
 

        www.jsser.org 

Journal of Social Studies Education Research 

Sosyal Bilgiler Eğitimi Araştırmaları Dergisi 

 

2026:17 (3), 28-48 

  

Artivism as Democratic Practice: Using the Arts to Explore Civic Education with 

Elementary Pre-Service Teachers 

 

Abigail Stebbins1 & John H. Samuels2  

 

Abstract 

In an era marked by political polarization and curricular restrictions, civic education faces mounting 

challenges, particularly in elementary classrooms where social studies is often marginalized. This 

qualitative study explores artivism, the fusion of art and activism, as a pedagogical tool for 

engaging pre-service teachers (PSTs) in civic education within elementary social studies methods 

courses. Grounded in a conceptual framework that integrates arts-based research, arts integration, 

and aesthetic imagination, the study examines how PSTs use digital collage to express civic 

concerns and commitments. Data were collected from 68 PSTs across two teacher education 

programs, who created collages and accompanying artist statements focused on personally 

significant social issues. Using Feldman’s method of art critique and thematic analysis, the study 

identified seven civic themes-most prominently human rights and educational equity-and three 

categories of civic expression: Inform/Educate, Raise Awareness, and Inspire Action. While PSTs 

demonstrated strong engagement with justice-oriented topics, their work primarily emphasized 

raising awareness, with limited representation of action-oriented advocacy. Additionally, despite 

programmatic emphasis on racial justice, race was rarely addressed explicitly, revealing a gap 

between representational diversity and racial literacy. Findings suggest that artivism offers a “soft 

start” to civic dialogue, enabling PSTs to explore complex issues through multimodal expression. 

However, intentional scaffolding is needed to support deeper critical engagement and movement 

toward civic action. This study contributes to the growing scholarship on arts-based pedagogy in 

teacher education and highlights the potential of artivism to foster democratic resilience, civic 

identity development, and transformative learning in future educators. 
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Introduction 

The role of social studies education in preparing young people for informed and engaged 

citizenship has never been more critical than it is today. In a contemporary landscape marked by 

political division, widespread dissemination of misinformation, and challenges to democratic 

institutions worldwide, the necessity of civic education has never been greater. In the United 

States, there are a growing number of legislative efforts to restrict teaching of and engagement 
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with social issues, such as race, gender, and sexual orientation. These legal and social pressures 

have created a chilling effect on classrooms, where teachers fear engaging with social realities and 

challenging topics (Diliberti et al., 2024; Stevens et al., 2025). Social studies education is uniquely 

positioned to address these challenges, but it requires tools that go beyond conventional, often 

procedural, forms of civic engagement.  

As educators grapple with how to foster democratic resilience in increasingly polarized times, 

there is a pressing need for pedagogical approaches that empower both teachers and students to 

critically engage with the world around them. This study explores artivism–the fusion of art and 

activism–as one such approach, particularly within the context of elementary social studies 

methods courses. Artivism is an invitation to engage with controversial issues, express civic 

commitments, and imagine democratic futures through creative, multimodal expression. In an era 

of restriction, art offers both an avenue and space to pause, imagine, inquire, and dissent, 

functioning not merely as commentary but as a call for action in the civic landscape. By infusing 

artivism into teacher education, this study responds to calls for innovative civic education practices 

that foster critical engagement with social realities and rebuild democratic resilience. More 

specifically, we were guided by the following two research questions: 1) What issues are important 

to pre-service teachers (PSTs) in the current educational and political climate? 2) How do PSTs 

frame civic and social justice issues through the visual and textual components of artivism 

projects? 

Literature Review 

Social studies education plays a vital role in preparing young people for informed and engaged 

citizenship. Yet, despite a clear civic imperative, social studies faces significant obstacles–

particularly in elementary schools, where it is often marginalized (D’Souza & Kullberg, 2018; 

Fitchett et al., 2014). This challenge extends into teacher education programs, where elementary 

social studies methods courses are frequently the only formal exposure PSTs receive to social 

studies content and pedagogy (Bolick et al., 2010; Passe, 2006). The marginalization of social 

studies in teacher preparation is well-documented and manifests in limited coursework, subject 

bias, and minimal field-based reinforcement (Schroeder & Washington, 2019; Hawkman et al., 

2015). As a result, methods courses are tasked with developing PSTs’ content knowledge, 
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introducing anti-oppressive pedagogies (Rodríguez & Swalwell, 2021; Shear et al., 2018), and 

preparing PSTs to advocate for social studies in elementary curricula–all within a constrained 

timeframe. A particularly pressing dimension of this work is civic education.  

