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A Responsibility to Collaborate
As pArt of A teAm of educAtors equipping students for life in our democrAcy,  
we (Christine and Raoul)1 believe it is crucial to include collaboration with community artists in K–12 art experiences. 
We plan with the intention of preparing children to be community members who value the arts because they under-
stand their potential to transform our thinking, and by extension, how we interact with the world. In this article, we 
describe the shift toward community-based practice in contemporary art, its implications for art education practice, 
and the story of a powerful collaboration between a community-based artist and an interdisciplinary team of teachers. 
It is our hope that readers will see that well crafted collaborations with socially minded artists can not only transform a 
K–12 program, but also help make communities strong. In breaking down barriers of access, well crafted collaborations 
with socially minded artists add value within the community and to students’ experiences in school, increase relevance 
of planned curriculum, and create a sense of access and agency for students, parents, and teachers. 

it cheapens our society when we “dehumanize” 
the immigration debate. in my roles as a father, an 
artist and as an educator, i grapple with the hard-
ships that latinos face raising their families, often 
in mixed-status households, challenged by the 
difficulties of living between cultures. children 
struggle with the need to assimilate, while at the 
same time, parents work to preserve their core 
values framed in the cultural traditions of food, 
language, and rites of passage. And like always, 
among old warriors, there are young people… 
forcing the issues and spurring us into action.” 

(raoul deal, excerpted from the exhibit text of  
“ni de aqui ni de allá,” march 2013)

figure 1. raoul deal. ni de aqui ni de allá / From Neither Here 
nor There, immigration series #6, woodcut, 41.50 × 27.50, 2012. 
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figure 2. raoul deal, Dream Act, immigration series #2, woodcut 52.50 × 71.50, 2012.

Community-Based Practice in Contemporary Art
Goldbard (2006) points out “artists’ vigor and influence gain 

strength in periods when social activism and social conscience 
awaken” (p. 101). The shift toward community-based practice 
in contemporary art parallels movement culture, as artists and 
designers have participated in the civil rights movement, feminist 
movements, antiwar movements, and environmental movements 
among others (Lampert, 2013). It is activist art, often carried out in 
community settings, that impacts grassroots cultural movements.

As contemporary art has moved from museums into communi-
ties, criteria for its value have shifted as well. Artists and cultural 
critics have flocked to make sense of expressions that blur the lines 
between art and social practice (Bishop, 2006; Finkelpearl, 2013; 
Lacy, 1994; Lippard, 1990). Many artists welcome this co-min-
gling of popular culture and politics in the art world, while others 
operate autonomously with little regard for whether or not these 
manifestations are even called art. Community engaged artists are 
often most interested in how useful their work is to the people they 
wish to serve. 

One of the ways artists serve communities is by integrating 
educational activities into their creative practices. For instance 
Tim Rollins formed the Kids of Survival (K.O.S.) in the Bronx in 
New York. K.O.S. began as a school program, and later became an 
independent community cultural development project that even-
tually caught the attention of the art world. Other artists, such as 
Pepón Osorio, interested in both culture and community, are part 
of the ethnographic turn in contemporary art and as a result make 
community engagement central to their practice (Kay & Woywod, 
2011). This work, also called art-based community building and 
cultural activism, builds on the assets of community members to 
“connect us with our common humanity and our individual histo-
ries and truths” (Borrup, 2006, p. 11) in order to improve life in the 
community. 

Community-Based Art and Art Education
With a shift toward community-based practice in contemporary 

art and a need to reconsider art education in terms of social justice 
(Anderson, Gussak, Hallmark, & Paul, 2010; Garber, 2004; Quinn, 
Hochtritt, & Ploof, 2012), project-based learning (Gude, 2013) 
and experience (O’Donoghue, 2015), we believe that it is not only 
important for children to be exposed to working with artists, but 
that it is essential for K–12 art educators to collaborate with artists 
in their community in order to design authentic learning experi-
ences. Community-based practices in art require profound and 
enduring collaboration. With the right teams of artists and educa-
tors, such collaborations can be transformative and inspire larger 
discussions about important issues in the community and students’ 
lives. When these practices are carried out in schools in immigrant 
communities, as we describe in the following sections, they can 
serve to bridge social and cultural gaps between students and their 
parents and families, making learning more relevant to everyone.

