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Issues 

This school culture seems to be a typical public elementary school; however, it is in a 

community that appears to have almost no cultural or ethnic diversity.  My estimate is that fewer 

than 20 out of the town’s 2,600 citizens are non-Caucasian (0.78%).  This alarms me because 

most of the children who graduate from our school move away from small town to regions where 

it is likely cultural diversity is a given.  Students may not be fully educated to understand both 

that cultures differ in other regions and what cultural diversity means to them.  This project will 

guide students through understanding that there are cultural, social, and ethnic differences among 

people and give them strategies for addressing and understanding cultural differences. 

The inspiration for this project idea comes from two primary sources: an article by 

Patricia Stuhr (1994), “Multicultural Art Education and Social Reconstruction,” and the potential 

for new communal and cultural events within the town and school system I work.  Stuhr’s article 

heightened my awareness of what effective multicultural art education can look like and that 

“multicultural art education also reconstructs society” (1994, p. 171).  Having read this article 

near the same time a small group of socially active students approached me for ideas on how to 

become more involved in the community, gave me cause to think about a critical intervention 

project appropriate for them and their same-grade peers.  These students were ultimately asking 

for help on how to make a difference in their community through art making.  The focus of this 

art intervention plan is to design an opportunity for students to make critical decisions about the 

needs and wishes of the social community of their school culture and about how best to act on 

those decisions (Kaye, 2004). 

This communal event plan will most closely adhere to two particular foundations: first, 

understanding cultural diversity and promoting social equity, and second, being better informed 
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community members through an understanding of the benefits of positive multicultural 

relationships (Stuhr, 1994).  Stuhr (1994) discusses five general multicultural education 

approaches, two of which align quite closely with the foundations of this school community 

project and to my personal view of effective multicultural education: “Multicultural Education 

Approach” (p. 175) and more so “Education That is Multicultural and Social Reconstructionist” 

(p. 176).  These approaches align with the foundations of this project because of their emphases 

on the philosophy that students should be enabled to envision a nation where all citizens are 

equal (Stuhr, 1994).  However, while the Multicultural Education Approach assumes an 

emphasis on reforming the school program through cultural democracy, the Education that is 

Multicultural and Social Reconstructionist approach includes emphases on reformation of social 

structure equality at a national or even global level (Stuhr, 1994).  For this project students will 

focus on school cultural changes and then use these new understandings as a starting point for 

discussions about similar global issues. 

Findings 

The Multicultural Education Approach proposed by Stuhr (1994) “advocates school 

reform that will make schools reflect diversity and give equal attention to a variety of cultural 

groups, regardless or whether or not they are represented in the school population” (p. 175).  The 

value of this approach is that students will have the opportunity to discuss and gain 

understanding about diverse cultures by studying various examples of their art, artifacts, and 

traditions.  After a study of others, students can then observe social and cultural behaviors among 

their own school culture.  This observation will be done as an action research project in which 

the students, through the act of critical inquiry, will study social and cultural habits between 

groups of peers and other cultures studied and then compare and contrast the their findings.  The 
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goal for the students’ research will be to identify diverse social activities and traditions and to 

use critical decision-making to decide appropriate methods for using art to share new 

multicultural understandings with others in the school setting. (Kaye, 2004)  The artwork 

associated with this unit will even generate inquiry among its viewers. 

Ultimately, the form of the project will be represented with two benches that symbolize a 

safe, beautiful, welcoming place to sit and have open conversations among people about 

sometimes difficult topics.  The students will observe the social and cultural setting of the 

different areas of the school atmosphere.  They will determine the most likely places people 

would and should take time to sit on the beautiful benches to have friendly conversations with 

others about difficult cultural topics.  The images, colors, shapes, and forms of the handmade 

tiles adorning the benches will further develop the welcoming and friendly atmosphere for 

conversation as well as bring to question difficult cultural topics that have been ignored but 

should not be any longer. 

