
1 

 

 

GRAPPLING WITH A CONTEMPORARY APPROACH TO CHRISTIAN ART 

EDUCATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

DANIELLE HORAK 

 

 

A CAPSTONE PROJECT PRESENTED TO THE COLLEGE OF THE ARTS OF THE 

UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT 

OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA  

December 2016



 
	

ii 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©2016 Danielle Henn 

 

 

 

  



 
	

iii 
 

Acknowledgements 

 So many people have walked alongside me on this journey, and I offer them my sincerest 

thanks.  I wish to express deep gratitude for the educators and the artists in my family who 

instilled and nurtured my love of both learning and the arts: Lawson Smith, Sue Sorenson, Linda 

Anderson, Linda Neal, Rosie Lee Greene, and William Greene. I wish to also thank Jodi Kushins 

and Patrick Grigsby for their patience and encouragement as they helped me resume this research 

after a hiatus in my studies.  Special thanks to David Pinson, Pam Hollinsgworth, and Tom 

Argersinger of Community Christian School for leading a Christian school that values research 

and contemporary thought.  Finally, I thank my husband Nick for his love and support 

throughout this process. 

  



 
	

iv 
 

ABSTRACT OF CAPSTONE PROJECT PRESENTED TO THE COLLEGE OF THE ARTS 

OF THE UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 

 

GRAPPLING WITH A CONTEMPORARY APPROACH TO CHRISTIAN ART 

EDUCATION 

By  

Danielle Henn 

December 2016  

Chair: Jodi Kushins 
Committee Member: Patrick Grigsby 
Major: Art Education 

Abstract 

This paper outlines a case study of my development of a unit of curriculum integrating 

contemporary social activist art practices into a Christian elementary art classroom.  The study 

addressed my attempts to weave together perspectives and goals of contemporary social activist 

artists and a Christian worldview and elementary art curriculum.  I began with a review of 

literature about contemporary social activist art practices and the perspectives of social activism 

in Christian faith. Next, I documented the issues and challenges I faced in developing a seven-

week unit of curriculum and how I addressed them.  By identifying common goals of 

contemporary art education and Christian education I found that it is possible to create a 

curriculum that meets the standards of both.  My research and curriculum are documented at 

makingnewarted.wordpress.com.   
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Introduction 

For two thrilling years of my life, I juggled creative odd jobs to make ends meet. I had 

just graduated from Florida State University and moved to Brevard County, Florida.  The 

portfolio I took with me contained the traditional work one might expect of a freshly minted 

Bachelor of Studio Art—drawings, still life paintings, and photographs. But I quickly developed 

a passion for performance art, and my artistic identity began to solidify around performance art 

as a form of social activism.  During this time, I also discovered a passion for art education. I 

enrolled in the Master of Arts in Art Education program at the University of Florida and obtained 

a position as an elementary art teacher in Community Christian School (CCS) in my hometown 

of Tallahassee, Florida. 

Statement of the Problem 

As with any job offer, this one came with stipulations. Along with my application, I had 

given CCS a link to my digital performance art portfolio and artist statements.  Though my 

interviewers expressed enthusiasm for my body of work, they required that I remove some of my 

more controversial artwork from my website as well as sign a contract that included a Statement 

of Faith and a conservative Code of Conduct.  This made me uncertain of whether or not it 

would be possible for me to continue working as a social activist artist while remaining above 

reproach as a Christian art educator.  Even so, I accepted the stipulations and the position.  My 

first year of teaching was very challenging, so much so that it marked a hiatus in my studies with 

the University of Florida.  It also marked a pause in my personal art making because I was 

confused about what kind of art was acceptable for me to create and exhibit. 
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Purpose of the Study 

Two years later I was still teaching at CCS.  I enjoyed my work in the classroom, yet I 

continued to feel apprehensive and confused in my personal art making.  It was difficult to 

determine what kind of artwork was acceptable for me to create and exhibit outside of the 

school.  I had recently resumed my studies with the University of Florida, and I hoped to also 

resume my art making practices.  Before doing so, however, I needed to discover how to 

incorporate art as a social practice into my role as a Christian art educator.  To do so, I planned to 

develop a curriculum for the elementary Christian art classroom informed by contemporary 

social activist art practice.  I planned to keep a blog detailing my process so it might serve as a 

guide for other Christian art educators who also wish to incorporate art as a form of social 

activism into their classrooms.  This research culminated in a unit of curriculum and this case 

study demonstrating how it is possible to merge the contemporary practice of art as social 

activism and Christian art education. 