Research reveals a gap in PSTs’ preparation for teaching about citizenship and civic engagement. 

Many aspiring educators have limited personal experience with robust civic learning and hold 

narrow conceptualizations of civic engagement, often equating it solely with voting or 

volunteering (DiGiacomo et al., 2024; Levine, 2015; Journell, 2017). This aligns with Westheimer 

and Kahne’s (2004) research on citizenship, which describes how schools often implicitly cue and 

value personally responsible and participatory citizenship more than justice-oriented citizenship 

(e.g., addressing root causes of inequity, dissent). As a result, concepts such as media literacy, 

digital citizenship, racial literacy, and participatory democracy remain unfamiliar and 

uncomfortable to many PSTs. While they may recognize the importance of these skills, they often 

express uncertainty about how to teach them effectively (Tannebaum, 2020). This lack of 

confidence underscores the need for transformative teacher education programs that explicitly 

address civic learning and equip PSTs with pedagogical strategies for navigating complex 

sociopolitical content. 

Resistance to critical and justice-oriented approaches further complicates this work. Teaching 

about and discussing civic issues, a cornerstone of democratic education, currently presents 

professional risks for teachers who must navigate ideological tensions and community resistance 

(Diliberti et al, 2024; Stevens et al., 2025). Studies have shown that PSTs may resist teaching 

difficult histories or controversial topics due to perceived developmental inappropriateness or fear 

of backlash (Hawkman, 2020; Swalwell et al., 2015). The risk of backlash undermines democratic 

discourse and deliberation. This type of environment places teachers, PSTs, and teacher educators 

in a precarious position and necessitates pedagogical approaches that provide an alternate entry 

point for engagement with critical civic topics in order to prepare students for civic life.  

In response to these challenges, scholars have increasingly explored the role of art-based 

pedagogies in civic education. Shields and Fendler (2023) propose a curriculum model for 

civically engaged art education, emphasizing artistic thinking, making, and acting as pathways for 

youth to investigate social and political issues. Their work demonstrates how arts-based teaching 
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and learning can support students in becoming civic agents and changemakers. Similarly, Tishman 

et al. (2021) argue that the arts can serve as a “civic commons,” offering students opportunities to 

explore civic ideas and dilemmas through aesthetic inquiry and dialogue. These approaches align 

with broader calls to integrate art into educational spaces as a “new educative language for 

transformative social action” (Aladro-Vico et al., 2018).  

While much of the existing scholarship focuses on K-12 contexts, emerging research in teacher 

education has begun to examine how arts-based pedagogies shape the learning and development 

of PSTs. In their systematic literature review, Møller-Skau and Lindstøl (2022) examine how arts-

based teaching and learning practices influence student teachers’ development across 19 studies 

from eight countries. They identify three recurring patterns in learning outcomes: emotional 

engagement (“emotional turns”), increased agency and motivation (“ability and desire to act”), and 

shifts in beliefs and perspectives (“changed attitudes”). Using the metaphor of “crystallisation,” 

the authors argue that arts-based approaches foster multifaceted, transformative learning 

experiences that open up new possibilities in teacher education. This work highlights the potential 

of arts-based pedagogy to support reflective, culturally responsive, and emotionally attuned 

teaching practices.  

Specifically, within the field of social studies teacher education, scant research exists. While some 

research has examined how PSTs integrate art into social studies lesson plans (e.g., Dobrick & 

Fattal, 2018), to our knowledge, no research has explored how PSTs themselves engage with art 

as a form of civic engagement within a social studies methods course. Thus, this study fills this 

gap in the literature by exploring artivism as a pedagogical approach within an elementary social 

studies methods course to teach for democracy in today’s complex sociopolitical landscape. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study is grounded in a conceptual framework that brings together arts integration and artivism 

as complementary pedagogical approaches for fostering civic engagement and democratic 

participation in educational settings. This framework positions the arts not as peripheral or 

decorative, but as central to meaning-making, critical inquiry, and social transformation. 
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Arts Integration 

