

classroom. Additionally, he noted that many of his undergraduate students are still insecure with 

their places in their own culture and society, which also increases their lack of balance when 

entering a predominantly low socioeconomic classroom teaching situation. 
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Importance of place. 

In this second section I inquired about the ATEs’ perception of place, and their 

experiences working with mostly mainstream students whose understanding of place may be 

considerably different than that of the Native students with whom they could potentially work in 

a reservation-serving school. “Native American oral tradition holds that each world was 

destroyed and a new one created, each tribe found its place in a way that connected it to certain 

mountains and other geographic features” (LaPena, 1994, p. 14). The participants also revealed 

how they came to know the phenomenon of the significance of place as Native American group 

members themselves. 

Cynthia, upon considering her viewpoint on place and culture, offered a connection 

between place and culture by stating, “Culture comes from dirt” where ceremonies, traditions, 

and food are all based in that matter. She related place to identity via the avenue of culture. 

Displacement, especially for Native American people, became an issue, as well, She indicated 

that the relationship between disconnection and displacement becomes a part of people’s 

identity. She elaborated by describing a project with the Eastern Band Shawnee, a Native 

American group removed from Ohio. In this project, the significance of place is exemplified 

through the Shawnees’ annual pilgrimage from Oklahoma to Ohio to rediscover and reclaim the 

group’s history. 

Richard concurred that place is exceedingly important. He described inquiry that comes 

from students about the potential for Lakota peoples to leave their poverty-stricken environments 

on the Rose Bud Reservation. To this he normally responds by initiating discourse about place 

by calling on the students’ memories of childhood. Through these exercises, learners begin to see 

significance in the places to which they are attached. He stated that he felt “place is very 
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incredible in connection to the invisible part of how [people] live: the energy and vibration of the 

land [is] connected to [people’s] bodies.” Further, he found that students who have lived in rural 

areas typically evidence a stronger understanding of the significance of place. 

Cynthia also connected the significance of place to the fight for sovereignty as being 

about whether a person inhabits the place in question or does not in the end. Because sovereignty 

is a highly political and socially complicated subject, she described that it takes pre-service 

teachers time to comprehend having a place and then experiencing it being taken away. In that 

dynamic rests an impact that carries lifelong disruptive potential to a person’s identity.  

Likewise, Richard added that he felt people engage in a great deal of self-construction 

when they have a stronger connection to their place. He remarked that people hold ancestral 

relationships to a place. He exemplified this with a teaching about the umbilical cord of a Lakota 

child. When the child is born, the cord is put into a beaded container and buried to ensure that the 

child will always find his/her way home. Din4 people have practiced a similar ceremony to 

ensure their children always find their way home to a place within the four sacred mountains. 

Din4 artist Lucy also described this practice in her interview. 

The meaning of place to mainstream society, Cynthia explained, is often a geographic 

location to which many people have little attachment. Of her own understanding of borders 

between places, she spoke of feeling a specific change in energy when crossing from one place 

to another, such as from the flatness of one part of the land into the mountains of the next. For 

her, it is an energetic feeling of safety when making that physical move. Cynthia made the 

analogy to Din4 peoples who live their lives in the desert, but feel strange in a wooded place: the 

dirt is different. 
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Richard posited that if people lead their lives ceremoniously in one place, through 

establishing similar personal and cultural connections wherever they go, they should be able to 

live similarly in each place. However, he reminded that those who cannot find those associations 

have histories of self-medication, violence, and self-mutilation. 

Of knowing that place is significant, Cynthia stated that origin stories come from a 

Native group’s place. Because she is a member of the Eastern Band of Cherokees, her discourse 

comes from that place of knowledge shared with her by her father, also a member of the Eastern 

Band of Cherokees. All events happen in a place: whether it is birth, growth, or anything else, it 

always happens somewhere, and those actions become connected to those places. She also 

connected people’s names and stories with places. Cynthia reinforced this notion by considering 

an inquiry that might be relevant to a student: “Where did the pine tree come from? Well, if you 

don’t have pine trees, why would you care about that story?” She also recounted a story that 

described how the Eastern Band of Cherokees was able to reclaim stolen land spanning fourteen 

generations through the generosity of a minister. Unfortunately, however, there is also a limit to 

what one can do outside of the home-place (i.e., the reservation), and still be viewed by those on 

the reservation-place as an insider of that place. For example, once a young Native person goes 

away for an advanced academic degree, there is most likely no work for them back on the 

reservation, and oftentimes reservation people’s perceptions of that person change. She described 

a Din4 friend to whom this had happened. The young woman realized that she was no longer 

welcomed in her home-place because of the outsider changes she incurred. 

Richard described his personal feeling of needing to be present in his home-place 

occasionally to re-acquire his balance. However, he also felt that re-establishing ceremony in his 

new place acted as a stabilizing factor. To that effect, he said that, “place is found in the center of 
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ceremony like the center of a sweat lodge, or the center of a dance – that tree [at the Sundance] is 

a place of connection.” To that effect, Richard briefly discussed his positionality on his 

university’s campus as being the only tribally enrolled faculty member. In this institutionalized 

place, he has had difficulty associating with those who do not understand his culture. Currently, 

he is working with a young Lakota student from Pine Ridge. They connect over discussions of 

traditional foods and ceremony, but still with some difficulty. He suggested, however, that the 

Cherokee people in his local community function well there because the “Cherokee people have 

been comfortable pushing up against Anglo community for years, and years, and years. So, it is 

not that difficult for them to be able to function in another society.” 

Similarly, both ATE participants commented that history is a significant part of knowing 

place. Cynthia remarked that the history of Native American groups was important because “the 

history splits. The places, the identities are not necessarily the same because of the place.” 

Richard also stated that:  

being aware of histories that have never been published because they are sacred, but 

being able to hear those stories from first person, sitting at that fire, listening to that and 

understanding how that history has repeated itself, how that culture gets continued 

forward and then start to push against how things change when the Anglos moved west 

with Manifest Destiny – how that disrupted and reconstructed tribal lives for generations, 

perhaps for infinity.  

Relationship of place to Native arts creations. 

The third portion of the interviews with the ATE participants divulged their conceptions 

about relationships between Indigenous place and Native American artwork. In this portion of 

the inquiry, they disclosed Native American artist role models they use in the classroom and 
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experiences they have had with presenting those artists’ artwork to typically non-Native pre-

service teacher classes. Employing the Indigenous research methodology facet of this study, I 

also asked the ATEs to add more information about their personal relationships with place. They 

each shared stories that illustrated those perceptions through Eastern Band Cherokee (Cynthia) 

and Cherokee (Richard) perspectives, respectively, because “history as written by non-Indians 

has often disregarded or misunderstood [Native American] reverence for the land and denied the 

accomplishments of Native Americans.” (LaPena, 1994, p. 11) 

Cynthia indicated that most Native American arts often rely on place and that reliance is 

regardless of either past or contemporary cultural influences. In this sense, place is extremely 

significant. How artworks are presented, what their subject matters are, and even the materials 

from which they are made have origins in a place associated with traditions of a people. 

Richard believed that Native American artists rely on the energies of a place to create 

their works. He specified that the artworks usually deal with “invisible world” subject matter 

because it allows for easier translation into an understanding of the world in which humans now 

live, and makes an ancestral connection to previous artists. He remarked that the actual artwork 

product is not as critical as the process by which it is created. Additionally, today the work is 

often made for commodification purposes. He believed that through this appropriated method, 

Native artists are able to make a living selling their work to, primarily, non-Native buyers. 

Cynthia then discussed using James Luna through a teaching theme of identity, and 

pointed out that the location of his identity is in his home reservation. As other exemplars of 

Native artists who communicate identity through place, she has also shown Kay Walkingstick13, 

                                                
13 http://www.kaywalkingstick.com/ 
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Charlene Teters14, and Trudell15. Additionally, she listed Truman Lo and Edgar Heap-of-Birds16, 

but did not explain why these artists in particular were valuable to her teaching. 

Richard recently introduced Anna Tsouhlarakis17 when he discussed an insightful method 

for his students. He described the technique by which he presented her: first showing the 

artwork, then discussing the artist to show the diversification of Native American artistry. 

Additionally, he listed Brian Miller18, a Mohawk photographer who also teaches at Dartmouth, 

and does not look stereotypically Native American. To address social context, he has begun 

including Bunky Echohawk19, a Native graffiti artist. Finally, he has shown films, such as When 

Your Hands Are Tied, that address Native American contemporary societies and artists. The lists 

of artists and art forms shown vary from term to term. He picked these particular artists because 

he feels they impact the way he views tribal recognition, identity, or stereotyping. 

Cynthia talked about how she explains connections between the significance of place and 

Native American arts to her students. She said she begins with the idea of colonialism. She 

stated: 

someone comes over, someone comes and they are different and you want to 

show them all the best things about your place. So you make the best meal and 

you share it with them and you teach them about the place and you might have 

some parties and so on. And then the next thing you know, you no longer have 

that place. They have taken over your little town, and then they take away your 

place. Then [they] say, “Well you didn’t really appreciate it.” Then you’re not 

                                                
14 http://www.charleneteters.com/Welcome.html 
15 http://www.johntrudell.com/ 
16 http://heapofbirds.ou.edu/ 
17 http://www.iaia.edu/museum/vision-project/artists/anna-tsouhlarakis/ 
18 http://blacknorthphoto.com/biography 
19 http://bunkyechohawk.com/ 
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allowed to hunt anymore. You are not allowed to get that food anymore or go to 

that store anymore. Suddenly you are looking in the window and not out the 

window, and you watch them. Then they decide they don’t even like you being 

around anymore because it makes them feel bad. And so they move you totally 

away, and you become very dependent. 

Through addressing the concept of place in this way, she stated the students understand the 

gravity of the concept and the impact of the loss. Additionally, she said that to help her students 

grasp the idea of a place being taken she said: 

I even go as far as reading some of the things out of our little student newspaper 

about robberies and so on, and talking about how does that feel when something 

is taken away from you and the significance of it, and it’s hard sometimes to try to 

find things that are relevant to students’ lives that can help them give pause to that 

understanding about place. 

She also cited Trudell’s poetry about place as a resource, as well as Wilma Mankiller’s book 

about contemporary Indigenous women, Every Day is a Good Day. Cynthia also provided an 

anecdote about an art exhibition she created with Charlene Teters about Native American 

stereotypes that invited viewer interaction. Audiences were allowed to write feedback on the 

backs of pieces. She explained that there were several derogatory remarks, but reminded that 

educators have to begin in their current places to make an impression. One way to begin this 

dialogue, she said, is to begin classes with profiling exercises that ask students about their prior 

knowledge, how they acquired the knowledge, and what they know about specific topics such as 

Native artists or powwows. Typical responses have been “baskets” or “pots,” and they derived 

the information from mainstream media such as Dances with Wolves. From that point, she 
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informed me that her pedagogy involved opening further dialogue including situating knowledge 

historically and through place. 

Richard also discussed how difficult it is to explain connections to people who live very 

disconnectedly, let alone to ask them to visualize the relationship between place and art making. 

For him, that connection is found in mutual global histories. He suggested that, as a teacher, 

finding commonality allows him to first know a culture, as well as a time and a place, before he 

engages the meaning of an image. However, the best and truest connection to meaning making, 

he continued, was made by peoples who were from and lived in the place. He did not describe 

how he implements this information into his classroom. 

Cynthia discussed how she perceives the physical landscape of a place within an 

Indigenous community could influence the Native arts created in that place. She returned to the 

dirt concept by pointing out that the art products many Native artists make are dependent on the 

materials. For example, the red clay that comes from North Carolina differs from that in West 

Virginia and, therefore, so do the pottery and sculptures. Also, how an artist communicates with 

her/his place is critical: politically, culturally, and emotionally. She illustrated this point by 

sharing a story about the 2005 site-specific Edgar Heap-of-Birds installation, Wheel, at the 

Denver Museum of Art. The artist created the piece in such a way that the viewer is transported 

into his viewpoint through visual imagery and text on steel columns that are part of the 

installation. Additionally, she said she included media and artists’ presentations of their work, 

such as performance art. Of Luna’s work, for example, she said she wanted her students to 

consider such aspects as why the place is important and why the issues about identity are crucial. 

Of the artwork, she stated, “it is someway [sic] of trying to emotionally take you there, 
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physically trying to take you there through the media that is utilized, and of course the images 

and so on that become the strong indicators as well.” 

Richard recounted a personal experience with being in a specific landscape and engaging 

it: 

I went to that little hilltop in Rosebud, and what that landscape looked like and 

that big sky, you can see those energies coming out of the West just seeing that 

energy, being on that earth, and looking at that vista, that drives some of my 

abstractions that people will see a subtle landscape, but they won’t see, for 

example, Bear Butte. They won’t know that peak and how it looks, so I use that. 

He explained that the interpretation of the place into the artwork would be difficult for him if the 

landscape were someplace where he could not see into the distance, such as a large city. The 

interruption in “vision and energy” would impair his ability to translate the feeling of the place 

into an art piece that would emanate from his connection between the place and his identity. 

Cynthia noted that researchers have discovered a Native American identity crisis because 

of the disconnections many Native people feel from their home-places today. She noted that 

there are several Native American artists, such as Charlene Teters and James Luna, who are 

currently dealing with this theme in their artwork, specifically focusing on negotiating multiple 

worlds. She described her efforts as a young girl translating for her family members. She said, “I 

was, for my – the older people in my family – I would be the one who made the phone calls to 

the doctors, and I was in fourth grade making these phone calls, making appointments because I 

understood what it was that they wanted.” Additionally, she noted that coming from an oral 

culture creates a more difficult dynamic when trying to interact with some outsiders in the 
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community, such as doctors or teachers. She learned that storytelling was a part of her identity 

and learned how to work out those challenges. 

Cynthia noted specific artists beyond those previously mentioned who speak of their 

place through their art, such as Teri Greeves and Gail Tremblay, and create contemporary works 

based on traditional forms. She stated that such works represent ownership of the materials and a 

negotiation of the world humans live in today, as opposed to a denial of an identity. Lastly, she 

discussed the issue of blood quantum and its influence on Native communities’ future, both on 

and off the reservation. She presented the question of the place of bi-racial children, as well as 

their children and how this impacts their identities. 

Richard felt that community and place are the two fiercest aspects that hold together 

Native peoples’ family and spiritual circles. He relies heavily on his wife for care of the familial 

community and aesthetic perspectives. He also relies on his spiritual circle where he is able to 

discuss issues with people whom he knows have had similar experiences in places such as at 

dances or in lodges. In doing so, he said, understanding of the ideas behind the arts creations are 

much more fluent.  

Perspective about unfamiliar teachers in teaching art in Indigenous communities. 

In this portion of the ATE participant interview, I asked each ATE participant to 

deliberate about how teacher educators could be more culturally responsive when teaching pre-

service educators to work in Native American K-12 art classes. From their professional 

perspectives, they considered important ethnographic ideas such as local aesthetics, language, 

and socio-political concerns unfamiliar art teachers could face when first teaching in a Native 

American community. Their feedback disclosed insight from their layered outlooks that lend 

themselves to the fuller picture of being responsive to Native American art students in-situ 
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because “Indigenous belief systems are complexes of attitudes, beliefs, and practices fine-tuned 

to harmonize with the lands on which people live” (Kavanagh, 2005, p. 32).  

Cynthia touched on stereotypes regarding pan-Indianism in response to this question. She 

first suggested that using specific Native American artists is important, discussing their 

backgrounds and the places from which they come and in which they present in their work. She 

said, “it’s about the tribes, it’s about the artist, using the artist’s own words, making a connection 

to the community.” Cynthia not only suggested that bringing Native American guest speakers 

into the pre-service art teacher classroom is a valuable first-hand resource—“[in Native 

communities] don’t have to speak for, they can teach with,” but asked ATs to be prepared to give 

back to the speaker in some way, such as a letter of support. These are important keys to 

preparing the PSATs for how to include community resources in their teaching. 

Richard shared that the majority of his PSATs are Anglo females. However, based on 

what they learned during their visit to the Acoma Pueblo, some want to teach in BIA schools. As 

such, he stated that he first prepares his PSATs by informing them about certification to teach in 

those schools. However, he said:  

the first the absolute first thing they [new unfamiliar teachers] [need to] do when 

they show up in that community is find a group of Elder women; clan leaders, 

spiritual leaders…Say to those elder women, “I don’t know what the hell I am 

doing and I‘m hoping that you’ll guide me in the way that is best for the 

community and how your children are educated. 

Subsequently, he advised about gifting and its impact on the cyclical process. This usually refers 

to bringing the group some groceries, flour, corn, tobacco, potatoes, or rice, for example, 

depending on the tribal community into which they have been hired. Talking woman-to-woman 
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is also a necessary part of the dynamic in many tribal groups that are based on traditional roles of 

the female. Being genuinely humble and inquisitive for the sake of the community children are 

two key characteristics to which these groups will most likely be responsive. In most situations, 

the young teacher will be embraced and a mentor will be provided. He noted that she will 

typically be informed about such points as “the ways you do things, you don’t do things, how 

you dress, how you talk, even how you can look at a male, much less talk to a male.” Acceptance 

is not always immediate, however, and persistence is important. Learning the local history is also 

a key to strengthen a PSAT’s chance for success. Displacement of a people is also important to 

know, as well as why and how those events occurred. He noted the differences between the 

disassociations of the Lakota and the Din4 throughout construction of North America, in addition 

to knowing who wrote the information the PSATs read. Getting first-person information is the 

most effective way of gaining quality knowledge, he stated. Finally, due to a large learning 

curve, unfamiliar art teachers need to be passionate about teaching and learning in the 

environment because of the consistent lack of understandings in the first six months. He 

mentioned that they may not initially even like the food, the water, the disorientation of teaching, 

or participating in the community as an outsider. 

Of bringing community resources into the art classroom where the new unfamiliar 

teacher might be, Cynthia also stated that these actions will make an impact with the children 

who will see the teacher as a “risk-taker” and as a person who acknowledges that she, as the 

outsider, is a learner too. Such facilitators become role models, she suggested. She also pointed 

out that such learning takes a community, such as John Dewey (1934) wrote so many years ago. 

It is critical to also let the PSATs recognize that they need to learn alongside the students, and 

that they can acquire some of these skills while still a pre-service art teacher. She described 
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empowering her own students with agency over their learning in her classroom. In doing so, she 

is teaching them that there is an importance to experiencing in the classroom and that the 

learning cycle involves the process of knowledge extraction. She stressed, as well, that PSATs 

come to embrace knowing how they can understand and construct a stronger platform for their 

students’ learning. 

Richard felt that a key point to harmonizing with the dynamics of the art classroom is for 

the teacher to ground him or herself in community life. He likened the initial instability of being 

a new teacher in a reservation-serving classroom to “bouncing around unfettered.” With this new 

way of coming to know themselves, they will better learn to find balance, and more clearly 

understand themselves as people and as teachers. The methods unfamiliar teachers use to 

acclimate at that point are critical to their longevity in the school and community. If the new 

teacher does not assimilate her/himself into the community outside the school, the self-isolation 

with one’s own cultural knowledge could be detrimental. 

When discussing the importance of understanding local Indigenous aesthetics, Cynthia 

focused on parallel time as integral to understanding why Native artists make the choices they do 

when creating art. She explained that parallel time suggests reasons as to why and how Native 

aesthetics are different from Western aesthetics. Native artists’ choices are made based on 

subject matter and differentiation of style including, for example, intentional use of stereotypical 

or romanticized images. Also of importance and general relevance to such aesthetics are 

purposes of content, historical references, significant numbers such as four or eight, certain 

purposeful colors related to local heritage, cardinal directions, natural elements, and emotional 

components. Finally, Cynthia shared that she parallels a medicine wheel and Bloom’s Taxonomy 

for her students as a way to teach the significance of each cardinal direction: 
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I took the lowest [level of Bloom’s Taxonomy] with remembering and aligned it 

with the north, because that is where remembering goes, and then took it all the 

way around and used the circle as the connector, and did this whole thing all the 

way up to the create. 

She summed it up through describing how significant recognizing the differences between 

Western and Native aesthetic philosophies truly are: “It is important to understand the different 

aesthetics because that is what is behind the philosophy, the philosophical stance is what is 

behind the artist’s creations.” 

In referencing his work with peoples in Haiti and Barbados, Richard described the 

reactions his students have to Haitians’ and Barbadians’ aesthetic choices. In asking his students 

to expand on their judgments, he has them critically analyze how they arrived at such critiques, 

typically producing student realizations that they are mimicking past Western-trained studio 

instructors. An example he discussed was exploring the aesthetic differences between choices 

made in bead working or rug weaving as opposed to what they are used to. He stated that by 

allowing his students to digest various aesthetic choices, he is opening their ability to see 

commonalities and dissimilarities between and amongst global cultures. Applying that to further 

art teaching, he said, “They get to think about their own studio practices and then how they 

would develop a pedagogy and a curriculum to be able to share that with people who think 

differently than they do.” 

Using a story, Cynthia also described how important language is to understanding Native 

American significance of place. She spoke of the Earthworks Mounds website, and how even the 

name of the website became integral to examining the importance of the mounds. Initially, the 

name for the website was “Mound Matters.” Cynthia presented this name to the Native American 
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group who was also working with the project. The group proposed an alternative name that 

conveyed the actions of making, practicing spiritual, politics, or growth. The concept of action is 

a key notion to seeing how Native languages are spoken in a place and how they are connected 

specifically to the place through observation or meaning making. However, at the core is 

learning how to understand traditions. A good example is the young teacher whom she taught 

who then went to teach on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Cynthia remarked that she had provided 

the PSAT with resources for learning respectful words in the Lakota language, as well as the 

structure of the tribal group. Cynthia encouraged her by telling that the people would understand 

the process of her learning and that she was a beginner to the world. 

Richard pointed out a connection between language and culture by stating, “If you lose 

your language, you lose your culture because the language is so dense with meaning and it does 

not translate to a different language.” He felt that no matter what different places people go to, 

they should be able to speak the language there. While learning a different language may be 

difficult, it is worth the effort. As an example, he spoke of how as a Sundancer, it was necessary 

to learn the Lakota language for the prayers and songs. Where he lives now, he could not 

translate the songs into English as per requests from the Lakota elders because the energy is 

simply lost in translation. Similarly, he pointed out that when the Latin of Catholicism was 

translated into a local language, parts were lost in the translation and the potency of the Biblical 

messages weakened (even though Latin was not the original language of the Bible). He remarked 

that it was that point in Catholic history that marked the beginning of the decline of the church. 

Of all the points of coming to know the significance of place for Indigenous art students 

and preparing unfamiliar teachers to teach in those communities, Cynthia pointed out that 

understanding socio-political background is the most important. To know key events of a 
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nation’s history allows for deeper knowledge of seeing why current situations exist. For 

example, she considered the “Native American” term as non-political, whereas the term 

“American Indian” was adopted by the American Indian Movement and deemed politically 

correct by the U.S. American government. Understanding why there is still historically driven 

tension between Native nations and the U.S. government gives meaning to community and 

personal attitudes on the reservation. She suggested colonialism, land acquisition, liability, 

appropriation, trust/dishonesty, Civil Rights, and identity instability. She likened the process of 

learning the significance of the socio-political background to the process of creating a piece of 

pottery. They are both something that have to be negotiated with patience and focus. As she also 

stated, the Earthworks were created with four kinds of dirt from outside the place where they 

were constructed. To shape such a structure is what we need to focus on now, but unfortunately, 

to take on that responsibility, “is dirty and complicated and it is messy, and you don’t always win 

because there isn’t such a thing as winning. It is a negotiation.” It requires changes of perspective 

and attitude. For her, making this change means sculpting a better world for her grandchildren. 

Likewise, Richard spoke of the delicacy and difficulty that exists in learning about the 

history and culture of the local people. He stated that it is important to hear stories first-hand 

from the people in the community: 

listening to that and understanding how that history has repeated itself, how that 

culture gets continued forward and then start to push against how things change 

when the Anglos moves west with Manifest Destiny – how that disrupted and 

reconstructed tribal lives for generations, perhaps for infinity. Those old ways are 

never, ever going to come back. 
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He added that, currently, while it seems otherwise, Indigenous people lack political power. In his 

opinion, it may not be entirely necessary to instruct pre-service teachers on that because Native 

Americans currently have such little voice that they are invisible until more people are educated. 

However, he stated that every little bit of education teachers do undertake, at whatever level, 

helps people to think differently. 

Communications with the two art teacher educators addressed topics that helped to more 

deeply envision how place and cultural attention play a part in a student responsive art 

curriculum in the Din4 public school art classroom. To learn to make and employ such a 

complex curriculum, the ATEs agreed there are ways unfamiliar teachers may overcome 

challenges associated with entering an Indigenous community as a new community educator if 

they choose to commit to them. Acquainting oneself with the local community members, asking 

for cultural assistance and knowledge, understanding the significance of the people’s history in 

that place, and facing some of their own preconceptions are key ways that new teachers can 

become more effective teachers for their Native students. 

Art Teachers  

Two art teachers were asked similar questions to those posed to the Din4 artists and art 

teacher educators. The two art teachers (AT) whom I interviewed – “Penny” and “Suzanne” – 

were employed at different schools. Penny served for a year as an elementary school art teacher 

until the end of spring 2013. Suzanne is currently serving in her second year as a high school art 

teacher on the north side of the reservation. Neither teacher is Din4. 

Methods of preparation to engage Indigenous communities. 

In this section, the art teachers shared how they felt they were or were not prepared to 

face the phenomenon of teaching art in an Indigenous community and being culturally 
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responsive. They also discussed their preconceptions and some of the tools their professors gave 

them to overcome misinformed concepts. “Teachers play an important role in how students come 

to understand what it means to respect, understand, and value diverse cultures” (Lee, 2012, p. 

53). The ATs’ positionalities revealed some similarities and some differences to studies 

produced earlier about preconceptions of pre-service teachers (Desai, 2010; Pohan, 2006; 

Powell, 2011). 

Penny remarked that she did not truly think about differences between Native American 

society and mainstream society prior to taking her teaching position. She noted that she was 

raised in the suburbs of Chicago where there were few Native American residents. She admitted 

that she had thought Native people lived in cabins in the woods and were isolated on 

reservations. She said she volunteered one summer on the Navajo reservation, and then returned 

to work there upon graduation. To her knowledge, she was not aware of many Native American 

people. She said, “I had really limited contact with Native Americans [be]cause I had some 

friends who would brag, ‘I’m an eighth Cherokee.’” 

Suzanne acquired her understandings through a Navajo friend she met in college who 

was from the Navajo Nation reservation, and who had invited her to stay with her family on the 

reservation during spring break. Based on that ten-day experience, Suzanne conducted her 

master’s research. Later, they reconnected and Suzanne learned there was an open art teacher 

position on the reservation. Being European by birth, she recognized there were several cultural 

differences, as well as aspects of culture of which she was not aware. “Of course it is a very 

different culture. Clearly a lot of things I didn’t know, I’m learning as I go along, and being 

European, of course it is a very different culture.” 
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Of her understanding about being culturally responsive prior to her teaching appointment, 

Penny believed people spoke a different language and had a dissimilar culture than her own, and 

she was open to learning more. She said: 

The most I really knew about them was they lived in really rural areas, and I was 

really naïve. I thought they just lived in cabins in the woods or…I just didn’t 

really know that much. I just knew they were really isolated on reservations. I had 

really limited contact with Native Americans. 

She mentioned that she was aware of taboos and body language attached to the culture. She 

referenced past experiences such as those she had had in Mexico and Spain as resources for 

coping with the culture shock: “I had to acclimate myself with them, getting ready to teach, and 

to be respectful to [a] new culture I really didn’t know about yet.” 

Suzanne also briefly discussed her knowledge of being Din4 culturally responsive by 

telling me that she held interests in historical events that helped shape the current social climate 

of Native American peoples. She likened such past happenings to similar occurrences between 

France and Germany in both world wars. She continued by sharing how she understood the 

impact of that history on contemporary life by noting that it could have left her speaking German 

instead of her heritage language of French: 

being French, we kind of had the same thing with the Germans and in 2 world 

wars. The devastation that happened in this conflict…I think I relate to [Native 

American history] because my family and I could be speaking German today if it 

turned out different today. 

Prior to her entering the new unfamiliar community, Penny said she believed she would 

feel the weight of prejudice through the Din4 community literally recognizing her whiteness 
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(“blue-eyed freckled white girl”), when those around her would speak in their heritage language 

of Din4 Bizaad. She questioned whether her students would listen to her at all. Additionally, she 

felt her perceivable youth might be an issue. A third concern she held was her eating preferences 

as a vegetarian. She said, “I knew before I went that they ate a lot of lamb and goats and it is 

really a meat based diet [be]cause not very many crops grow out on the rez.” After some 

experience in-situ, she found that her diet was not an issue. 