Avanzando lectura y matemáticas a través del arte 
(ALMA)

I (Christine) collaborated with teams of third through 8th-grade 
teachers and their students through experiences with Avanzando 

lectura y matemáticas a través del arte or Advancing Math and 
Reading through the Arts (ALMA), originally a research project 
at Bruce-Guadalupe Community School (BGCS) in Milwaukee, 
WI, funded through the U.S. Department of Education’s Arts 
in Education Model Development and Dissemination Grant 
Program. Over 600 3rd- through 8th-grade students were involved, 
with 98% of the school’s population self-identifying as Hispanic. 
“Alma” in Spanish means “soul,” and it has become an important 
piece of the school’s curriculum, as BGCS educators collaborate 
and integrate culturally relevant arts content into reading, lan-
guage arts, and mathematics instruction. Units are organized 
with big ideas (Stewart & Walker, 2005) and essential questions 
in a Parallel Curriculum Outline (PCO) while emphasizing use of 
Studio Thinking Skills (Hetland, Winner, Veenema, & Sheridan, 
2013). Goals include increased awareness of the cultural contexts 
of artistic expression, increased appreciation of cultural arts, and 
increased awareness of contemporary and traditional artworks 
from Latino cultures. In the original grant proposal, student 
workshops with visiting artists through Latino Arts Gallery, Inc. 
were one activity designed to meet these goals. After four years of 
research, it was clear that not only was work with a community 
artist one of the most memorable experiences for the students, 
but it inspired and sustained continued faculty collaborations, and 
engaged students’ families in important conversations and events 
(Woywod, Trafi-Prats, Walker, Najera, & Zhang, 2014)

Ni de Aquí, Ni de Allá, Journeys, and  
Cultural Identity

In the following sections, we present an overview of experiences 
inspired by the need to collaborate within ALMA and the com-
munity stories that Raoul Deal presents through his artworks (see 
Figures 1, 2, and 3). We describe four facets that others working 
with community-based artists might seek to include in their 
experiences as well: community cultural development, team cur-
riculum planning, collaborative implementation, and community 
involvement. 

Community Cultural Development:  
Creating the Prompt

I (Raoul) was one of the community artists scheduled to present 
a formal exhibition at the Latino Arts, Inc. Gallery. My exhibit, 
Ni de Aquí, Ni de Allá, was rooted in interviews I conducted with 
families of students of the Latino Arts Strings Program (LASP), 
carried out with its director, Dinorah Marquez. The exhibit itself, 
first installed in 2013 at Latino Arts Gallery, included 18 large-s-
cale woodcuts, a motion-activated audio installation that played 
excerpts from these interviews, and an installation with objects 
participants had carried with them as they crossed the border, 
or held meaning for them as Mexican immigrants in the United 
States. In response to the woodcuts, Chilean poet and artist 
Ximena Soza wrote and displayed poems, elaborating on a range of 
feelings tied to experiences of immigrant life (see Figure 4). 

Families craved the opportunity to share their immigration 
experiences in the original interviews, even as they described very 
personal events that were painful to revisit and difficult to recount. 
For some it was incredibly hard, but also very cathartic. These were 
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figure 2. raoul deal, Dream Act, immigration series #2, woodcut 52.50 × 71.50, 2012.

figure 3. raoul deal, Shopkeeper, immigration series #7, woodcut, 27.50 × 41.50, 2012.
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tearful moments, yet there was a sense of healing in the telling of 
the stories. I believe that all were moved by the interest from others 
in hearing about their lives. There was value in honoring accom-
plishments and sacrifices, which often included never seeing loved 
ones again. Children also participated, speaking of their experi-
ences in the school and their conflicting sense of identity. It was 
not uncommon for parents to speak a little English and children 
to speak a little Spanish. Some children expressed the difficulty 
of living between two different realities, feeling tensions between 
traditional Mexican values and consumer-based American culture. 
All of this shaped the themes that emerged in the artwork, as well 
as my eventual hopes for the exhibit, and later, for the ALMA 
project. 