Funding for this project will come from the art department donations account; generous 

community members have donated to the art department in previous years for other outreach 

projects that had been implemented.  The materials for this final project will include handmade 

stoneware 6” X 6” tiles, Porcelain corner tiles, two 4’ X 8’ backer boards, two 2” X 4” X 192” 

studs, tile adhesive, grout, screws, and a ¼” X ¼” trowel.  The total cost for construction 

supplies will be approximately $180 - $200 (Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Itemization of Construction Supplies for Benches Project / Resource 

 

Product Description Unit Price Total Cost 

Stoneware clay and glaze for tiles / already on hand $60  

4’ x 8’ cement board / Lowes (2) $28 each $56 

2” X 4” X 192” / Lowes  (2) $8 each $16 

Tile Mortar; 50 lb powder bag / Lowes $26 $26 

Grout; 25 lb powder bag / Lowes $14 $14 

¼” X ¼” trowel / Lowes $8 $8 

Screws / Lowes $9 $9 

Sealer spray / Lowes $10 $10 

Corner trim porcelain tiles / Lowes (20) $2 each $40 

Approximated Total Cost Without Tax  $179 

 
The structure of this school community multicultural education unit will be largely 

influenced by Blandy’s theories of participatory culture and performing democracy (2011).  In a 

participatory culture the role of the art teacher is as facilitator of students’ cultural learning, and 

collaborative problem solving is listed as one of its forms (Blandy, 2011).  Performing 

democracy involves  “working with others, building consensus, designing inclusive discussions, 

resolving conflict, acting on common concerns, and planning for the future” (Blandy, 2011, p. 

10).  Both of these strategies strongly influenced me to adjust the teaching and learning structure 

of my classroom for this unit, requiring more students’ personal input on their learning and 

accepting their input as guidance toward more relevant content. 
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Reflections on and documentation of the work on this project will be necessary for the 

greatest amount of social change to be achieved (Kaye, 2004).  Jeremy Blair (2014) suggests 

stop motion animation as a quality tool for self-reflection and self-assessment; he calls it 

autoethnography, which is a qualitative method of studying self within a social, cultural context 

(Blair, 2014).  He states “autoethnography has the capacity to provoke viewers to broaden their 

horizons, reflect critically on experiences, enter empathetically into the lives of others, and 

actively participate in dialogue regarding social implications of the encountered” (Blair, 2014, p. 

6).   These capacities seem to be wonderful tools for helping students empathetically connect to 

the cultural and social diversity they are addressing and will possibly lead them to even greater 

understanding of the information they are attempting to project to others.  Therefore, 

documentation of the research, planning, construction, instillation, and social effects of this unit 

could be done with stop motion animation if not with another video documentation method. 

In all, this unit will teach students about cultural awareness, observation strategies of 

social behaviors, critical inquiry about local cultural activities, and the positive effects of 

collaborative work on and open communication about difficult social and cultural topics.  

Students will benefit from this learning throughout adulthood as they experience social and 

cultural issues wherever they may be. 

Summary 

The projected working dates of this unit will be in the fall of the 2014 – 2015 school year.  

Students can begin their orientation work of studying art, artifacts, and traditions of other 

cultures and then comparing and contrasting this new learning to what they discover through 

studies of self and peer observations.  Using the compare and contrast information, students can 

determine that our school culture needs a better social and multicultural education and how basic 
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communication skills can be a part of that improved education.  Through some action research 

such as student surveys and student observations, children will decide the better locations on 

school grounds where such communications could take place: different places around the 

playground, soccer fields, front yard, bus-loading area, various side doors and sidewalks, etc.  

They will decide if the placement of a “Conversation Bench” would be a good aesthetic fit for 

the communication locations they have chosen.  Finally, students will follow-up with 

observations and surveys regarding the uses of the Conversation Benches, determining their 

effect on the culture-building cause. 

Documentation and reflection on the process of multicultural and sociocultural education 

could be done using the technique of stop motion animation.  Stop motion would be new to the 

students, so they would first have to learn the process, and then they could use their work on this 

animation to document their planning and research. 

Future work with the Conversation Benches could include moving the benches to new 

locations as students review the effectiveness of the current bench locations as compared to other 

potentially more effect communication locations.  Students could also create temporary 

installation pieces that refocus viewers’ attention on both the benches themselves and their 

intended cultural education purposes.   

This project is attempting to heighten multicultural awareness, respect, and understanding 

in multiple ways among diverse students.  The result of this project will be a grand sculpture-

making event that pulls all students together in a unified attempt to use their new understandings 

to educate peers about a difficult subject in a comfortable setting. 
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