Suzanne held preconceptions that the economic disparity would be the most critical 

challenge she would face, as well as the communication barrier. She also thought she would be 

challenged by her own sensitivity to local issues. She feared her sympathy would overcome her 

ability to teach, and wanted to find ways to consider her students in a different light. 

When I asked how her education professors had prepared her to counter some of the 

challenges they felt she might face teaching students from the Navajo Reservation, Penny 

initially skipped this question and later answered it via email. She told me she took a class during 

her undergraduate time called EDUC 321 Culturally Appropriate Teaching – The Navajo 

Reservation at a small college in the midwest. She also had the opportunity to volunteer in a 

Din4 community church prior to being employed on the reservation, which eventually led to her 

full-time employment at a reservation serving school. Through this course, she stated that she 

learned various early-comer skills such as greetings and manners. The instructor also taught key 

phrases in Din4 Bizaad. Of Din4 art, she said her instructor taught: 

1- That art is a form of expression and culture. It has many forms and materials 

and uses but all are important and sacred to the culture art comes from.  

2- Art is the reflection of a specific culture in a specific time and place. Thus it is 

ever evolving but always from what was (the past). As an artist, we have to look 
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at art as a whole to understand what a culture has to offer and what a culture has 

been through. 

3- Finally they taught me that there is no right way or wrong way to make art and 

to keep an open mind. This advice helped when working with students who 

thought differently about the world around them than I did. Of course this 

happens with anybody with a different background or who has not traveled or 

enjoys the same things as you. But it helped when accepting students for who they 

are and helping them to accept you for who you are as their teacher. 

Suzanne explained that one of her education instructors taught the students to base 

lessons on culture and to be learner-centered with instructional design.  Based on that 

course, she had considered working with other underserved populations such as African 

Americans and Hispanics. She added that, because of the location of her education 

program (she went to school on the east coast), she believed that the school did not 

prioritize sensitivity to Native American cultures. She did not provide any further 

information about the courses or their contents. 

To better prepare for the challenges she perceived she would face in her new position as 

reservation-serving art teacher, Penny described the steps she took of her own accord. She 

explained that she did a great deal of research online. She initially wanted to learn the Din4 

language, but stated that when she arrived on the reservation, “I realized it was a dying language 

and almost everybody speaks English, so it wasn’t really something I ended up doing.” 

Ultimately, she turned to the Arizona state art standards and researched art projects connected 

with the culture, keeping in mind her learning about taboos. She noted that she found quite a few 
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projects about owls, and she learned that skeletons were also negative. She finished by telling me 

she turned to sand painting projects. 

Dissimilarly, Suzanne said that she talked with her college education program instructors 

about tribal customs of various groups, as well as the arts associated with the groups. During her 

study, she said she “was trying to learn how to distinguish between styles of art depending on the 

various tribes.” However, she did not disclose any further self-preparation methods. 

Importance of place. 

In this second section, the two art teacher participants examined their conceptions about 

place and its significance for them locally and broadly. They also shared what they believed to 

be ethnographic views on place and how learning those views has either transformed or 

solidified their views on place. While Penny’s perspective on the phenomenon of place seemed 

organic, Suzanne’s appeared to remain fixed and personal. 

Penny began this part of her responses by exploring her personal definition of place. She 

opened by saying that place first meant location, but then added that she felt “like place is culture 

too.” She included religion as another aspect, as well as language. She cautioned that new art 

teachers should be ready for those concepts as important to the Din4 culture. She also said that, 

overall, she experienced a different way of life in that Din4 place. 

In contrast to her earlier definition of place, Penny stated that place, to her, is a way of 

life. She illustrated by comparing a home and a house. She said, “A house is just a structure, but 

a home has a life. It has a breath. It’s got a beat, and so does a place. It’s also a home. It’s also an 

environment. It’s also a habitat.” She said that to not recognize this dynamic could be 

detrimental to the experience of living in a place. She finished by specifying that, to her, a place 

was beyond a point on a map. 
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To Suzanne, place meant “identity” and “learning.” She has traveled quite a bit in her 

life, and place resonated as an interesting topic. Parts of the concept of place to Suzanne also 

included “roots, and customs and culture, and mindsets.” All these ideas, she felt, were 

“extremely important.” She believed that place “teaches you a lot about how to understand 

others.” She clarified by saying that understanding the significance of place teaches a person 

about being “open-minded and more cultivated, more understanding, and more flexible.” 

The conversation turned to specific places that held significance for the art teachers, and 

why. Penny informed me that she ran on horse trails around the community. She found these 

particular places significant for their meditative properties. She also told me that Chicago, her 

home place, was important to her because it is the place where she grew up. She described that 

Chicago has its own culture, “the melding cultures,” as she called it that will always be with her. 

For Suzanne, Europe is significant, but she finds a great deal of interest in the United 

States. Specifically, she remarked that she was drawn to the physical geography within the 

American borders. As a visual artist, she was attracted to the southwest as aesthetically engaging. 

For her, significance of place was found in the travel to, culture in, and look of a place. 

Penny then shared what she learned in-situ about place that she was not aware of prior to 

crossing the reservation border. She referenced the “native” aspect of her students saying the 

population, as far as she knew, had been a part of that place forever. “Their roots are deep. That 

is their way of life. That is their land. Everything they do and everything they think is just so 

deep there.”  

She then talked about what she found in that place: a family construct connected to their 

homes. When visiting a Din4 family’s home, it is not uncommon to experience the whole and 

extended family there at once. She continued, noting that traditional Native clothing was usual 
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(not costume) and that knowledge about corn, stories, symbolism, sheep, and other animals are 

common (shared) in a Din4 home: 

They understand all the symbolism and they all understand the importance of the 

corn, and the stories behind it. You know: the corn is life, and so when they go 

and harvest, or when they have their sheep in their house[s], and they have twenty 

dogs. 

She said that she felt such points of knowledge were acceptable amongst the people with whom 

she worked, but that she believed the children truly did not know there were different cultures 

beyond the reservation. She considered the idea that many of her students would never leave the 

community. Instead they would grow up there, and have their own children and grandchildren 

there as well. At first she felt sad about this “limitation,” but later said she liked the thought of 

the closeness associated with such undercurrents. She finished by saying that prior to becoming 

employed on the Navajo reservation, she never contemplated the thought of a way of life as the 

only way a people might know. 

Likewise, Suzanne began with her prior understanding that Din4 people are connected to 

their land. She said she learned of the sacred mountains, and she now knows that when she is on 

the reservation, she is within those arms. She believed that there were many “mythical” stories, 

and that outsiders’ view of land is as property. She learned that Din4 people feel they are “guests 

of the land.” She also cited that she knew broadly about historical Native American displacement 

and sequestration onto reservation land prior to being employed in the reservation-serving 

school, but did not express how she felt about those events. 

Finally, we explored the transformations their definitions of place have taken. Today, 

Penny’s definition of place is more focused on the people of the place, as well as seeing the 



 

 

 

160 

culture as a fragment of that definition. Experiencing her work with the Din4 students and 

families, she views them as an individual group rather than as an example of a demographic 

group. On the contrary, Suzanne did not feel her definition has changed much. Instead, it is her 

discussions with others about place that have changed. She did not indicate whether those 

discourse transformations have occurred with Din4 or non-Din4 people, nor did she explain her 

meaning. 

Relationship of place to Native arts creations and identity. 

In this third section, I explored the teachers’ conceptions, with phenomenological 

perspective, about relationships between place and Din4 art making and identity. We discussed 

ways they prepared themselves beyond the higher education classroom (Swartz, 2003), how their 

students enlightened them about their role in or perceptions of the community, and how the art 

teachers integrated ethnic or cultural knowledge as community capital into their classrooms, if at 

all. “Most of us tend to see things in terms of what we know about them without much 

observation rather than as they appear when we see them at different distances, in different 

lights, and from different viewpoints” (McFee, 1977, p. 21) 

Prior to engaging her students in the art making process, Penny spent a month reviewing 

Buddhist and Din4 sand paintings of which she said, “A lot of art is just as deep as the culture of 

the people.” Prior to assuming her art teacher position, however, she was not aware of this 

philosophical construct. Once she arrived in her new employment, she began researching on-the-

job, speaking with others at the school, as well as local vendors.  

Penny also discussed the art making materials she encountered while teaching in the 

reservation-serving school. She proposed that, based on her exposure: 
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[Din4 artists] use the materials that they have, found materials that they have in 

their place there...their homes. A lot of clay, sand for sand paintings, even the way 

they fire clays in the ground – not some kind of gas in a kiln. Weaving, basket 

weaving using the found materials. So, I guess the materials, but also the 

symbolism – there is so much meaning. We did basket weaving week and we 

spent a whole day on the symbolism found in a basket weaving.  

She also conducted a sand painting project. She did not reveal the outcome of either project. 

Suzanne stated that she felt a connection between the art and the place. Again, she 

referenced the sacred mountains as part of the place, as well as told me the people also include 

the sun in the place. She then said she did not have Native American art expertise, but that the 

work interested her. She admitted she did not know how Din4 artists understand place in or 

through their artwork. Rather, she described noticing design elements in the work, which she 

interpreted as local or regional plant representations. 

When we talked about understanding the relationship between place and Din4 identity 

construction, Penny said confidently: 

[Din4 artists] definitely identify with the artwork. I mean they are making baskets, 

sure. They are making rugs, sure, and sand paintings forever, but culture is 

evolving at the same time. So, there is room for new identities, and there is room 

for young Navajos to find their place still.  

She paralleled the creation of Din4 artwork alongside the transformation of culture where, with 

those changes, comes space for identity revolutions. Identity, she discussed, is symbiotic with the 

place as seen or experienced in the art, but the results are always changing. Contemporary 

identities are originated from ancestral identities, but they remain Din4. She felt that Din4 art 
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students today, being influenced by global technologies, broaden their conceptual and material 

choices. She cited a Navajo rug containing the color purple20 as an example, knowledge of Justin 

Bieber, and her students having seen the Mona Lisa. Traditionally, the westernized concept of 

chiaroscuro was not seen in Din4 artwork – on pottery or on rugs, for example. Today, students 

draw pieces of corn with a full range of values. She finished by recognizing that the influences 

on Din4 students are much broader than ever, and those affects are revealed in their work. 

Comparatively, in a recent ecology project with her students, Suzanne noticed that the 

class had less connection to their local place than in previous cohorts. She suggested that with 

advancements in technology, such as better video games and the Internet:  

I am finding that this young generation may not be as connected to place as 

maybe previous generations. I think maybe is the advent of the Internet and games 

and that sort of thing. I think their vision is changing.  

They have expressed to her that, in the place where they are now, there are no opportunities. 

Returning to the ecology project, she seemed less enthusiastic, describing it as becoming a lesson 

about local issues such as ecosystems and pollution. 

Before we transitioned to examining the relationships she found between her Din4 

students and community capital, Penny requested a definition of the latter. I responded thusly: 

the elements within a community that you may utilize within the art classroom to learn about the 

various aspects that make up the place, such as local artists, elders, buildings, or landmarks. She 

answered by revealing that she felt the school was the community and the capital from which she 

could draw, and it formed the feeling of the place. “The school was shaped by the place at the 

                                                
20 Navajo rugs have traditionally been woven with wool dyed in crushed and boiled plants or flowers. As the rugs 
became commodified, artists began using new materials to keep up with the demand of buyers. Home dying the 
wool sheered from sheep was no longer a necessary part of the process. Synthetic yarns that were commercially 
dyed in a variety of colors became more accessible. Today rug weavers use both traditional and non-traditional 
materials to make their creations, which leads to a greater possibility of seeing varying colors in the artwork.  
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same time place shaped the school.” At her school, the curriculum was grounded by place-based 

education perspective. She stated that the place and the school could not have existed without 

one another. She elongated her scope in also saying that without the Din4 students, there would 

not be a place-based education, as the school embodied the cultural aspects of the larger 

community. While non-Native administrators oversee the school, the majority of the teachers are 

Din4. Events at the school, such as the Harvest Festival, are based on local Din4 culture, but 

without that culture, the events could not have occurred. Additionally, she felt that it was the 

responsibility of the school to hold such events due to the economic hardship of the community. 

As such, the school became the epicenter of the community. While there is a nearby boarding 

school, the faculty there did not take on such culturally inclusive responsibilities. She posited 

that they held no interest in that type of local participation, but strove to produce college or 

workforce-ready students. 

Suzanne also requested a clarification of the term “community capital” by asking if I was 

referring to use of the community in the art classroom, to which I responded that I was. She 

answered by mentioning two types of community people who have come to speak to her 

students: local artists and Chapter House officials. The latter have begun discussions about 

generating art project ideas, such as murals, in a nearby town. She said this was relevant to their 

work in the art class because the students have already experienced similar projects to this. 

Penny’s elementary students taught her how much they loved their place, the value of it 

in their lives, and its position in their lives as their home. She again suggested they would never 

leave, if given that opportunity. Students produced paintings and drawings of the local life. She 

said, “There weren’t leafy trees, and there wasn’t a stream going through it, and fish. It was 

coyote and spiders, and birds.” More generally, she said the artwork taught her about the 
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significance of the influence of a place on personal perspective. The artwork her students 

produced was entrenched in the “there” because there is where they were and “where their souls 

belonged.” She later added that her students also included images of basketball, a local favorite 

sport. She recalled images with Lakers player Kobe Bryant, as well as landscapes with 

mountains and cacti.  

Suzanne also briefly talked about that nearly visible line between her high school 

students who are connected to their ancestral culture and her students who are not. She hesitantly 

stated that those who have exhibited a deeper connection to that culture are those who have 

responded to her teaching. She posited that they were the students who had Din4 artists in the 

home, and that these students also learned from them in-home. 

Suzanne added that she recognized her students’ relationships between their significance 

of place and their artwork through the quality of their place-based drawings. She said she made 

this connection when she noted that they thought deeply about a specific place and were well 

versed in creating those depictions. In her eyes, she saw “the strong ability that they have and I 

[could see] that they [had] practiced drawing that sort of landscape.” 

Perspectives about unfamiliar art teachers in the art classroom with respect to 

teaching in Indigenous communities. 

As with the two previous pairs, I lastly asked the art teacher participants how they might 

advise new unfamiliar art teachers entering an Indigenous reservation-serving school art 

classroom (Grinberg & Goldfarb, 2009), precisely a Din4 classroom. We discussed points they 

wished they had known, what new teachers could know to be effective, and their opinions of the 

importance of understanding place-based local knowledge, such as aesthetics or socio-political 

positioning. Gay (2010) wrote that “for teachers to do culturally responsive teaching, they must 
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be competent in cultural diversity and committed to its inclusion in the educational process” (p. 

58). However, Penny’s and Suzanne’s answers revealed some differences of opinion about what 

could be valuable to learn prior to entering the Din4 reservation-serving school art classroom.  

In retrospect, Penny wished she knew more about how little her students knew about art 

making prior to her arrival in the reservation-serving school. She was the first formal 

institutional art teacher they experienced. Many of her students grew up around family members 

who made art for a living, but they had not created any themselves. Also, she wished she had 

known her students had low self-confidence. She said, “a lot of the 8th graders and 7th graders 

that I taught were self conscious, which is natural…but to the extreme.” She stated that there 

were extreme cases where, oftentimes they would not show their art to anybody, and sometimes 

they refused to make art. She perceived this as a loss of future artists. I asked whether most of 

the students came from a traditionalist21 home. She confirmed that they did. 

For Suzanne, before she began her reservation teaching position, she questioned her 

teaching efficacy more than being concerned about the culture or place-based shock she would 

experience. She was informed that student silence was encouraged. So, in that respect, she was 

prepared and did not expect her students to volunteer discussions. Nonetheless, it was something 

she said, “is much more prominent than I expected it to be,” and she believed it to be an 

overwhelming problem. As s result, she is working with her students to help them become more 

vocal. 

Penny suggested that incoming art teachers be open-minded to the difference in cultural 

environments. She reminded that most of the students in reservation-serving schools are not 

                                                
21 For the purposes of this paper a Din4 student’s traditionalist home may include, but not be limited to, speaking the 
Navajo language at home, being taught characteristics of the culture such as butchering sheep, prioritizing family, 
balance as a way to conduct oneself, listening to/obeying elders, or reverence for the four directions as part of a Din4 
lifeway. 
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privileged, and they don’t have updated technologies readily available to them. It is important 

that the new art teachers be resourceful and flexible. I asked if anyone ever informed her as to 

why there was less money in those schools. She replied that she figured it out. She described the 

economic climate: little development and less employment. The people in her community lived 

from the land, even though there was very little farming. She cited again the lack of technology 

and lack of being globally competitive. She added that the people were not well educated, and 

schools were not a priority when planning the community’s infrastructure. She noted the 

continued racism in neighboring Anglo towns that also depresses the people’s ability to be 

economically sovereign in small tribal communities such as the one where her school was 

located. 

Suzanne’s thoughts on pre-reservation-serving teacher preparation were different. She 

suggested that teachers should know there is a vocabulary gap, but that the students are 

reachable. She stated that, “Their command of the English language is not that great, and I think 

that is because of the culture where talking is not really encouraged.” Additionally, she pointed 

to isolation of the reservation as being a factor in her students’ lack of motivation:  

I think the biggest problem that [Din4 students] battle is a lack of motivation 

because of their isolation…They don’t understand the danger they are in not being 

motivated, they don’t see the danger that this brings on in their life [sic], in their 

future. 

This, she stated, was the biggest issue new teachers needed to be cognizant of. Finally, she cited 

that, in her experience, the students have a lack of understanding about what “the real world is 

like.” 
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Penny briefly mentioned that she facilitated an art project where the students made 

posters for water conservation. She explained that there had been a movement for water 

conservation in the community recently. She also noted that students included environmental 

elements such as wind, snow, and the sun in their imagery.  

We then returned to the point she discussed earlier about the necessity for new teachers to 

be open-minded. I asked why she felt that was important. She answered by saying that, as a 

newcomer to the community, “you are out of your comfort zone and you are the one that needs 

to change, not them.” There is no right way or wrong way to be, she said. She noted differences 

in culture, language, and occasionally borders between religion and taboo. To ask “why” is 

acceptable, but it is critical to be open to the answer, she suggested. She also stated that she 

experienced a willingness among the people to share their knowledge and explain why they 

make the choices they do. 

Returning to her recognition that her students lacked motivation, Suzanne noted that her 

students felt change was unattainable on the reservation. She said knowing this is important to 

Din4 students because “they don’t understand the danger they are in not being motivated, they 

don’t see the danger that this brings on in their life [sic], in their future.” I asked her to clarify 

“future.” Was she referring to eradication of the culture, the language, or all of the above? She 

responded by simply saying, “The people.” 

I inquired about the importance of knowing the visual language of the people in the 

community. Penny decided that it was better for new teachers to have no expectations about 

student/community aesthetics prior to coming into this teaching situation. She illustrated this by 

pointing out that to expect students to include certain imagery, such as corn, into their artwork 

would be micromanaging their creativity. 
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Suzanne determined that knowing local aesthetics was important for any teacher going 

into any situation. She encouraged unfamiliar teachers to do research on the community to 

understand the local aesthetics, as well as other aspects, as much as possible. 

With respect to knowing local socio-political backgrounds, Penny returned to the idea of 

a lack of technology and money. She again said it would be a good idea for new teachers to be 

aware of this economic condition before taking employment in reservation-serving schools. She 

turned, then, to the political aspect of understanding the outsider’s position. She stated that it 

would be a great idea to know how the Navajo Nation was situated in relationship to the United 

States, but also that it was never a comfortable situation to discuss on the reservation. She argued 

against asking locals’ opinions about political relationships, and brought up the idea that there 

might be grudges amongst some in the community against Anglos. She closed by saying that it 

would be wise to be aware that there may be people in the community, based on such political 

climates, who resent a local white presence: “Knowing that there is going to be some kind 

of…they have words for white people that are mean and exist, but just being aware that it might 

happen.” 

Suzanne also noted that knowing about the socio-political dynamics of the community 

was very important. She also noted that being an outsider was frustrating, but for different 

reasons. She said that as an outsider, “there is a lot of frustration because it is blaringly obvious 

that very simple changes could already make a difference and, obviously, the leaders are not 

focusing on that possibility just because of the environment and nothing is being done about it.” 

To belay this hindrance, she referenced the ecology art project her students completed that she 

had mentioned earlier. She stated that she hoped the art project would make a difference in the 

students’ perspective – that they could manage their own environment, but that they are just 
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unaware of how to do so right now. She closed by saying that she felt the environment they live 

in now is not healthy, and that she hoped the art project would alert the community to take 

action. However, she did not indicate how the work was disseminated to the public. 

 The two art teacher participants shared their insights regarding their experiences prior to 

and after having spent time teaching art in Din4-serving classrooms. Their preparations to teach 

on this particular reservation when contrasted show that Penny experienced more direct 

education training through service learning on the Din4 reservation, while Suzanne pursued 

thesis research to better understand the educational aspects. While they agreed that place was 

significant for them, and while they both identified local natural elements in students’ art 

projects, they found it challenging to recognize the significance of place through their students’ 

art. Finally, they both provided advice that could help to shape art teacher education preparation 

for teaching on reservation-serving schools. 

Summary 

In this portion of the study, I reported on interviews I conducted to explore how art 

teacher education programs could potentially prepare unfamiliar art teachers to do culturally 

responsive teaching in Din4 reservation-serving public schools by employing Din4 significance 

of place. To explore this multidimensional phenomenon, I interviewed two Din4 artists, two art 

teacher educators, and two formerly unfamiliar Din4 serving art teachers using similar sets of 

twenty questions. Their responses showed that there are similar and contrasting ideas about what 

would serve to more effectively prepare unfamiliar art teachers through focusing on the 

phenomenon of Din4 place (Kavanagh, 2005). When applied to the first five subquestions of my 

study, this collection of interview responses reveals a possible pathway to more informed art 

teacher preparation, but with potential challenges.  
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In the subsequent chapter, I present the findings from the arts-based autoethnographic 

portion of this study. The reader will find a description of each of the artworks produced or 

revisited for this study. She/he will also be able to examine what I found as I negotiated each 

work of art in light of the relationships I discovered between the multi-facets of place explored 

by each of the participants, as well as those I discovered that I am still negotiating as a Din4 

community insider-outsider. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DATA FINDINGS—ARTS-BASED RESEARCH 

In this chapter I submit the second of two chapters of data found in this study. The reader 

will first find a brief review of how I perceive the arts-based component of the research to 

connect to the overall research study. Next, I touch on the autoethnographic element that served 

as part of the impetus for the artwork creation as it relates to the participant interview 

investigation and my individual examination of the overarching inquiry of place, and art teaching 

and learning. Last, I share the art pieces in the order they appeared in the exhibition, and as they 

were connected to cardinal direction (i.e., east, south, west, north), an important factor in the 

significance of place in Din4 culture.  

Relationship of the Artwork to the Research 

The purpose of this portion of the research was to examine more thoroughly my own 

relationship with place. During the course of the art making, however, the art began to enfold 

multiple layers beyond my own perception of place. The artwork fused my past perceptions with 

the information shared by the participants. The media also varied according to participants’ 

answers within the theme of place, as well as how I visualized effective ways to motivate 

viewers to self-inquire about the significance of place to themselves and others. The art making 

process as a method of inquiry revealed the relationship I hold with the culture and place in 

which I learned to teach Din4 students, as well as left me wondering how pre-service art teachers 

would learn from the imagery. As such, I learned that presenting the complexities I encountered 

during the interviews in such a comprehensive visual form is extraordinarily challenging. Each 

of the works is meaningful individually, but equally consequential so as a whole. One concept, in 

particular, of the Din4 Philosophy of Education became embodied throughout the artwork: the 

significance of individuals’ roles within the system of learning and teaching. Also, while there 
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were some art pieces that explicitly address my participants’ and my own relationships with 

physical places on the Navajo reservation, there are others that exemplified the non-physical 

attributes of Din4 places. 

Issues of stereotyping, the need to acknowledge Din4 students’ backgrounds – 

traditionalist and non-traditionalist – in the art classroom (cultural understanding), the 

importance of recognizing relationships, and the influence of place on the children’s/youths’ 

identity (place-based identity construction), as well as and the need for teachers to self-inquire 

prior to taking teaching positions in unfamiliar communities (positioning) began to emerge as 

important findings. These themes will be discussed in the next chapter at greater length as I 

revisit the questions that drive this study. Likewise, the above-mentioned themes came to fruition 

in the autoethnographic artwork. I completed fifteen new pieces and revisited two older pieces I 

made promptly after I left the Navajo Nation for graduate school. Following are descriptions of 

the art pieces and my interpretations of them relative to this research.   

Autoethnographic Elements of the Conversation 

Autoethnography contextualizes personal cultural issues. The methodology assists the 

researcher through personal narrative to explore her/his own experiences within the parameters 

of the study. Through this exploratory action, the researcher comes to further define their cultural 

experiences. It is both process and product (Knowles & Cole, 2008; Savin-Baden & Major, 

2013). Denzin and Lincoln (2011) define it as “research, writing, story, and method that connect 

the autobiographical to the cultural, social, and political through the study of culture or 

phenomenon” (p. 599). Autoethnography is applied to this study through an arts-based method 

where at least a portion of the data collected (in the case of this study: approximately one quarter 

of the data) is art making. 
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Arts-based research is epistemological whereby the researcher comes to understand 

aspects of the research study through making meaning of that art. The art serves as an approach 

to further inquiry through an active mode of research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). In the case of 

this research study, the artwork created or 

revisited referenced places, people, and 

philosophies that influenced the perspectives 

enfolded into the study. However, knowledge 

acquisition is not relegated to the extent of 

this body of work. The goal was to negotiate 

the art as a tool to collect data, and then 

encourage viewers to continue to create 

knowledge through their own inquiries and 

self-applications (Savin-Baden, 2013). While 

there was a guest book at the exhibition, there 

was no evidence collected from it to show 

that art teachers attended the display. 

From the East 

Art piece one—In the Beginning: 

The Treaty of 1868. 

Political history is a critical part of a 

pedagogical understanding when working 

with students in the Din4 community; stories 

from community members are also important 

Figure 6. In the Beginning: The Treaty of 1868 

Figure 7. Detail. In the Beginning: The Treaty of 1868 
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to learning about people and positionality. By including key aspects of those concepts such as 

direct quotes from tribal members, repeated words, and the Treaty of 186822, this artwork (see 

Figures 6 & 7) suggested that the past keeps those borders alive. When epistemologies of 

lifeways within those borders come to light, the background of the story becomes constructed. 

Art piece two—Powerful Preconceptions: NCAI Superbowl Commercial Video. 

There continues to be a great deal of 

stereotyping that influences teacher behavior in and 

around the K-12 and higher education classroom 

based on preconceived notions and misinformation 

(Castro, 2010; Eldridge, 2009; Gay, 2010). If new 

unfamiliar community members could assume a 

responsibility to learn more about Indigenous peoples, such as the People of Din4tah, then 

perhaps this skewed vision could be challenged. Through visual language, Din4 art students 

could be encouraged to productively confront the distorted visions of others. Included in this first 

group of art pieces was an appropriated video (see Figure 

8) cast onto a black background. The content of the video 

consisted of a variety of still images and video clips of 

Native American people. Some of the pieces were cultural 

performances, while others were simply portraits of Native 

American people (see Figure 9). The purpose of the crude 

new background was to examine the breadth to which many people may still be blinded 

regardless of blatant human realities and voices that attempt to speak through the fog that 

stereotypes continue to build. The black represented the darkness of misinformed 
                                                
22 The purpose of the Treaty of 1868 was to establish the reservation borders. 

Figure 8. Powerful Preconceptions: NCAI 
Superbowl Commercial Video 

Figure 9. Detail. Powerful 
Preconceptions: NCAI Superbowl 

Commercial Video 
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preconceptions, while the video that cut through the color disclosed the realities of Native 

American identities as spoken by people representing various Native groups. 

Art piece three—More than the Place: Beyond Solid Ground. 

According to most of my study participants (both artists and 

both ATEs), the invisible is a key point to understanding why place 

is so significant. As a community participant, I experienced the 

invisible in the Din4 community through participating in traditional 

practices and see why the connection to the place exists and comes 

to fruition in many Din4 artworks. The immense space above the 

illustration (see Figure 10) helped to exhibit the vastness of the 

invisible and how tiny the tangible is. When I showed the final 

painting to one of my Din4 artist participants, she employed the 

perspective of the invisible and responded that she could “see” 

something in the above negative space, but could not verbalize 

what it was. Her reaction led me to further consider what I had 

learned about the significance of place in Din4 lifeway, combined 

with what I had synthesized into my new understandings about the 

significance of the Din4 place. 