Research Questions 

 My research was guided by the following questions: 

1. How can an art educator design curriculum for an elementary Christian school setting accredited 

by the Association for Christian Schools International (ACSI) that is informed by contemporary 

practices of art as social activism? 

2. What are the challenges of reconciling the philosophies, processes, and products of social activist 

artists with Christian perspectives and values on art, social activism, and the purpose of 

elementary art education? 

3. How might art educators guide students to select subject matter that satisfies the aims of both 

social activist art and art education taught from a Christian worldview? 
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Rationale and Significance of the Study 

 This study is needed to address a gap in the literature where methods for incorporating 

contemporary art practices into the Christian art classroom are lacking.  The importance of this 

study is its ability to demonstrate how Christian art educators may be flexible and creative in 

their integration of contemporary art practices into their curriculum while preserving the integrity 

of the Christian worldview they aim to instill.  Approaching this research as a case study will 

provide an in-depth, honest look at the challenges of merging these philosophies. 

Assumptions  

I assume that there is value in both contemporary art practices and in art education taught 

from a Christian worldview.  I also assume that each of these practices may inform and enrich 

the other in constructive ways.  As an art educator, I assume that considering and understanding 

multiple points of view is valuable and fosters a sense of empathy for others.   I also assume that 

my curriculum and my students’ artwork have the power to shape society.  As a Christian, I 

believe the most powerful catalyst for change is unconditional love. 

Limitations 

 This case study includes the perspective of one researcher, a Christian art educator.  

Perspectives of students, administrators, parents, and others are not addressed.  Research will be 

focused around the creation of seven-week unit of curriculum for a weekly, fifty minute 5th 

grade art class. 

Definition of Terms 

Art as contemporary social activism. Artwork that aims to create change in society.  

Embraces a wide range of visual mediums including but not limited to painting, drawing, digital 

design, photography, installation, video, and performance art.  It is “not activism in the sense of 
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the old paradigm, but an empathetic means of seeing through another’s eyes, of stretching our 

boundaries beyond the ego-self to create a wider view of the world” (Gablik, 1992, p. 6).  Art as 

contemporary social activism does not aim to change society by force, but to influence others 

through relationships and understanding. 

Relational aesthetics. Qualities that emerge from human interactions with a work of art 

as a result of “the contingencies of its environment and audience” (Bishop, 2004, p. 54).  The 

emphasis on relational aesthetics found in contemporary art is seen as “a direct response to the 

shift from a goods to a service-based economy” (Bishop, 2004, p. 54) 

  A Pedagogy of Corporeal Generosity.  Springgay (2009) describes a “pedagogy of 

corporeal generosity” (p. 74) as an approach to teaching that requires “the giving over of the self, 

the affective openness to the other, and the indeterminableness of becoming” (p. 90).  It is the 

idea that due to the social nature of artmaking, educators are more effective when their 

encounters with students are generous.  This means that they do not focus on themselves, but 

rather, are highly relational. 

Connective Aesthetics.  Gablik (1992) describes “connective aesthetics” (p. 2) as a 

contemporary trend in artmaking where artists are moving away from working as solitary voices 

who are separate from viewers. Contemporary artists now favor creating artwork that is 

relational, or connective, in nature. 

Shalom community. A community whose members agree upon certain practices for 

cultivating peace.  The three pillars of a shalom community outlined in the CCS Faculty 

Handbook are “God-centeredness via spiritual disciplines, humble gratefulness, and consistent 

joyful living” (Community Christian School, 2016, p. 13). 
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Biblical integration. Thoroughly incorporating the Bible into all instruction.  CCS 

instructors are to “help students understand each subject from a Christian perspective” and 

“show students that principles from the Bible apply to all that they are learning” (Community 

Christian School, 2016, p. 14). 

Literature Review 

 This literature review will focus on scholarly writings about art as social activism, 

incorporating art as social activism into art education, Christian perspectives on art, art 

education, and social activism, and contemporary approaches to curriculum development.  This 

review will also provide documentation of the curriculum standards required by Community 

Christian School. 