Collaborative Curriculum Planning: Adding Value
During the summer, 3rd- and 6th-grade language arts, math, 

and visual arts teachers met with both authors to learn about 
Raoul’s ongoing project and the important issues it addressed. They 
previewed artworks that would be on display in Latino Arts and 
began negotiating ideas for integrated units of study. After consid-
ering grade level curriculum and interdisciplinary experiences that 
could be a natural fit, the 6th-grade team decided to organize their 
unit around the big idea of “Journeys” and the 3rd-grade team 
chose “Cultural Identity.” Both teams incorporated interviewing 

and narrative writing in their units. While these skills are part of 
the regular curriculum, they became even more valuable through 
the units inspired by the important work that Raoul and Ximena 
modeled. This helped the teachers and students go beyond the kind 
of “heroes and holidays” approach (Lee, Menkart, & Okozowa-Rey, 
2002) that celebrates multicultural America while ignoring the 
uneven power dynamics of race, social status, distribution of 
wealth, and other historical inequities. They were able instead to 
address tough topics like immigration status, racism, and cultural 
suppression with children. 

With teacher-guided structures, students focused on immigra-
tion stories, developing their own interview questions and creating 
relief print portraits of the interviewees (Figures 5–9). They con-
nected in thoughtful ways with influential people in their lives who 
had taken personal or physical journeys that were a part of how 
the students arrived where they are today. It was an integrative 
approach that allowed for exploration of difficult topics, grounded 
largely in careful and respectful listening in both small and large 
group discussions.

Collaborative Implementation:  
Increasing Relevance 

As Laurie Navarro, one of the collaborating art teachers put it, 
i like students meeting artists because it makes art real to 
them. in a child’s mind, finished work from adults seems 
wonderful but unattainable. it makes art tangible and 
inspires excitement because they realize that they can make 
it too. (personal communication, July 2013) 

With teacher-guided structures, 
students focused on immigration 
stories, developing their own 
interview questions and creating 
relief print portraits.

figure 5. With the help of a classmate, a student pulls a print of a 
family member she interviewed during the Journeys unit. 

If you were to ask me

I would tell the secret history of the fields.

If you were to ask me

I will sing in Xotxil the song of the cocoa beans.

If you were to ask me

I would list the many grays

of the shadows of the desert.

If you were to ask me

I would whistle the sound of the dried river.

If you were to ask me,

with my bear hands, I would carve

the landscape of the pueblo

that became dust under my shoes.

If you were to ask me

I would name all that has been forgotten.

If you were to ask me. 

figure 4. By Ximena soza, march, 2013.
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figure 6. Newton Ortiz, by newton Baez. figure 7. Mom, by leslie cardoso.

figure 8. “my grandfather, pedro martinez, was looking to fulfill 
his dreams of progress. pedro was twenty-three years old when 
he traveled to the united states in search of opportunities, it 
was one of the most important things he ever did.” print and 
selected text from narrative writing by Aerial lopez.

figure 9. “When you come here you think everything is going 
to be better, and it is, but it takes a lot of strength and courage. 
everything that i did was harder than what i thought it would be, 
but i did everything for a better life.” print and interview excerpt 
from narrative writing by Alondra mercado.
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Several collaborating teachers 
agreed. As we heard stories, 
went through the exhibit, 
and spoke with Raoul’s assis-
tants, it became clear to me 
(Christine) that this was one 
of the most powerful units 
of study I had ever seen. As 
Raoul described the stories 
of community members 
depicted in his artworks, I felt 
a mix of urgency to discuss 
related issues, heartache over 
difficult tales, and pride for 
families and individuals who 
were thriving. Many of the 
students and teachers shared 
that they did too. It was rel-
evant not only because the 
stories represented common experiences in the community, but 
also because we knew the people in these striking artworks. 

As the “Journey” and “Cultural Identity” units progressed and Ni 
de Aquí, Ni de Allá was on display, students and family members 
had conversations about topics that were important, but not 
always discussed. This ranged from the anguish felt leaving family 
members in another county, to how it feels when people treat 
you differently when they hear an accent, and how hard family 
members worked to provide for each other. Not only were these 
conversations ones that many students had with their parents for 
the first time, but students felt connected as they shared what each 
had learned and recognized commonalities within each other’s 
stories. 

Community Involvement: Access and Agency
When Ni de Aquí, Ni de Allá opened, it was a joyous community 

event. The Latino Arts Strings (LAS) program’s Mariachi Juvenil 
played at the opening. Although some 
observers were visibly shaken by a 
few of the images, many who had par-
ticipated in the interviews expressed 
to Raoul their satisfaction and pride. 
The public clustered around the audio 
installation (Figure 11) to hear the 
voices from the interviews and to read 
the transcripts of them that scrolled 
down off the walls. Raoul’s assistant, 
Marisela, a former LAS student, shared 
that she found solace in hearing the 
stories of others and comparing them 
with her own.