Art piece four—A Way to Learn: East Facing Hogan Door. 

In the Din4 community many traditional hogans23 are still in place. East-facing doors 

symbolize the beginning of many aspects (life, learning, new growth, etc.) (Haskie, 2002). The 

door-like installation included in this eastern group of art pieces (please see Figure 11), was 

                                                
23 A hogan is a traditional Din4 home made of cedar or mud. They are built with either six or eight sides depending 
on the purpose of the structure, and whether it is intended to be male or female. 

Figure 10. More than the 
Place: Beyond Solid Ground 
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installed to face east with a fabric door like “Grandma” would have, 

tied like she would tie it to invite people into the home: the belly of 

family learning and teaching. The floor is dirt from the place of my 

most extensive Din4 learning, Crownpoint, New Mexico. This 

artwork played both a symbolic and actual role in the story told 

through this research. This piece was based on my experiences living 

in a hogan. However, a male Din4 artist assisted with the materials 

selection, construction, and installation, manifesting a collaborative, 

male/female balance found in Din4 educational philosophy and 

lifeway. 

From the South 

Art piece five—Another Beginning: Empty Nest. 

Thinking about where we have been and where we 

want to go, we make plans to grow and flourish. The found 

empty nest of this art piece served as a metaphor for the 

emptiness from which people begin and from which plans 

could be made to implement more responsive understandings 

(see Figure 12). Also as a consideration, the nest once served 

as a literal birthplace and now serves as a repurposed place. 

Art piece six—Dancing Circles Around the Rest of Us, Revisited: An Expression of 

Culture. 

Cultural expression is a key concept at the foundation of this study. The work in Figure 

13 was initially created in 2009 response to powwows and the artists I met there who informed 

Figure 12. Another Beginning: 
Empty Nest 

Figure 11. A Way to Learn: 
East Facing Hogan Door 
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me about the culturally expressive characteristics of 

the powwow. Based on my newfound 

understanding of the connection between place and 

culture, I revisited the print for this study to 

reconsider a technique through which Din4 art 

students could explore cultural expression while in 

the place many of the People consider sacred. Such 

places could include, for example, a sacred 

mountain, a particular landscape where an event 

occurred that influenced their perspectives, or a 

powwow. Whatever the sacred place may be it would most likely be viewed as mutative and 

transformative. 

Art piece seven—It Filters Down: Mapping the Roads of Learning. 

Knowledge is malleable 

and influential. There begins a 

construction at one point. Then 

there is confluence of 

understanding or challenge, and 

new knowledge is formed. Then 

the process is repeated where 

the new knowledge transforms 

into decay or normalcy, or 

transforms again based on new input or knowledge. Nonetheless, people are often surprised 

Figure 14. Detail. It Filters Down: Mapping the Roads of Learning 

Figure 13. Dancing Circles Around the Rest of 
Us, Revisited: An Expression of Culture 
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when they learn something they did not anticipate, and the current suggests another avenue. The 

piece shown in Figure 14 mapped a visualization that illustrated that potential rhizomatic 

epistemology and expectancy. The splotches became those plateaus of acceptance or place from 

which learning springboards. This art piece revealed the multiple relationships between 

traditional and new knowledge that is constructed in places. 

Art piece eight—From Here to There: Two Roads to Knowing. 

This final piece in the southern 

direction was a video/still image collage 

of travel to and from places of learning, 

be they traditional or institutional (see 

Figure 15). The still images documented 

Native American boarding schools. The 

video captured parts of the roads my 

husband and I used to travel to and from 

the Din4 reservation on data collection 

journeys (see Figure 16). Assembled, 

they exemplified pathways that moved 

to and away from those oppressive 

types of art education where teachers 

throughout educational history have 

expected students to create stereotyped 

art products. In early boarding schools, 

students’ artwork was controlled, commodified and usually expected to sell (Gere, 2004). 

Figure 15. From Here to There: Two Roads to Knowing 

Figure 16. Detail. From Here to There: Two Roads to Knowing 
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Additionally, this art piece embraced music interwoven with the imagery. The accompanying 

song was based on former Din4 leader Manuelito's words that encouraged students to attend 

school and return to the reservation with their western education to help build the nation’s 

infrastructure (Din4 community member, personal communication, 2004). 

From the West 

Art piece nine—Putting the Pieces in Play: Parts that go 

into the Beadwork. 

The art piece shown in Figure 17 was an assemblage that 

articulated the process parts of bead working – a skill I was taught 

as I transformed into a contributing member of the Din4 

community that became my home place. The display consisted of 

the beading loom on which I learned, samples of bead tubes, a 

resin ball, a piece of white deerskin, completed pieces of loomed 

beadwork in a storage box, and a completed medicine pouch hung 

on the wall that usually hangs on my own wall in my current studio. Each unit of the display 

showed a part of the relationship between cultural heritage and survival. The pouch pinned above 

the pedestal showed a finished piece of loomed beadwork honoring a peyote button, a 

representation of the connection between the land, the spiritual (invisible) world, and the people 

who live this part of the Din4 lifeway. 

Art piece ten—Looking West: Hogan Window. 

The tenth art piece (see Figure 18) was the third part of the hogan installation that also 

included art piece 4 – A Way to Learn: East Facing Hogan Door and Centerpiece – Tying it All 

Together: Absorption and Balance, discussed later in this chapter. This window-like art piece 

Figure 17. Putting the Pieces 
in Play: Parts that go into the 

Beadwork 
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was constructed of cedar wood, the same sacred 

wood used in art piece 4. This three-dimensional 

piece was designed to resemble "Grandma's"24 

hogan window. It had a deep six-inch sill where 

items were placed, and a curtain made from three 

repurposed cotton Blue Bird Flour bags hung by a 

thin silver wire strung from one side of the sill to 

the other. Two of the bags were donated by two 

Din4 family members. The third I emptied making countless batches of frybread and dumplings 

for family dinners. On the sill sat two objects: a tiny piece of pottery purchased from a roadside 

vendor on the road from Flagstaff to Tuba City, and an air dried clay sculpture of a bear my 

husband made that one of my fifth grade students glazed. As installed, the window faced west 

and encapsulated the concept of living, life, or implementing what is learned into daily lifeways. 

Art piece eleven—Untitled: Feather 

Series. 

The eleventh work, shown in Figure 19, was a 

series of digital photos of brown, red, and gray-

striped feathers against light or dark gray 

backgrounds. All the feathers pictured were found 

on walks with the family guardian dog Hunter, 

who was born and raised on the reservation in 

                                                
24 “Grandma” is a term that refers to the association of an object with pre-modern Din4 living. It also refers to an 
association with one’s elderly family members. In this context, the term refers to the structure of the windowsill, and 
the curtains made from Blue Bird Flour bags. Blue Bird Flour is the preferred flour for making fry bread on the 
reservation.   

Figure 19. Untitled Feather Series 

Figure 18. Looking West: Hogan Window 
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Crownpoint. When he passed away, the feathers ceased coming. So, practicing what was learned 

in that place about accepting the invisible, I created this as a reciprocating action to honor that 

part of learning about the significance of place and all that it contains. Reciprocation is a part of 

the Din4 Philosophy of Education cycle. Some of the study participants suggested they knew of 

art teachers who held stereotypical expectations of their students’ behaviors and artwork. Some 

study interviewees admitted participating in stereotyping practices but of also being aware of 

their actions. I considered that the link between reciprocation and stereotyping might rest in the 

teacher honoring what s/he has been taught by the people through practicing culturally relevant 

teaching. If the teacher continues to teach without first learning, s/he disrupts the learning cycle.   

Art piece twelve—Weaving the 

Knowingness Together: At the Core, Revisited. 

Another piece I revisited that I continue to 

work with as a result of learning about Din4 place and 

a new philosophy of Education is art piece 12 (see 

Figure 20). This work was first created right after I 

left the reservation for graduate school and the 

teachings took on a new form in a new place: 

Albuquerque, New Mexico. Those place-based 

teachings continued to transform once in Tucson, Arizona. Continuously reflecting on 

knowledge borders being crossed, this art piece emerged as overlapping and crisscrossing strips 

of acrylic painted wax paper that serve as a metaphor for understandings that also crisscross and 

intersect. Viewed within the context of the significance of place, this art piece suggested that the 

visual exploration was inspired by the place where the learning originated. The information that 

Figure 20. Weaving the Knowingness 
Together: At the Core, Revisited 
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the community shared crossed borders, but was still specific and applicable only to that place, 

just as the strips of paper are painted and cut specifically for this work of art. 

From the North 

Art piece thirteen—Priorities of 

the Place: Bead Tree. 

Art piece 13 (see Figure 21) exemplified 

the place where the teaching awareness that 

I gained in the Din4 place of Crownpoint 

grew alongside the knowledge gained while 

I was participating in a Euro-western art 

teacher education program. The individual 

elements of this art piece were metaphors 

for the individual parts of knowledge 

gained in the respective places that could 

work cohesively toward Din4 student 

success. The pieces of beadwork were 

loomed works intended for medicine 

pouches. The tree portion is an element 

created with air dried clay used in the practicum component of the teaching program mentioned 

above. Bringing the two representatives together in this third place created a third significance of 

place whereby, again, there is a new intersection of knowledge and vision. 

 

 

Figure 21. Priorities of the Place: Bead Tree 
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Art piece fourteen—Thinking About What’s Been: Continuing with Preconceptions. 

The art piece shown in Figure 22 was an 

exemplification of the relationship between the Din4 

community/home place and the education the 

students in those communities are availed of. The 

found nest included here was another facet of the 

story being told through this study. However, in this 

instance, it was implied as full with eggs – 

metaphors for an education – with the “eggs” placed 

outside the nest so that the viewer could see the 

knowledge that was being placed directly in front of 

them (a characteristic of a linear education). The 

eggs hid a secret and that secret – their immense 

weight – could only be perceived if the eggs were handled. In many Din4 communities, 

Eurocentric K-12 schools serve the reservation, one of the situations that fueled this study. Here, 

the artwork suggested that if viewers considered the weight of the education received in those 

reservation-serving art classrooms they would find that the instruction is filtered through a 

culture that lacks responsivity to the people and students in those communities and prioritizes 

artist role models whose values and aesthetics relate only to non-Native communities. 

Art piece fifteen—Language, Observation, and The Din4 Place of Learning & 

Knowing: Map and sample descriptions of the Navajo Nation. 

Art piece 15 (see Figure 23) was an assemblage of a map of the Navajo Nation and 

various place names that are significant to this research study because they are places in which I 

Figure 22. Thinking about What’s Been: 
Continuing with Preconceptions 
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learned about traditional and 

contemporary Din4 lifeway. The 

names were dually significant 

because they were examples of the 

Din4 language, and translations 

thereof. One example a viewer might 

have seen is: 

Pueblo Pintado Canyon, New 

Mexico: Nihodeeshgiizh 

niho – space extending downward; deeshgiizh – gap or cut 

A downward extending pass or gap. Pueblo Pintado is one of the canyons cutting 

through and draining the northeastern past of Chacra Mesa (Ts4gai) at Chaco 

Canyon (Ts4 B7yah Anii’ah7). This Navajo name also refers to Dalton’s Pass, 

New Mexico. A variant spelling of the term is Nahodeeshgiizh, with the same 

meaning. (Wilson, 1995, p. 45) 

Furthermore, the examples showed relationships between the visually perceivable and how Din4 

language is constructed based on observation or an event or action in a place. Art piece 15 served 

to diversify the narrative about place because it helped to acknowledge how critical a role place 

can play throughout the timeline of peoples. Often, non-English words or names, and markers 

attached to them, become barriers, whether they remain in existence in their original form or 

become colonized. 

 

 

Figure 23. Language, Observation, and The Din4 Place of 
Learning & Knowing: Map and sample descriptions of the 

Navajo Nation 
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Art piece sixteen—Understanding the Cost: Cost Register in a Border Town. 

The final art piece in the liminal 

space25 of this body of work was created to 

allow the viewer to recognize how place 

intersects with a Din4 art education through 

reflecting on the cost to and decay of 

traditional values in the border town of 

Gallup, New Mexico, where the image was 

taken (see Figure 24). The photograph 

captured a symbol of commodification in the 

guise of a cash register. I reflected upon the 

meanings behind prioritizing a Euro-western 

pedagogy in the Din4 art classroom. Various 

researchers have questioned the cost of such 

pedagogies to the future of Indigenous people (Lee, 2010; Smith, 1999; Stokrocki, 1992). 

Through the image I asked for discourse toward new considerations of approaching a more 

balanced “supply and demand” system where the members of the Din4 community demand 

agency to voice their own needs in the art classroom and have the opportunity for more informed 

art teachers. 

 

 

 

                                                
25 Charles Garoian (2011) described liminal space as the place in-between or at the threshold of knowing; the place 
where deconstructions unexpectedly occur and result in a plateau of understanding.   

Figure 24. Understanding the Cost: Cost Register in a 
Border Town 
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Centerpiece—Tying it All Together: Absorption and Balance. 

The art piece placed in 

the middle of the room as a 

seemingly individual piece (see 

Figure 25), was a part of the 

overarching story of the show, 

and was a part of the "hogan" 

into which the viewer walked. 

It represented a visualization and 

manifestation of the Din4 Philosophy 

of Education. Indigenous pedagogy 

acknowledges that places, and 

especially the four directions, may 

serve as a ground for pedagogical 

design through which we can build 

culturally responsive art curricula that 

intersect with local, regional, and global non-Din4 articulation of student worlds. The string that 

hung from a needle piercing the hogan opening above the middle point where the four directions 

met on the floor, sinew with which my husband and I made the traditional medicine pouches, 

was connected to the Crownpoint earth at the bottom. The sewing needle at the top of the sinew 

represented a way to stitch new pedagogy together with ancestral practices. The sinew also 

served as a metaphor for the invisible knowledge shared by the people in these Din4 places and 

the participants in this study. The collected ideas “floated” up and out of the “opening” of the 

Figure 26. Complete gallery exhibition 

Figure 25. Detail. Tying it All Together: Absorption and Balance 
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hogan (represented by a painting set in the place of a ceiling tile, seen in red and yellow at the 

top of figure 26). The escape of the representative dialogue is an attempt to continue the learning 

cycles. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I explored how I initially thought my art making would be the product of 

only my own habitation and interactions with physical places on the reservation before and 

throughout this research study. As I allowed myself to become involved with the interview 

responses, I concurrently examined my own memories of my educative experiences within the 

Din4 communities. It was this weaving of perspectives that invited me to explore the creative 

visions that resulted in this body of autoethnographic arts-based research work, which I now 

consider to be a collaborative co-construction of knowledge about the intricacies of the 

significance of place. Common themes emerged from the interview process that I folded into the 

artwork, which align with my understandings as being a part of a Din4 community.	  

In the following chapter, I reflect upon the major findings of this research study and 

return the subquestions to discuss potential roles of Din4 communal places, a purposeful place-

based art curriculum, and new art teacher preparation perspectives in light of the evidence 

acquired throughout the research for this study.	  
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CHAPTER SIX—DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, I discuss information shared by the study participants and the 

understandings gained from the autoethnographic arts-based process of this study. Agreements 

and disagreements amongst the study findings materialized throughout the investigative process, 

and are shown in this dialogue. I begin this discussion focusing on the first sub-question of the 

study, and then exploration of one sub-question in each of the four consecutive sections. Finally, 

I bring the reader back to a consideration of the main question in light of the collective findings. 

I would like to note that, prior to this study, I did not find significance of my own places. 

I had not found purpose or established a prolonged sense of place based on any aspects beyond 

the location of an educational institution. While I had prior knowledge of the Navajo Nation 

Indian Reservation as a piece of land negotiated through a treaty and sacred through ownership, I 

did not make any cognizant connections that it was important beyond being a location between 

the four sacred mountains. It is my hope that through this study, the reader will find new or 

supported ways to perceive on her/his own place as I have found. 

Sub-Question One: Din4 Cultural Attributes and Din4 Artists’ Artwork  

In this section, I will address the first sub-question of the study: According to Din4 

artists, what Din4 cultural identity attributes may be linked to place and found in Din4 artists’ 

artwork? The purpose of this question is to consider what role place plays in Din4 perspectives, 

and how it influences Din4 lifeway and art making. The two artist participants—Lucy and Joe—

shared various aspects of their Din4 identity, their perspectives on the significance of Din4 place, 

and how those characteristics permeate their art.   

 Analysis of the two Din4 artist case studies confirmed Pinar’s (1991) and Basso’s (1996) 

viewpoints about the importance of historical and local events, language, places (e.g., the four 
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sacred mountains), and clan and blood family as aspects of the significance of Din4 place that 

join to make up part of the Din4 cultural identity. As the analysis will show, place becomes a 

springboard for understanding where past and present happenings influence educational and 

social perspectives of both artists. The two Din4 artist participants of this study maintain multiple 

embodied connections with places. Lucy and Joe pointed to place-based characteristics shaped 

by past happenings such as cultural and tribal histories and federal actions26 that help to establish 

such significance. For example, Lucy described the traditional practice of burying a child’s 

umbilical cord in a specific place. The purpose of this event is to ensure that the child will 

always know where “home” is and have the ability to return to that place when needed. 

Additionally, Joe described that the annual place-based Shiprock Fair event helps his children 

explore their connections between their home place and their Din4 identity. Both actions suggest 

the gravity of place in Din4 culture by making connections to cultural elements. Din4 tribal 

documents27 support the artists’ experiences and further demonstrate the depth to which the 

significance of place permeates Din4 lifeway. Each of these legislative documents references 

historical events associated with Din4 Nation growth to support governmental choices. The 

Treaty of 1868, for example, is cited in each of those documents. The Treaty stipulated exact 

longitudinal and latitudinal lines to distinguish precisely where Din4tah, the Din4 reservation, 

would be situated. Those borders still exist today and continue to influence Din4 cultural identity 

as seen in the two artists’ works. Employing beliefs founded in historical values, such as the 

importance of the place where a person originates or lives presently (e.g., the Fours Corners 

areas) offers Din4 people cultural resources with which to make sense of contemporary life. 

                                                
26 Federal actions include an action committed by the federal government that would impact the future of a Native 
nation or people of that nation (i.e., boarding schools, commodity supplies, or structuring a government) 
27 These include Din4 tribal documents such as Diné Bi Beenahaz'áanii – Foundations of Din4 Law – (2002), Navajo 
Nation Tribal Code (2003), and the Navajo Nation Bill of Rights (2003) 



 

 

 

190 

Another important attribute of Din4 cultural identity in this study is family—a traditional 

Din4 cultural value—as a key to understanding the role of place in Din4 lifeway. Non-Din4 

unfamiliar art teacher participant Penny, who spent a year as an art teacher in a Din4-serving 

school, demonstrated observing this phenomenon that linked the people in her Din4 community 

to one another: “There [in the community] is [a] web of connectivity and family. Everybody is 

family. So, everybody is important to each other.” Being able to contextualize the place with 

references to familial or clan connections, in addition to the historical aspects mentioned above, 

also helps to explore Din4 identity. Joe remarked, “being a Navajo, being from Four Corners 

area, or Totah—where the three rivers join: that was [a] significant area for the Navajos.” As 

both artists articulated, throughout Din4 history, places have been associated with clans, which 

identify familial connections. The Fours Corners area is closely associated with the traditional 

places of Din4 people’s emergence, where Changing Woman received her first menses and gave 

birth to the Twin Monster Slayers who fought to save The People in the creation stories, as Lucy 

shared in chapter four. Focusing on the event/familial dynamic concurs with Lee’s (2006) and 

Schwartz’s (2011) research that suggests the close relationship between Din4 historical 

occurrences and family or clan construction as integral to understanding the Din4 culture. This 

finding suggests a way of seeing place through a cultural lens that is different from that prevalent 

in mainstream US culture. Familial relationship, among other aspects, may be seen as a part of 

Din4 heritage culture that lends itself to the significance of a place today. 

For Lucy, the place-based connections seen in her art also locate the cultural attribute of 

family through the clan system. As described above, in Din4 cultural lifeway, clans are important 

identifiers of connections to heritage and to nation building, which are facets that contribute to 

the significance of place. Spruhan (2007) showed that one way the Navajo Nation grew was 
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through absorption of non-Din4 people into the reservation population. Clanship became 

diversified, but still equally important as a signifier of personal and cultural identity. Lucy 

explained that a viewer could determine her direct heritage identity by looking at her quilt work. 

The text on the quilt shows her clan lineage as far in the past as Hasteen Klah—one of the first 

rug weavers in Din4 history. The traditional Din4 introduction on the quilt visually manifests her 

clan membership showing that she is a member of one of The People’s original four clans, 

Kinyaa’1ani7 (Towering House People). The artworks by both Lucy and Joe exemplify Herman’s 

(2008) notion about the relationship of people’s experiences to places, where elements such as 

sites and narratives, and place names can help to define or re-name social and cultural 

understandings. For example, the place called Spider Rock in Canyon de Chelly, Arizona, 

connects to Din4 creation stories as a place of significance because the Holy Person who lived 

there, Spider Woman, taught The People to express themselves through textile weaving, an art 

closely associated with Din4 culture even today. The cultural and historical connections linked to 

Spider Rock in this instance would be similar to the cultural and historical connections that Joe 

and Lucy made with the Four Corners area above. The significance of the place is associated 

with events that benchmark Din4 lifeway on individual and group bases, and bond with cultural 

landscapes. 

Examination of the two Din4 artist cases also identified language as a part of the Din4 

culture and linked to the participants’ art. Gee (2009) wrote that language contributes to visual 

expression when the artist’s identity is explored in relationship to place. Language is one facet of 

the Din4 cultural identity that is also linked to place, which is explored in Din4 visual 

expressions. With regards to a connection between place and language comprehension, Joe 

suggested that artwork created by a Din4 person who is fluent in the Din4 language reflect their 
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linguistic understanding. For example, considering the artwork of some well-known Din4 artists, 

the fluency of the heritage language impacts how many creation stories, and which narratives, an 

artist might know and include as subjects in their creative expressions. A greater articulation of 

people, places, objects, or animals—visible or invisible—from Din4 stories appears in the 

artwork of more fluent Din4 Bizaad speakers. Harrison Begay, Charles Lee, Quincy Tohoma, 

and Andy Tsinajinnie are celebrated Din4 artists whom Joe considered as role models and highly 

fluent in Din4 Bizaad. Their art, in contrast to the art pieces of the two Din4 artist participants in 

this study who are not fluent in Din4 Bizaad include traditional renditions of, for example, Holy 

People (characterized by a half-circle rainbow shape rather than a full figure as seen in Joe’s 

work28), and thin line work that contours each figure with meticulous, unwavering sharpness, 

rather than those with thick, vacillating qualities. Joe suggested that the stylization—strength and 

precision, in particular—of the line indicated how fluent in Din4 Bizaad the artist was. With 

respect to the subject matter, if an artist could portray characters and events from several of the 

creation stories, it was likely that he was fluent enough to be able to understand more of them. 

Joe commented that his son’s art reflects his bilingual abilities because the line work he employs 

is powerful, mirroring the cultural education he received in Din4 community schools. In contrast, 

Joe’s art “reflects that of who I am of not being bilingual strongly.” Joe’s prints and paintings 

contain fewer visual narratives and thicker, less confidently created contour lines. He perceived 

the visual narratives in his artwork as limited due to his limited fluency of Din4 Bizaad, such as 

in his portrayal of the Holy People as mentioned above.   

                                                
28 A half rainbow is a culturally fluent reference to Din4 Holy People, whereas visualization of the Holy People in 
full figure has been a discouraged practice. In creating the figures in the style he did, Joe was alluding to his lack of 
language fluency but also exhibiting an understanding of his developing Din4 identity. During the interview, Joe 
stated that he had received permission by community elders to manifest the full deity images in his artwork. 
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Also recognizing the place/language connection in her art, Lucy reminded that, not long 

ago, Din4 people “didn’t have a written language. Our language was in stories.” For her, the 

language that she connects to her quilt making is also connected to history of place. Her art also 

does not reflect the fluency of the Din4 Bizaad language that Joe referred to above. Through 

including Din4 text in her works, she is using this characteristic to reclaim her heritage language 

in a literal sense, an action not taken on by the specific well-known Din4 artists mentioned 

above. Where their work visually illustrated aspects of Din4 lifeway and actions observed in the 

Din4 place without using text, Lucy’s quilts exemplify her cultural and familial identity through 

literal means and metaphorical visual elements, such as the representational shapes and forms 

found on her artwork29. 

Artists investigate their beliefs and values—parts of an identity—when creating art. As 

Barone and Eisner (2012) and Yokley (1999) described, art is a powerful tool to understand self. 

Data from the two Din4 artist participants confirmed this perspective when they described their 

artwork as packed with their Din4 identity. Elements described above, such as family, language, 

and figures closely associated with Din4 creation stories found their way onto the artists’ 

canvases and fabrics. The process of including these specific elements helps artists and viewers 

more deeply connect with Din4 place, thereby forming more profound place-based and cultural 

understandings about Din4tah. Lucy remarked that she infuses her entire Din4 identity—“all of 

it”—into her art pieces, and Joe believed that his “folk style” exemplifies his Din4 identity due to 

his connections with Indian boarding school.30 Bequette (2009) similarly reported that people 

and places are connected. He wrote that Native understanding and identities are grounded in 

                                                
29 It should be noted that this comparison is not meant to set a prevailing perspective of viewing artwork among 
fluent and non-fluent speakers. 
30 It was at boarding schools, such as Santa Fe Indian School, that the flat, outlined style known as the “Studio 
Style” became synonymous with Native American artwork. However, the identification was generalized, not 
specifically labeled as Din4. 
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place-based knowledge. The action of including the identity/place relationship in visual 

expression supports exploration of the dynamic he described and I found in these two 

participants’ cases. Lucy further commented that her quilts are a style that challenges what 

viewers consider looks like Din4 identity in art: “they can’t accept the fact that here I am Din4 

making star quilts when they think it was always the plains Indians like the Lakota and all that.” 

The place-based cultural identity in Joe’s artwork begins with creation stories he knows or events 

he has directly experienced on the reservation. Through hearing how their Din4 identity becomes 

interwoven into their art, and is reflective of their Din4 places and culturally-based experiences, 

the two Din4 artist participants’ responses reflected Herman’s (2008) assertion that both artists 

and viewers “can actually see or visit the place in question and be reminded of the story and its 

relevance” (p. 84).  

The translation of the two artists’ experiences into art exemplified deeper meaningful 

associations with their places as seen through the inclusion of specific elements within their 

artwork and explanations of their cultural identity connections to their art pieces. The interview 

data indicate that they are cognizant of cultural elements related to place and consciously include 

them in their artwork. This recognition is important to understanding the connection between 

Din4 identity and place, and the role of that relationship in Din4 art. Understanding that 

relationship, in turn, is significant to informing future art teachers and teacher educators because 

such connections help to establish the significance of place for pre-service art teachers’ 

preparation and development of art curriculum in Din4-serving schools.  
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Sub-Question Two: Din4 Artists’ Recommendations for Inclusion and Knowledge 

Acquisition  

In this section, I discuss the second sub-question: What place-based or culturally relevant 

concepts would Din4 artists like to see included in the Din4 art classroom? What would they like 

for art teachers to know before entering the schools in their community places as art educators? 

The Din4 artist participants’ perspectives show support for findings from other scholars, and 

indicate that knowledge acquisition about Din4 culture prior to entering the Din4 art classroom 

does not have to be all encompassing. 

Artists’ Recommendations for Din4 cultural inclusion. 

The two artists remarked that they would like to see Din4 cultural integration in the art 

classroom, and suggested ways to go about it. Both advocated for some form of project that 

would allow students to explore expression on their own. Lucy stated that, “You need to ask 

them [the Din4 art class students] what they would like to do, then enforce it, give them that 

encouragement.” Joe said he “would like to see them [the students] come up with their own ideas 

of them expressing themselves as artists.” These viewpoints also support Bequette’s (2007) 

findings in his project leveraging cultural capital in the classroom. He suggested the students be 

allowed to access their local traditional cultural knowledge. In alignment with Lucy’s 

perspective, and drawing parallel to Din4 culture in the classroom, learner led inquiry appears to 

be a characteristic of the place-based Din4 Philosophy of Education (DPE). In this culturally 

recognized method of teaching and learning, once children observe a teaching action, they are 

given time to process, explore, and apply the new knowledge, rather than required to reproduce it 

verbatim. The DPE submits that thinking and planning are integral to successful learning. When 
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applied to the classroom, as suggested by Joe, Lucy, and Bequette, Din4 children would have the 

opportunity to explore art via their traditional way of learning. 