Contemporary Practices of Art as Social Activism 

 Art as social activism in the contemporary sense does not mean creating dramatic 

displays intended to change society by force.  Instead, emphasis is placed on engagement, 

relationship, empathy, and understanding (Gablik, 2004).  By crafting opportunities for humans 

to interact, artists rely on relational aesthetics (Bishop, 2004) to complete their vision.  One 

example of art as social activism is “The Crystal Quilt,” (1987) a performative artwork by artist 

Suzanne Lacy.  In this piece, 430 older women dressed in black gathered in the Crystal Court of 

the Investor’s Diversified Services Tower in Minneapolis to discuss their “accomplishments and 

disappointments, their hopes and fears about aging” (Gablik, 2004, p. 5).  They sat at tables 

covered in black tablecloths, and a prerecorded track of their conversation was played loudly 

enough for the audience standing on the balcony above to hear their words.  In their discussion, 

these women challenged stereotypes about their age and gender by considering the contributions 

older women were making in the world.  In unison, the women folded the black tablecloths away 
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to reveal red and yellow geometric patterns by Miriam Shapiro beneath.  Audience members 

were then given scarves to drape on the shoulders of the performers “as a kind of public 

investiture” (Gablik, 2004, p. 5) to recognize and formally thank the women for their 

contributions to society.  This work also demonstrates how artwork as social activism may 

achieve its purpose by employing a combination of traditional elements of visual art such as 

color and pattern with relational aesthetics. 

Art as social activism is not without its critics.  Foley (1996) asked “Where is the 

integrity in this discipline when repeatedly art is seized upon as a vehicle to promote one cause 

after another?” (Foley, 1996, p. 5).  This quote implies that the discipline of art has no integrity 

when it is used to support the agendas of other disciplines.  However, contemporary artists may 

consider this paradoxical.  It is because art has such integrity, such an ability to stand in its own 

strength, that artists use it to effectively support other causes.  Because of this ability, much 

contemporary art is created and viewed as a form of social activism (Springgay, 2009). 

Social Activism and Art Education 

 The case for including art as social activism in an elementary art curriculum has 

foundations in contemporary perspectives of artistic development.  These perspectives favor a 

sociocultural model of artistic development.  This model purports that an artist’s growth is 

strongly influenced by the society in which they live and their relationships with others.  For 

example, Dissanayake (1974) and Mithen (2001) discuss how play may have given rise to the 

creation of works of art in order to promote social cohesion while also providing opportunities 

for culturally advantageous innovations.  These perspectives also have deep roots in Vygotskian 

theory which proposes that children’s social and cultural environments are responsible for 

development that is separate from their physical “organic growth and maturation” (Vygotsky, 
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1929, p. 415).  Because contemporary theory maintains that artistic development is shaped and 

nurtured by relationship with others, it is fitting to educate young artists in the creation of 

artwork that is socially engaging. 

Pearson (2001) describes the ways children talk with each other as they draw as a social 

practice (p. 362), and Springgay (2009) and Gablik (1992) extend this idea not only to the 

drawings of children, but to all artmaking. Pearson (2001), Springgay (2009), and Gablik (1992) 

affirm that artmaking is not merely influenced by social and cultural factors, but that it may 

conversely act upon society and culture.  Understanding artistic development as a non-

synchronous, non-universal, sociocultural process, contemporary scholars have enriched views 

of art education to include the relational, socially active nature of art making.   

This concept is embraced by Gude’s (2004) search for a 21st century education which 

allows art students to apply postmodern principles to energize their artmaking practices with 

social relevance.  The Kwanzaa Playground in Columbus, Ohio is an excellent example of this 

kind of art making (Coleman, 2000).  The Kwanzaa Playground was created to meet a social 

need, the need for a safe and aesthetically appealing place for local children to play.  It was 

designed by local artists and inspired by African culture. This resonated with the African-

American community that it was created to serve.  This playground and the artwork it contains 

“relate to the space in which they are located, not only with regard to their formal attributes such 

as scale and visibility, but also with regard to the ambience, the spirit and the significance the 

space has for the community” (Colman, 2000, p.15).   

In a similar pursuit of social artmaking and learning, Taylor (2004) provides a guide for 

art educators who wish to create opportunities for learning through service of one’s community.  

As an example, Taylor (2004) describes how art education students set out to design and 
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implement socially sensitive art curriculum for an afterschool program in Athens, Georgia.  This 

program, Beans and Rice, Inc., served children living in poverty.  Though the art educators 

researched theories of how students’ experiences of poverty might influence their learning, it was 

necessary for the educators to learn from their lived classroom experiences with the students and 

adjust the curriculum to respond to their students’ needs. 