Collaborating with Raoul as a community artist was a useful 
motivation for the grade level teachers and provided leverage for 
the art specialists. While Raoul’s artwork presented challenging 
issues that some teachers were initially concerned about taking on, 
their work with him over time is a large part of what pushed them 
and empowered them to deal with these issues well. 

Working with Raoul in person had a powerful, memorable 
impact on the students too. As BCGS art teacher Jacobo Lovo 
described: 

i was deeply moved by the reflections students shared in 
journaling and critique activities throughout this project. they 
reflect a newfound appreciation for their elders. i was most 

figure 10. raoul deal explains the stories behind the artwork in 
Ni de Aquí, Ni de Allá. 

figure 11. students view the 
installation including motion activated 

audio, text, and artifacts based on the 
interviews that raoul deal conducted 
with latino immigrants in milwaukee.
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figure 12. families view an installation of student prints during The Big Idea at latino Arts gallery.

impressed by how open our students were in sharing family 
stories that were personal and sometimes tragic. i believe that 
the success of this lesson is rooted in having our big idea grow 
from raoul’s “ni de Aquí, ni de Allá” exhibit and the gracious 
amount of time he contributed to this project at all stages from 
planning to completion. (personal communication, July 2014)

As an observer, I (Christine) too was deeply moved by the stories 
that students shared regarding what they had learned through 
family interviews and with Raoul. During one of the very first 
conversations I listened in on, Raoul asked a student working on a 
portrait of his father if he had learned anything that surprised him 
during his interview. The boy replied, “Yes. My father worked in a 
sugar cane field when he was 13.” Raoul replied with another ques-
tion, “How old are you now?” The boy answered, “13.” As chills 
went up my spine, Raoul continued to speak with the student more 
about how different the student and his father’s lives were at the 
same age. Each day, there were more stories like this that not only 
inspired respect for family members’ journeys, but empathy among 
the students. 

Beyond this, in two annual year-end surveys about their expe-
riences in ALMA, the 3rd- and 6th-grade students consistently 
and accurately described issues raised by Raoul’s artworks, more 
so than any of the other artists the students studied and interacted 
with. While the students and teachers had positive experiences 
with other visiting artists, Raoul was accessible. He greeted the 
children when he saw them outside of class or in the community, 
he visited the school on a regular basis, he listened to the children’s 
stories after interviews and asked them what they learned, he 

came to their art openings, and he knew students’ parents. Many 
even approached him to express their excitement with the project 
during the opening of The Big Idea, an exhibition of ALMA student 
artwork held at Latino Arts, Inc. Gallery. 

One of the most noteworthy outcomes was the production of a 
booklet that included reproductions of all of the children’s linocut 
images along with excerpts from their writings. Each family 
received a copy of the booklet. One parent who works in the legal 
field approached Raoul, overcome with emotion at the power of 
the document, and said, “This is so incredibly moving! We should 
get it in the hands of the White House staff. Representatives should 
be looking at it as they make decisions about immigration reform!” 

Discussion
There are three key elements of Raoul’s collaboration with BGCS 

teachers and students worth highlighting: it was transformative for 
all who participated (the artist, the teachers, the students and their 
families), it required a measure of courage, and it proved to be sus-
tainable over time. These elements increased the project’s impact 
and helped to make it a fine example of meaningful community- 
engaged art carried out in a K–12 setting.

Transformation
Arlene Goldbard (2006) points out that community artists  

“recognize an obligation to deploy their gifts in service of larger 
social aims as well as individual awareness and transformation”  
(p. 58). If transformation is one of the criteria in collabora-
tion from the start and the artist and participating community 
members agree on it, that helps guarantee success. Change 



50 Art Education

becomes attractive instead of problematic. For example, Raoul was 
a good choice of community artist because he welcomes change. 
While he has done research and he has his convictions, Raoul 
never arrives at a community site and tells people how things need 
to be done. He is always willing to embrace profound community 
interaction as an integral element of his creative practices because 
he gets something in return; experiences are attractive when they 
transform his thought and artistic practice too. This openness to 
change and possibilities is catching; if a core group recognizes the 
transformative possibility of an experience, it can spread to  
students and collaborating teachers over time. 