Both Din4 artist participants suggested leveraging illustrated storytelling in the art 

classroom, as well. Lucy proposed honoring the storyteller in children by letting them draw their 

stories. Likewise, Joe described the storytelling foundation of a project he once facilitated with 

high school students. In this project, he instructed the students on writing and illustrating their 

own stories, after which they collected them into book form. In doing so, the act of storytelling 

connects with the oral history practice of the local Din4 people potentially more significantly 

than it might be in a non-Din4 classroom. These sentiments align with findings from projects 

conducted by such researcher groups as Coulter, Michael, and Poyner (2007) and Ryan, 

Carrington, Selva, and Healy (2009), where real-world learning was understood as being tied to 

the storytelling process. While the technique of narrative exploration was applied primarily to 

pre-service teacher education in these studies, the underlying concept of learning through 

articulation of event processing would be similar for Din4 K-12 students as they investigate the 

transformation of locally influenced stories into visuals because of the connection to the DPE 

process. 

The Din4 artist participants also suggested integrating local arts practices into the 

classroom. For example, Joe spoke of a project he planned for a class of teachers at a community 

college. He said he would like to demonstrate making a Navajo “basket and explain[ing] to [the 

teachers] the whole part of what it means to our people” and that he would like to do the same 

with cultural meanings behind jewelry. The purposes of elucidating the Din4 basket making 

process would offer the unfamiliar teachers insight into meaning behind historically and 

culturally linked art objects. Lucy suggested that, “Maybe they [the students] are good with their 
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hands and they see, like what I do, they see things and they can do jewelry.” Lucy’s account 

demonstrated the importance of culturally connected art making interwoven into Din4 lifeway. 

Because Din4 culture is interwoven with place, the artists’ perspective to integrate local arts 

parallels studies that pinpoint contextualizing content through place (Blandy, 2008; Bolin, 2000; 

Shamah & MacTavish, 2009) such that local Din4 arts are connected to the significance of place 

and exemplify this connection through their art as described earlier.   

Din4 artist recommendations for art teachers’ cultural knowledge acquisition. 

The two Din4 artist study participants stated that teachers who serve in Din4 art 

classrooms would benefit from knowing the culture as it pertains to the people in the community 

before they begin their reservation teaching tenure. According to these two participants, 

inclusion would incorporate dialogue about narratives (storytelling), people, history, and 

languages familiar to the place to give unfamiliar teachers a fuller comprehension of the 

significance of place to Din4 learners. To do this, Lucy suggested that newly embedded 

unfamiliar teachers introduce themselves into the Din4 community and learn about the 

community’s particular attributes. She indicated that new teachers should pay close attention to 

the local clan system, as well as observe how community and family members teach their 

children. Lucy’s and Joe’s perspectives on the necessity to know cultural practices in the 

teacher’s new work community supports previous evidence (Bolin, 2000; Callejo Perez, 2010; 

Duncum, 2003) that place is important to the educational curriculum. It is particularly so in the 

case of this study because, in Din4 lifeway, place and culture share a reciprocal relationship. 

Similarly, Joe described what histories the new unfamiliar teacher should be aware of. He 

cited the importance of knowing Din4 heritage locations such as connections to Athabasca and 

Canada, relationships to other Native groups such as Apaches, Hopis, Utes, and pueblo peoples. 



 

 

 

198 

Additionally, he noted that the historical connections to Spain and Spanish culture are integral to 

knowing settler influences. He also positioned Din4 people as being influenced by the 

abovementioned cultures to create in the hybridized culture of today. While this perspective 

illustrates a viewpoint indicative of several interwoven cultural backgrounds, it also still places 

Din4 philosophy at its root. Joe’s place-based outlook of the significance of Din4 history 

supports Chalmer’s (1984) perception that curriculum makers may construct stronger curricula 

by recognizing socio-historical consequences on the present state of a local society. Likewise, 

Pinar (1991) argued that contextualizing materials through leveraging the role that history plays 

in a place could be an opening juncture to critical social examination. By understanding 

impactful historical markers, such as those Joe mentioned, the new unfamiliar art teacher would 

be more aware of concerns surrounding present-day Din4 place, and be more capable of 

reflecting that understanding through a culturally relevant art curriculum. 

Pertinent to this particular discussion, Cherokee art teacher educator and study participant 

Richard explained that sacred histories that have not been shared on paper should be shared in 

person from community member to teacher. His perspective, like Lucy’s and Joe’s, suggested 

motivation for the unfamiliar teacher to spend time with the people in the community to learn 

about the people on their local terms. More concisely, Richard suggested that the new teachers 

pay particular attention to repetition of historical events in those places, cultural transformation, 

and socio-cultural influences that have “disrupted and reconstructed tribal lives for generations, 

perhaps for infinity.” These actions of the new teacher learning about past events in a place from 

the place’s community members embrace Kincheloe’s (2008) suggestions, as well. He advocated 

that emerging teachers become cognizant of Native American historical experiences to help 

transform educational theory and educators’ acuities. Both artists and art teacher educators 
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interviewed for this study argued that such multi-dimensional histories, oral and documented, are 

significant to unfamiliar teachers’ comprehension of complex place-based histories, and are also 

important to the development of Din4 students in the art classroom. Their thoughts substantiate 

Lee’s (2006) conceptualization that Din4 cultural identity is bound to historical events and 

understanding those happenings supports comprehending everyday lifeways. 

The two Din4 artists further agreed that knowing local culture was important and they 

encouraged unfamiliar teachers to engage Din4 culture through Din4 culture and art classes 

offered at a local tribal college prior to assuming their art classroom duties. Their suggestion 

echoes Chalmers’ (1984) viewpoint about the significance of the community landscape: not only 

would deeper learning about the placescape’s cultural background benefit new teachers’ 

perspectives about the students they teach and where they teach, but also could potentially 

counter hegemonic viewpoints. Connected to knowing local narratives, histories, and social 

constructs as part of that new unfamiliar teacher education, Joe additionally suggested 

community immersion prior to the school year in which the unfamiliar teacher would assume an 

art teaching position in a Din4 community. This perspective corroborated the viewpoints of the 

art teacher educator participants, as mentioned earlier. Each ATE participant briefly explained 

that spending time with community members could impact an unfamiliar teacher’s knowledge 

about her/his students. Likewise, Joe further suggested that new unfamiliar art teachers learn 

early about community or familial cultural practices, such as ceremonies and events. This 

learning process would assist in associating more closely with Din4 community members and 

also supports understanding of the socio-cultural dynamics of a particular place, thus 

corroborating Lee’s work (2006) connecting Din4 cultural identity to place-based socio-historical 

events.  
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As indicated previously, both artist participants agreed that heritage language was an 

important factor in Din4 art making. According to their responses, language plays a discernable 

role in connecting Din4 cultural heritage to art making skill and viewer perception of the 

artwork. When considered through their perspectives that language supports cultural 

identification and links to historical references as previously mentioned, the prospect of learning 

Din4 Bizaad prior to teaching in a Din4 classroom supports Gee’s (2009) perceptions that 

language acts as a means of connecting traditional knowledge to skills and identity. Similarly, 

scholars such as Battiste (2008), Cajete (1994 & 2008), and Deloria (2008) also argued that 

language is a part of tribal identity. Furthermore, some Native groups, as expressed by Bardill 

(n.d.), have included language as a determiner of tribal membership alongside cultural 

expression. However, while the Din4 artists indicated heritage language as integral to making 

and reading Din4 art, in relationship to PSATs preparing for the Din4 art classroom, the Din4 

artists did not mention its importance in art teacher preparation. Additionally, this viewpoint 

showed agreement with that of the two art teacher educator participants. While each ATE 

participant felt that learning pleasantries and introductions in the language of the place is 

respectful, being completely articulate in the local speech was not mentioned as necessary prior 

to assuming a reservation-serving art teaching position. Both ATEs, however, suggested that 

language assumption would be worth the effort. 

In this subsection addressing sub-question two of the study, I discussed points shared by 

the Din4 artist participants regarding suggestions for cultural inclusion in the classroom and 

considerations for new unfamiliar art teachers’ learning prior to entering teaching service in a 

reservation-serving school. Much of the findings from the Din4 artists supported results from 

previous studies. The artists I interviewed shared the importance of facilitating the Din4 art 
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students in exploration of their cultural background through activities such as illustrated 

storytelling and interweaving local arts topics into the art curriculum. To be aware of these local 

concepts, the interviewees suggested that teaching programs first instruct about Din4 people, 

history, narratives, and language in relationship to Din4 place. The two artists also revealed that 

community immersion is important to learning about Din4 place prior to teaching in a Din4 

classroom. Similar statements were shared from other study participants, and will be discussed 

accordingly later in this chapter. Finally, both artists discussed heritage language as critical to 

understanding Din4 art and culture more deeply, but less important for the non-Din4 art teacher 

to learn fluently before employment. 

Sub-Question Three: Art Teacher Educator Perspectives and Preparation for Reservation 

School Teaching 

Although the culture of a Native place does not remain uninfluenced by external stimuli, 

culture may be best learned as it is experienced in the place it is generated. In reflection, this is a 

position that most of my study participants held in one fashion or another.  However, art teachers 

do learn outside such places, and importantly through education programs where much of their 

pedagogical learning takes place. In this section, I discuss the third sub-question: What 

perspectives and resources do art education professors leverage to prepare their pre-service art 

teachers to serve in high-density Native American (reservation) schools? This inquiry was made 

of the art teacher educator (ATE) participants of this study, Cynthia and Richard. 

Art teacher educator perspectives on Native people, place, and pre-service teacher 

understandings. 

The ATEs agreed that Native peoples differ from non-Native peoples in terms of cultural 

background, while Cynthia went on to discuss the differences as epistemologically embedded 
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through philosophies and customs. She stated that she felt the differences between Native people 

and mainstream society rested in epistemological and philosophical variances in which children 

are raised; for example, a linear (Western) educational philosophy versus a cyclical (non-

Western) educational philosophy. She further believed that, for Native peoples who are raised 

using traditional practices, severing from traditional customs is sometimes impossible. Richard 

agreed in that, in addition to place, cultural backgrounds make Native American people different 

much in the same way that any group differs from another. He elucidated those differences he 

perceives by saying, “I differentiate [Native peoples] by time, place, location, age, age as far as 

the [anthropological] history of the group, and age as far as a teenager or elder.” Such 

perceptions as offered by the two ATE participants reflect scholarly recognitions that cultural 

and epistemological backgrounds run more deeply than often many initially distinguish, and 

could influence power and representational perceptions (Banks, 1998 & 2001; Desai, 2010; 

Merriam, Johnson-Bailey, Lee, Kee, Ntseane, & Muhamad, 2010). 

On their perceptions of place, the two ATEs described it as a significant concept to 

Indigenous people. Cynthia said: 

For Indigenous people, isn’t place everything? Culture comes from dirt. It dictates 

a lot of rituals and traditions. It dictates your food. It gives you an understanding 

of the world around you within your place…if [the conversation] is about your 

culture, it is obviously about your identity, and [place] dictates your identity as 

well, and if you are displaced, then that becomes a part of your culture and 

traditions and your ways of knowing. 

Further, Cynthia connected Native American significance of place to social justice through 

Native nations’ sovereignty. “The laws where sovereignty comes from [are] about place and 
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whether you’re a sovereign nation or you’re not a sovereign nation.” Through this perspective, 

place relates to foundational nation building, which exemplifies support for various perspectives 

that Native American identity is contextualized by several aspects as contributors to, and 

dividends of, place (Bequette, 2007 & 2009; Brayboy, 2007; Brown, Gibbons & Smirles, 2007; 

Cajete, 1994 & 2008; Deloria, 2008; Garouette, 2003; Hanley & Noblit, 2009; Harmon, 2001; 

Herman, 2008; Holm, Pearson & Chavis, 2003; Lee, 2006; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Ngai 

& Koehn, 2010; Reese, 1998; Reikmann, Wadsworth & Deyhle, 2004; Russell, 2005; Spruhan, 

2007; Tallbear, 2001 & 2007; Wildcat, 2009). 

Richard concurred that place is “Incredibly important. Place is very incredible in 

connection to the invisible part of how [people] live: the energy and vibration of the land [is] 

connected to [people’s] bodies.” For him, community and place are the two fiercest aspects that 

hold together Native people’s family and spiritual circles. As did Cynthia, Richard also 

connected sovereignty to the significance of place, but said that his pre-service teachers have 

difficulty understanding the concept of sovereignty “because they are so far removed” from 

place as a political issue. These descriptions demonstrate a diversity of viewpoints about the 

significance of a place and how Native people interact with place in a different way than those 

disconnected from it. 

The two ATEs associated place with Indigenous artwork recognizing the connections 

between subject matter inclusion (e.g., the “invisible world”), materials used (e.g., the red clay of 

North Carolina), and the process of making the artwork (e.g., as an artist, considering how a 

viewer may experience an artwork). In these respects, place plays a role in each point of the art 

making process and understanding about an Indigenous artist and place. This viewpoint, 

however, seems to counter Gruenewald’s (2006) idea that including these place-based aspects in 
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art education curriculum standardization would nullify teaching success. His argument suggested 

that when content becomes standardized, it ceases to encompass unique place-based and student 

relevant attributes. Based on findings from this study, it appears that including the 

abovementioned attributes as part of a place-based art curriculum would enrich it, rather than 

invalidate it. If artwork subjects, materials, and processes could be place-based identifiers in the 

Din4 world, then it stands to reason that they could also be identifiers of places beyond Din4tah. 

Both ATEs also felt that Native language was an important part of pre-service art teacher 

understanding about the significance of place. Cynthia described the connection of language to a 

culture and place by explaining that language cannot be separated from the traditions. Richard 

expounded on this idea by stating, “If you lose your language, you lose your culture because the 

language is so dense with meaning and it does not translate to a different language.” These 

viewpoints support the place/language connection as a significant attribute of place-based 

understanding (Basso, 1996; Gee, 2009; Pinar, 1991) by, again, recognizing that place is the 

beginning point and product of numerous factors that contribute to a cultural epistemology. 

From the ATEs’ perspective, their pre-service art teachers (PSATs) face obstacles that 

they would potentially need to overcome as new unfamiliar teachers in reservation schools. Of 

those challenges, Cynthia explained that her PSATs perceive their reservation destinations as 

purely geographical. She said, “They don’t understand that the place has formed traditions and 

culture and ways of knowing that are not part of their prescribed way of knowing themselves.” 

She further clarified that she found her PSATs typically generalize and approach teaching from 

their own perspectives. They have not been exposed to Indigenous artists, which becomes a 

curricular obstacle. This lack of knowledge, she feels, is a disservice to the future art teachers.  

Richard’s perspective was slightly different, but equally applicable. He said: 
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I think that the first thing is to just defeat all those awful stereotypes that 

Hollywood has given us, and that a Native person has to wear an eagle bonnet to 

be Native, and every Indian person lives in a tipi, and those kinds of crazy things 

that are still being perpetuated generation after generation here in the Ozarks 

because the people here don’t know Native people per se. They never get to go to 

their house or they never get to understand the food or the culture or the way 

people worship their spirituality. So, they continue to say “shaman,” which we 

know, of course, is a Russian word. Nobody that is in the spiritual community 

wants to be called that unless you are Russian. So, those things still go on and 

certain things like “wigwam” and “squaw,” which of course means “without 

penis.” It doesn’t mean woman at all. Stuff like that and I just look at them…and 

they say, “Oh, did I do something wrong?” They just don’t know. They don’t 

even know enough to ask about it. 

Later in this section, I will discuss what guidance they have offered their students to 

counter such obstacles. 

Preparing pre-service art teachers for service in reservation schools. 

The ATEs agreed on grounding their pre-service education curriculum in social justice 

and critical theories in order to prepare future art teachers for service in reservation schools. 

Cynthia explained she first uses a social justice framework, and then presents Indigenous 

knowledge. In facilitating the latter, she applies an Indigenous pedagogy, which she noted shares 

similarities with feminist pedagogy. Similarly, Richard stated that he begins with critical 

pedagogy concepts by presenting Freire’s work, and then follows with experiential learning 

tenets by exploring Dewey’s literature. Further, he infuses information about the Feminist 
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Movement and feminist theories as ways of thinking about society. Both approaches to opening 

pre-service art teacher perspectives to social justice pedagogy support studies, such as that Ryan, 

Carrington, Selva, and Healy (2009), that indicate pre-service preparation could involve 

examination of the status quo as effective encouragement of social responsibility.  

Further, Richard facilitates critical discourse that addresses power and positionality. He 

said that his observations have revealed that “Anglo students don’t think they have culture 

because it is so ubiquitous they don’t realize they are looking through a powerful lens of 

deciding by looking at a person, at their clothes, at their attitude, listening to their dialect.” To 

counter that, they “talk about ubiquitousness [sic] of white privilege, or white power.” As 

indicated above, cultural differences hold potential to also convolute power perceptions (Banks, 

1998 & 2001; Desai, 2010; Merriam, Johnson-Bailey, Lee, Kee, Ntseane, & Muhamad, 2010). 

As such, the study findings suggest that by asking the PSATs to question their prior cultural 

knowledge, they could be shown a method through which they would learn more about their 

potential to facilitate a cultural cognizance and power balance in the art classroom. 

To prepare their pre-service art teachers to be capable educators in reservation schools, 

the two ATEs ask their students to participate in various Indigenous related experiences. As 

exemplified in Chapter Four, Cynthia’s pre-service teacher group collected interview responses 

from participants at a local powwow. She indicated that by leveraging an expressive cultural 

resource like powwow in the pre-service education classroom, educators integrate a 

performative31 aesthetic aspect. The dances performed at a powwow are not only symbolic for 

the dancer but also for the viewers who sit in prescribed places around the dance area, which is 

also symbolic. Today, powwows provide space for agency over suppressed Native American 

                                                
31 Performance (e.g., dancing, singing, oration) is part of a Native American cultural relationship, and specifically 
expresses connections—sometimes metaphoric—to traditional practices, such as preparing earth for a structure to be 
built, giving thanks to Holy People, or proving who is the better artist (e.g., dancer, singer, or storyteller).  
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activities and objects. Of powwows, Cynthia remarked that she has witnessed much agency 

through inclusion of sacred items, such as eagle feathers, alongside contemporary materials, such 

as CDs, on regalia. Likewise, Richard asks his pre-service teachers to attend the university 

powwow. While he does not require it, he finds his students are fascinated with the drumming, 

the foods, and other cultural icons associated with Native American powwow. Attending socio-

cultural counternarrative arts-doings, such as those the ATE participants described, supports 

scholars’ findings (Eisner, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995) where cultural contextualizations serve 

as tools toward more critical pedagogies. While the events are typically not held in places that 

may directly be attributable as sacred Native American places, the places of occurrence are 

appropriately blessed prior to their intended arts use, thereby becoming repurposed as a place of 

significance with the participants.  

Another experience that Richard incorporates into his teaching is a trip to the Acoma 

Pueblo. He says that his Eagle Clan family connections there open their homes to him and his 

students. They share place-based information not typically shared with tourists, which provides 

deeper understanding of the significance of place. Local family members share their birthplaces 

with the PSATs, and they are given the experiences of speaking with Acoma elders face-to-face. 

Furthermore, while the PSATs are availed of the new knowledge, this experience lends itself to 

student understanding about their outsider positionality alongside the significance of the Acoma 

place for the people who have lived there for generations. These first-person activities found in 

the data support the significance of experiential learning (Dewey, 1934) in reference to acquiring 

knowledge about differing cultures directly from the people in those groups (Freire, 1993; 

Kincheloe, 2004; Malott, 2008). Findings from this study suggest that immersive undertakings 

support Native American cultural knowledge acquisition. 
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Both ATEs also bring Native American artists into the art teaching dialogue either as 

guest speakers or through examples of the artists’ artwork. Cynthia exposes her pre-service art 

teachers to well-known Native American artists whose artwork focuses on understandings that 

PSATs have yet to realize about Native American peoples and artistic expression. Some of those 

artists visually demonstrate points where identity and place coalesce through use of both 

traditional and non-traditional materials (e.g., pottery and gym shoes or celluloid). Non-

traditional materials suggest ambiguity with respect to their places of origin whereas traditional 

materials, such as turquoise, could be connected with the natural resources of a specific region 

(e.g., green turquoise from Colorado or Nevada). Cynthia submitted that, through use of the non-

traditional materials, the artists are commenting on their contemporary, hybridized places by 

moving away from materials that could be identified with an explicit, geographic place. 

Cynthia’s response suggested that these visual counternarratives challenge PSATs’ limited 

notions of place as strictly geographically inclined, as described earlier in this part of the 

analysis. The point behind sharing these artists with her pre-service classes is to discuss “the 

tribes, [the] artist, using the artist’s own words, [to make] a connection to the community.”  

Correspondingly, Richard’s list of contemporary Native American artists are chosen 

based on the impact of artworks that show tribal recognition, identity, or stereotyping. 

Furthermore, he informs his pre-service teachers that the artwork produced today is often made 

for commodification purposes. He believes that, through this appropriated method of art making 

for purely economic purposes, Native artists are able to make a living selling their uniquely 

based artwork to, primarily, non-Native buyers. These findings suggest incorporating 

contemporary Native American artists into PSAT education, and support a number of studies that 

consider contemporary complexities of Native American identity (Duthu, 2008; Garroutte, 2003; 
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Hall, 1997; Lee, 2006; Padilla, 2007; Tallbear, 2007) as a point of student-relevant teaching in 

the teacher preparation classroom (Deloria & Wilkins, 1999a; Wilkins & Stark, 2011). 

Both of the ATEs encourage their pre-service teachers to approach Native American 

community positions with humility and as learners. They inspire their future teachers to make 

connections with their new communities, looking to local community members for guidance as 

new unfamiliar teachers. Cynthia says that one way her pre-service teachers can make those 

connections is to bring Native American guest speakers into their own K12 art classrooms. Pre-

service teachers need to know “that [in Native communities] they don’t have to speak for, they 

can teach with.” This finding suggests the necessity for collaborative art teaching and learning. 

Cynthia added that taking risks for the sake of the children would make an impact with the class 

and community, thereby proving that the new teacher can be a role model. Congruently, Richard 

stated that the first task in a Native American community is to speak with a group of Elder 

women or leaders. Where the tribe is matriarchal, the most advisable course of action is to speak 

with a long-time member of the tribe who is female. Local groups and leaders will most likely be 

responsive to a new teacher’s authentic humility and be interested in participating for the sake of 

the children. He added that, at first, the teachers might not like the local foods, might feel 

disoriented by the rural location or from being an outsider. However, a way for new teachers to 

ground themselves is to become immersed in community life. These findings connect to the 

event immersion activity described above where first-hand experience appears to be an effective 

method of transferring culturally rooted information for pedagogical purposes. 

Another method that ATEs utilize in their undergraduate classrooms is making 

connections between student lives and Native American lives. Earlier in this analysis, Cynthia 

provided a description of why place is significant for Native peoples. She explained that the earth 
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governs what is grown, celebrated, and practiced in a place, as well as guides how one’s identity 

is constructed and performed. She further implied that loss of that identification of self as 

founded in a place is devastating. In an effort to help her students fully understand the 

association between the significance of place and Native people’s lives, she creates a relationship 

between that sense of loss and their own lives. Cynthia discusses colonialism with her students 

by asking them to consider loss of their town and resources at the hands of outsiders whom they 

might invite into their places. Eventually, the place and resources become the property of the 

outsiders, thus making the students dependent on the new place owners. This demonstration 

opens PSATs’ eyes to Native American historical events, while asking the class participants to 

draw on personal connections to place (e.g., to home or apartment) that reinforce concepts of 

agency and ownership as aspects of colonialism. This finding suggests support for study results 

generated by Bequette (2007) and Phelan (2001) where exploration and challenge to colonialism 

was shown to help students, pre-service teachers, and in-service educators recognize the 

curricular or pedagogical influences they had not previously considered. In this case, exploring 

the act of colonization interrupts PSATs’ acceptance of the status quo.  

Additional data showed that PSATs’ might be able to learn to make associations between 

their current place-based familiarity and Native American place-based significance in regards to 

teaching on a reservation. Cynthia ensures her students grasp aspects of Native American culture 

that they might encounter on a reservation through making connections between mainstream 

learning and Native educational philosophies. For example, she draws an analogy to Bloom’s 

Taxonomy, a concept with which pre-service students are most likely acquainted through their 

teacher education program, and a medicine wheel. Through that activity, pre-service teachers 

find how fundamental understandings acquired in teacher education may be linked to various 
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distinct educational philosophies, thereby discovering commonalities they can leverage to 

understand their new reservation students. This instructional approach supports research 

perspectives that place may serve as a pedagogical compass, as well as a tool for making the 

teacher/student connection (Coulter, Michael, & Poyner, 2007; Grauer, 1995; Joseph, 2010; 

Phelan, 2001; Powell & Lajevic, 2011; Smith-Shank, 1995). Additionally, I contend that this 

method of comparing/contrasting multiple pedagogical bases helps to further inform PSATs 

about links they could make beyond local levels and into global echelons. 

Correspondingly, Richard asks his students to reflect on their own cultures, families, and 

ancestries. Once they understand these aspects of their lives, they then compare them with a 

classmate of seemingly similar background. He stated that participating in this process was “the 

critical component, the reflectiveness of how they think.” This method of instruction 

substantiates research that recognizes self-inquiry as a means of critically learning about and 

connecting with communities beyond the local (Coulter et al., 2007; Grauer, 1995; McLaren & 

Giroux, 1995; Phelan, 2001; Powell, 2011). Additionally, facilitating this and similar exercises 

with PSATs opens pathways to familiarizing them with the insider/outsider paradigm through 

recognition of similarities and differences. 

Finally, both ATEs expressed the importance of understanding local aesthetics as a part 

of the significance of place. Cynthia remarked that “it is important to understand the different 

aesthetics because that is what is behind the philosophy, the philosophical stance is what is 

behind the artist’s creations.” Likewise, as an instructional tool, Richard asks his students to 

challenge their own notions of aesthetics. He commented that in doing so, PSATs “get to think 

about their own studio practices and then how they would develop a pedagogy and a curriculum 

to be able to share that with people who think differently than they do.” The data generated from 
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this current study with regards to aesthetics corroborates perspectives that meaning making is at 

the heart of art making today (Irwin & Chalmers, 2007; Strickland, 2007). Ideas about aesthetics 

have transformed from its initial stance as a philosophy adjudicating beauty. The participants’ 

responses imply that considering aesthetics from the perspective of people in reservation 

communities could further position a PSAT to acquire deeper meaning about their future Native 

American students and the local culture. PSAT critical analysis of locally- or culturally-based 

aesthetic characteristics through arts-based research studies, for example, could result in, as 

suggested by Barone & Eisner (1997), further comprehension of relationships between places 

and people. By attempting to apply local aesthetics or treatment of visual imagery to their own 

art making, and reflecting on the creation/research (ABR) process, PSATs could learn about the 

importance of that place/people dynamic. This point also exemplifies connections to aesthetic 

forms discussed by the Din4 artist participants regarding specific characteristics found in their 

Din4 artwork that identify deeper meanings behind the elements of their artwork (e.g., use of 

symbolic colors attached to cardinal directions specific to Din4 place-based culture, or thin lines 

as indicative of Din4 linguistic confidence), rather than features of beauty. 

The art teacher educator participants—Cynthia and Richard—corroborated that cultural 

and epistemological backgrounds distinguish Native peoples from non-Native peoples. 

Additionally, traditional Native American upbringings create deeply felt ties in Native peoples 

that serve as lifeway guides, and place serves as a source for constructing those understandings. 

In educating pre-service art teachers about these complex dynamics, the data also suggested that 

grounding educational curricula in social justice and critical theories would contribute valuable 

tools toward PSAT familiarity with Native American reservation groups, as well as with their 

own insider/outsider and positionality understandings. In doing so, the pre-service art teacher 
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could explore place-based concepts relevant to particular groups of people that s/he may serve in 

reservation-based schools while connecting findings they acquire in their teacher education 

programs. 

Sub-Question Four: Art Teachers’ Preconceptions and Cultural Knowledge Acquisition  

In this section, I address two distinct fragments of new, unfamiliar art teachers’ 

perceptions about teaching in Din4 public school art classrooms. First, I will discuss how the two 

art teacher participants32 of my study consider their own preconceptions about their Din4 

students. Second, I will examine what the two participants revealed they learned from their 

experiences. Last, I will discuss their perceptions about more comprehensively preparing future 

art teachers to teach in reservation schools such as those found on or near the Din4 Nation. Each 

of these discussions serve to address the fourth sub-question of this study: What are the cultural 

preconceptions and understandings of art teachers who are new (within their first two years) to 

teaching Din4 students on the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation? Further, what did they learn 

from the experience about teaching this group of students, and what information would they have 

benefited from knowing prior to engaging this student group? 