Biblical Christian Perspectives of Art and Art Education 

 Two major scholars who address Biblically-based Christian philosophies of art are 

Schaffer (1973) and Rookmaaker (1981).  These scholars agree that humans are creative beings 

because they are made in the image of a creative God.  They consider art a valuable part of our 

humanity.  For Rookmaaker (1981), it is crucial that the body of Christian art reflect the totality 

of the human experience.  This requires addressing subject matter that is not strictly spiritual.  

According to Schaffer (1973), “Christian art is the expression of the whole life of the whole 

person as a Christian. What a Christian portrays in his art is the totality of life. Art is not to be 

solely a vehicle for some sort of self-conscious evangelism” (p. 72). 

 According to Schaffer (1973) and Rookmaker (1981), there are limitations that may be 

applied to Christian artwork.  While it is acceptable for a Christian to create artwork that 

expresses temporary doubt, meaninglessness, or hostility, looking at the body of work a Christian 

artist produces over the years ought to reflect a worldview centered on the grace, redemption, 

and joy of the Christian life (Schaffer, 1973). 

 So long as the artwork passes this test of worldview, artwork created by Christians is not 

restricted to certain styles or subject matter.  Some examples of practicing contemporary artists 

who identify as Christians include abstract painter Makoto Fujimura, experimental digital artist 

Jim Lepage, and multidisciplinary studio artist Erica Grimm.  Fujimura’s artistic career 
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especially provides a model for other Christians working in the visual arts.  His contemplative 

abstract paintings are of excellent technical quality, and they provide authentic glimpses of the 

human experience.  Fujimura (2014) has also written extensively about his identity as a Christian 

and an artist while rejecting the moniker of Christian artist with the following quote: 

I am not a Christian artist. I am a Christian, yes, and an artist. I dare not treat the 

powerful presence of Christ in my life as an adjective. I want Christ to be my whole 

being. Vincent van Gogh was not a Christian artist either, but in Christ he painted the 

heavens declaring the glory of God.  Emily Dickinson was not a Christian artist, and yet 

through her honest wrestling, given wings in words, her works—like Vincent’s, like 

Harper Lee’s, like Mahalia Jackson’s—speak to all the world as integrated visions of 

beauty against injustice. (p. 11) 

Meeting Christian Curriculum Standards Using the Backward Design Approach 

Contemporary approaches to art education recommend designing curriculum using 

enduring ideas and essential questions as a foundation (Stewart, 2005).  These approaches echo 

the creative processes of contemporary artists as they are often driven not just by the media in 

which they work, but by compelling concepts and ideas. The aim is to provide students with 

more than artistic skills, techniques, or facts, but with assignments that promote a 

multidisciplinary comprehension of real life issues as well. This is approach is often referred to 

as Backward Design or Understanding by Design (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998). 

Using the Understanding by Design approach requires structuring lessons plans by 

beginning with an enduring idea, one that transcends time, place, and culture, then unpacking the 

idea by identifying essential questions that prompt deep understanding of the idea (Stewart, 

2005, p. 25).  The three key principles that define this model of curriculum development are 
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identifying desired results, developing multiple methods of assessment, and creating a learning 

plan based on the desired results and assessment methods (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998).  When 

identifying desired results, instructors are guided to consider the big ideas and essential questions 

they want their students to understand.  There is a goal of allowing students to claim knowledge 

of and experience with these concepts so that they are able to utilize them on their own in the 

long term.  Assessments should have varying styles and methods, should provide evidence of 

real-world understanding and application, and should be aligned with the previously identified 

goals (Stewart, 2005).  When creating a learning plan, instructors are to gather teaching materials 

based on what will meet the identified goals and provide evidence of understanding during 

assessment rather than covering a massive amount of content (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998). 

In developing curriculum for a Christian school, it is important to identify desired 

outcomes for spiritual formation alongside academic and developmental goals (Community 

Christian School, 2016).  Then, using the Backward Design approach, educators design lessons 

that encourage that spiritual formation.  Most Protestant schools aim to achieve this through a 

thorough integration of the Bible into their curriculum. For the purposes of this study, the 

standards for Biblical integration into curriculum were derived from the Association of Christian 

Schools International (ACSI), the accrediting agency of Community Christian School (CCS).  