Arts integration is an approach to teaching in which students construct and demonstrate 

understanding through an art form. Students engage in a creative process which connects an art 

form and another subject area and meets evolving objectives in both” (Silverstein & Layne, 2010, 

p.1). Through the lens of this definition, the arts are centered along other academic disciplines as 

equal partners and seen as legitimate sources of knowledge (Davis, 2008). In other words, arts 

integration should neither trivialize art as mere “fun” or decoration in a lesson nor displace 

disciplinary rigor; rather, teaching and learning of content should occur “through and with” the 

arts (Burnaford, 2007, p. 12). For example, a fifth-grade unit on the American Revolution could 

ask students to write a play about the Boston Tea Party. In this example, students not only learn 

social studies content and meet social studies objectives, but they also learn about elements of 

drama, playwriting, and character study. With an arts integration approach, deeper learning exists 

for both the art form and the other subject and does not utilize the arts as merely a way to support 

another subject. 

However, achieving this ideal in practice may be challenging. Research suggests that social studies 

integration often becomes "fractured," where one subject dominates and the other is treated 

superficially (Hinde, 2015). Another challenge lies in the assumption that learning outcomes from 

integrative learning experiences are fixed or linear (Halverson, 2021). These challenges highlight 

why a strong conceptual framework of arts integration is essential. Arts integration prioritizes 

mutually beneficial outcomes in both the arts and the disciplinary content (Burnaford, 2007) and 

challenges the notion that outcomes of learning are fixed by emphasizing emergent and collective 

outcomes that incorporate student histories, cultures, and experiences as novel, emergent, and 

collective learning (Halverson, 2021). To this end, arts integration is a vital part of our conceptual 

framework and study. Given the deep political divisions and misinformation that plague our 

society and current educational context, we see the arts as an instrumental pedagogical tool to help 

students and educators engage in complex democratic issues and civil discourse.  

Artivism 

Building on the foundation of arts integration, artivism extends the role of the arts into the realm 

of civic action. Artivism, a fusion of art and activism, is both a conceptual framework and a praxis 
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that leverages artistic expression to challenge, (re)imagine, and transform sociopolitical realities 

(Sandoval & Latorre, 2008). Unlike conventional forms of civic participation such as voting or 

volunteering, artivism provides a dynamic, creative, and accessible avenue for individuals to 

engage with issues of social concern. Artivism is a specific form of arts integration that centers the 

action-oriented objectives of civic engagement.  

Artivists employ visual arts, performance, music, storytelling, and multimedia (Pereira et al., 2025; 

Rhoades, 2012; Sandoval & Latorre, 2008) to communicate messages related to social justice, 

equity, and community well-being. Thus, artivism is not neutral. Through the lens of artivism, 

artistic actions are intentionally designed to provoke dialogue, represent marginalized 

perspectives, and elicit change (Pereira et al., 2025). 

In educational contexts, artivism can serve as a bridge between personal expression and collective 

responsibility. It empowers students to become active participants in democratic life, using 

creative tools to engage as civic agents within their communities. Artivism can transform 

classrooms into spaces of civic possibility where learning is not only about acquiring knowledge, 

but also about engaging civically.  

Aesthetic Imagination and Existential Engagement 

Building on the foundations of arts integration and artivism, Maxine Greene’s existential and 

imaginative approach offers a philosophical lens through which to understand the transformative 

potential of the arts in teacher education. Greene (1995) argues that aesthetic experiences awaken 

the imagination, enabling individuals to perceive the world as it could be rather than simply as it 

is. This imaginative capacity is essential for civic engagement, as it allows students to envision 

alternative futures and empathize with diverse perspectives. Greene’s emphasis on personal 

meaning-making and moral agency complements the goals of artivism, positioning artistic 

expression as a vehicle for both individual awakening and collective action. In this way, Greene’s 

framework deepens the conceptual grounding of this study by highlighting the arts as a means of 

existential exploration and democratic possibility. 
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Method 

Research Design 

This qualitative study uses arts-based research to explore how PSTs engage with civic issues 

through arts-based pedagogy in elementary social studies methods courses. Arts based research is 

defined as “a process of inquiry whereby the research, alone or with others, engages the making 

of art as a primary mode of inquiry” (McNiff, 2014, p. 259). Our decision to engage with art in 

our research represents an acknowledgement that new insights and learning can transcend 

traditional ways of knowledge production and an intentional connection to theoretical 

underpinnings of arts integration.  