Art teachers’ preconceptions and understandings of Din4 students and culture. 

Evidence from the two art teacher (AT) participant cases showed that there were initial 

awareness of cultural differences between the ATs and their students. However, the ATs were 

unsure of the degree to which that variance would exist. Prior to entering the reservation, the 

ATs perceived they would face challenges in their new unfamiliar teaching assignments. Further, 

from their interviews, they demonstrated preconceptions and understandings wherein one AT 

stated she did not think about differences between Native American and mainstream society, and 

                                                
32 It is important to note that while both art teacher participants were within their first two years of teaching at the 
time the data was collected, both had spent a limited amount of time on the Din4 Nation in other capacities prior to 
being hired as art educators in reservation-serving schools. 
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the second that she knew there were differences, but did not know precisely what they were. 

Obstacles the AT participants perceived prior to taking their teaching positions included fear of 

student prejudice as the new non-Din4 teacher and feelings of an overabundance of sympathy for 

the students’ perceived economic status. One participant was aware of some Din4 cultural 

restrictions, such as the meaning behind looking at an owl or skeleton, but disconnected those 

markers from knowledge about her students. The second participant also submitted that there 

was much she did not know about Din4 people overall, but recognized the influence of historical 

events on contemporary Din4 lifeway. This data supports the main point written about by Pohan 

(2006) who argued that new teachers maintain prior perceptions and respond accordingly in the 

classroom if not educated to respond to cultural situations. She further noted that teachers’ 

attitudes about specific educational issues might intertwine with personal understandings. 

Information from the two AT case studies elucidated that cultural understandings about their 

Din4 students rested on preconceptions and potentially drove their pedagogical approaches. 

Additionally, data from this study’s findings revealed that the AT participants’ 

preconceptions informed their outlook on place as initially being equated with a geographic 

location. For many in mainstream US culture, place is equated with localities identifiable by 

latitudinal or longitudinal designations. As described earlier, the Treaty of 1868 was framed with 

a variety of markers that outlined the parameters of the Navajo Nation. One of those designees 

was the specific longitude and latitude of the reservation. However, both ATs further included 

place, and culture, as a way of life. Penny used an analogy to explain, “A house is just a 

structure, but a home has a life. It has a breath. It’s got a beat, and so does a place. It’s also a 

home. It’s also an environment. It’s also a habitat.” Suzanne added that place was also connected 

to a person’s identity and learning, as well as related to culture and epistemology, and influenced 
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a person’s identity. The latter insight aligns with the perception of place as held by the other four 

study participants where the significance of place extends beyond points on a map. 

However, a variance in perception of place emerged from the two ATs’ understandings of 

Din4 people’s relationship to their place. While Penny had not previously considered other 

people’s perceptions of varying lifeways based on place, Suzanne felt she comprehended Din4 

connection to land. She also said she knew about historical sequestration to the reservation, and 

that there were Din4 ancestral stories connected to the Din4 reservation. This brief data subset 

confirms findings from other research studies with regards to teachers considering the 

significance of place to the people in that place. Yazzie-Mintz (2007) argued that teachers need 

to be aware of the culture of their teaching place, while Pinar (1991) and Basso (1996) described 

place as an educative point from which learners may gain wisdom and springboard. The data 

about teacher preconceptions from the two AT case studies, in collaboration with other research 

findings, shows that place may be a significant factor to educating teachers to be responsive, 

effective teachers in unfamiliar communities. 

 What the art teacher participants learned about Din4 students and teaching on the 

reservation. 

Findings revealed that the two art teacher participants learned new concepts about Din4 

place and culture from living and teaching there. The first AT participant (Penny) believed that 

she was naïve to Din4 culture prior to her employment on the reservation. During her interview, 

she described how she came to understand that there was a common knowledge amongst Din4 

people. Further, she learned to recognize Din4 visual symbolism, such as the meaning of corn as 

metaphoric for life. Somewhat differently, AT Suzanne had some cultural knowledge prior to her 

reservation employment, but she also learned about an important place-based aspect of Din4 



 

 

 

216 

culture: the sacred mountains and how they enfold the people there. This latter concept connects 

to and confirms Din4 place-based significance with regards to the four sacred mountains found in 

the data provided by the two Din4 artist participants. Further, the information provided by the 

second AT participant (Suzanne) supports research that suggests the significance of Din4 place 

as connected to Din4 people’s identity (Lee, 2006).  

The data showed that the AT participants also became more acquainted with the role that 

place plays in Din4 lifeway through observing and conversing with their students. Penny’s case 

study revealed the importance of place as transmitted by her students through stating, “If they 

were asked to do a painting or a drawing, a lot of the times, they would be about the desert.” She 

further noted that they voiced their commitment to stay on the reservation because it was their 

home. This observation aligned with her previous notation about her personal perspective with 

regards to place. Suzanne, likewise, learned that her students thought deeply about a place when 

they recreated it in their artwork. She suggested that she could tell when a place plays a role in a 

student’s life by stating, “I can see it through the quality of their drawing, for instance, that they 

certainly thought about place, and are used to representing that type of place.” Both case studies 

indicate the potential influence of the local perspective on the new unfamiliar teacher when the 

teacher situates her-/himself as a place-based learner.  Grinberg and Goldfarb (2009) suggested 

the importance of local perspectives as a successful component of teacher preparation. One of 

the elements these authors recommended better prepares teachers is educating incoming teachers 

to view the school place as a place of resource. By learning to see place through their students’ 

eyes, the two AT participants gained a deeper understanding of the significance of place for 

people in the local community. 
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Furthermore, the findings showed that both ATs became more familiar with the 

relationships between Din4 art makers, their connections to their place, and the influences of 

outside lifeways within their first or second year. One AT participant learned that Din4 artists 

identify with their work, but that ideas are changing based on contemporary influences. She 

observed that Din4 artists identify with the artwork they produce although Din4 culture continues 

to transform. Further, her responses indicated that she believed that young Din4 artists could find 

identity agency through their new artistic creations. Similarly, the second AT participant learned 

that her art students’ vision is changing with contemporary influences. She revealed that she 

believed her young Din4 students to be not as connected to Din4 place as former generations. 

Basso (1996) argued that people could gain understandings from the human resources in their 

places when they consider the dynamics of the place. The information that the students shared or 

exemplified, and the two unfamiliar teachers’ grasp of those awarenesses, provided insight into 

the influences of the multiple lived relationships, and supported Basso’s viewpoint with regards 

to the education gained from a place. Further, the two AT participants’ data supported 

contextualizing a student’s relationship with place through studio art teaching activities, as 

suggested by Blandy (2008), Bolin (2000), and Shamah and MacTavish (2009), where engaging 

artwork by means of envisioning a person’s place in local and global communities assists with 

cultural inquiry. Analogously, this present research and literature would support exploration of 

the teacher’s relationship with place as a form of local cultural inquiry, which also supports 

researchers’ suggestions for engagement of place-based inquiry toward understanding of the 

local people and cultures (Graham, 2007; Inwood, 2008). 

Data from the first AT participant also divulged her observations about the connections 

Din4 artists have to their materials. AT Penny stated that she found the materials Din4 people use 
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to make art originate around their homes, and those materials (e.g., sand or clay), as well the 

artistic processes related to the production of an art piece, bear meaning. This outlook reflects 

perspectives also held by the Din4 artist and art teacher educator participants of this study where 

each participant cited connections between the place of raw material acquisition and media used 

to create the art pieces especially in regards to traditional art forms. Penny’s outlook supports 

Herman’s (2008) argument for being cognizant of normalized separation of people from their 

environments. Through seeing Din4 significance of place, and grasping a connection between 

material and art piece, the unfamiliar art teacher could become aware of the relationships that 

exist between Din4 artists and their place of art making. 

Data from the two case studies indicated that the art teachers believed their students to be 

unmotivated about the present places they were experiencing.  The participants felt that the 

reason for the students’ lack of motivation was that many in the community were not well 

educated. Further, they suggested that the rural location of the reservation was the cause of the 

educational inadequacy. I surmised that the reference underlying their statements was that the 

reservation is an unpalatable distance from established cities. Some schools are long distances 

from modern conveniences such as grocery stores or gas stations and could, therefore, be 

problematic in the eyes of unfamiliar teachers who are accustomed to urban or suburban 

amenities. Relatedly, one of the art teacher educator participants described his observation of the 

unbalancing effect of the rural location of the schools on unfamiliar teachers. If such was the 

case for the two participants who provided data for this part of the research33, then this study 

potentially shows the influence of an outsider’s perspective on the interpretations of her/his 

students’ viewpoints, thereby supporting previous research. Powell (2011) described the weight 

                                                
33 Both art teacher participants’ schools were/are rurally located. However, it is unclear whether the participants 
lived in their respective school’s teacherage. 
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teachers’ mindsets contribute to classroom facilitation, including perceiving students’ reasons for 

various outlooks. Classroom learning environment, student and teacher backgrounds, and 

community dynamics all influence teacher instruction and student learning. 

Information that would be beneficial to know prior to teaching on the Navajo 

reservation. 

The two art teacher participants held both similar and different conceptions of what 

would benefit a new unfamiliar teacher just entering service at a Din4 reservation-serving school. 

Points that arose in the data, and discussed here, are: knowing rearing practices as they apply to 

Din4 families, Din4 aesthetics, and awareness of Din4 socio-cultural and historical backgrounds. 

Data for this portion of the study showed that knowing more about their students’ 

classroom behavior as it related to their Din4 upbringing would be an important part of art 

teacher preparation for teaching on the Din4 Nation. Both AT interviewees indicated that more 

fully knowing cultural backgrounds with respect to art making or vocality would be essential to 

being effective on the art classroom. The first AT participant remarked that she wished she had 

been aware of how little her students knew about art making. Although many of her middle 

school-aged students grew up in homes where art making is a way to an income, the young 

students had not made art themselves.  This issue could connect to the role that art plays in a 

traditional Din4 home where some imagery is forbidden, or where children are restricted from 

creating certain forms of art until they are trained to do so by their elders. Additionally, in some 

student cases, as described by the first AT participant, creating art through a facilitated lesson in 

school was a rarity. In her experience, this situation could have been based on either cultural—as 
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mentioned above—or political34 background. Nonetheless, both variables are interwoven with 

the place in which the school is situated.  

In contrast, the second AT participant was aware that her students might not engage with 

class discussion consistently. However, her students’ consistent silence is a traditional Din4 

learning practice and, therefore a cultural marker. While she did not share with me as to who 

gave her the information, she said that when was told about this indicator, she changed her 

pedagogical approach to work more closely with her students’ vocality. The data also showed 

that new unfamiliar art teachers may not be aware of other issues such as a vocabulary gap or 

lack of student motivation to achieve based on epistemological or ideological reasons. As 

evidenced by the art teachers’ interviews, unfamiliar teachers may not immediately perceive 

ideological or epistemological connections to student behaviors. Desai (2011) described this type 

of oversight as “colorblindedness,” and signaled inexperience with positionality. The data the 

two AT participants provided for this portion of the study suggest support for Desai’s research 

with diversified learners of differentiated experiences. She further suggested, as do the AT 

participants later, that knowing more about those whom PSATs may teach, before they enter the 

classroom, could benefit learner outcome. 

Data showed that the two ATs disagreed about learning the local aesthetics prior to taking 

over a reservation art classroom. As shown in Chapter Four, Penny suggested it would be 

micromanaging to expect the students’ artwork to contain stereotypical elements, such as corn or 

howling coyotes. Suzanne, on the other hand, felt it would have been advantageous to know 

more about local aesthetics prior to being employed in the art classroom. Both perspectives 

connect data shared by art teacher educator participant Richard. He suggested that to become 

                                                
34 Din4 residents of the Navajo Nation do not pay state or federal taxes, and therefore do not contribute to 
educational funding. As such, monies for Native American education are more limited than in urban or suburban 
educational facilities.  
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aware of non-Western aesthetic choices in challenging hegemonic aesthetic viewpoints offers 

PSATs opportunities to examine their positionality as art teachers in culturally unfamiliar 

schools.  

Finally, the data showed that unfamiliar teachers should become acquainted with Din4 

social, political, or economic backgrounds prior to their teaching on the reservation to better 

prepare them. Further, Penny suggested that knowing the socio-economic situation is crucial, but 

some subjects, such as local politics and some historical events, should not be discussed with 

long-time community members. This remark connected to data provided by both Din4 artist 

participants where they described the necessity to understand with whom and at what seasons of 

the year place-based histories may be discussed. Further, the first AT participant suggested 

knowing that accessibility to technology is limited, as reservation-serving schools do not receive 

reasonable funding as indicated above. Lastly, she revealed that new unfamiliar art teachers 

should be aware that prejudice against non-Din4 people in local communities and schools exists, 

and that outsiders should expect attitudes that counter immediate acceptance. Correspondingly, 

Suzanne recognized her outsider positionality and suggested that new unfamiliar teachers be 

aware that they are from a different cultural and socio-political system. She noted her own 

frustration at not having the political voice to make changes on the reservation that she felt were 

warranted for the sake of environmental improvement. Suggestions made by the AT participants 

concur with Phelan’s (2001) argument to provide discourse in the pre-service classroom that 

promotes social examination in order for PSATs to arrive at circumstantial solutions. Had the 

ATs been more broadly informed of Din4 local knowledge before entering their classrooms, their 

frustrations may have been belayed and a more effective learning environment could be provided 

for students’ learning experiences. Likewise, Castro (2010) and Reese (1998) discussed critical 
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multiculturalism as a tool during PSAT education to support fruitful culturally diverse teaching 

experiences. 

Evidence from the two single art teacher (AT) participant cases indicated that, in addition 

to limited knowledge of Din4 background and attachment to place, teaching in the two 

reservation schools was/is challenging because of issues of which neither was initially aware. 

Preconceived notions played a role in how the two participants implemented their pedagogies 

and perceived their relationships with their places, as well as their students’ relationships to their 

reservation place. However, the data showed that, as they proceeded through their teaching 

tenure, they became more knowledgeable about place-based background knowledge related to  

cultural, political, and social practices, and this knowledge helped to inform their understandings 

about their students and the Din4tah place. This evidence suggests that PSATs would be better 

prepared to teach in Din4 reservation-serving schools through studying cultural markers, the 

Din4 place, and the interconnectedness of the two. One art teacher participant poignantly stated 

that she believed it was the teachers that needed to change to meet that challenge, and not the 

students whom they teach. 

Sub-Question Five: Understanding My Relationship with the Din4 Place and Community 

In the final section of this chapter I review my own interaction with the aspects of Din4 

place that have been uncovered during this study. I discuss the fifth and final sub-question: What 

can I learn about my relationship to Din4 place and why might these connections be significant 

to me as a community member and art teacher? The discussion that follows takes into account 

the autoethnographic arts-based research component that I undertook for this research. It enfolds 

the multiple perspectives of my study participants as well as my own ideas that coalesced 

throughout the process of the study, and culminated in the exhibition of artwork. To support 
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teacher and student learning about a place-based curriculum, I designed a list of questions to help 

generate self-inquiry about a sense of place based on the artworks on exhibit (see Appendix N). 

Additionally, and as a reference to the geographic definition of place, I created a map to 

accompany the exhibition. 

Through the autoethnographic arts-based portion of this study I enacted the visual 

manifestations of the inquiries I made as an interviewer and the experiences I faced prior to and 

during this research study. As found in this study, place can be a foundational facet of a cultural 

group, and lend itself to ethnographic self-inquiry. This finding confirms Gee’s (2009) argument 

that place influences personal identity. The artwork I created or revisited examined several of the 

concerns that flowed through the roots and into the pages of this dissertation, such as 

stereotyping, history, oppressive education, process, and cross-fertilization of knowledge with 

regards to Din4 place.  

Influences from the interview findings and background research for this study emerged 

specifically in many of the art pieces as a visual examination of those issues. One example of 

those influences was the impact of historical events on today’s Din4 place, as seen in In the 

Beginning: Treaty of 1868. Through the artwork, the findings suggested that the past reminds 

people that borders have origins and that often the people oppressed by those borders have 

cultures that contribute to or grow out of the places within those borders. This finding confirms 

documentation that the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation was intended as a place to “contain” a 

population as determined by a federal agency nearly 150 years ago (Treaty Between the United 

States of America and the Navajo Tribe of Indians, 1868). However, the data from some of the 

art pieces concurrently intimated that the borders of that Din4 place were the result of the 

intersection of an Anglo definition of place (i.e., location as determined by geographic 



 

 

 

224 

coordinates on a map) and a Din4 will to maintain a cultural connection. The latter evidence may 

be seen in data provided by the Din4 artist study participants when they described connections 

between their Din4 culture and Din4 place as the container of that culture. The substantiation that 

place is a key aspect of Din4 cultural understanding further emerged as I created the pieces that 

specifically had to do with events in Din4tah life, such as More than the Place: Beyond Solid 

Ground and Understanding the Cost: Cost Register in a Border Town. I began to recognize 

recurring aspects of history, socio-cultural environment, politics, language, and process as 

assistants in sculpting the significance of Din4 place in Din4 lifeway.  

I further found that some of the artwork could have been perceived as perpetuating 

stereotypes. For example, as noted in Chapter Five, during the closing reception, a viewer 

approached me to discuss how she came to visit the exhibition. She revealed that the detail image 

from Untitled: Feather Series on the gallery postcard initially deterred her from visiting the 

exhibition. She thought the presentation was stereotypically representing Native Americans. 

Against her better judgment she attended and found that the body of artwork resonated with her 

as an exploration of place-based issues she had not previously considered. The art piece Untitled: 

Feather Series contained a predominant element – hawk feathers – that has been repeatedly 

appropriated and stereotyped by non-Natives as Native American imagery. This result suggested 

that if this work were to stand alone outside of its exhibition place and apart from the holism of 

the rest of the artworks, its purpose as an image of a place-based culturally sacred element could 

easily be misperceived.  

Outcomes of examining participant data and engaging in the art making process of this 

study suggested to me that I had potentially engaged in oppressive acts as an unfamiliar 

reservation-serving instructor, and suggested why gaining this understanding might be 
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significant as a Din4 community member and emerging art teacher. Before I became informed 

about the Din4 Philosophy of Education, I required my students to learn without giving them the 

culturally relevant tools to do so. As a result, they often failed or disengaged. One Din4 artist 

study participant shared her feelings about the imposition of non-Navajo art teachers on Din4 

students. From her fears, which became some of my own after much consideration, I created 

artwork that focused on equal powers, and parts that made a holistic unit. For example, I 

organized the exhibition with a central piece and an equal number of artworks in each 

direction—first beginning in the east—and according to the DPE process—where viewers were 

asked to think about various concepts as they related to the Din4 place and teaching/learning, as 

well as engage the works thusly. Each art piece was titled with a question to encourage inquiry 

that was relevant to each direction and image, which would also work to inform the viewer about 

her/his own relationship with art learning and place. This confluence of perspectives resulting in 

data-producing artwork confirms Higgs’s (2008) research that, through art making, one may 

transcend borders that challenge current understandings. In examining those findings, I perceived 

a balance that is consistent with Din4 cultural markers rooted in place. Furthermore, I recognized 

that this balance is important to perceiving the tension of positionalities between, for example, 

the teachers and Din4 students, and could be expected as part of the Din4 place-based dynamics.  

Through the art making associated with this study in which I wove together past and 

current Din4 place-based experiences and knowings, I came to better understand my own role in 

the Din4 community, and divergent understandings about that place of learning. This finding 

supports research that suggests teachers must first understand their own identities to be effective 

in the classroom (Zeichner & Liston, 1996 as cited in Grinberg & Goldfarb, 2009). These 

divergent understandings of place could be sculpted into a single narrative with one overarching 
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theme in common: the value of the Din4 place to those who hold connections—including social, 

cultural, or historical relationships—with it. The arts-based research practice moved me away 

from unrecognized and preconceived notions and stereotypes (e.g., use of feathers, Native 

American music, and powwow dancer images) that I might have maintained, and transformed 

the revised story towards an understanding of the deeper complexities within the larger Din4 

community. For example, prior to performing the arts-based research I believed that my 

positionality in the Din4 community was a product of membership in my Din4 family. Now, I 

find my positionality in Din4 place is multifariously attached to historical, cultural, and political 

aspects that make up both my background and the background of the Din4 people with whom I 

interact. 

Discussion of the Main Question 

In light of the above discussions, in this section of the chapter, I will revisit the main 

question: Considering the weight that place plays in Indigenous lifeways, what about the 

significance of Din4 place could American art teachers learn in order to be culturally responsive 

educators in Din4 communities and how might they attain that knowledge?   

What about the Significance of Din4 Place Could Pre-service Art Teachers Learn in Order 

to be Culturally Responsive?  

While there are several markers of Din4 culture, I focused on place as a cultural attribute 

that could specifically contribute to pre-service art teacher learning with respect to being 

culturally responsive in the Din4 art classroom. The reader will find that, as indicated by each of 

the discussions above and connected to the main question parts below, Din4 place may be 

considered more than a geographic location, with multiple points of cultural connection.  
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Data from four study participants suggested PSATs attain understanding about 

connections between identity and place. The two Din4 artist participants, members of the Navajo 

Nation, indicated that pre-service teachers would benefit from learning that Din4 identity is 

connected to place through family ties and clanship. Data from the two art teacher participants 

also showed that pre-service teachers would find value in understanding that places on the 

reservation are sacred because of their connections to history. Further, data from all the case 

studies showed that learning about Din4 social, political, or economic backgrounds would 

provide insight into the people and students from the immediate community. These findings 

confirm research by Stewart and Walker (2005) that describes time in the art classroom as an 

opportunity to explore the various aspects of identity. Grounding an art curriculum in place could 

generate greater Din4 student engagement with various Din4 cultural identity fundamentals such 

as family structure, historical foundations, and local knowledge building practices (e.g., 

storytelling as knowledge transmission). Opening the art making space for students to investigate 

place-based relationships, such as cultural identity and the other facets mentioned above, 

provides chances for student voice and agency (Anderson, Hoeberigs, & Thwaites, 2000) with 

regards to learning about cultural self and potentially suggests Din4 specific identity markers for 

unfamiliar teachers. Contemporary fluxes in what those identity markers (see Appendix O) are 

(questions that arise as a result of social hybridity, for example) also emerged in the findings. 

Such data confirm studies (Holm, Pearson, & Chavis, 2003; Wildcat, 2009; Wilkins & Stark, 

2011) that indicate identity perceptions impact Native American individual and collective 

futures. 

As shown above, only two study cases—those of the Din4 artist participants—revealed 

that the Din4 Bizaad language was an integral part of learning about Din4 place. However, 
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according to that data, pre-service teachers could learn that Din4 language is a part of knowing 

about and reading Din4 art, as well as gaining insight into Din4 artist and cultural identities. 

Furthermore, the research data shows that language indicates the quality, and quantity, of cultural 

visual cues that a viewer may find in the artwork. This finding supports research generated by 

Gee (2009) that shows connections between identity, place, and language. 

All participant cases suggested that place-based arts, such as local Din4 arts made in the 

Din4 place, are a point of learning that pre-service teachers could examine to be more 

knowledgeable about the significance of Din4 place to the people—and the students—in that 

place. One art teacher participant and both ATE participants specifically proposed that pre-

service teachers learn about subject matter, process, and materials as important connectors 

between artist and place. This data illustrates, as Callejo Perez (2010) and Graham (2007) wrote, 

that a place-based art curriculum embodies regionally located education. 

The art teacher participants suggested that pre-service teachers could also learn that they 

will face unique challenges and obstacles when going to teach art in a Din4-majority school on 

the Din4 reservation. Such challenges include potential prejudice from local residents, cultural 

misunderstandings, and biases based on preconceived notions. Likewise, participant data from 

the art teacher case studies revealed that pre-service teachers could learn to expect that Din4 

student behavior might be tied to local cultural practices and be contrary to understandings they 

acquired in their education programs. Viewing new unfamiliar teacher obstacles through that 

sociocultural position supports the perspective illustrated by Smith (2003) and Thompson, 

Bresler, and Constantino (2010) who wrote that educational experience in art learning/teaching 

stem in part from sociological and psychological roots. Through this perspective, facing specific 

pre-service art teacher challenges could be more readily understood and managed. 
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Finally, the approach that the two Din4 artist participants in this study took to employing 

culture in the classroom contrasted with research on culturally responsive teaching. As described 

earlier in this paper, these two participants suggested that teachers use culture in the classroom 

by making space for the students’ culture, not by addressing it directly themselves. Likewise, 

teachers could incorporate their outside ideas into Din4 cultural ideas. In divergence, data from 

the four remaining case studies contrasted the initial two, and confirmed studies by Ladson-

Billings (1995), Gay (2010), Kincheloe (in Malott, 2008), and Chalmers (1996) suggesting that 

knowing cultural points is a necessary part of responding to the needs of diverse students. Such 

research has indicated that the culture of the underserved student population be adhered to in 

order to respond to the children’s unique cultural relevancy needs in the classroom.   

Attaining Din4 Place-based Knowledge 

Data showed that pre-service art teachers could attain the above place-based knowledge 

through various means. The Din4 artist participant case studies suggested examining differences 

between traditional and non-traditional practices in the community through participating in local 

events as publicized or invited. They stated that community and cultural immersion prior to their 

first teaching year would help toward that learning. Once hired into a reservation school, the new 

art teachers could participate in Din4 culture and art courses at local tribal colleges. This data 

supports a number of perspectives, such as those of Kincheloe (2004), Ladson-Billings (1995), 

and McLaren and Giroux (1995) with regards to a critical approach to attaining place-based 

knowledge and applying it to the classroom. 

Additionally, data provided in the ATE case studies also revealed that broader place-

based cultural understanding could be acquired at the pre-service stage by reading research 

results of Cajete (1994), Wildcat (2009), or Braithwaite (2009) about the roles place takes in the 
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lives of people in Indigenous communities. Once employed in a reservation-serving school, new 

art teachers could gain applicable place-based knowledge through attending local events (e.g., 

regional annual fairs); by inviting local artists to speak or demonstrate in their K-12 art 

classrooms; by inquiring about and absorbing local aesthetics; and by simply asking questions of 

local community members, such as local community leaders or elders35. This finding confirms 

studies by Duncum (2003), Chalmers (1996), and Freedman (2003) that argue a critical 

pedagogy at the pre-service stage encourages PSATs to view their teaching approach from a 

place-based perspective. To not engage critical practices at that stage potentially limits future 

teachers’ student responsivity potential given the diversity of populations in today’s art 

classrooms. 

Finally, the data showed that some early place-based knowledge could be attained 

through learning about Din4 history prior to entering a Din4 community. Pre-service teachers 

could find this knowledge of place online or through various published resources. Further data 

from this study provided by four of the study participants suggested that, to learn about a specific 

history tied to a place, more focused inquiry could be made of local community members once 

in-situ. The latter information supports studies by Chalmers (1984) and Grinberg and Goldfarb 

(2009) that described effective curriculum as one constructed with the student and the 

community.  

In the following and final chapter I provide an overview of the themes that arose 

throughout the study and which focus on significance of place, continued stereotyping, and 

positionality. I also share implications the study may have on art teacher preparation and suggest 

potential directions for further research. 

                                                
35 Depending on the cultural leadership system of the Nation, it may be advisable to seek a matriarch or elder female 
in the community for assistance. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN—CONCLUSION 

In this final chapter, I first present ideas that arose as a result of the data analysis. This 

thematic discourse centers on the significance of place, continued stereotyping, and positionality. 

Next, I discuss the implications that findings from this study have on art teacher preparation 

through suggestions for building knowledge and developing culturally informed teaching 

practices. Lastly, I provide potential directions for future research, as well as hopes for extended 

scopes of the study’s findings and implications. 

Prevalent Ideas that Arose in the Study 

While there are several themes that emerged amongst and between the participant pairs 

and my autoethnographic artwork, I will focus on the three main themes that pertain to a place-

based curriculum in the Din4 art classroom: a) understanding the significance of place; b) 

continued stereotyping concerns; and c) teacher positionality. In this section, I will discuss these 

three themes as the data relate to the point where teaching and learning intersect with knowing 

about Din4 place.  

Understanding the Significance of Place 

Throughout this study, the six participants showed both agreeing and disagreeing 

perspectives about each theme. Their responses, alongside the artwork created in conjunction 

with this research, suggested place-based relationships through art learning/teaching/making, but 

different understandings about the connections to the significance and aspects of place as they 

apply to educating pre-service art teachers, as well as those teachers being culturally responsive 

in the Din4 art classroom as a result of that education. 