ACSI is the “largest Protestant educational organization in the world” (ACSI, 2015).  This 

organization accredits nearly 24,000 schools from over 100 countries, and these schools serve 

over 5.5 million students worldwide (ACSI, 2015).  This passage from the ACSI Standards 

Manual (ACSI, 2016) provides an exceptionally thorough overview of the curriculum standards 

required for a school to receive accreditation through ACSI.  It is lengthy, yet it offers a 

complete description of a typical Christian curriculum: 
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In Christian schools, this curricular plan must not only contain academic and 

developmental goals but address spiritual formation goals and integration of God’s Word 

in a natural and unforced manner. Through the instructional program and the Christian 

faculty that deliver it, the students develop a Christian view of God, humanity, and the 

world. This view should become the foundation for students’ own values, goals, and 

lifestyle. Care must also be given to ensure that curriculum plans and implementation 

appropriately reflect an acknowledgment of differences in children and show God’s love 

for people of all races, colors, ethnicities, and genders...Since all truth is God’s truth, 

teachable moments are utilized throughout the day to incorporate in a natural and an 

unforced way the truth that God is Creator and Lord of all content areas and disciplines. 

Integrating Christian truth into the curriculum is the distinctive of instruction. Christian 

moral and spiritual values are directly taught and are interwoven throughout each day’s 

activities in an age-appropriate manner. Students are given the opportunity to practice 

responding to issues and concepts in a Christlike manner. (ACSI, 2016) 

In summary, for schools accredited through ASCI, the desired outcomes guiding construction of 

curriculum must include the development of a “Christian view of God, humanity, and the world” 

(ACSI, 2016). 

Research Method 

My research investigated how an art educator may design curriculum to integrate 

contemporary theories of art as social activism into a Christian elementary art classroom.  I 

carried out this research from September to November of 2016 by conducting a case study of my 

own process as I navigated the issues and challenges of developing such a curriculum.  This 

curriculum may be implemented in my classroom in the future, but its implementation was not a 
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part of this capstone project.  My research was guided by Stake’s (1995) book The Art of Case 

Study Research, Yin’s (2009) outline for designing a case study, and Stokrocki’s (1997) 

description of qualitative inquiry in art education research. 

Subjects 

 The only subject of this case study is myself.  I am a white, female art educator working 

in a Christian school.  I am a wife and mother in a middle class family.  I received a Bachelor’s 

Degree in Studio Art from Florida State University and have worked as an artist and art educator 

for the past five years.  As an art educator, I have experience in varied settings including 

museums, art studios, assisted living facilities, summer art camps, homeschool groups, after-

school art classes, and a Christian elementary classroom.  I am also an alumna of Community 

Christian School, the school where I have been teaching elementary art for the past two years. 

I shared my findings with my peers Stan Dodson and Brett Weathers, art educators who 

have also researched teaching art as a form of social activism and whose work is grounded in 

Christian values.  I sought their feedback and used our correspondence as a source of guidance 

and inspiration.  I also sought the input of my school’s Elementary Principal, Pam 

Hollingsworth; Creative Arts Director, Tom Argersinger; and Headmaster, David Pinson. 

 

Research Site 

As a case study of my own process, this research primarily took place in my classroom 

and my home office.  I researched in scholarly journals on the Internet and used my local 

bookstore for texts that were unavailable online.  I complied this research by creating a Pinterest 

board and a blog to record my process and findings. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

I adhered to Stokrocki’s (1997) recommendations for gathering qualitative data for case 

studies by describing my curriculum development process in a blog.  In this blog, I collected and 

tagged my findings about the philosophies, processes, and products of social activist artists.  I 

wrote about Christian perspectives on art, social activism, and the purpose of elementary art 

education.  I then merged these perspectives into one unit of curriculum that satisfies the major 

goals of both social activist artists and Christians.  As I progressed, I chronicled my thoughts, 

questions, and any challenges I encountered.  The final products of this research include the blog 

posts detailing my process, the resulting unit of curriculum, and a summary of my experience in 

this Capstone research paper. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

I collected reflective, qualitative data as I developed a curriculum that combined best 

practices in social activism in art education and a Biblically integrated curriculum.  This 

narrative data was catalogued and tagged in my blog which served as a primary source from 

which I drew conclusions.  Yin (2009) suggests the following possible techniques for analyzing 

case studies: pattern-matching, explanation-building, and time-series analysis.  I also analyzed 

my curriculum to identify patterns, found explanations for the choices I made, and tracked the 

changes I made to these lesson plans as I learned new information. 