Our shared commitment to critical and integrative approaches in elementary teacher education–

particularly those that center the arts–served as the foundation for this research. After connecting 

at a professional conference and discovering overlapping interests in civic pedagogy and 

integrative, arts-based methods, we chose to collaborate on a curricular unit anchored in The 

Artivist by Nikkolas Smith (2023). Initially, our goal was to explore how the arts might enrich our 

social studies methods courses and foster deeper engagement among our students. However, as the 

unit unfolded, we recognized its potential to surface the civic concerns and commitments our 

students bring with them, thus offering insight into the issues they care about and how they are 

beginning to shape their own civic teaching practices. 

In this study, we specifically draw upon collage as a medium through which PSTs express their 

perspectives, and we use elements of visual art to support our interpretive analysis. As an arts-

based method, collage is embodied and multisensory, accessible to participants regardless of 

artistic skill, and requires minimal materials (Scotti & Chilton, 2018). Most importantly, collage 

enabled both participants and researchers to construct meaning, articulate insights, and evoke 

aesthetic responses, serving as both data and a mode of inquiry (Scotti & Chilton, 2018). 

Participants  

The data source for this study was a student artmaking assignment that served as a culminating 

activity in a unit focused on artivism as a form of civic engagement. Data were collected during 
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the Fall 2023 semester in our elementary social studies methods courses in two elementary teacher 

education programs: one at a large university in the southeastern United States, and the other at a 

large university in the mid-Atlantic region. The participants in this study reflect the primary 

demographic of public school teachers in the United States, primarily white and female (Schaeffer, 

2024). To ensure ethical engagement and minimize any perceived pressure to participate in the 

study, we obtained consent and analyzed the artwork only after the semester ended and grades 

were posted. A total of 68 PSTs participated in the study.  

Data Collection 

The unit began with a warm-up discussing social justice, social injustice, and social action, 

followed by an interactive read-aloud of children’s book The Artivist by Nikkolas Smith (2023). 

This text was intentionally selected due to its accessibility, its focus on diverse civic figures, and 

its clear demonstration of the art as a form of activism, making the concept of artivism concrete 

for PSTs. As part of the interactive read aloud, PSTs engaged in discussion around artivism and 

its connections to social studies education broadly and civic education specifically. Centering true 

arts integration, the next portion of the lesson supported PSTs in understanding collage as an art 

medium and introduced key visual arts elements, including line, color, space, texture, and shape. 

Students learned this terminology and practiced identifying and describing artwork using this 

knowledge of visual art. 

For the assignment, students were asked to identify a current social issue in their community, city, 

or country that held personal significance. Once they selected a social issue that either affected 

them directly or resonated with their values, PSTs were tasked with creating digital collages to 

shed light on their issue, keeping in mind how they could apply visual art elements to convey their 

message. In addition to their collage, students wrote an artist statement that explained their artistic 

choices and why the issue was relevant to them.  

Data Analysis 

We analyzed the PST-created artwork using a two-phased approach. First, we used Feldman’s 

(1973) method of art critique, which is a structured interpretative framework that guides viewers 

through a reflective process of engaging with visual art. Fedman’s model encourages a holistic 
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analysis of art that progresses from description to interpretation and evaluation, which fosters 

informed and organized analysis about art and shared discoveries about the connection between 

art and the human condition (Broome et al., 2018; Feldman, 1973). There are four phases of 

Feldman’s method: 

● Description: Observing and articulating what is seen in the artwork 

● Analysis: Identifying which elements of art are evident, such as shape, line, color, texture, 

space 

● Interpretation: Interpreting the content, emotion, symbolism, and ideas conveyed of the 

artwork  

● Judgement: Evaluating the overall impact and effectiveness of the work 

Although Feldman’s method is primarily used for art interpretation, we adapted it as a tool for data 

analysis to support systematic inquiry and facilitate meaningful dialogue and analysis. Importantly, 

Feldman’s method also helped us avoid spontaneous or surface-level judgments about the art that 

may have led us to “reach premature closure to our aesthetic experience (Feldman, 1973 p. 52). In 

other words, Feldman’s method helped us “look longer and more intelligently” at the artwork, 

which was especially helpful to us as researchers without a formal background in visual art 

critique.  