As identified by the participants and through my artwork, place-based significance has 

multiple meanings. For example, as seen in Chapter Six, according to the Din4 artist participants, 
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complex history, events, and ancestry are integral to constituting significance of place. Lucy 

connected Din4 people’s history to the place within the four sacred mountains that border the 

Din4 place (i.e., the reservation), as well as up and down directions. She also directly connected 

her family to place: “wherever you’re at, you are always near one of the [four sacred] mountains, 

and [my family] live[s] closest to the one where Changing Woman came from.” Joe exemplified 

this important relationship between place and history as well, through describing where he lives 

in reference to other points on the reservation: “being a Navajo, being from Four Corners area, or 

Totah, where the three rivers join, that was [a] significant area for the Navajos.” 

For the art teacher educator participants, place was also significant based on cultural ties, 

much like the Din4 artists. As described in Chapter Six, Cynthia remarked that “if [the 

conversation] is about your culture, it is obviously about your identity, and [place] dictates your 

identity as well.” Her colleague Richard corroborated in saying, “Place is very incredible in 

connection to the invisible part of how [people] live: the energy and vibration of the land [is] 

connected to [people’s] bodies.” 

The art teacher participants, who were non-Native American, held a different perspective 

about place. As mentioned in Chapter Six, Penny initially felt that place represented a geographic 

location. She later made a deeper parallel between place, home, and house where the latter “is 

just a structure, but a home has a life. It has a breath. It’s got a beat, and so does a place. It’s also 

a home. It’s also an environment. It’s also a habitat.” Suzanne included a person’s “roots, and 

customs and culture, and mindsets.” The art teacher participants’ shifts in understanding about 

place might be significant suggesting that place includes more than physical geography or a word 

on a map. The Native American participants viewed place as significant through histories, family 

ties, and identity, in contrast to the two art teachers who came to understand the Din4 connection 
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to place during their time on the reservation. In relationship to the study’s main question, the 

evidence suggests that knowing specifically about a Din4 place would contribute to the 

understanding of a new, unfamiliar art teacher who plans to effectively teach in a Din4 

community, thereby supporting her/his art teaching success in the Din4 classroom.  

The artwork I created to help process and understand the data and my views about place 

lent itself to this theme as well. Art pieces such as More than the Place: Beyond Solid Ground 

assisted in the visual manifestation of me embracing the invisible as integral to knowing Din4 

place. Understanding the depth of cultural knowing that is necessary to fluently navigate the 

Din4 place can be daunting. Likewise, comprehending how much of an impact an education can 

have on a culture’s future in a place can be equally offsetting. In the sculptural installation 

Thinking About What’s Been: Continuing with Preconceptions, I explored that consideration, as 

well as took into account stories that participants shared about the influence that schools had on 

them, and continue to have. The artwork suggested that, when looking at schools that are located 

in areas such as the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation, viewers might find a teaching system 

lacking in cultural responsivity that weighs down the people to whom it is being delivered 

instead of one that inspires cultural empowerment. 

Continued Stereotyping 

Prior research shows that people’s actions and judgments are based on normalized 

stereotyping behaviors (Keifer-Boyd, 2003; Ngai & Koehn, 2010), and that many pre-service 

teachers might unintentionally develop and/or perpetuate stereotypes. These stereotypes may 

include perceptions about how they expect their students to perform academic assignments 

(Huffman, 2001), the style of artwork they anticipate from the students, or ideas about the 

reservation, or place, where the school exists. The unfamiliar teacher may hold a belief that the 
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pedagogy s/he brings, because of its epistemology in the mainstream society, is a more effective 

way of teaching than approaches that would be responsive to the Din4 community. Most of the 

participants in this study related to stereotyping behaviors in at least one specific way. The Din4 

artists shared their experiences with being stereotyped. The ATEs responded that they actively 

teach against stereotyping, and the ATs demonstrated that they could unconsciously stereotype in 

their classrooms.  

 Din4 artist Lucy, for example, discussed that viewers sometimes question the art she 

creates due to the medium and subject matter she employs. She said that viewers “can’t accept 

the fact that here I am Din4 making star quilts when they think it was always the plains Indians 

like the Lakota and all that.” Quilt making is not an art that has historically been associated with 

Din4 artists as has, for example, rug weaving. As mentioned previously, for Lucy, place is 

connected to cultural background. For viewers to question her subject matter implies that they 

are also questioning her cultural background through the artwork she produces, which she 

believes to be a stereotyping of her artwork. 

Joe implied that others stereotype his artwork based on the subject matter, such as the 

figures included in his artworks and the techniques he uses, such as the thick outlines included in 

the imagery. Of some of his latest artworks he said: 

I do twelve different iconic animals that basically go with the air, the land, the 

underwater, and the ground, . . . each one has an identity of the work in it being 

more linear. And the buffalo flying through the sky, and people flying through the 

sky, even the profiles in the pastels in the work that I do, people can identify who 

that artist is from doing this for over thirty years. 
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While these elements may work as his identifying hallmarks, they are also points that viewers 

could use to qualify the work as being “stereotypically Native American.” This point brings us to 

consider what pre-service teachers are taught about their own stereotyping practices before they 

begin to teach in the art classroom, as well as information that art teachers share with their 

students.  

ATE Richard argued that stereotyping is an issue that he faces each term when discussing 

Native American artists in his pre-service classrooms. Richard shared that his pre-service 

teachers face obstacles that include overcoming stereotyping the Native American student. As 

one example, he explained that Hollywood perpetuates the vision “that a Native person has to 

wear an eagle bonnet to be Native, and every Indian person lives in a tipi.” That perpetuation 

through media encourages socially accepted stereotype normalization. As a result, new teachers 

who do not experience a Native American stereotype deconstruction could perpetuate those 

stereotypes. 

I also perceived such normalized behavior in the AT participants’ responses. Penny 

discussed the notions she had about Native peoples prior to becoming employed on the Navajo 

Nation. As mentioned in Chapter Six, she said, “I thought they just lived in cabins in the woods 

or…I just didn’t really know that much. I just knew they were really isolated on reservations.” 

Suzanne also revealed one of her preconceived notions as stereotyping her future students. She 

disclosed that she believed feeling overly sympathetic for her students’ economic barriers would 

challenge her. These statements suggest a potential point to consider in reference to pre-service 

teacher preparation with regards to examining stereotyping teaching behavior in connection to 

building a place-based culturally responsive pedagogy. Self-inquiry and self-reflective practices 
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engaged at the pre-service teacher education stage could assist emerging educators in learning 

about their personal beliefs and preconceptions. 

 Additionally, some of the artwork I produced during this study, seen in Chapter Five, 

could have contributed to a stereotyping behavior, while other art pieces could have assisted in 

its disruption. As shared in Chapter Six, Untitled: Feather Series, for example, is a photograph 

of staged hawk feathers. While it was not intended to do so, the feathers could have been 

interpreted as a stereotypical Native American symbol. Additionally, it is possible that if the 

photos had been taken of the feathers in a different environment, perhaps where I found them 

rather than on a set, the viewers’ interpretations could have been different due to the additional 

visual information provided.  Another piece presented and discussed in Chapter Five, Powerful 

Preconceptions: NCAI Superbowl Commercial Video, was part of the body of work made 

specifically to address Native American athlete stereotyping. Inclusion and interpretation of both 

these artworks suggests that Native American stereotyping is an issue that resides at the forefront 

of, as well as on, a liminal level to art making/teaching/learning. 

The experiences with Native American stereotyping described above suggest that the act 

of stereotyping is still manifested in many situations, including through viewing or making art 

and in the preconceived notions of art teachers. Both these situations also indicate the art 

classroom, as well as the pre-service art teacher preparatory classroom, are potential places 

where stereotyping activities could be challenged for both teacher and student. 

Positionality 

During the analysis of this study, I found that implications might be made that 

positionality influences teacher and student effectiveness in the classroom. Indications to this 

effect are described in this section. The art teachers exemplified student/teacher power struggle 
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points but also found that they held outsider status, as did one of the Din4 artists during a 

childhood experience, albeit through a different lens. I also briefly considered how my own 

positionality, as revealed through my arts-based research, contributed to examining positionality 

within this study. 

In Suzanne’s case study, I perceived that she attempted to negotiate her hierarchical 

position in the classroom to engage in an art project that would motivate students to see the 

environment as she perceived it: to be in need of rescue. As demonstrated in Chapter Four, 

Suzanne identified the reservation as being isolated and damaging to the youth. 

I think the biggest problem that [Din4 students] battle is a lack of motivation 

because of their isolation…They don’t understand the danger they are in not being 

motivated; they don’t see the danger that this brings on in their life [sic], in their 

future.  

From this standpoint, the purpose of this particular art project was to encourage the students to 

become environmentally aware in order to “fix” the community’s problems. She also said, “it is 

blaringly obvious that very simple changes [to the community] could already make a difference 

and, obviously, the leaders are not focusing on that possibility just because of the environment 

and nothing is being done about it.” While Suzanne clearly cared about the welfare of her 

students and their environment, the viewpoint she expressed here suggests she centered her 

teaching of the environment on mainstream values rather than exploring with the students their 

environmental understanding of Din4 place. 

Penny also shared some thoughts that indicate she was aware of her outsiderness. While 

it was not directly related to her teaching, one of the challenges she discovered herself facing 

was prejudice from locals in the community. She described anticipating grudges against Anglos 
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in the community based on the political and social climates where she was situated to teach. She 

said that community members “have [mean] words for white people.” She implied that, through 

this experience, she became aware that she was an outsider to the community. While she did not 

indicate how she translated this awareness into her classroom, the perspective she expressed 

suggests dynamic awareness of student/teacher positionality. 

In Lucy’s case study, she explained her position as a child artist in public school where 

she did not understand some of the art projects in which her non-Native teacher required her to 

engage. As mentioned in Chapter Four, Lucy felt that the teacher disrespected her belief system 

through which she honored her natural environment. As such, she felt oppressed and devalued. 

Her experience as the Native student in a non-Native classroom where her culture was not 

recognized demonstrated her position as an outsider there as well. 

Finally, in this study I also faced my own positionality as an artist, researcher, and 

teacher. Prior to undertaking this research, I viewed my positionality in the Din4 community as 

the result of my Din4 family membership. Post-research study, however, I view my positionality 

in the Din4 community place as having a substantially deeper background. The vision I now 

carry with me about how I fit into the Din4 community rests on multiple plateaus including my 

positionality as a mainstream society member and my participation as a researcher of Din4 

culture, place, and art learning. 

The Din4 artist participants’ and art classroom teachers’ experiences of positionality in 

the Din4 place suggest that this phenomenon plays a role in both teacher and student success. 

The teacher and the student influence each other’s positionality. In reference to the main study 

question, the evidence suggests that being aware of one’s positionality, specifically within a 

place such as a Din4-majority art classroom, would lend itself to the understanding of how a new 
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unfamiliar art teacher on a reservation could expect to acclimate to the Din4 culture, and learn to 

support student art learning in the Din4 classroom as well as contribute to the community. 

It should be noted, also, that throughout the interviews, study participants discussed 

connections to culture that may not be universally viewed as place-based points, such as 

language, family, storytelling, art making traditions, or history. However, through a Din4 

philosophical lens, these points would be considered related to place and play a role in its 

definition, as well as play a part in unfamiliar teachers more thoroughly understanding the 

function of place in culturally relevant teaching. For example, as a new teacher investigates 

her/his Din4 community, Din4 Bizaad language could be discovered that identifies Din4 place 

names as results of place-based descriptions e.g., Sahdiibisi is the place name for Petrified 

Forest, Arizona and translates to “the place where there are lone pieces of clay or adobe sticking 

up” (Wilson, 1995, p. 43). 

Suggestions for Building Knowledge and Developing Culturally Informed Teaching 

Practices 

Building a strong pedagogical praxis begins with scaffolding teacher knowledge. As such, 

this section will spotlight suggestions to help construct a place-based art curriculum that 

responds to the unique needs of the art students that unfamiliar art teachers may serve in a Din4 

community public school. These suggestions are grounded in this research study’s findings, 

social justice literature that supports cultural relevancy and place-based curriculum, and my 

renewed understanding about the potentially deep significance of place to Din4 place inhabitants. 

Here the reader will find two sub-sections: Building Knowledge and Developing Culturally 

Informed Teaching Practices. In each sub-section, I first present suggestions for art teacher 
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educators to help prepare their pre-service art teachers to serve in Din4 art classrooms. The 

second sub-section includes suggestions for new unfamiliar art teachers. 

Building Knowledge 

Art teacher educators. 

One way to build knowledge is through art teacher educators encouraging pre-service art 

teachers (PSATs) to examine their current places as points of historical and cultural reference, 

beyond personal associations. As shared in Chapter Four, the Din4 artist participants shared that 

place is significant to Din4 people as seen in their cultural history and events that have occurred 

in those places. In the higher education classroom, specific questions could help to establish how 

PSATs perceive their places and histories, and how those perspectives are different from a 

classmate’s. To help his students build this type of knowledge, art teacher educator Richard 

explained that he asks his students to mind-map how they imagine someone from a different 

culture could perceive them and their history. This would act as a method of challenging PSATs’ 

ethnocentric perspectives and raising their awareness about diverse place-based outlooks. It 

should also be noted that the methods by which an art teacher educator presents this topic (e.g., 

contextualization of the material) would impact PSATs’ approach and application outcome.  

As seen in Chapters Four and Six, because all the participants either discussed 

stereotyping or exemplified a stereotyping practice in some way, further understanding about 

how teachers stereotype in the art classroom would assist knowledge building. One way to help 

construct that knowledge is by encouraging PSATs to examine their preconceived notions about 

Native peoples in light of the new awareness brought to them through education coursework 

(Ngai & Koehn, 2010; Rolling, 2011b), and then documenting that information for further 

analysis. Knowledge from the PSATs attained in these courses could be used to further clarify 
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what perspectives PSATs hold about Others. Learning to identify stereotyping practices allows 

education program professors to recognize potential problems that could arise with PSATs’ 

teaching approaches. 

Likewise, knowledge could be built to help further understanding about positionality 

(Grauer, 1995; Joseph, 2010; Powell & Lajevic, 2011; Smith-Shank, 1995). Art teacher 

educators could document PSATs’ understanding of place-based insider/outsider activities and 

perspectives. From that information, scholars could construct further knowledge that helps 

PSATs and art teacher educators to more critically investigate their positionalities within their 

current communities, and in larger global spaces. ATE Richard described that, as an exercise, 

what he asks his PSATs to do relies on their existing white privilege and power perceptions. 

Prior to this activity, he stated that, in his experience, the PSATs are typically unaware of 

possessing a privilege or knowing their positionality. 

Another way to build knowledge is to enhance PSATs’ knowledge of Din4 people’s 

history, political situation, and research preconceptions. As the ATE participants demonstrated in 

Chapter Four, the art teacher educator could bring Din4 artists into the higher education 

classroom to share insights about local art meaning-making and process practices. Doing so 

would help PSATs to build their knowledge about Din4 people, culture, and history. Additionally, 

speaking directly to an artist from a community into which they could become employed would 

allow them to construct understanding about Din4 artwork, as well as begin to examine some of 

their own perspectives about people’s commonalities and differences. 

Another way to build knowledge is to learn about and practice the seven characteristics of 

arts-based research (Barone & Eisner, 1997), as found in Chapter Two of this dissertation: a) 

“The creation of a virtual reality” (p. 73); b) “The presence of ambiguity” (p. 74); c) “The use of 
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expressive language” (p. 75); d) “The use of contextualized or vernacular language” (p. 76); e) 

“The promotion of empathy” (p. 77); f) “Personal signature of researcher/writer” (p. 77); and g) 

“The presence of aesthetic form” (p. 78). These characteristics may be utilized as a method of 

inquiry and analysis to become more familiar with cultural information through visual 

investigation, or visualizing culturally connected processes, such as the Din4 Philosophy of 

Education.  

Storytelling as a cultural capital apparatus, for example, was one of the main methods of 

information transmission the interviewees practiced, as well as one that supports other content 

area relationships, and may also be reinforced by arts activities.  As shown in Chapter Four, the 

Din4 Creation Story plays a large role in helping people to understand Din4 place significance. 

Also, in the interviews with this study’s Din4 artist participants, they shared experiences using a 

storytelling approach. Both artists exemplified how they translate their own stories into visual 

imagery and learn about their connections to the Din4 culture and, consequently, Din4 place 

through their practices. Their experience indicates that place-based knowledge could be built 

through researching a variety of arts practices in Din4 culture. 

Finally, creating and implementing Memoranda of Understandings (MOUs) with Din4-

based colleges could continue knowledge construction as new teachers arrive on the reservation, 

as recommended by one Din4 artist participant. Considering a multi-stage Din4 cultural 

education program could embody the Din4 learning cycle for teachers. The stages I envision are 

first, PSAT learning through a higher education program; second, the PSAT becomes student 

teacher and continues his/her education at a local college via the MOU; and third, the student 

teacher becomes a teacher and continues her/his education with community members and local 

mentors. I situate this suggestion in this section because of the relationship an art teacher 
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educator would need to forge with the local tribal colleges to support localized education at the 

post-baccalaureate level. Additionally, to continue the education through an MOU relationship 

would help to strengthen cultural perpetuation according to the reservation community needs. 

As various educators and researchers continue to build knowledge based on Din4 

reservation place-based cultural research, I suggest the information be collected into a central 

location, such as an online database from which others may learn (Aguilera, Lipka, Demmert, & 

Tippeconnic, 2007). Such a resource could ensure that relevant knowledge is accessible to all 

who need it for its various purposes. 

Art teachers. 

Participants in this study advocated for new, unfamiliar art teachers becoming informed 

about important cultural concerns in the place where they are newly employed to teach. This 

knowledge could be built through new teachers holding discussions with community members, 

parents, and students about the cultures and community events, histories, and knowledge. As 

mentioned in Chapter Four, with relevance to Din4 and Native American culture, Lucy strongly 

suggested that knowing “the four directions, the four mountains, up and down, that’s all 

important to places.” Joe recounted that they should know “about the different aspects of Native 

American art, where it was painted…but also basket weaving, or the idea of jewelry, or pottery.” 

He added that new, unfamiliar teachers should also be aware of the strongest clans, how local 

money is made, that boarding schools still exist, and know which stories are most prevalent in 

their local area. 

To build knowledge about place-based culturally relevant art teaching, a new, unfamiliar 

art teacher could observe and learn about local resources by observing or joining school 

committees, creating art that reflects their experiences, and reflecting on their own pedagogy to 
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examine the colonizing practices with which they currently engage, and then attempt to 

decolonize their own methods. As seen in Chapter Four, four of the six participants 

recommended that new, unfamiliar art teachers build relationships with community members, 

leaders, and/or Elders. A local mentor could also help them understand difficult place-based 

concepts, such as how sovereignty impacts a community and nation. 

Further, to construct new knowledge about teacher positionality—the perception of the 

teacher’s power relationship with the students based on factors such as social or economic 

status—in the art classroom, unfamiliar art teachers could first consider the student/teacher 

relationship that is a phenomenon between underserved student populations and teachers who 

represent mainstream society. Suzanne commented on her positionality in saying that she worked 

at “being sensitive to [students’] issues, and knowing how to manage that without me being in a 

position where I would be feeling sorry for them.” This statement suggests her initial perception 

that she hailed from a more privileged group and that she believed she had more to offer.  

Unfamiliar teachers could broaden their various place-based definitions by inquiring 

about how family and home are important to Din4 students, by researching how style connects to 

an art piece’s origin, and by seeing how these aspects are related to the community capital from 

which teachers may draw. Joe described a painting he created “called Sally Begay’s Roadside 

Rug Auction. [He showed] these people holding up rugs by the side of the road.” Also connected 

to the Din4 reservation place, Joe painted a piece called “Grandma’s First Fish where she has a 

line out and there’s a big fish jumping in the water in the foreground, and you see her holding it 

up and you see the kids dropping their fishing poles.” In some reservation communities, rug 

auctions are normalized commodification practices, whereas in other places, rug solicitors will 

frequent street corners to sell their artwork. Fishing, which was once an unregulated Din4 
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sustenance practice on the reservation, is now overseen by state Fish and Game Departments. 

Knowledge of these referential aspects about Din4 places, for example, offers greater insight into 

Din4 place-based art meaning-making. 

To be a culturally relevant art teacher by leveraging Din4 place-based aspects, the 

unfamiliar art teacher could explore various Din4 community or culturally relevant topics (e.g., 

the multiplicity their students often encounter as citizens of three political bodies: tribal, state, 

and national) that resonate with the students in her/his classroom. Likewise, art teachers could 

interview their students to gain information about how they would like to see or participate in 

place-based changes. For example, in Chapter Four, both ATEs discussed how the issue of 

sovereignty impacts Native peoples’ connectedness to their home-place. Examining in the pre-

service education classroom how sovereignty impacts the students as tri-citizens could reveal a 

deeper understanding about how students interact with their communities as political individuals. 

Developing Culturally Informed Teaching Practices Within Teacher Education Programs 

Art teacher educators. 

One way to develop culturally informed teaching practices is through continually 

examining and revising art teacher education courses. At the higher education level, ATEs could 

develop courses that focus on PSAT self-awareness and contrasting/comparing cultures with 

which they are not familiar. Course practices could engage PSATs in the study of cultural 

identity construction theory and translation of identity into artwork, in examining the various 

methods of constructing identity, and in understanding how mainstream society 

includes/excludes its members and constructs its groups. For example, in Chapter Four, the Din4 

artist participants elucidated how they translate their identities into their art pieces. Joe, in 

particular, explained that his linguistic and educational backgrounds are translated into his 
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paintings. These experiences helped to shape his identity and can be perceived by understanding 

some key background points, such as Din4 Creation Stories. Because visual meaning making is 

diverse, practicing this type of knowledge acquisition would be beneficial for future research and 

practice. Additionally, ATEs would have opportunities to collect student data for building further 

knowledge as noted above. 

Another approach to developing culturally informed teaching practices is to localize 

cultural education (the importance of place is based on the viewpoint of the people in that place, 

from that place). Involving place-based learning that focuses on cultural capital and 

contextualizing content in teacher program courses (e.g., social justice or critical pedagogy 

content) could assist PSATs in creating a tool box from which they could draw to support their 

new teaching position in a Din4-serving school. As noted in Chapter Four, the Din4 artists 

described reservation place-based significance as important to their culture and identity, which is 

demonstrated through their artwork. AT Penny also shared her experience with an education 

course that helped prepare her for working in a Din4 community through volunteering on the 

reservation before she graduated. This experience gave her tools for her teaching that she was 

able to use when she returned as an art teacher. 

Challenging PSATs to examine Din4 visual cultural expression (e.g., rug weaving, 

silversmith work, singing and drumming) and construct art classroom activities based on 

comparing/contrasting Din4 artwork with artwork from other Native American artists who focus 

on place could also help to develop culturally informed teaching practices. The resulting cultural 

information could act as a foundation for building further culturally relevant activities. As seen 

in Chapter Four, both ATEs teach about Native American artists who emphasize place in their art 



 

 

 

247 

making. They suggest this as a way for their PSATs to become familiar with the Native 

American artists’ diversity and each artist’s unique work. 

As mentioned above, storytelling activities with PSATs are a way to help PSATS develop 

understanding about culturally relevant art teaching. Engaging PSATs in creating stories based 

on their own place-based cultural knowledge will give them further insight into the significance 

and purpose of storytelling (Coutler, Michael & Poyner, 2007). Practicing storytelling prior to 

entering a Din4 art classroom lends itself to a fuller understanding about connections between 

culture and place-based significance.  

Art teachers. 

Development of culturally informed teaching practices while still participating in a 

teacher education program could take many forms. To cultivate such pedagogical habits, 

incoming teachers could, for example, access currently available knowledge through online 

learning sites about the larger community (e.g., the Navajo Nation). Such existing sites36 contain 

information about the peoples’ arts, history, language, and political standings within the larger 

United States, recognizing that such points within that paradigm are phenomenological points of 

positionality in the classroom. However, the unfamiliar learner must be vigilant of the site’s 

creator, keeping information accuracy in mind. When in-situ, s/he could learn from community 

members, fellow faculty members, and students about the connections between place and culture 

that the people in the place value. 

Another example of finding information to help construct Din4-relevant materials is 

through attending Chapter House meetings (similar to Town Hall meetings). At these meetings, 

the unfamiliar art teacher could inquire about town histories and other occasions that help fill in 

                                                
36 The three top websites about the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation listed on Google are: 
http://www.discovernavajo.com/, http://www.navajo-nsn.gov/, and 
http://www.ihs.gov/Navajo/index.cfm?module=nao_navajo_nation  
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gaps about the place’s story that would be associated with the local culture. Taking the time and 

energy to learn these place-based aspects of the local culture and then including them in the 

classroom represents a commitment to the people and their culture. Findings of this study 

suggest that community members may view unfamiliar teachers who initiate such actions as 

teachers worth engaging. Joe’s remark, “coming in as a new teacher, and I met a lot of them, is 

having this understanding, working with kids, being involved, then things will go well” 

evidences this. He further elucidated that teachers need to know that successfully teaching art in 

a Din4 public school means “being involved with the community…it is not just an 8:30 to 3:30 

job with summers off.” Cynthia also reported that “it’s about the artist, using the artist’s own 

words, making a connection to the community.” She also pointed out that pre-service teachers 

should know that it is important for them to involve “community resources that are available to 

them…that they don’t have to speak for, they can teach with.” Richard argued that:  

the first the absolute first thing they [new unfamiliar teachers] [need to] do when they 

show up in that community is find a group of Elder women; clan leaders, spiritual 

leaders…Say to those elder women, “I don’t know what the hell I am doing and I’m 

hoping that you’ll guide me in the way that is best for the community and how your 

children are educated. 

He further articulated that, “the sooner a person can harmonize with their classroom, with their 

school, their community, they will feel like they are in place, they [can achieve] some 

grounding.” Such teachers will also earn a greater connection to local community members, 

families, and students through taking risks, such as community participation. 

One way to develop culturally informed teaching practices is for unfamiliar art teachers 

to investigate locally made art (Grauer, 1995) as a part of the curriculum and consider non-
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stereotypical student-produced artwork, such as graffiti or filmmaking, as well as the subject 

matter that contemporary local artists address.  New art teachers could engage in inquiry about 

local people and involve local cultural practices in the art classroom, such as storytelling and 

visual narrative, student families, and language. They could also examine their own biases, and 

prioritize their students’ cultural backgrounds as significant to personal visual explorations. From 

these activities, the unfamiliar teacher would perform as the learner through absorbing cultural 

aspects that are important to the students. Lucy, who told stories throughout our discussion, 

supported returning to Din4 creation stories, for example, as encouragement for visualizing 

cultural knowledge and inclusion, as well as knowing that “there are certain months you can’t 

talk about certain stories…place revolves around the creation stories.” Joe, who also shared Din4 

stories throughout our conversation, concurred that creation stories are a good way to learn about 

Din4 cultural viewpoints. He described the painting referred to in Chapter Four of this 

dissertation as a depiction of a Din4 story that he wanted to “shine as an illustration for the 

creation story because as it’s told or sung or how [he paused, looked at the painting, and 

thought]…it has all the elements of the story.” 

Undertaking a task such as opening dialogues with community members would help new, 

unfamiliar teachers gain an understanding about connecting cultural relevancy to their 

stereotyping behaviors through learning accurate place-based information, and then comparing 

that to their personal beliefs. Teachers could then leverage this knowledge when creating lessons, 

which reciprocates the teaching and learning cycle, a Din4 philosophical attribute. They can 

acquire knowledge through asking their students about themselves and their identity, their 

relationships with their place, family, culture, and language. Community mentors could help to 

identify inaccuracies and potential stereotyping activities if they are solicited to review 
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developing lesson plans. The art teachers could then learn to structure lessons around Din4 

student investigations with complex topics such as sovereignty and hegemonic dynamics. 

As a part of developing culturally informed teaching practices within art teaching 

programs, the unfamiliar teacher could explore her/his positionality through soliciting guidance 

and information from other teachers in their school to gain new knowledge integral to developing 

her/his pedagogy. Experienced teachers could provide mentorship through observation and 

feedback to the novice art teacher. Discussions that address an observed student/teacher 

interaction process, for example, could be key in helping an unfamiliar teacher understand 

positionality.  Additionally, new unfamiliar teachers could learn to contextualize the course 

content through student-led projects. Lucy suggested that asking students what they would like to 

learn in the art class could be a significant component to infusing Din4 relevancy.  