Findings 

The primary goal of this study was to demonstrate how contemporary practices of art as 

social activism might be integrated in elementary Christian art curriculum.  To satisfy this goal, 

this unit of curriculum had to meet the standards of the The Association of Christian Schools 

International, introduce students to art as social activism, and be created using the Understanding 
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by Design model of curriculum development.  As I conducted this research, the following 

findings proved most significant.  I found that empathy is the primary root of social activist art 

practices.  I also discovered that when developing curriculum, it is crucial to focus on the shared 

values of Christian educators and contemporary artists rather the differences. I also found that in 

order to allow faith and the creative process to coexist, is important to open up the curriculum to 

encourage mystery and student agency. 

Empathy is the Root of Social Activist Art Practices 

 While immersing myself in both contemporary and Christian thought, I found that 

cultivating empathy for others is the best way to instill a thirst for social activist art practices in 

my students.  I made this discovery while reflecting on a project that I had already done in my 

classroom which satisfied both the Christian standards and the contemporary standards of art as 

social activism education.  This project was a response to a massive power outage caused by 

hurricane Hermine.  Many homes in Tallahassee were without power for a week or more, and 

attendance at school was low.  Instead of teaching the scheduled lesson plans, I asked the 

students how they might care for the people who still had no electrical power. Their solution was 

to create a map of our city and prayerfully mark the neighborhoods and homes that were still 

without electricity. (See Figure 1.)  We shared the map and specific prayers the students had 

prayed via social media and received a warm response from our community.	
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I measured this project’s success to the empathy my students cultivated for the people in 

their community who were without electricity.  They had recently been in similar situations and, 

as such, were empathetically motivated to encourage others with their artwork.  From this 

experience I found that empathy is the ideal root of social activist art practices. 

Focus on Shared Values 

 While planning this unit of curriculum, I found that focusing on the differences between 

Christian education and contemporary social activist art practices was not only frustrating, it was 

paralyzing.  Concepts and causes that are dear to contemporary artists, for example, the 

exploration of gender issues, become theological minefields in the world of Christian education.  

While I believe there is an appropriate time and place to address these issues within the Christian 

faith, I do not believe the elementary art classroom is the best starting point. When lesson 

planning for the Christian art classroom, I found that it is best to first explore values that are 

Figure 1.  Students creating a map of homes without electricity and praying over each one. 
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shared by Christian art educators and contemporary artists such as cultivating empathy for 

others, giving voice to the marginalized, and discovering beauty in unexpected places.  

More Questions than Answers 

 While reflecting on the lesson plans I wrote, I found that I provided students with far 

more questions than answers. For example, in the first lesson in this unit, I asked students to 

consider the school’s name, Community Christian School.  I ask the following questions: “What 

is a community?  Who is included in our community?  Who do you want to include in our 

community?  Is there anyone who you wouldn’t include in our community?  Why?”  I do not 

provide answers to these questions.  Instead, I allow time for students to discuss their responses 

with the instructor and with each other. 

 I found the inclusion of more questions than answers to be the norm throughout these 

lesson plans. I also found that these questions were essential for guiding discussion, cultivating 

empathy, and building understanding throughout the curriculum. 

Summary of Findings 

 I found that the best way to reconcile Christian art curriculum with contemporary social 

activist art practices is to cultivate empathy for others by exploring shared values and providing 

more open ended questions than concrete answers.  This study is specifically significant for 

Christian art educators because it demonstrates how to create Biblically integrated lesson plans 

that still allow for creative choice and free thinking.  By helping students cultivate empathy for 

others through the recognition of shared values, Christian art educators may plant the seeds of 

social activist art making in their classrooms. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

 The goal of my research was to integrate contemporary practices of art as social activism 

into the elementary Christian art classroom by creating a unit of curriculum.  My review of the 

literature indicated a growing trend of social activism in contemporary art education practices.  It 

also showed that in order to meet the standards of Christian school curriculum, the curriculum I 

created had to be fully Biblically integrated.  Simply sprinkling in a Bible verse here and there 

was not enough for my lesson plans to meet these standards. It was necessary to choose 

scriptural themes to guide each step in the development of my lesson plans.  I chose the theme of 

empathetically exploring unity and diversity in one’s community and created a seven-week unit 

of curriculum for a fifth grade art class.  I documented this process by keeping a blog of my 

findings. I found that reconciling the worlds of Christian education and contemporary art 

practices is possible, yet challenging.  It requires placing heavy emphasis on empathy, a desire to 

favor common values over potential conflict, and an allowance for mystery and student agency. 