Our iterative process of data analysis included two phases analysis and multiple collaborative 

meetings to discuss, revisit, and (re)interpret the data. Our analysis began with a collaborative 

analysis of the first ten collages, followed by incremental independent analysis of the remaining 

works. Working together to analyze and discuss the initial set of ten collages allowed us to 

establish shared understandings and reach code agreement, thereby enhancing the reliability and 

consistency of our subsequent, independent analysis. In the first round of analysis, we applied 

Feldman’s method to each collage, moving through the phases of description, analysis, 

interpretation, and judgment. During this phase, we took detailed analytic memos to document our 

observations and reflections. These memos became a bridge to our second round of analysis, in 

which we conducted thematic coding focused on the social issues selected by the PSTs and the 

ways in which their collages functioned as acts of civic expression, which we refer to as artist 

intent.  
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In the second phase of analysis, to identify themes, we coded the analytic memos generated during 

our Feldman-based analysis and the artist statements written by PSTs. We looked for patterns in 

how PSTs represented their chosen issues, the visual strategies they employed, and the messages 

they sought to convey. This two-layered approach to data analysis–combining Feldman’s method 

with traditional qualitative thematic analysis–allowed us to engage more deeply in both the 

aesthetic and civic dimensions of the data. It also facilitated richer discussions and more nuanced 

meaning-making that were grounded in the actual artwork, rather than abstracted from it.  

Findings 

This study examined how pre-service teachers engaged with civic issues through the creation of 

collages in elementary social studies methods courses. The findings of this study focus on two 

dimensions: 1) the civic themes represented in the artwork and 2) the artist intent expressed 

through visual components. Together, these findings offer insight into how PSTs conceptualize 

civic engagement and use artivism to navigate complex social issues.  

Civic Themes in Collages 

In this study, we invited PSTs to explore social issues through the creation of digital collages, 

resulting in a wide range of topics that reflect their emerging civic concerns. Analysis of the 68 

collages revealed seven primary thematic categories (see Table 1). The most frequently addressed 

theme was Human Rights (n = 14), encompassing topics such as disability rights, women’s rights, 

and LGBTQ+ rights. This was followed by Educational Access & Equity (n = 12), which included 

collages focused on book bans, the school-to-prison pipeline, and culturally responsive curriculum. 

Other categories included Violence & Safety (n = 9), Health & Wellbeing (n = 9), and 

Socioeconomic Inequality (n = 8), with students addressing issues such as gun violence, mental 

health, food insecurity, and homelessness. Environment & Animal Welfare (n = 6) and Child 

Welfare (n = 4) were less commonly represented. Six collages were classified as Uncategorized, 

as the artists did not explicitly name the civic issue they were addressing with their collage, and 

we did not want to misinterpret their artistic intent.  
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Table 1  

Civic Themes in Collages 

Category Example Topics Within Category Count 

Human Rights Disability rights 

Women’s rights 

LGBTQ+ rights 

14 

Educational Access & Equity Book bans 

School to prison pipeline 

Culturally responsive curriculum 

12 

Violence & Safety Gun violence 

Human trafficking  

Cyber bullying 

9 

Heath & Wellbeing Mental health 

Access to healthcare 

Suicide prevention 

 9 

Socioeconomic Inequality Food insecurity 

Homelessness 

Poverty 

 8 

Environment & Animal Welfare Ocean pollution 

Animal cruelty 

Toxins 

 6 

Child Welfare Foster care system 

Peace for children 

 4 

Uncategorized   6 

    

 

The prevalence of justice-oriented themes across the collages suggests that PSTs are attuned to a 

broad spectrum of social issues and are beginning to see civic engagement as a practice that 

interrogates issues of equity. Many collages reflected a desire to advocate for marginalized 

communities (e.g., immigrants, foster children), challenge systemic inequities (e.g., school-to-

prison pipeline), and highlight pressing societal concerns in their local communities (e.g., gun 

violence). This aligns with the goals of social studies teacher education to prepare future teachers 

to foster democratic classrooms and engage students in critical inquiry about the surrounding 

world. 