Similarly, unfamiliar art teachers could use knowledge about their positionality and apply 

their learning to student benefit through, for example, prioritizing decisions connected to Din4 

lifeway or philosophies. By seeing that Din4 art making choices are tied to the place, they could 

leverage that information through a lesson that, for example, asks the students to also think about 

how their art making choices are connected to their places. Lucy explained that the elements in 

the quilts she creates represent not only who she is currently but also her identity from an 

historical perspective, which signifies where she was from through place-based ancestral 

connections. Joe clarified choices he makes as being based on his reservation experiences: “You 

get to see…a lot of back roads, a lot of driving in four-wheel drive…and [those elements 

become] identifiable [in] your work – you cannot help but get those ideas and thoughts 

incorporated into your work.” Richard stated that, regardless of the medium, Native artists work 

with images of the invisible because the artwork “reconnects them to who they are…The art 
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form is not as important as the connection that it gives them to connect into their lineage and to 

connect into their culture.” Being receptive to what people can learn from the place, its history, 

by visiting local museums and libraries, reading children’s books from that place and listening to 

recordings, and talking to the students about their vision for their art making and then creating 

activities based on that information births more culturally relevant space for students. Each 

action helps to balance the hierarchy found in a Din4 art classroom where the outsider teacher 

may initially be uninformed. 

Engaging community capital aspects positions the unfamiliar art teacher to be able to 

learn about and present the local place as a way to learn more about the people and community in 

which s/he lives. Participants’ responses from this study, alongside my own experiences in the 

Din4 community, evidence that local artists’ voices receive greater attention from the students 

due to their immediate relevance to learners. 

It should also be noted that exploring aspects of Din4 place as connected to teaching 

would be ideal for the in-service instructor to engage as a way to continue developing culturally 

informed teaching practices (Kailin, 2007 in Brayboy, 2007). Perception examination, prior 

knowledge consideration, exploration, and participation are necessary and will take teachers out 

of their comfort zone, which would be important to the learning process. Art teacher Penny 

stated in Chapter Four that she found herself needing to acclimate herself to her Din4 students 

through recognizing differences in culture, religion, and language.  

Directions for Future Research 
 

The study, although limited, evidenced potential for future research and informational 

considerations. I envision a culturally responsive place-based knowledge database that is 

accessible to teachers who would like to perform the democracy (Blandy, 2011) of being equally 
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receptive to all student constitutions, regardless of their place on a map, in time, or their belief or 

valuation systems. As such, I would like to conduct further study into how art teachers can 

leverage place-based aspects of the school and community to learn about being culturally 

responsive to more Indigenous groups through the power of art making in the classroom. 

Additionally, I would like to design a study with the input of Indigenous researchers to further 

help with decolonizing (Smith, 1995) research methods in art education. The foci of future 

studies will depend on the people with whom I will work as per Indigenous research 

methodologies (Kahakalau, 2004). 

Future research related to this study could also involve identifying common threads of art 

making and art-learning amongst underserved groups, outside cultural impacts on art processes 

in the place-conscious art classroom, or cultural sustainability through media exploration. These 

considerations are ripe for interdisciplinary collaboration. How might those viewpoints change 

the way the Art and Visual Culture Education field currently teaches art teachers? What might be 

the impacts on Indigenous community building? How could identifying commonalities and 

differences between cultures serve to construct stronger, more fruitful and responsive 

relationships between Indigenous nations, for example, and researchers? I anticipate this future 

research contributing to the larger scope of understanding pedagogy and the role that art and art 

themes play in Indigenous teaching, learning, and cultural identity formation. 

Finally, because learning culturally responsive teaching through a place-based art 

curriculum is multi-layered, I perceive that an undergraduate course to that effect would be 

operative in helping pre-service teachers prior to their unfamiliar environment employment. The 

course could assist students early on to learn about their positionality in various capacities (e.g., 

in school, in a community, in international situations). It could also help students to recognize 
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preconceived notions and stereotypes they practice about groups of people with whom they may 

not have meaningfully interacted. The potential outcome could be manifested in a series of 

assessments, including a variety of projects designed to reveal new critical perceptions about 

people and places, as Kraehe and Brown (2011) suggested. 

Findings from this study suggest that learning about Din4 place is a strong contributing 

factor to success in teaching Din4 students art. The data indicates that community immersion, 

challenging preconceived notions, and continued inquiries are key to building a place-based, 

culturally relevant Din4 art curriculum. Data also support that in order for new unfamiliar 

teachers to accomplish this task, local support and mentoring resources need to be established as 

avenues of veritable responsivity. Furthermore, findings provide information that suggest new 

unfamiliar teachers could benefit from more deeply understanding teacher positionality as it 

relates to Din4 place-based/cultural-based teaching and learning methods. 
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Appendix A 
 

DIN$ BI BEENAHAZ’AANII (1 N.N.C. §§ 201-206) 

Click here for the Nov. 8, 2002 Council Resolution (CN-69-02) 

For commentary on the Council’s efforts to incorporate Diné bi beenahaz'áanii in its written 
statutes in English, please read Diné Bi Beenahaz’áanii: Codifying Indigenous Consuetudinary 

Law in the 21st Century 

INDEX 

§1. Diné Bi Beehaz'áanii Bitse Siléí--Declaration of the Foundation of Diné Law 
§ 2. Diné Bi Beenahaz'áanii (Example shown below) 
§ 3. Diyin Bitsąądęę Beenahaz'áanii--Diné Traditional Law 
§ 4. Diyin Dine'é Bitsąądęę Beenahaz'áanii--Diné Customary Law 
§ 5. Nahasdzáán dóó Yádiłhił Bitsąądęę Beenahaz'áanii--Diné Natural Law 
§ 6. Diyin Nohookáá Diné bi beenahaz'áanii--Diné Common  

 

§ 2. Diné Bi Beenahaz'áanii (1 N.N.C. § 202) 

The Diné bi beenahaz'áanii embodies Diyin bitsąądęę beenahaz'áanii (Traditional Law), Diyin 
Dine'é bitsąądęę beenahaz'áanii (Customary Law), Nahasdzáán dóó Yádiłhił bitsąądęę 
beenahaz'áanii (Natural Law), and Diyin Nohookáá Diné bi beenahaz'áanii (Common Law). 

These laws provide sanctuary for the Diné life and culture, our relationship with the world 
beyond the sacred mountains, and the balance we maintain with the natural world. 

These laws provide the foundation of Diné bi nahat'á (providing leadership through developing 
and administering policies and plans utilizing these laws as guiding principles) and Diné 
sovereignty. In turn, Diné bi nahat'a is the foundation of the Diné bi naat'á (government). Hence, 
the respect for, honor, belief and trust in the Diné bi beenahaz'áanii preserves, protects and 
enhances the following inherent rights, beliefs, practices and freedoms. 

A. The individual rights and freedoms of each Diné (from the beautiful child who will be born 
tonight to the dear elder who will pass on tonight from old age) as they are declared in these 
laws; and 

B. The collective rights and freedoms of the Diyin Nohookáá Diné as a distinct people as they 
are declared in these laws; and 
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C. The fundamental values and principles of Diné Life Way as declared in these laws; and 

D. Self-governance; and 

E. A government structure consisting of Hózhóójí Nahat'á (Executive Branch), Naat'ájí Nahat'á 
(Legislative Branch), Hashkééjí Nahat'á (Judicial Branch), and the Naayee'jí Nahat'á (National 
Security Branch); and 

F. That the practice of Diné bi nahat'a through the values and life way embodied in the Diné bi 
beenahaz'áanii provides the foundation for all laws proclaimed by the Navajo Nation government 
and the faithful adherence to Diné Bi Nahat'á will ensure the survival of the Navajo Nation; and 

G. That Diné bi beenahaz'áanii provides for the future development and growth of a thriving 
Navajo Nation regardless of the many different thinking, planning, life ways, languages, beliefs, 
and laws that may appear within the Nation; and 

H. The right and freedom of the Diné to be educated as to Diné Bi beenahaz'áanii; and 

I. That Diné Bi beenahaz'áanii provides for the establishment of governmental relationships and 
agreements with other nations; that the Diné shall respect and honor such relationships and 
agreements and that the Diné can expect reciprocal respect and honor from such other nations. 
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Appendix B 

RECRUITMENT EMAIL: DIN$ ARTISTS 

Dear Din4 (artist style here such as Silversmith or Rug Weaver), 
 
 

Hello!  My name is Mara K. Pierce and I am a student at the University of Arizona doing a 

research study in Din4 art teaching and learning in relationship with the importance of place with 

a small number of selected artists from the Navajo Nation. The results of this project will help 

support art education in public schools that serve the Navajo Nation community.  I have been 

given approval by the Historical and Cultural Preservation Department of the Navajo Nation and 

the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board to do this work, and would like now to 

speak with you about your own views relating to the beautiful (art style here such as 

rugs/blankets, beadwork, etc) you make.  More information is on the form attached to this email.  

Please feel free to read it carefully and if you have any questions, please contact me, or any of 

the other people listed on the form.   

 

Once you have decided whether you would be willing to contribute your own views to this work, 

please email me back and we can plan a time and place to meet to talk more. I will be happy to 

meet you at your choice of location (maybe your home, a restaurant you like, an art show you 

may be attending, or some other place near you). If you prefer, I can simply ask you some, or all, 

of the questions over email or by phone and you can respond that way also.  Please email me 

back within four weeks from the date received on this email to let me know if we can talk about 

special perspectives about your (art style here such as rugs/blankets, beadwork, etc). 

 

Thank you so much for your help and I wish you and your family best wishes. 

 

With warmest regards, 

 

Mara K. Pierce 
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Appendix C 

RECRUITMENT EMAIL: ART TEACHER EDUCATORS 

Dear (professor name here): 
 
 

Hello!  My name is Mara K. Pierce and I am a PhD student at the University of Arizona doing a 

research study in Native American art teaching and learning in relationship with the significance 

of place. While the current group I am focusing on is Din4, I envision the results of this project 

will more widely help support art education teacher preparation, pedagogy, and curriculum 

building in schools that serve Native American communities.  I have been given approval by the 

Historical and Cultural Preservation Department of the Navajo Nation, where I am conducting 

part of the research with Din4 artists, and the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board 

to do this work. I would like to speak with you about your own views and methods relating to art 

teacher preparation for/with Native American communities.  More information is on the form 

attached to this email.  Please feel free to read it carefully and if you have any questions, please 

contact me, or any of the other people listed on the form.   

 

Once you have decided whether you would be willing to contribute your voice to this work, 

please email me back and we can plan a time to communicate further. We can also conduct the 

interview via Skype, phone, or through email – your preference!  Please email me back within 

four weeks of the received date on this email to let me know if you would be able to participate 

in this interview. 

 

I appreciate your time and assistance in this effort. 

 

Best regards, 

 

Mara K. Pierce 
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Appendix D  

RECRUITMENT EMAIL: ART TEACHERS 

Dear (art teacher name here): 
 
 

Hello!  My name is Mara K. Pierce and I am a PhD candidate at the University of Arizona doing 

a research study in Native American art teaching and learning in relationship with the 

significance of place. While the current group I am focusing on is Din4, I envision the results of 

this project will more widely help support art education teacher preparation, pedagogy, and 

curriculum building in schools that serve Native American communities.  I have been given 

approval by the Historical and Cultural Preservation Department of the Navajo Nation, where I 

am conducting part of the research with Din4 artists, and the University of Arizona Institutional 

Review Board to do this work. I would like to speak with you about your own views and 

methods relating to art teacher preparation for/with Native American communities.  More 

information is on the form attached to this email.  Please feel free to read it carefully and if you 

have any questions, please contact me, or any of the other people listed on the form.   

 

Once you have decided whether you would be willing to contribute your voice to this work, 

please email me back and we can plan a time to communicate further. We can also conduct the 

interview via Skype, phone, or through email – your preference!  Please email me back within 

four weeks of the received date on this email to let me know if you would be able to participate 

in this interview. 

 

I appreciate your time and assistance in this effort. 

 

Best regards, 

 

Mara K. Pierce 
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Appendix E 

DIN$ ARTISTS INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Din4 identity in artwork 
1. How much of your Din4 identity do you put into your current artwork? 
2. Describe how people can identify your Din4 identity by looking at your artwork. 
3. Describe the connection between your identity construction and the elements you put into 

the imagery. 
4. How did you learn to make art? 
5. What do you see as the connection between language and Din4 artwork? 

 
Importance of place 

1. What do you consider the five more important aspects of place in general? Why? 
2. How important do you think place is? Why? 
3. What is the connection between place in general and your artwork? 
4. What influence did the place where you learned art have on how you learned to make art? 
5. What do you teach your children, or nieces and nephews, about where they are from or 

live? 
 
Relationship of Din4 artwork to place 

1. From your viewpoint, why is place significant to the community of Din4 people? 
2. What are the five most important attributes of place to you as a Din4 person? 
3. What do you believe a Din4 perspective is about the relationship between place, learning, 

and art? 
4. How important to you feel the place is where Din4 people learn to make art? 
5. How much of an influence did your place of growing up play on your identity as a 

Navajo individual? Please explain how. 
 
Personal perspective of the needs of non-Din4 art teachers in the art classroom 

1. What was your experience with your art teachers in school growing up? 
2. If you could tell them something they needed to know about teaching Din4 students art, 

what would that be? 
3. What part of Din4 history should pre-service teachers know before teaching art in a 

mostly Din4 student classroom? What about Din4 culture? 
4. How important do you think it is for pre-service teachers to know about the Din4 

community or place into which they are coming to teach? Why? 
5. If you could create an art class for the students of your home community, what would 

you have them learn? 
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Appendix F 
 

ART TEACHER EDUCATOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Methods of preparation to engage Indigenous communities 
1. Describe how you define Native American populations as being different from 

mainstream society populations, if you do. 
2. What theories or philosophies do you use to ground your teaching reasons to educate art 

teachers to be culturally responsive in Indigenous communities? 
3. Describe three of the most important obstacles unfamiliar art teachers need to overcome 

before teaching in an Indigenous community? 
4.  Describe three activities you ask your pre-service teachers to engage with regard to 

understanding Native American community members (to be culturally responsive). 
5. What sort of student responses have you experienced when approaching the subject of 

teaching in an Indigenous environment, if any?  
 
Importance of place 

1. How significant would you consider the concept of “place”? 
2. Why do you consider place significant, if you do? 
3. In your opinion, what role does “place” play in mainstream society? 
4. What is your understanding of the significance of place in Native American cultures?  
5. Describe two examples from your own personal experience of how you came to 

understand place to be important to a Native American group (please identify the group 
to which you refer)? 

 
Relationship of place to Native arts creations 

1. What is your perception of the relationship between Native American arts and sense of 
place? 

2. Describe two examples of Native American artists that you use in your pre-service art 
teacher courses that you feel locate the relationship of Native American artwork to sense 
of place. 

3. How would you explain the significance of place as it applies to Native American arts to 
unfamiliar art teachers? 

4. How do you perceive the physical landscape of a place within an Indigenous community 
can influence the Native arts created in that place? 

5. What elements of community capital to you believe may influence the arts creations in 
any given Indigenous community, if any (please provide an example)? 
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Personal perspective of the needs of unfamiliar teachers in the art classroom with respect 
to teaching in Indigenous communities  

1. Describe three of the most important ideas unfamiliar art teachers need to consider when 
teaching art in Native American communities. 

2. Why is each of these ideas important individually and as a whole? 
3. Describe the importance of understanding the aesthetics of the Indigenous community 

into which an unfamiliar art teaching is going. 
4. Describe the importance of learning the language (or parts of the language) of the 

Indigenous community into which an unfamiliar art teaching is going. 
5. Describe the importance of understanding socio-political backgrounds of the Indigenous 

community into which an unfamiliar art teaching is going. 
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Appendix G 

ART TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Methods of preparation to engage Indigenous communities 
1. Prior to teaching in a reservation serving public school, how did you define Native 

American populations as being different from mainstream society populations, or did you 
think about it? 

2. What sort of understanding did you have about cultural responsivity prior to engaging 
this student population? 

3. What were three of the most challenging obstacles you thought you would experience 
teaching in a Navajo community? 

4. What are three ways your art teacher professors taught you to engage to counter these 
challenges? 

5. What sort of preparation did you think to undertake prior to entering the Navajo 
community? 

 
Importance of place 

1. What does “place” mean to you? 
2. Why do you consider place significant, if you do? 
3. What places hold significance for you and why? 
4. What was your understanding of the concept of place to Navajo populations prior to 

teaching art in a reservation serving public schools? 
5. How has your definition of place changed since you began teaching art to reservation 

students, if it has? 
 
Relationship of place to Native arts creations & identity 

1. What do you feel is the relationship between place and Navajo arts creation? Was this 
perspective different prior to engaging your students? If so, how? 

2. What do you feel is the relationship between place and Navajo identity construction? 
Was this different prior to engaging your students? How? 

3. What do you feel is the relationship between community capital and place for Navajo 
students? Was this different prior to engaging your students? How? 

4. What did your Navajo art students teach you about the importance of their place to them? 
5. How, if at all, did your Navajo students relate their significance of place to their artwork? 
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Personal perspective of the needs of unfamiliar art teachers in the art classroom with 
respect to teaching in Indigenous communities  

1. What do you wish you had known about the Navajo culture of the community in which 
you taught/teach prior to engaging the art teaching? 

2. What do you feel art teachers need to be aware of before entering schools that serve 
mainly reservation children?  

3. How do you feel these elements are important to Navajo art students in such 
communities? 

4. From your perspective, describe the importance of understanding the aesthetics of the 
Navajo community into which an unfamiliar art teacher is going. 

5. From your perspective, describe the importance of understanding socio-political 
backgrounds of the Indigenous community into which an unfamiliar art teaching is going. 
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Appendix H 

APPLICATION FOR HUMAN RESEARCH 

 

FORM: Application for Human Research	  

NUMBER	   FORM DATE	   PAGE	  
F200	   01/2013	   264 of 324	  

 

PROJECT TITLE: No Word for Art: Finding the Intersection of Pre-service Art Teacher 
Education,  

 Place, and Native America 
  
INVESTIGATOR 
Principal Investigator Name, 
Degree(s): Mara K. Pierce, MA 

Status/Rank: PhD Student 

Center: n/a 

Section: n/a 

Department: School of Art, Division of Art and Visual Culture 
Education 

College: College of Fine Arts 

Contact phone:  505-918-0381 Fax: 520-621-2955 

Official University Email: artgrad1@email.arizona.edu 

  

ADVISOR CONTACT INFORMATION (REQUIRED FOR ALL STUDENTS AND RESIDENTS) 

Name, Degree(s): Elizabeth Garber, PhD 

Contact phone:  520-626-3399 Fax: 520-621-2955 

Official University Email: egarber@email.arizona.edu  

  

ALTERNATE/COORDINATOR CONTACT INFORMATION 

Name: Ryan Shin, PhD 

Contact phone:  520-621-1253  Fax: 520-621-2955 

Official University Email: shin@email.arizona.edu  
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SECTION 2: GENERAL INFORMATION 
1. How many Human Research studies is the PI involved in as key 

personnel? 1 

2. How many active subjects are there in the PI’s currently open 
Human Research study/ies? n/a 

3. How many investigators are involved on the PI’s currently open 
Human Research studies? n/a 

4. How many research coordinators are involved on the PI’s currently 
open Human Research studies? n/a 

5. What is the expected length of this 
project? One semester to one year 

6. Where will the original signed consent and PHI 
Authorization documents be stored (building name and 
room)? 

Art 102 

7. If the Human Research project is funded, identify 
all sponsoring entity/ies): n/a 

8. If funding support is from a federal agency (such as 
a training grant, infrastructure grant, salary support, 
project grant, etc.), list federal agency and grant 
number 

 

9. Total funding amount OR per subject amount: n/a 
10. The Principal Investigator hereby affirms that ALL individuals who meet the 

definition of “investigator” 
(http://www.orcr.arizona.edu/coi/uapol/investigator#investigator) for this project 
in the current “Policy on Investigator Conflict of Interest in Research” 
(http://www.orcr.arizona.edu/coi/uapol/investigator) have completed the 
mandatory Conflict of Interest training (http://www.orcr.arizona.edu/coi/training) 
and have submitted the required Disclosure of Significant Financial Interests 
(http://www.orcr.arizona.edu/coi/forms) 
  

X Yes 

11. Please also select the appropriate statement below: 
X  All investigators  have certified in their submitted Disclosure of Significant Financial 
Interests (http://www.orcr.arizona.edu/coi/forms) that they have no Significant Financial 
Interests to disclose 

OR 
 One or more investigators have Disclosed Significant Financial Interests and the principal 

Investigator has attached a copy of the final determination of the COI Program Office or the 
Institutional Review Committee 
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12. Are either a or b below true?  Yes X No 
a. the local PI is the sponsor of the clinical trial (including NIH-funded clinical trials where 

the local PI is the funding recipient OR IND holder);  
OR 

b. The PI has been designated by a sponsor, contractor, grantee, or awardee to register the 
clinical trial to ClinicalTrials.gov, as the Responsible Party (responsible for conducting 
the trial, and has sufficient data rights). 
 
If Yes, Public Law 110-85 (FDA Amendments Act) requires registration of clinical trials.  
Indicate which of the following is true: 

 ClincialTrials.gov “NCT” number for this trial (define): 
 Registration pending 
 Clinical trial does not require registration (click above to see what studies qualify) 



 

 

 

269 

 

SECTION 3.  PROJECT NARRATIVE 

 

1) Background 
This study’s foundation is grounded in a previous study I completed for my MA. In that 
study, I determined that art teachers were not prepared to be culturally respeonsive teachers 
serving in the art classrooms of public schools near or on American Indian 
reservations/pueblos here in the southwest. As such, Native American students’ holistic 
teaching needs, as determined by the communities in which the schools are located, were 
being neglected. To craft this new study, I am focusing on how art teachers are educated in 
higher-education institutions that are geographically located to provide new art teachers to 
reservation-serving schools, as well as document the art teaching needs as they are suggested 
by Indigenous community-based artists. This study is thus intended to explore a place where 
Art and Visual Culture Education teacher preparation and American Indian Studies converge, 
thereby offering reflection for further cross-disciplinary discourse. The main research 
question that will drive this study is: Considering the weight that geographic place plays in 
Indigenous lifeways, how could a place-based art curriculum – one where the curriculum is 
built around the cultural capital and landscape of the Indigenous Din4 community,– prepare 
pre-service art educators to teach art in Native American communities?  
Contemporary literature describes that pre-service teachers are seldom aware of cultural 
differences as they enter into classrooms and are unprepared to face the shock that typically 
exists in communities that are culturally different from their own (Grinberg & Goldfarb, 
2009; Lenski et al, Spring 2005; Phelan, 2001; Pohan, 2006; Powell, 2011; Yazzie-Mintz, 
2007). Additionally, coinciding with the lack of relevance in the Native American high-
density classroom is the loss of cultural identity of the Native students who participate in the 
classes (Cajete, 1999; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Padeken Ah Nee-Benham & Cooper, 2000; 
Patterson, 2002; Reyhner, 1988). 

Visual art, alongside song and dance, is one of the most sacred modes of expression for 
Indigenous peoples (Cajete, 1999). Cajete, in addition to many other writers cited above, also 
reminded us that Indigenous perspectives are attached to geographic location, or place. In 
light of this position, as well as those few already mentioned that address Indigenous 
education, should we in Art and Visual Culture Education pay more attention to where our 
Indigenous students learn, as well as to how much of that perspective becomes a part of our 
curricula in those art classrooms? While this may seem like a simple “yes” or “no” question, 
the contingencies are complex. It is these contingencies and the direction in which they point 
our field that I would like to explore in this study. To find broad answers, I would like to 
discuss these art pedagogical issues with current pre-service art teacher educators. To locate 
specific art teaching needs, I would like to discuss these issues with Indigenous artists from 
the Din4 art community at-large, who will ultimately be considered guiding consultants in the 
tenets I derive from this study.  
There are two specific specific aims of this study as it pertains to human research: 1) to 
collect data as it relates to the preparation of pre-service art teachers to teach in culturally 
unfamiliar settings, and 2) to more specifically understand what it is that Indigenous 
communities would like to see taught in their public school art classrooms. To achieve the 
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latter data set, I would like to work with artists of the Navajo Nation through personal 
interviews and discussions. While they do not serve as representatives of all Indigenous 
bodies, they act as a single example of what elements may be significant to Native American 
communities through art practices. To achieve the former, I would like to survey art teacher 
preparation methods as they are engaged by art teacher educators in our field who are well-
known for addressing Indigenous issues in their pre-service art teacher classrooms.   

 
The research will address the following subquestions:  

6. If Din4 artists could suggest tenets and culturally based principles specific to tribal sense 
of place, what aesthetic values would they like to see taught in the public school art 
classrooms and how – pedagogically – would they hope for the lessons to be taught? 
What would they like for art teachers to know before entering the schools in their 
community places as art educators? Because there has been no literature that addresses 
the contribution of Sine artists to cultural relevance in high-density Native American 
public school art learning, we do not know the extent to which they could assist in 
cultural responsivity in the art classroom. 

7. What role do these communal places (i.e. sacred grounds, land formations, reservations, 
home, school, community) play in Indigenous identity formation as exemplified in the 
art? Could a place-based art curriculum be engaged in as a space of critical inquiry in 
these high-density Native American public school art classrooms? These questions 
encompass the significance and relationship of place to Indigenous worldviews, lifeways, 
and art making. 

8. How, if at all, do higher education institutes prepare their pre-service art teachers to be art 
educators in public schools that serve high-density Native American (reservation) public 
schools? This question embraces the perspectives of art teacher educators at the post-
secondary level, as well as specialists who train in-service teachers already serving in 
high-density Native American public schools. It also engages the perspective of pre-
service teachers with respect to the relationship between their own identities and those of 
the “others” whom they may teach. 

9. What is the intersection of each of the previously listed questions with Indigenous groups 
other than Din4? This question assumes the peoplehood – specifically the geographic 
location – of all Indigenous groups as being in explicit global locales. While we cannot 
know the answer to each of these questions for every individual Indigenous group in the 
world through this one study, it is possible to begin by locating one such people – Din4 – 
as the epicenter of this research. 

 

Considering the meaning of physical ground, and the significance of such places as perceived 
by most Indigenous populations, and the imposition of borders by the governing body of the 
dominant society, I hypothesize that a place-based art curriculum would be an ideal way to 
perform a strong art teaching program (Basso, 1996; Blandy, Winter 2008; Bolin, July 2000; 
Garber, 1995). Through this geographically based perspective, Indigenous identity and 
agency could be reconsidered as culturally relevant topics of aesthetic approaches in high-
density Native American populated public school art classrooms (Callejo Perez, 2010; 
Graham, 2007; Herman, 2008; Inwood, 2008). As such, I will consider the theory of place-
based curriculum as an important perspective to more thoroughly preparing pre-service art 
teachers.  
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2) Lay Summary (approximately 400 words)  
This study looks at the significance of pre-service art teacher preparation as it applies to 
Native American student cultural relevance in the high-density Native American art 
classrooms of reservation serving public schools. Literature demonstrates that many pre-
service teachers do not have a high level of cultural awareness of cultures other than that of 
their own. Researchers also hypothesize that Native American cultural foundations are 
eroding due to normalized assimilative teaching processes that have grounded teacher 
education programs throughout history into contemporary times. Native American 
descriptions inform us that art has been a usual way of processing Indigenous cultural 
worldviews for generations, which is a differing dynamic than that of dominant cultural 
perspectives with regard to the importance of art making. I will potentially be talking to two 
groups of people who both are invested in the importance of equality in the art classroom, 
Din4 (or Navajo) artists and art and visual culture teacher educators who prepare students for 
teaching in high-density Native American schools. 
 
The information collected from the two groups will be in the form of personal interviews via 
face-to-face meetings and/or email or phone communications. I would also like to collect 
(consent permitting) photos of artwork, audio of face-to-face discussions, and photos of 
places both on and off the reservation that are significant to my own experiences in defining 
“place.” 
 

The analysis will be based on comparative themes that emerge from the respective groups. I 
anticipate that, based on the interviews with the Din4 (or Navajo) artists, I will be able to 
determine the significance of a place-based curriculum to Native American student art 
education (focusing specifically on Navajo perspective for this study). If this hypothesis is 
correct, place will then serve as a justification to specialize or broaden pre-service art teacher 
education. Analysis of the data from art teacher educators will determine what sort of 
preparation is being offered toward this end now – i.e. how are pre-service art teachers being 
educated to capitalize on community resources in these tribal places where they serve as 
valued parts of the communities? The answer to this question may or may not determine the 
need for further dedicated art teaching consideration of these and other underserved 
populations in our field. 

3) Setting of the Human Research 
Because I will be working with two distinct groups, there will be a minimum of two settings. 
The art teacher educators will be located at their respective homes or schools. Our 
communication will be via email. 