Courage
We live in a culture where it is rare to talk of courage outside the 

context of war, but this unit took a certain amount of courage. As 
Jacobo Lovo explained: 

considering the largely Hispanic student population i serve, it 
is important provide my students with opportunities to engage 
in conversations and social actions related to immigration 
issues. many Hispanic families that are mixed-status live with 
fear of being exposed, maintain a low profile and do not get 
involved in activities that could make them vulnerable. these 
fears are very real and understandable. However, this approach 
makes it difficult to fight discrimination and oppressive situa-
tions. Art allows students to uniquely voice ideas and opinions 
and in the safe environment of a classroom setting, i believe 

that my students can develop confidence and be empowered 
by their identity and cultural background. (personal communi-
cation, november 2015)

The immigration issues raised by Raoul’s work are timely and 
challenging to discuss. There can be real consequences to such 
exchanges, and the work required thoughtful cooperation from all 
involved, including the artist, teachers, students’ parents, and the 
immigrant community. While working at BGCS, Raoul listened 
in a caring way to both the teachers’ concerns and to what the stu-
dents had learned about people they knew. He was responsible and 
understood that he needed to help facilitate the discussions opened 
up by his artwork.

Projects that bring up sensitive content are important opportu-
nities and all collaborators need to understand each other’s goals, 
hopes, and fears as they proceed. Teachers need to be courageous 
and open to the opportunities and challenges such learning expe-
riences can engender, and along with their students, embrace the 
wisdom of the community they serve. 

Sustainability
For the work to last, one must find an aesthetic concept that 

allows people to value art and follow it over time. Once a school 
has seen the educational benefits that come out of this kind of 
collaboration with a community-based artist, administrative and 
funding mechanisms need to be set in place so as to ensure that 

figure 13. community artists nicolas lampert and raoul deal prepare to print a mud stencil during may day in milwaukee, Wi.  
photo by gregg smith.
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students in subsequent years continue to benefit from similar 
experiences.

Five years ago, no one could have known Raoul would sustain a 
partnership with the BGCS teachers. However, we did know he had 
a vested interest in the community. Collaborating with Raoul was 
such a positive experience that teachers invited him to collaborate 
three years in a row and further collaborations are being devel-
oped. The school’s principals came to value the integration of art 
into the classroom curriculum and recognized the importance of 
supporting teachers’ collaborations with artists. 

BGCS is fortunate to have continued collaborations with Latino 
Arts, Inc., ensuring students have access to the gallery and many of 
the artists that exhibit there. It has helped provide leverage for con-
tinued development of integrated curriculum, even when there are 
many demands on teachers’ time. While Latino Arts has secured 
local grant funding to continue student work with visiting artists, 
there are no assurances that these activities can continue with the 
same frequency and intensity each year. Fortunately, Milwaukee’s 
art community has strong support and a growing tradition of 
community art. There are many places that provide schools with 
funded access to working with artists, such as Artists Working 
in Education (AWE), RedLine Milwaukee, and Arts@Large. 
Connecting to local resources is a key element in partnerships with 
community artists.

Concluding Thoughts and Recommendations
Through describing this effective collaboration between a 

community-based artist, an interdisciplinary team of teachers, 
and their students we have identified four replicable components 
including community cultural development, collaborative curric-
ulum planning, collaborative implementation, and community 
involvement. In our example, we fostered and embraced trans-
formation, courage, and sustainability. It is our hope that this can 
serve as a common framework for K–12 art educators, community- 
based artists, collaborating teachers, administrators, and other 

stakeholders looking for ways to create more meaningful partner-
ships. In our experience, entering into this work can powerfully 
transform teaching and learning. It is the words of our art teacher 
collaborator Jacobo Lovo, though, that sums up our final recom-
mendations best: “It is important for all students to be informed 
and get involved in issues of great importance in our communities. 
The sooner they are able to engage with significant issues, the 
better prepared they will be when they have to face complex issues 
as adults.”

It is our hope that in sharing this example, we can encourage 
other artists and educators to provide students with opportunities 
to explore their ability to engage difficult issues and to assure them 
that their questions, ideas, and personal stories are an essential  
part of working for social justice within our local and global  
communities.  n

Once a school has seen the 
educational benefits that come 
out of this kind of collaboration 
with a community-based artist, 
administrative and funding 
mechanisms need to be set in place.
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