However, despite both teacher education programs involved in the study emphasizing racial justice 

as a core component of the programmatic curriculum, there was a notable lack of explicit 
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engagement with issues of race in the collages. Only two PSTs directly addressed race in their 

work: one shared the disproportionate impact of the school-to-prison pipeline on Black students, 

and another highlighted how the overturning of Roe v. Wade disproportionately affects Black 

women. While 31 collages included racial imagery or symbolism, such as photographs and clip art 

of racially diverse individuals, these visual elements appeared to serve a representational purpose 

only. In other words, the inclusion of racial imagery seemed to stop at surface-level representation 

rather than extending into deeper interrogation of racial injustice. The remaining 35 collages did 

not include race at all. 

This pattern suggests a critical disconnect in how PSTs engage with race in their civic expression. 

The distinction between visual representation and deeper interrogation points to a potential gap in 

PSTs’ racial literacy as it relates to civic engagement. These findings raise important questions 

about how PSTs conceptualize civic engagement and the role of race within it. While the collages 

demonstrate a strong commitment to justice-oriented themes, such as disability and LGBTQ+ 

rights, the absence of race as a central focus underscores the need for more intentional scaffolding 

and support in helping PSTs critically engage with racial justice in their civic teaching. 

Artist Intent and Modes of Civic Expression 

Beyond the civic topics represented in the collages, we conducted a focused analysis of artist 

intent, specifically to explore how PSTs used collage as a form of activism. We define artist intent 

as the purpose behind an artist’s creations (Fiveable, 2024), including both emotional expression 

and civic messages they aimed to convey through their artwork. Understanding artist intent is 

central to interpreting artivism because it reveals how PSTs embodied their role as civic actors and 

how they use visual art to engage others in social issues.  

In the context of this study, we examined artist intent through a dual lens: the visual data of the 

collages and the accompanying written artist statements. This approach allowed us to balance our 

interpretations with the PSTs’ own reflections, grounding our analysis in both aesthetic and 

narrative evidence. For the six collages submitted without artist statements, we relied solely on 

Feldman’s method of art critique to interpret the work, acknowledging the limitations of analyzing 

intent without direct textual evidence.  
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Analysis of the 68 collages based on artist intent led to identifying three distinct categories of civic 

expression: Inform/Educate, Raise Awareness, and Inspire Action (see Table 2). These categories 

reflect a continuum of civic engagement, from knowledge-building to emotional resonance to 

mobilization. 

Inform/Educate 

Collages in this category focused on conveying factual information, definitions, statistics, or key 

details about a civic issue. PSTs used visual elements such as charts, graphs, and headlines to 

present data and inform viewers. These works prioritized clarity and accuracy over emotional 

appeal, positioning the artist as a civic educator. For example, one collage on bullying included 

the statistic “1 out of 5 students are bullied,” while another on acid mine drainage featured a labeled 

diagram explaining the environmental process. 

Raise Awareness 

These works often employed emotionally evocative imagery, juxtaposition, and symbolism to 

highlight the human impact of civic concerns. For instance, a collage on mental health depicted 

negative self-talk and emotional distress on one side, contrasted with affirming quotes and hopeful 

imagery on the other—visually representing both the struggle and the possibility of healing. 

Another collage critiquing the lack of arts programming in schools used vibrant student artwork 

alongside sterile, empty hallways and a hand grasping money to symbolize the consequences of 

deprioritizing creativity in education. 

Inspire Action 

Collages in this category featured explicit calls to action, using protest imagery, slogans, and 

activist symbols to encourage viewers to engage civically. These works positioned the artist not 

just as an observer or educator, but as a mobilizer. PSTs in this category often included visual 

references to marches, signs, and community organizing, signaling a desire to move beyond 

awareness toward tangible change. 
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Table 2  

Artist Intent and Modes of Civic Expression 

Intent Category Description Count 

Inform/Educate Focuses on conveying facts, details, and data of a topic; 

knowledge-building 

7 

Riase Awareness Focuses on increasing knowledge and understanding 

through emotional appeal and multiple perspectives 

53 

Inspire Action Focuses on encouraging specific, informed action, such 

as mobilizing or advocating 

8 

 

These findings suggest that artivism, particularly when framed as a tool for raising awareness, can 

be a powerful entry point for PSTs to begin exploring civic engagement both personally and 

pedagogically. The dominance of the Raise Awareness category (n = 53) may reflect PSTs’ 

developmental stage as emerging educators who are still forming their civic identities and may 

feel more confident expressing concern and empathy than advocating for direct action. 