The settings for the interviews with the Navajo artists will be at their respective homes or 
places of business, or a place of their choosing to make sure that they are as comfortable as 
possible. I would like to speak in person with eight artists: four who live or work on the 
reservation, and four who live or work off the reservation. Artists will be chosen based on 
their ability to be classified as “Navajo Artist” at Indian arts and crafts exhibitions (such as 
the Arizona State Museum’s Southwest Indian Arts and Crafts Fair), their artistic medium, 
traditional or contemporary artistic form, a balance of male and female participants, and 
location of current residence (on and off the Navajo reservation). 
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For the on-reservation locations, I will work closely with the Navajo Nation Historical 
Cultural Preservation Office, which grants the ethnographic research permits. Peoples within 
this entity act as research guides and assist with further cultural information as needed for the 
project. Additionally, there are members of the Navajo cultural community to whom I can 
direct questions and receive direction.  

4) Resources available to conduct the Human Research  
There are no additional resources to recruit, consent, conduct study procedures, or analyze 
data. Because this is a dissertation project, I will be the sole investigator and resource, with 
the exception of my committee members. 

5) Study Population 
I will recruit a group of eight Navajo artists (Group A). Approval has already been granted 
by the Navajo Nation to conduct the study. I will recruit a group of six academic 
professionals (Group B) from various universities which provide pre-service art teacher 
education, and who have worked with Native American populations in educational situations. 
The first group of individuals, the Navajo artists, is considered, by CITI definition, a 
vulnerable population due to their Native American categorization. However, they will not be 
at risk due to “increased risk of coercion or undue influence.” Any and all precautions will be 
taken such as reading consent forms aloud with the participants. Additionally, the Navajo 
Nation has precautionary measures in place that I will follow based on prior professional and 
investigative experience with the People. 

6) Recruitment Methods and Consenting Process 
Recruitment methods will be first based on artist names and academic literature I collected 
prior to this study from art exhibitions and readings. Group A are exhibiting artists whose 
work I have seen in person. Group B is the result of a list of published academic 
professionals in my field of Art Education whose work I have read. I will recruit participants 
based on these two lists and contact each individual via email or phone. 

Group A: The initial consent process will be pursued via email or phone, contingent on what 
contact information I have. If the interview is conducted via email alone, I will request 
written consent via email. If I cannot reach the artist via email, I will attempt to obtain 
consent over the phone, and follow up with a hard copy of the consent form when we meet. If 
the artist chooses a phone interview, I will request verbal consent and document the consent 
in writing using the consent form and appropriate notations on the form indicating thus. Or, if 
the participant chooses, I will send a hard copy of the form via postal service to their home 
box for a signature. I will also include a self-addressed stamped envelope for return purposes 
to alleviate this responsibility for the participant. 
Group B: The initial consent process will be pursued via email. 

All updates will be emailed to the participants as a blind, group email with no identifiers in 
either the address line or in the body of the text. Language will be appropriate and responsive 
to the respective group as needed. If participants are in need of time to decide, I will allow 
them one week to make that decision. If, in the case they decide not to participate, I will 
respectfully thank them for their time and consideration, and look to others on my list of 
potential participants. I will give as much time as the prospective participant needs to discuss 
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the consent with her or him. To alleviate any coercion or undue influence potential, I will not 
discuss any compensation I may be able to give. 

7) Procedures involved in the Human Research 
The proposed timeline for the fieldwork portion of this project is three academic terms. The 
timeline for data analysis will begin as soon data is available (summer or fall 2013) and 
culminate in mid-spring term 2014. 

Direct interactions, interviews via email or face-to-face, audio recordings, and 
photographs/videos will all be requested, but collected at the discretion of the participant. 
Indirect interactions will include artwork analysis of examples that may be provided by the 
Din4 artists at their discretion. 

At the end of the study, all records will be destroyed as per the guidelines of the UA IRB 
manual. 

8) Risks to subjects 
No more than minimal risk is expected due to this study. All steps to de-identify participants 
will be taken in the form of coded transcriptions or unidentifiable elements in the 
photography or videos. 

9) Potential benefits to subjects and/or society 
I expect that outcomes from this study will be multilayered and far-reaching, but specified in 
their applicability. Upon conclusion, I would like to be able to lay groundwork that would 
contribute to either an undergraduate course in multi-ethnic art teaching, or pre-service 
teacher preparation courses specifically created to prepare future teachers to work in high-
density Native American art classrooms. I also see the potential to contribute to professional 
development for in-service teachers to assist them in deepening their cultural knowledge, 
strengthening cultural responsivity, and with hopes of moving away from continued 
stereotyping of misperceived, misconstruals of marginalized groups. 
 
I envision this work to benefit future researchers in both the Art and Visual Culture 
Education and American Indian Studies programs by broadening the expanse of cultural 
understanding and ability to educate about cultural relevance and responsivity. We may also 
come to understand perspectives of Din4 artists as teachers and as a form of cultural capital 
in reference to art learning and teaching. Additionally, I see the outcomes assisting local and 
state school board policy makers located in specific places including, but not limited to, 
Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, South Dakota, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Montana, or Alaska where 
the greatest number of Native Americans live on the largest reservations and villages (Norris 
et al, 2012). Finally, I see the genuine potential for creating Indigenous place-based art 
curricula, which will help to inform not only scholastic art curriculum building, and those 
peoples beyond borders who know little about Indigenous cultural and artistic situatings 
through alternative methods approaches, but also the peoples who will be on the co-
construction end of the work: Indigenous peoples. 
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10) Provisions to protect the privacy of subjects and the confidentiality of 
data 
Most of the participants have some level of public notoriety, whether it be as an artist or as a 
professor. To this concern, I will respect her/his privacy and not discuss the project with 
anyone who is not currently privy to the information (such as those on my committee or 
advisors). I will speak or email directly only with my participants rather than speak with their 
family members or any other community members about the project, unless informed to do 
so otherwise by the participant. In this case, documentation will be made of the exchange. 
All original transcriptions, interview recordings, photographs/videos will be kept in a secured 
file drawer in Room 102 of the Fine Arts Building on UA premises. Recordings of artist 
participants will be stored as encrypted digital files until I transcribe them. Digital files will 
then be copied to a flash drive and stored in the aforementioned locked room. Transcriptions 
will be coded and non-identifiable. Photos of artists’ artwork will be kept as encrypted digital 
files until the paper draft is printed and then only in my hands and the possession of the 
faculty advisors. The information will be securely stored as above until the date of 
dissertation defense, which is anticipated to be March 14, 2014, after which it will be 
destroyed and a certificate of destruction obtained. 

11) Cost to subjects  
Group A: I do not anticipate any cost to this group of participants beyond the cost of gas if 
they decide to meet with me someplace beyond their home or anticipated place of art 
exhibition. 
Group B: I do not anticipate any cost to this group of participants. 

12) Subject compensation 
For the participants in the potential Group A, I would like to compensate the artist and 
her/his family with food goods, gas, or art supplies not to exceed the amount of $50. This 
form of reciprocation is a traditional Navajo way of honoring an exchange of knowledge or 
assistance. 

If the participants in Group B, on an individual basis, consent to allowing me to use their 
names in the manuscript, I will do so in appreciation for their participation. This will also 
allow readers to understand the parts they play in the efforts to equalize art teacher and 
Native American education. Beyond words of thanks, I currently do not foresee that I will 
have any other way to compensate them. 

13) Monitoring the data for subject safety  
There is no more than minimal risk to participants. 

14) Withdrawal of subjects 
Participants may withdraw at any time and for any reason. To withdraw from this study, a 
participant needs to inform me that she/he no longer wishes to participate. I will remove 
her/him from the email list and cease all communication, if that is the participant’s desired 
action. Any prior information regarding this participant will be destroyed if s/he wants this as 
well. 
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15) Sharing of results with subjects  
This study is a short-term study, planned to last no longer than the duration of three UA 
semesters. The work will culminate in a dissertation in partial fulfillment of a PhD degree. 
Copies of the final document will be mailed to the participants upon request. However, 
truncated versions will also be an option. 
The Navajo Nation encourages principal investigators to share information with committees 
and communities that will use the data most effectively, such as the Din4 Education 
Committee in this case. 

The Graduate College will receive a digital copy as required. Faculty advisors will also 
receive bound copies to become part of their libraries for future use in art teacher education 
as needed. 

16) Information management  
There is currently no need for the information/data to be stored for future use. There is a 
potential funder for this project in the form of funding from the 2013 University of Arizona 
College of Fine Arts Medici Scholars summer program. The award letter is included in the 
attachments, but the awards have not been confirmed.  
 

 

SECTION 4: LIST OF ATTACHMENTS FOR THIS SUBMISSION 

Document Name Version Date 

1. F107: Verification of Training Form 1. 01/2013 

2. Principle Investigator CV 2. n/a 

3. Group A Interview Questions 3. n/a 

4. Group B Interview Questions 4. n/a 

5. Group A Informed Consent Form 5. 01/2013 

6. Group B Informed Consent Form 6. 01/2013 

7. Group A Recruitment Materials: Email 7. n/a 

8. Group A Recruitment Materials: Phone 8. n/a 

9. Group B Recruitment Materials: Email 9. n/a 
10. 2013 Medici Scholars summer program application and notification 

email 10. n/a 

11. Navajo Nation Historical & Cultural Preservation Office Research 
Permit email 11. n/a 
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Appendix I 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM: DIN$ ARTISTS 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 
 
Study Title: No Word for Art: Finding the Intersection of Pre-service Art Teacher 
Education, Place, and Native America 

Principal Investigator: Mara K. Pierce 

This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate.  Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate. 

You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study.  Also, as explained 
below, your participation may result in unintended or harmful effects for you that may be minor 
or may be serious, depending on the nature of the research. 

1.   Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this work is to listen to Din4 artists about their opinions and views with 
respect to how important where art is made in relationship to the art itself, and how people 
can see Din4 culture and tradition in their artwork. Knowledge shared will inform 
universities about how to better prepare art teachers to work more relevantly with Din4 
children in Navajo-serving public schools. 

2.   How many people will take part in this study? 
For this study I would like to interview eight Din4 artists. Participants will be from various 
locations on and off the Navajo reservation. 

3.   What will happen if I take part in this study? 
If you take part in the study, we will make an appointment to talk about your artwork and the 
importance of place to you. With your permission, I will record our conversation. You may 
determine the location where we speak as what is most comfortable to you. We will plan to 
meet once for as long as you feel we need to speak. If you prefer, I can send you questions 
through email instead, or we can speak on the phone. 
Also, with your permission, I will take photographs of your artwork that we discuss. 

4.   How long will I be in the study? 
The length of this study will be between three months to one year. However, based on your 
interview responses and available times to talk, your participation in this study could be very 
short within that time. We will meet in the location of your choice within a reasonable 
distance from your home, studio, or an art fair where you may be showing your work at the 
time. 

5. Can I stop being in the study? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate in this study.  If you decide 
to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time.  No matter what decision you 
make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your usual benefits.  Your 
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decision will not affect your future relationship with The University of Arizona.  If you are a 
student or employee at the University of Arizona, your decision will not affect your grades or 
employment status. 

6.   What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study? 
There are no physical risks, side effects, or discomfort anticipated with this study. The only 
potential risks to this study may be of stress, emotional distress, inconvenience and possible 
loss of privacy and confidentiality associated with participating in a research study. 

7.   What benefits can I expect from being in the study? 
You will be asked questions about your views on your art and importance of place in art 
making. This may be valuable to your own art making practice. The information you share 
with me may be very helpful in preparing art teachers to teach art in public schools that serve 
the Navajo Nation.  

8.   What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study? 
You may choose not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. 
 

9.   Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Efforts will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.  However, there 
may be circumstances where this information must be released.  For example, personal 
information regarding your participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state 
law.   
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the research): 
• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 

agencies 
• The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible Research 

Practices 
• The sponsor supporting the study, their agents or study monitors 
 

10. What are the costs of taking part in this study? 
Depending on your choice of interview locations, the costs to you could be minimal to none. 

 
11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study? 

Compensation for your part in this study will be in the form of groceries or art supplies for 
your home or art practice in the amount of $50. 
 

12. What happens if I am injured because I took part in this study? 
If you suffer an injury from participating in this study, you should seek treatment.  The 
University of Arizona has no funds set aside for the payment of treatment expenses for this 
study.  
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13. What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
If you choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits.  By signing this form, you do not give up any personal 
legal rights you may have as a participant in this study. 
 
You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the 
research that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the study. 
 
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled. 
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and 
welfare of participants in research. 

 
14. Who can answer my questions about the study? 

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study, or if you are injured as a result of 
participating in this study (or questions about a study-related injury), you may contact me, 
Mara K. Pierce, at 505-918-0381, my project advisor at the University Dr. Elizabeth 
Garber at 520-626-3399, or Dr. Ryan Shin at 520-621-1253. 
 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact 
the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 
 
 
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had 
them answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 
 
By participating in this interview, you are giving permission to the investigator to use your 
information for research purposes. 
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Appendix J 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM: ART TEACHER EDUCATORS 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 
 
Study Title: No Word for Art: Finding the Intersection of Pre-service Art Teacher 
Education, Place, and Native America 

Principal Investigator: Mara K. Pierce 

This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate.  Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate. 

You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study.  Also, as explained 
below, your participation may result in unintended or harmful effects for you that may be minor 
or may be serious, depending on the nature of the research. 

1.   Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this work is to collection information about how to more thoroughly prepare 
art teachers to work more relevantly through cultural recognition with Native American 
communities and high-density Native American high-density serving public schools. 

2.   How many people will take part in this study? 
For this study I would like to interview six art teacher educators. Participants will be from 
various locations in the United States. 

3.   What will happen if I take part in this study? 
If you take part in the study, we will make an appointment to talk via Skype about your 
pedagogy as it applies to preparing your students to interact with diverse communities, 
specifically Native American, and the significance of place to art learning. You may 
determine the time and date most convenient to you. We will plan to meet once for as long as 
you feel we need to speak. If I find it necessary to follow up our conversation with further 
questions, I can email those to you. If you prefer, I can send you the interview questions 
through email instead, and you may choose to respond through email, or we can speak on the 
phone.  

4.   How long will I be in the study? 
The length of this study will be between three months to one year. However, based on your 
interview responses and available times to talk, your participation in this study could be very 
short within that time as indicated above. 

6. Can I stop being in the study? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate in this study.  If you decide 
to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time.  No matter what decision you 
make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your usual benefits.  Your 
decision will not affect your future relationship with The University of Arizona. 
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6.   What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study? 
There are no physical risks, side effects, or discomfort anticipated with this study. The only 
potential risks to this study may be of stress, emotional distress, inconvenience and possible 
loss of privacy and confidentiality associated with participating in a research study. 

7.   What benefits can I expect from being in the study? 
You will be asked questions about your views on your art teacher preparation and the 
importance of place in art making. This may be valuable to your own teaching or research 
practice as self-study. The information you share with me may be very helpful in preparing 
future art teachers to teach art in public schools that serve the Indigenous nations.  

8.   What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study? 
You may choose not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. 
 

9.   Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Efforts will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.  However, there 
may be circumstances where this information must be released.  For example, personal 
information regarding your participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state 
law.   
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the research): 
• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 

agencies 
• The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible Research 

Practices 
• The sponsor supporting the study, their agents or study monitors 
 

10. What are the costs of taking part in this study? 
The costs to you could be minimal to none. 

 
11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study? 

Compensation for your part in this study will be in the form of recognition as a contributor to 
this study, if you allow your name to be used in the context of the study. 
 

12. What happens if I am injured because I took part in this study? 
If you suffer an injury from participating in this study, you should seek treatment.  The 
University of Arizona has no funds set aside for the payment of treatment expenses for this 
study.  
 

13. What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
If you choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits.  By signing this form, you do not give up any personal 
legal rights you may have as a participant in this study. 
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You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the 
research that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the study. 
 
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled. 
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and 
welfare of participants in research. 

 
14. Who can answer my questions about the study? 

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study, or if you are injured as a result of 
participating in this study (or questions about a study-related injury), you may contact me, 
Mara K. Pierce, at 505-918-0381, my project advisor at the University Dr. Elizabeth 
Garber at 520-626-3399, or Dr. Ryan Shin at 520-621-1253. 
 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact 
the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 
 
 
 
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had 
them answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 
 

By participating in this interview, you are giving permission to the investigator to use your 

information for research purposes. 
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Appendix K 

NAVAJO NATION CULTURAL RESOURCES INVESTIGATION PERMIT 
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Appendix L 

UA IRB AMENDMENT FORM 

 

FORM: Modification of Approved Human Research 

NUMBER	   FORM DATE	   PAGE	  
F213	   01/2013	   1of 324	  

 

Request to modify previously approved research 

IRB Project No.: 13-0311 Date: 10/11/13 

Project Title: No Word for Art: Finding the Intersection of Pre-service Art Teacher 
Education, Place, and Native America 

Investigator: Mara K. Pierce 
Investigator’s Contact 

Information: 
Official University Email: artgrad1@email.arizona.edu 
Phone: 505-918-0381 

Alternate Contact: Dr. Elizabeth Garber 
Alternate Contact’s 

Information: 
Official University Email: egarber@email.arizona.edu 
Phone: 520-626-3399 

Approvals Required Prior to Modifying Research 
Does this modification involve? If Yes, Attach updated approval from: 

A change in use, type, 
or frequency of 

radiation, laser, or MRI 
 No      Yes Radiation Safety Committee 

The use of any 
biohazards  No      Yes Biosafety Committee 

A change to any 
reportable interests  No      Yes Institutional Review Committee 

Privacy issues  No      Yes Privacy Board (only for studies that 
involve a separate Privacy Board) 

 
Does this modification change the risk/benefit ratio?  No  Yes 

Has this modification already been implemented?  No  Yes 
Summarize all modifications in lay language (attach a summary if available): 

Change involves the addition of a new participant group. The anticipated new group will consist of first 
and/or second year art teachers who teach in public schools that serve the Navajo Nation. 
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Provide the rationale for the modification: 
The modification is to include a new perspective to the study that will allow for a richer, more well 
rounded analysis opportunity. 

 

Discuss how subjects will be notified of these modifications  
If subjects will not be notified of the modifications, discuss why: 

Subjects will not be notified of the change because the new group is not connected to the prior 
participants in any way. 

LIST OF ATTACHMENTS FOR THIS SUBMISSION 

Document Name Version Date 

12. F200 (Revised for modification) 12. 01/2013 
 

Department Head or Designee Approval 
I have reviewed this modification and determined that all departmental requirements are met and that 
the investigator has adequate resources to conduct the Human Research. 

Departmental Head or Designee Signature Date 
 

     

 
Investigator Acknowledgement 

I agree to conduct this Human Research in accordance with applicable regulations and the University 
of Arizona’s HSPP Investigator Manual. 

Investigator signature Date 
 

     

 
IRB Use Only 

 The modifications and documents listed above have been approved in accordance with 45 CFR §46.111 

 Expedited review 

 Full Committee review – meeting date:  

IRB Signature 
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Submission List for F213: Modification of Approved Human Research 

Provide 1 copy of the following documents if affected by the modification (highlight all 
modifications made): 

• Updated Application Form (e.g. F200, F203) 
• Research tools 
• Data collection instruments (questionnaires, etc.; do not submit case report forms). 
• All materials to be provided to or meant to be seen or heard by subjects (including 

translations), such as: 
o Evaluation instruments and surveys 
o Advertisements (printed, audio, and video) 
o Recruitment materials and scripts 
o Consent documents 

• If consent will not be documented in writing, a script of information to be provided orally 
to subjects 

• Foreign language version of any material to be provided to, be seen or heard by subjects. 
• Grant application 
• Investigator Protocol 
• Complete sponsor protocol including DHHS-approved protocol 
• DHHS-approved sample consent document 
• Current investigator brochure for each investigational drug 
• Current package insert for each marketed drug 
• Current product information for each investigational device 

Submitting documents to the IRB 
The required method of submission is electronic.  Maintain electronic copies of all information 
submitted to the HSPP office in case revisions are required.  Guidelines have been established 
and must be followed to make the electronic submission and triaging work smoothly. 

1. Documents must be submitted to the VPR-IRB@email.arizona.edu account and not to 
individual staff email accounts.  After contact by a staff member future correspondence 
may be communicated directly to the staff member. 

2. If acknowledgement of receipt is needed, please request a “Read Receipt” through your 
email server.   If you use Microsoft Outlook 2007, this is accomplished by clicking 
“Options” and choosing the “Request a Read Receipt” checkbox in a new email. 

3. One submission request per email (e.g. one continuing review plus attachments).  

4. All submissions must have signatures. An email acknowledgement in place of a signature 
will not be acceptable. 

5. Word documents are preferable for items that may be modified or revised by the IRB 
(e.g. consents, applications, and protocols).   PDFs may be submitted for documents that 
typically are not revised by the IRB (e.g. Investigator Brochures).  
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6. Email subject line must include: PI Last Name, Department, IRB # (if assigned one), and 
type of submission (Modification, New Project, etc.). 

7. The email must provide a list of the documents submitted for review.  While the 
documents attached do not have to adhere to a specific naming scheme, it is requested 
that each document be named to clearly reflect what is inside.  

8. Submissions not following these guidelines will be returned without review. 
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Appendix M 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM: ART TEACHERS 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 
 
Study Title: No Word for Art: Finding the Intersection of Pre-service Art Teacher 
Education, Place, and Native America 

Principal Investigator: Mara K. Pierce 

This is a consent form for research participation.  It contains important information about this 
study and what to expect if you decide to participate.  Please consider the information carefully. 
Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions before making 
your decision whether or not to participate. 

You may or may not benefit as a result of participating in this study.  Also, as explained 
below, your participation may result in unintended or harmful effects for you that may be minor 
or may be serious, depending on the nature of the research. 

1.   Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this work is to collection information about how to more thoroughly prepare 
art teachers to work more relevantly through cultural recognition with Native American 
communities and high-density Native American high-density serving public schools. 

2.   How many people will take part in this study? 
For this study I would like to interview four art teachers. Participants will be from various 
locations in the United States, but will have recently worked or still work within the last 1-2 
years in a Navajo Nation serving public school. 

3.   What will happen if I take part in this study? 
If you take part in the study, we will make an appointment to talk via Skype about your 
pedagogy as it applies to teaching art to Navajo students in a public school, and the 
significance of place to art learning. You may determine the time and date most convenient 
to you. We will plan to meet once for as long as you feel we need to speak. If I find it 
necessary to follow up our conversation with further questions, I can email those to you. If 
you prefer, I can send you the interview questions through email instead, and you may 
choose to respond through email, or we can speak on the phone.  

4.   How long will I be in the study? 
The length of this study will be between three months to one year. However, based on your 
interview responses and available times to talk, your participation in this study could be very 
short within that time as indicated above. 

7. Can I stop being in the study? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You may refuse to participate in this study.  If you decide 
to take part in the study, you may leave the study at any time.  No matter what decision you 
make, there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any of your usual benefits.  Your 
decision will not affect your future relationship with The University of Arizona. 
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6.   What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study? 
There are no physical risks, side effects, or discomfort anticipated with this study. The only 
potential risks to this study may be of stress, emotional distress, inconvenience and possible 
loss of privacy and confidentiality associated with participating in a research study. 

7.   What benefits can I expect from being in the study? 
You will be asked questions about your views on your art teacher preparation and the 
importance of place in art making. This may be valuable to your own teaching or research 
practice as self-study. The information you share with me may be very helpful in preparing 
future art teachers to teach art in public schools that serve the Indigenous nations.  

8.   What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study? 
You may choose not to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. 
 

9.   Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Efforts will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.  However, there 
may be circumstances where this information must be released.  For example, personal 
information regarding your participation in this study may be disclosed if required by state 
law.   
 
Also, your records may be reviewed by the following groups (as applicable to the research): 
• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 

agencies 
• The University of Arizona Institutional Review Board or Office of Responsible Research 

Practices 
• The sponsor supporting the study, their agents or study monitors 
 

10. What are the costs of taking part in this study? 
The costs to you could be minimal to none. 

 
11. Will I be paid for taking part in this study? 

Compensation for your part in this study will be in the form of recognition as a contributor to 
this study, if you allow your name to be used in the context of the study. 
 

12. What happens if I am injured because I took part in this study? 
If you suffer an injury from participating in this study, you should seek treatment.  The 
University of Arizona has no funds set aside for the payment of treatment expenses for this 
study.  
 

13. What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
If you choose to participate in the study, you may discontinue participation at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits.  By signing this form, you do not give up any personal 
legal rights you may have as a participant in this study. 
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You will be provided with any new information that develops during the course of the 
research that may affect your decision whether or not to continue participation in the study. 
 
You may refuse to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled. 
 
An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of 
Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to applicable 
state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and 
welfare of participants in research. 

 
14. Who can answer my questions about the study? 

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study, or if you are injured as a result of 
participating in this study (or questions about a study-related injury), you may contact me, 
Mara K. Pierce, at 505-918-0381, my project advisor at the University Dr. Elizabeth 
Garber at 520-626-3399, or Dr. Ryan Shin at 520-621-1253. 
 
For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 
concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact 
the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp. 
 

 
 

  

Printed name of participant  Signature of participant 
   

 
 
Date 

 
I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 
participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had 
them answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 
 

By participating in this interview, you are giving permission to the investigator to use your 

information for research purposes. 
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Appendix N 

EXHIBITION WORKSHEET, MAP, AND IMAGE LIST 

FOR PRE-SERVICE AND IN-SERVICE ART TEACHERS 
 
This worksheet is a copy of all the questions associated with this exhibition. So that they are not 
limited to this exhibition, I encourage you to consider using them in other teaching/learning 
situations, including learning more about yourself and your understandings about student 
populations with which you are unfamiliar. They are only a small representation, however, of 
how we might apply a place-based educational concept to build art education pedagogy. 
 

Should I know about what happened in this place? 

This is important to who? 

What’s in this place besides funny looking houses? 

How does one begin to learn what’s in a place? 

Maybe begin with empty? 

May I ask: What might be some cultural practices in this place? 

 In what direction can we take this knowledge? 

From whom does the knowledge come? 

How can we honor the commonalities, the differences, the old, and the new? 

What might we find when we look beyond what we know? 

How do the pieces become one? 

Where do our lives intersect? 

How do we grow from what we have learned? 

What is the weight of an imposed cultural expectation? 

What is the place/language/knowledge connection? 

What is the cost to the old knowledge by the new? 

Where is the learning place and what is inside, underneath, and all around? 

© 2014 Mara K. Pierce, artgrad1@email.arizona.edu 
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Appendix O 
 

DPE AND CULTURAL MARKERS37 
 

- Color association (with direction) 
- Direction distinction and meaning 
- Seasonal application and those activities and appropriateness of it 
- Topic of the image and its relevance to Din4 culture 
- Cyclical patterning of presentation and thought process 
- Use of DPE cycle in class presentation (Nits1h1kees, Nahat’1, Iin1, and Sihasin) 
- Lesson plan uses DPE cycle (preparation) 
- Syllabi uses DPE cycle (preparation) 
- Curriculum uses DPE cycle (preparation) 
- Teacher talks about clans, family, or relatives (k’4) 
- Teacher use Navajo language words (Din4 Bizaad) 
- Teacher allows students time to think about and plan out their art pieces (process, 

building) 
- Teacher uses metaphor in her/his introduction to the topic or at any time during the class 

(storytelling, student association, connection) 
- Teacher demonstrates or models a difficult technique and then let the students try on it 

her/his own (experiential) 
- Teacher does not single out students who do not volunteer 
- Teacher does not expect immediate answers to questions, but allows students time to 

contemplate (Nits1h1kees) 
- Teacher does not insist that students speak and nor does she/he become impatient when 

they don’t 
- Teacher does not correct students’ artwork or point out one’s work as special over 

another’s 
- Teacher interacts with the students closely and in a guidance capacity (k’4) 
- Students are allowed to work in groups if they choose to 
- Teacher describes the art project in parts related to the whole 
- Teacher asks students to focus on personal experiences, environment, and/or generalities 

(Sihasin) 
- If doing a subject study (still life), teacher talks about the relationship of light and dark, 

foreground and background, and all to the subject 
- Teacher talks about relationship of subject to artist 
- Teacher utilizes community elders in the art presentation and creation 
- Teacher presents Navajo artists as role models 
- Teacher lets the students explore traditional Navajo arts 
- Teacher does not talk negatively about what could happen  (Ex: Don’t do that or you’ll 

get hurt.) 
 

                                                
37 The Navajo Nation Institutional Review Board initially approved this list in 2008 as a collection of ethnographic 
identifiers that members of the Board felt should be present in Din4-serving classrooms. I obtained the original 
approvals to employ the list during the preparation for my master’s thesis research. 
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