Discussion and Interpretation of Findings 

 My research culminated in a lesson plan theme of empathetically exploring unity and 

diversity within one’s community.  I found that the essential ideas used to shape these plans may 

serve as more than a curriculum guide.  They are also a reminder to art educators who feel they 

must choose between contemporary artists and a specific set of beliefs, for example, conservative 

Christianity.  By placing empathy at the heart of the educational and art making process, 

Christian art educators may help their students understand, value, and love others who do not 

share their beliefs.  By learning that considering the world from a new perspective does not 

necessarily mean sacrificing your own perspective, students and art educators may also 

appreciate the lives and the artwork of people who hold different beliefs. 
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   I also learned the importance of truly working towards reconciliation between these 

fields.  When I began this research, I was distracted by topics where Christian education and 

contemporary art education clashed.  Initially I had hoped to challenge or work through some of 

these differences.  I came to realize that, especially in education, choosing empathy and 

understanding over conflict is often the more beneficial path for educators and students.  It is 

possible for conservative Christian education and contemporary art education to exist 

harmoniously and productively.  I found that the resulting lesson content can be rich and 

challenging without being controversial, hurtful, or polarizing. 

 I also found that my lesson plans contain far more questions than answers.  I found this to 

be an important part of creating curriculum that allows the Christian faith and contemporary art 

practices to work together. I found that trying to give concrete answers to complex questions 

would steer my lessons into controversial and divisive territory.  This requires the Christian art 

educator to refrain from explicitly teaching the Christian worldview as absolute truth until they 

have explored multiple perspectives and given students ample opportunity to consider the rich 

depths of a concept.  It is my hope that providing opportunities for students to experience 

mystery in both their faith and their creative process will allow them the agency to reconcile the 

two in their own unique way. 

Significance, Implications, and Recommendations 

 This study is of special significance to art educators who work in religious settings.  

During this study I faced issues of uncertainty and doubt that are unique to art educators who 

work within the boundaries of a particular faith. I wish to affirm for other art educators that 

working in a religious setting does not have to make you any less of a scholar.  It is possible to 

engage with contemporary ideas and to conduct research to inform your professional practices.  
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In my case, striving to reconcile my studies with my work in a Christian school setting has been 

extremely rewarding and renewed my confidence as an artist and an educator. 

 Specifically, for Christian art educators, this study is significant because it demonstrates 

how to create Biblically integrated lesson plans that still allow for creative choice and free 

thinking.  By helping students cultivate empathy for others through the recognition of shared 

values, Christian art educators may plant the seeds of social activist art making in their 

classrooms. 

 I recommend studies that imagine lesson plans to build upon this unit of curriculum.  The 

unit I created is just a beginning, and it is a very safe place to begin.  I wonder what would make 

for good subsequent subject matter.  How should a Christian art educator handle more difficult 

and ambiguous questions, especially at the high school or college level?  Future research may 

address the difference between art made by Christians and overtly Christian art, the intersection 

of art making and evangelism, art as religious propaganda, and Biblical perspectives on 

creativity. 

Conclusion 

 During this study, I faced issues of uncertainty and doubt that are unique to art educators 

who work within the boundaries of a particular faith. I wish to affirm for other art educators that 

working in a religious setting does not have to make you any less of a scholar.  It is possible to 

engage with contemporary ideas and to conduct research to inform your professional 

practices.  In my case, striving to reconcile my identity as a Christian art educator with my 

identity as a contemporary artist and scholar has been extremely rewarding.  It has renewed my 

confidence as an artist and an educator.  I have used my blog at 

www.makingnewarted.wordpress.com to document this process, and I will continue to share the 
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work that I am doing in my classroom.  I hope that it will serve as a launch pad for discussion 

and collaboration between other scholars, artists, educators, and people of faith to further the 

development of contemporary art curriculum for any and all faith-based educational settings. 
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Figures 

Figure 1. Students creating a map of homes without electricity and praying over each one. 

[Personal photograph taken in Tallahassee, Florida]. (2016, September). 
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