Additionally, the use of collage as a medium may have supported this comfort zone, allowing PSTs 

to explore complex issues through layered, symbolic, and emotionally resonant imagery.  

At the same time, the relatively small number of collages coded as Inspire Action raises questions 

about how teacher education programs can better support PSTs in moving from awareness to 

advocacy. Encouraging deeper engagement with civic agency, especially through multimodal 

forms like art, may help PSTs see themselves not only as facilitators of civic learning but as active 

participants in democratic life.  

Discussion, Conclusion and Implications 

This study explored how PSTs engaged with civic issues through collage-making in elementary 

social studies methods courses. Grounded in a conceptual framework of arts integration, artivism, 

and aesthetic imagination, we examined both the civic themes represented in PST-created collages 

and the artist intent expressed through visual and written components. Our findings suggest that 

artivism, defined as the use of art for social change, can serve as a pedagogical tool for fostering 

civic awareness, identity development, and expression among future educators. 
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Elementary social studies methods courses are often the only formal exposure PSTs receive to 

civic content and pedagogy (Bolick et al., 2010; Passe, 2006), and many enter these courses with 

narrow conceptualizations of civic engagement (Levine, 2015; DiGiacomo et al., 2024). The 

dominance of the Raise Awareness category in our analysis of artist intent reflects this 

developmental stage. PSTs appeared most comfortable using art to increase understanding and 

empathy, often through emotional imagery and symbolic representation. This aligns with 

Westheimer & Kahne’s (2004) work on civic identity development, which suggests that early civic 

learning often begins with personal connection and emotional engagement before progressing 

toward advocacy or action. 

The collages provided a multimodal space for PSTs to explore issues that mattered to them, 

including but not limited to mental health, educational equity, LGBTQ+ rights, through symbolic 

and affective means. This supports Halverson’s (2021) argument that the arts offer unique 

affordances for meaning-making, particularly in educational contexts where traditional discursive 

forms may limit expression. By engaging in collage-making, PSTs were able to represent complex 

social issues in ways that felt accessible and personally relevant, reinforcing the value of arts 

integration as a legitimate and transformative pedagogical approach. 

However, the limited number of collages coded as Inspire Action raises important questions about 

how teacher education programs can support PSTs in moving from awareness to agency. Preparing 

teachers for democratic classrooms requires not only empathy but also a commitment to justice-

oriented action. The relatively low representation of mobilizing imagery and activist messaging in 

the collages suggests that PSTs may need more explicit scaffolding to envision themselves as civic 

actors capable of inspiring change. 

This need is especially evident in the findings related to race. Despite the equity-centered focus of 

both programs, and the centrality of racial justice in contemporary civic discourse, PSTs rarely 

addressed race explicitly in their collages or artist statements. While many included racially 

diverse imagery, few engaged in critical interrogation of racial injustice. This pattern reflects the 

gap between representational diversity and racial literacy, a broader challenge in teacher education. 

As Hawkman (2020) notes, PSTs, particularly white PSTs, often struggle to move beyond surface-

level inclusion toward deeper analysis of systemic racism, especially when dominant discourses 
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such as the “discourse of protection” frame race as too controversial or inappropriate for young 

learners. 

Importantly, the categories outlined in our findings should not be viewed as rigid stages but as a 

continuum that educators can intentionally scaffold. Teachers play a critical role in designing 

experiences that move students from personally responsible civic dispositions toward justice-

oriented commitments (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Likewise, for teacher educators, artivism 

may serve as a developmental pathway for PSTs’ civic identity formation. Indeed, embedding 

artivism could help PSTs progress beyond awareness toward advocacy, positioning them as 

educators who cultivate democratic classrooms and foster justice-oriented citizenship. 

Taken together, the findings of this study suggest that arts-based methods, such as collage and 

artist statements, offer promising avenues for the work of promoting civil discourse and 

deliberative democracy in teacher education classrooms. They allow PSTs to explore difficult 

topics in multimodal ways, connect personal experience to broader social issues, and begin to 

articulate their civic identities. As Greene (1995) reminds us, aesthetic experiences awaken the 

imagination and moral agency, enabling individuals to envision alternative futures and empathize 

with diverse perspectives. This imaginative capacity is essential for civic engagement and 

democratic teaching. 

Implications for Teacher Education 

The findings of this study underscore the importance of intentional, sustained work in teacher 

education to support PSTs in developing the skills and dispositions needed for critical civic 

engagement. Thus, we offer three implications for elementary social studies methods courses and 

broader teacher education programs. 

Artivism as a “Soft Start” to Civic Dialogue 

First, artivism offers a “soft start” to controversy, providing PSTs with a lower-stakes, creative 

entry point into difficult conversations. In order to support our PST in seeing social justice and 

civic engagement as part of their charge as classroom teachers, we must constantly engage in 

conversations about how we understand ideas like power, race, class, gender, and capitalism that 

often intimidate us (Shelton & McDermott, 2010). Because art-based methods rely less on 
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academic language and more on creative representation, they may help PSTs begin to engage with 

social issues before they feel ready to do so through traditional text-based discourse. This approach 

may reduce fear and resistance and, instead, create space for exploration and reflection, beginning 

the process for PSTs to recognize and cultivate their own voice and agency (Athiemoolam, 2021).  

The soft start can also give students who are directly affected by the issues they are creating art 

about a way to reflect their lived experience under oppression (Weems, 2002), an outlet to be 

vulnerable without having to have the “right” words or ideas that makes issues or topics more 

digestible for those that do not understand their experiences. Students who are talking about these 

issues that directly affect them, it provides them an outlet without having to put words to it. 

Additionally, viewing the artwork of their peers provides opportunities for students to critically 

self-examine and build empathy for others (Samson, 2005).  

Supporting Critical Engagement Beyond Representation 

Artivism offers a lot of affordances as a starting point, but we cannot stop there. Teacher educators 

can link the “soft start” with explicit instruction and discussion around injustice and oppression, 

especially specific to race as our results highlight. Our students needed more support in actually 

naming and analyzing injustice, not just representing it visually and symbolically. White teachers 

need a way to negotiate the social ghosts of racism that continue to permeate the very foundation 

of our educational system (Roberts, 2011). The arts provide teacher educators a way to help their 

students name, acknowledge, and think through strategies to incorporate in the classroom and 

world in which we live in. Paring these artistic engagements with critical conversations, 

discussions, and reflection across teacher education programs can be a vehicle to help students 

better thread activism, art, and civic engagement into their pedagogy.  

Moving Toward Action 

One of the most striking findings of this study was the limited number of collages coded as Inspire 

Action. This raises important questions about how teacher education programs can support PSTs 

in moving beyond awareness to advocacy. Teachers and teacher educators are often implicitly and 

explicitly discouraged from taking action on controversial issues. Moving forward, we must 

consider incremental, sustainable ways to support action-oriented civic skills in teacher education. 
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This might include diversifying field experiences, embedding civic inquiry into course 

requirements, and modeling how to engage with difficult topics while protecting the livelihoods 

and well-being of educators and students. Helping PSTs develop the confidence and competence 

to take civic action, whether through curriculum design, classroom dialogue, or community 

engagement, is essential to preparing them for the realities of teaching in a democratic society. 

In a time marked by political division, curricular restriction, and democratic fragility, teacher 

education must prepare PSTs not only to teach about civic life but to participate in its renewal. 

Artivism offers a pedagogical strategy for doing so, in ways that are imaginative, inclusive, and 

action-oriented. Shelton & McDermott (2010) remind us that “enlisting pre-service teachers to 

engage in critical thought about diversity, equity, democracy, and power relationships is a 

challenging responsibility” (p. 123). By integrating collage and other arts-based methods into 

social studies teacher education, we can help future teachers develop the creative, critical, and 

affective tools needed to foster civil discourse, engage with controversial issues, and teach for 

democracy. As the findings of this study demonstrate, art can be more than expression–it can be a 

catalyst for civic transformation and a language of civic expression where words may fail or be 

forbidden. 
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